


PORETRY, RELIGICN, AND LIFE,

TEXT: As certain of your own poets have sald, For we are also
his offspring,
mommmmam ACLE L7328

There are %wo rether remsrkable things about thig text,
One is that Paul, & Jew, showed that he hsd a more than ordinary
knowleage of Greek poetry snd used this knowledge in spesking to
the people of Athens, This line that he quoted has been found in
twe Greek poets, one arates, the other Cleanthes; but they are not
names that are familiar to the school boy or college boy of todays
they were not, in fact, writers of the first rank, Yet Paul, a
gtranger in Greece, xnew tneir works or somehow was sble to quote
from these obscure peets while addressing their fellow - country-
men at Athens,

- Then the other remarkable thing is that Greek noetry shouid
be qumﬁd by & Christian missionar,; that Paul, tel.ing the
Athenians sbout the God of Jesus, should have been able Lo turn
tc their pretry and find such a significant line as thig:s "For we
are also his offgpring,"” He wss speaking to a pagan people; yet
aven their own poets had the funcamental teachimdor conception) that
fitted in with this central thought of the religion of Christ,

Yet these things, after sll, are not so strange s8s they
seem, Poetry was mach more widely kiown and honored in those days
than it is now, It was as popular then, we might say, as the modern
nevel is towsy, So that when Paul quoted this iine in nis speech,
he at once commended himself and his cause to the people; for they
all knew and reccgnized the quotation, Nor dia they think it
singular in him, who was evidently a msn of culture, that he should
know their poetry,

bLnd then again, poeitry, of whatever uge or clime, gives
axpression to the deeper truths of iife, It is very clonsely
agsocinted with religion, The poetry of Greece and India, of modern
Burcpe and America, as of Anclent Palestine, shows much in common,
If it is true poetry, it reveals some agpect of true religion,
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¥e of foday are not the lovers of poetry that the anciénts
were; 40 not read or recite iﬁ, as they did or give it anything like
the honor and sttention it once used %o receive_, TEspecially is this
true here in America, 83 we all know; yet the degree to which we heve
turned away from poetry was bhrought home to me very forcibly hy & new
and interesting experience a few years ago, Being commissioned by an
glderly parishioner in anvther city to secure a publisher for a
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volume of verses, I learned much avout the market for poetry, The
editor of one of the best and most influential publishing houses in
the country, although willing to read and consider the verses, told
me frankly that there wag very little merket for poetry in America,
that his firm had found it & losing proposition to publish poetry
excent that written by a few well-known authors, And he made the
agtounding statement that there were not more than five or six poets
living in america today whose works wonld find a ready and preofitable
sale; and not more than twenty fuur or twanty five whose peetry his
firm would dare to publish with any expectancy of even making expenses
on the venture,

That is a very significant statemeni, Poelry, of course, is
read today, And, as tnis editor said to me, every msgazine, whether
monthly or weekly issue, finds 1t necessary, in order to meet the
degires of all its readers, %o devote gome of its space Lo poetry, if
only a part of a column, Butbt when i% comes to & volume of poetry,
there is little room for it in our wodern life, Out of a vopulsation
of gsome one hundred millions or more, there sare not two dozen of them
who can hope with any certainty to market their wares with a possible
profit, The public will not take poeiry, in any serious measure, There
are certain poets that the oublic will read; but largely, it is to be
feared, because it is fashionable Lo resd them and know something about
them,~ because they have slready made a name, There is the case of
Robert Progt who is not only s well-read soet today, but also a poet
of serious ability and power, Yet some years ago, at the bveginning
of his career, he was unuble to find a publisher in this country who
wag willing to risk the financial venture of publishing his first book
of poems, He did succeed in England, however, wherse his poems made an
instant success, And it was only after this that he bvecame popular
in Amzrica and his poetic works hecame markeitable among our neoole

Now all this opens up a very interesting question, Has this
deciine of poetry or this absence of poetry among our peovle anything
to do with %the present tenver of 1life, the meterialistic attitude of
the time and the lessened interest in religion here among cur people?

Of cne of two things we may be certain: either our time does not proauce
many real ncets or else turns a rather deaf ear %o those thet it dees
produce, Aand I imagine that each is frankly true, A hundred years ago
hegan what we now lock back to as the Golden age of litersture here in
Ameriea and especially of poetry, Such names as BEmerscn, Lowell, and
Ahittier, Longfellow ana Holmes, Poe and Lanier at ouce occurr Lo us,
But in thig twentieth century we have no numes to match them, Those
poets of the nineteenth century had an influence on public opinion,

That Golden sge of poeftry was also an age of thought, of religious
revival, of gpiritusl aspiration, But tocay these trings are apparently
on tne wane; and so too is poetry, Is there any connection betwsen

the {wo?

I believe that there is, 4 writer in the "Atlantic Montly"
this past summer, in an article on the "Decline of Literature traces
this decline to the growing absence of religious interest, shows how
the great poets of old, unlike the rmoderns, always had a religious back-
ground, as though Heuven were always touching sarth,
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And then, again, you may recall the off-quoted statement of
the man who said that if he could make all the bsaliads of a nation,
he would not care who made its laws_, Although that was sald more than
two centuries ago there is truth in it still, The laws restrain fron
wrong-doing and try to coaify the rules of associated living; but the
songs of a nation reach to the sources and motives of action and beth
express and mould its life,

Go hack %o the veginnings of history and before; ana yow will
find the puet,- and in a far more exalted and influential position
than ever in later tiumes, Among all the peoples of our ancesiry, there
was elways the bard, who was not only a factor in the development of
language, but also in the development of the community and nation, He
was a gort of living book; and the peonle read, as it were, by listening
to him as he chunted or recited in verse the stories of the past, the
exploits of heroes and the history of the tribe or nation and celebrated
its hopes and ideals, It was the bard who moulded public opinion in
those ancisnt days, who stirred the social sense and the better
agpirations; and who, in his poetry, gave religion to the peovle,

Poetry thus begun in close assoclation with religions, All
the religions writings of ancient times are poetry, It has now heen
learned that the earliest books of the 0ld Testament are all poetry,
Then, too are the psalms,=- the most religious, surely the most spiritual
expression that the ancient Jews have given us; and these are songs,-
designed for the peovle to sing at their worship, The Hebrew poets
were the psalmists and also the prophets; or, at an earlier time they
ware called "seers",- because they could see more than the others,

But as the cenburies went on, the voet began to lose his
commanding position, The bard or rhapsodist, the seer and psalmist
at lnst disanpesred, The close association of poetry and religion was
broken, Yet they belong together; and I think it can be shown that,
whenever in history there have heen reviva.s of religion, there has alsc
been a revival of song, Following the Protestant Reformation came the
Elizabethan period and the wonder of Shaxespere and the majesty of Milton,
¥ith the stir of Methodism came the great era of hymn simqlug and some
of the greatest hymns of hist.ry, And the liberal reformmtion in New
Englg? a century ago was coincident with its Golden Age of Poetry ana all
those New Englund poets were Unitarian,

4t was Maceulay, himgelf a poet, who said in one of nis essays,
that as givilization advances, poelry is bound to decline, Perhaps that
is vecause civilization tends to become more snd more self-conscious
and artificdel and mechanical; or because it 15 so complex that poetry
is simply crowded out,

But whether Macaulay is right or not, it remains true that man
is by nature religious, The voetizing instinct still survives in our
civilization, Modern Americans may not read much real verse; but they
get thelr poetry in dancing or rhythmig music or their love or slang,-
which i3 nowhere so pronounced or so picturesque as it is here in
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America, A newspaver report of\bull game ig never plain, straight-forward
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prose; it is filled %o the exireme with metaphor and simile; as is the
vernacular of politics and the language of the street, so0 often copied
from some current popular song, All this may not be poetry of the
higheat form; yet it is poetry of a kind, it is symbolism, And it shows
that 1if we do not have poetry in one form, we are bound to have it in
ancthers- snd Lthe same may be said of religion, As Emerson writes,

"The people fancy that they hate poetry and they are all poets and
mystics "

But Jjust what is poetry? It has as many definitions as religion;
and [ shall not venture wpon them here, but only recall to you its two
essential aspects,~ at least as I conceive them, Outwardly, it is beauty
and power of ohrase and melody und rhythm, Inwardly, it is an idealistic
gttitude toward life; an imegination, from s higher point of view, of
the facts and possibilities of life, The first is its form or body; the
second, its spirit - or scul, -~ The poet, that is to say,- as the word
by its derivation implies,- is & maker, & creator, And he creates with
beauty and with a vision thut sees beyona the matericl facts, Shukgsnaxe
sEExEREyx£nr g

Shakspere sets tnigs forth, in a familiar passage of rare beauty
and power in "Midsummer Night's Dreanm", where Theseus speaks of the poet
and his eye -

"Doth glance fvom heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;
And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unkown, the poet's ven

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name "

There is the function of the peet, With his vision, his spiritual
imagination, he creates for us an ideal world,

Now it is not my purpose or province to urge the reading of
poetry.- save to gay it would be better for us all if we gave more tire
to it and resied more in its moods, for our peace and spiritual invigorator,
That wes one of the counsels of Phillips Brooks, who even went so far as
to say that it would be a good thing for everyone %o write a poem every-
day; and then,he added, "don't show it to anyone "

But what I shoula lixke to urge is the poetic atiitude in our
every day life,- which is the same as the spiritual sttitude, - We have
not encugh poz2try in our souls in this mechanical age and in these days
when the material things absorb so mucn of our time and thought and geem
80 all importunt, We forget that the things that are seen are sure to pass
away in their time, We neglect to look for the things that are unseen and
that ablde torever, We do not live =nwmgh in the world that is real and
eternsal |

There are those who wiil say,"Tf it is ooetry, it is not true;"
and so turn to the grosser things, the plainly visibie facts; when, in
reality, here in poetry, as in religion, is the larger truth which only
the spiriftual vision can see,
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Take such words as thege from Brownling's "Pinpa Passes",

"God's in his heaven,
All's right with the world ™

Now that verse hag received a great deal of scorn from the
reformers and revolutionaries, the pessimists, cynics or sc=-called
realisgts in thegse recent years, 1% is not tras at all, they aay,

A1l is not right with the world,6 We have war and violence, injustice

and ineguality, ana suffering and wiciedness all over the world, And

if there is s God in his heaven, which we very much doubt, then so

much the worse for him, --=--~ So they say, "reasoning not aright", because
they see only the facts that are sordid, But the poet is the creator who
sees the spiritual facts and out of the wvision constructs the ideal and
sets Pefore us the larger truth, Stay down with the cynics who say,
"All's wrong with the world™ and so it will remain, But see with the
poet that God is in his Heaven; snd becsuse God is in his Heaven, all

is rignt with the world, whatever man in hils folly may doj- and wrongs
are righted and men are lifted up and restored,

Let me recall the incidents of this dramatic poem of Browning's,-
The young girl, Piopa, has a noliday from her work in the silk mills,
And with pure and happy heart all the day long, she plays about in
girlish Jjoy, strolling along the streets and through the mesdows and
over the hills, - singing her songs as she passes, Nothing she knows
of evil; and yet she walks through an evil world, But as she wal«s, her
gopgs reach the hearts of men, the ideal touches them to betier things,

Premendous is vhe transformation in the opening scene, Up the
hill-side, in a ghrub-~house, are a mun and a woman, They are guilty
lovers, They have just murdered her husbvand, yonder in the castle,

And now he is winding her hsir upon her head, crowning her his queen,
As he says, his spirit's arbitress, magnificent in sin, When suddenly,
from without is heerd %the voice of Pippa, singing as she passes:-

"The year's at the spring,
The day ‘s at the mornj
Morning's at seven;

The hill-side's dew=pearled;
The lark's on the wing;

The snsil®s on the thorns
God's in his heaven,

All's right with the worla ™

"God's in his heaven," cries the man, "Do you hesar thet?" And
he turns from the womun, his face white with the anguigh of sudden
repentance, "That little peasant's voice”, he says, "has right all,
The' 1 be lost, I know which is better, vice or virtue, nurity or lust,
I am proud to feel such torments, I, having done my deed, pay too iis
price " And the woman also repents and prays for the mercy of God,
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What a contrast w.s there! The blood-stained hands of these
two and the innocent faithekeeping heart of a little singing maiden,
All was not right there in that guilty summer-house, 3But across the
dew-nearled hill-side came a song-bearing the message, creating the
vision of purity and goodness and God, And what was wrong, was righted
in their hearis,

50 Pippa passed on her way that day, singing her gsongs 88 she went,
and everywhere she went, there were those who heard and were moved %0
better things, The discouraged were enheariered, the wesak were
strengthened, the doubting were fortified, as hersongs, ever freighted
with the ideal, reached them, A young student was turned from plans of
veangeance to the purities of love and honor, A patriot, wavering in his
daty, was remewed with quic< resolve, A bishop, tempted to a terrible
and villainous wrong, was saved from his temptation, And the young girl
when she went to bed that night, thought how foeclishly she had spent
her poor day in singing; asnd yet wondered if, perchance, ner songs had
reached the hearts of any, And so st the last, she fell asleep, In the
thought that "All service ranks the same with God "
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Now there is the work of poetry and of religion too, at ftheir
best, It seems very inefrective in this hard and sonmetimes brutal
world of facts, But it is only this that can save us; it is only this
pcetic instinct; this soiritual appreciation that can discern and reveal
and make real among us the unseen verities of God,

That was the power of Paul, When he came among the Athenians,
he found them worshipping m%& gods, even the unknown God thet he himself
proclaimed, Their philosophers and poets knew better yet they fashioned
their ?ods in gold ar silver or stone,’'graven by art or device of man",=-
the sort of deity that the worshipper might see with his eyes or touch
with his bands, Then Paul told them of the God who is invisible, that
ungeen reslity in whom we live and move and have our being, And he
quoted to them what certain of their own poets had written, "For we are
also his offspring. ™ He brought to their minds, shut up, as they were,
in a material werld, this line oif peetry, that their minds might be
opened to the larger truth; that they might get this spirftual vision
and know that God i3 the unseen Father anda they were His children snd
all men were brothers,

Is there s God in his Heaven? Are we His offgpring? Is there
divinity by this heritage in everyone of us the world over, even where
wickedness and folly prevail? It is only the poetry in your swul that
can answer hhe question ari-ht, it is only this spiritual vision that sees
beyond the gtupnid facts of the materisl world,
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