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~TRY, RELIGION, AND .LH'E. 

~-'EXT: AS certa in of your own poets have said, For we are a ls o 
his offspring. 

------- Acts 11: 28 

There are two rather re~rkable thing;;; abou.t this text. 
One is that Paul ~ a Jew, showed that he h8.d a more than ordina ry 
knowledge of G-reek poetry and used this knowledge in I:I peaking to 
the people of Athens. This line that he quoted has been found in 
two G-reek poets, one Aratc,s, the other Cleanthes; but they are not 
name~ that are fl:l.miliar to the school boy or college boy of today; 
they were not, in fact, wri ters of the first rank. Yet Paul , e. 
stranger in G-reece, :(new t eleir works or somehow was able to 'luote 
from these obscure poets while a C!C1ressing trIeir fellow - country­
men at Athens 

l.J1hen t he other remarkable thing is that Gre ek p oetry ShOU. l d 

be f.lll.6~d by a Chrii:ltian missionar;/ ; that Puul, teE i ng the 
Athenia ns abou.t t he God of Jesus, sh ould have been able to tu.rn 
tc their p l, e·try and find such e. significant line as this: "For we 
a re a.lso his offspring . " He was s peaking to a paga n pe ople; yet 
even their own poets had the flJ.n clamen t al teach;~ or c oncepti on) tha t 
fi tted in wi th this central thought of the r e li gion of Christ. 

Yet t hese things, after a ll, are not so strange as t hey 
seem. Poet ry was much more widel'y k: own and honored in those da ys 
than it is now " I t was as popu.la.r then, we might say, as the modern 
novel is t oCtay 0 So that when Paul qu.ot.ed thi s line in ilis speech9 
he at on(~e c orPlllended himself and his cause to the people; for they 
all knew a.nd recognized the Quotation, Nor elia they think it 
si ngular in h1m , who Was evidentl.y a nw.n of culture, that he shou.ld 
kno','! the i r poetry $ 

Anll then again, poetry. of whateve r ~ge or clime J gives 
expression to the deeper truths of life. It is very clo:Jely 
associat.ed rrith re lig ion. The poetry of Gree ce and India, of mod.ern 
Eur ope a nti America, as of Anci e nt Palestine t i:lh ows mu.ch in cornmon . 
If it i:;J true poetr;;. it reveals so me aspect of true religion . 

We of tOd. ay are not the lovas of po e"~ry that the anci ent s 
were; ::10 no t r e ad or reGite it , a s they diu or g i ve it a.nythlng like 
the hon or a nd at t ention it once used to receive 0 Es pecially is this 
tru.e he re in Ameri ca, as we a ll kn ow; yet the deg ree to which we h2.V9 

turned a wa.y from poetry was 'br oug ht home t o me very f orcibly by a new 
and i n tere:;Jt ing e xper i ence a few years ago • Being commissioned 'by an 
elderLy par i s h ione r i n anut her ci t y to secur'e a pub lisher for a 
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volume of verses, I learned much about the market f or poetry. The 
adi t or of one of the best a nd mos t influe ntial publi shing hO\lses in 
t he country , a lthough willing t o read and cons ider the verses, tol.d 
me frankly that there Wa s very little market for poetry in America., 
that his firm had f ound i t a losing pr oposition to publish p oetry 
except that wri tten by a few well-.known a uthors . And he made t he 
astol~nding s t atement that there were not more than five or six poets 
living in Junerica to (l~y whose works wo uld find a rea.dy and profi table 
s a le; and not more than t wenty f lJur or twenty five whose poetry his 
firm would dare to publish wi th any expectancy of even making expenses 
On the venture 

That is a very significant statement. Poetry, of cour~e, is 
rea.d tOday 0 And, as this edi tor sa.id to rae, every magazine, whether 
monthly or weekly issue, finds it necessary, in order to meet the 
desi.res of all its readers, to devote s ome of its spa ce to poetry, if 
only a part of a column. But when it comes to a v olwne of poetry. 
there is little room for it in our modern life. OlJ.t of a popuh.tion 
of s ome one hunCired millions or more , there are not two dozen of them 
who can hope with any certainty to market their wares with a possible 
prof i t , The public will not take p oe try, in any serious meal:l ure. r.Phere 
a re certain poets that the pul}lic will renCl; ·but largely, it is to be 
feared, becuuse it is f ashionable to read them and kno l\' something about 
them,- beCause t hey have already made a name. There i s the case of 
Robert Frost who 1s not only a we ll-read poet today , but also a poet 
of s eri ous ab i lity a nd power. Yet some yeurs ago, at the beginning 
of his career. he was um.ole t o find a pub lis he r in thi s c ountry who 
was will ing to risk the financial venture of publishing his first b ook 
of poems. He did s ucceed in England, h owever, where his poems made a n 
i ns tant success. And it was only after this t hat he became p opular 
in Am,; r:i.ca anci his poetic wo rks became marketable among our pe ople. 

Now al l this opens u.p a very interesting quest i on, Ha s this 
;iecline 0 1' poetry or t h is ,~bsence of p oetry am ong our people any t hi ng 
t o do with the present t e moer of life, the materialistic at titude of 
t he time and the les s ened interest in re ligion here among cur peop le? 
Of one of two thing s we m6lY be certain: either our ti me do es n ut p rCiQUCe 
many real :) (jets or else turns a rather deaf eur to th ose i.hat it doe s 
p r oduce, And I i magi ne t he. teach is frariltly t rue. A hundred years ago 
beg an what we now l ook oack t o as the Golden Age of literatu.l'e here in 
Americ-a and especially of poetry Su.ch names a s Emers on , Lowell t and0 

Whittier, I.ongfell ow ane.! lio l mes, 1' 0 8 anCi La n i e r at or"ce occurr t o us. 
But in this twentieth century we Iuive no names t o matc h them . Those 
poets of t he ni neteent h cent ury had a n influence on pub li c op inion. 
Tha t Go l den Age of poe t r y was al s o a n age ot t h ought, of religi ous 
reV i val, of sp ir i tual aspirati on . But too.ay t he s e t dng s are a pparent l y 
on t n t! wane; an d s o too is poetry. Is there arr;t connecti on oetv,een 
t he two'? 

I b elie ve tha t t he re is. A writer in the "Atlan tic Montltly" 
this past sUrnr.ler, i n an a rticle on t he "D~cline of .Literatu.re" traces 
t hi s de cline t o the grow ing ab s e nce of r eligi ous interes t . shows 11ov, 
the grea t poets of OlCl. u.n li ke the Moderns, alway s hEld a r e lIg i ous b tlek­
ground, &. ::3 thougll He:.ve n wer e alway ., touchi ng earth . 

http:Am,;r:i.ca


-~-

And then, again, you may recall the off-Quoted statement of 
t he man who ~ai<i that if he could make all the baLads of a nati on, 
he would not ca re who made its l aws. Al though thh t was said more than 
two centuries ago there i:;; truth in it still. The laws restrain from 
wrong-doing and try to COd ify the rules of associated hving; but 't.he 
songs of a nation reach t o the SQ\.tTces and. moti ves of action and b oth 
express and mould. its life . 

Go baCk to the beginnings of h istory and before; ~nQ you will 
find the puet , - ' and in a far more exalted and influential positi on 
than ever in later tiwes. Among al l the peoples o f our ancestry, there 
was always the bard, who was not only a f actor in the development of 
l a nguage , but a lso in the development of the c('mmunity and nation . He 
was a s or t of living book; and the peo nle read, as it were, by listening 
to him as he chl.l.nted or reci ted in verse the storie :;; of the past, the 
exploits of heroes and the history of the tribe or na tion and celebrated 
its hopes a nd i deals. It was the bard who moulded public opinion in 
those ancient uays, who st i rred the social sense and the better 
a.spirations; and who, in his poetry. ga.ve religion to the people. 

Poetr" thus begcm in cl ose a s:; ociation with religlon~. All 
the religi ons writings of ancient ti mes are poetry. It has now been 
lefJ.rned that the earliest books of the Old Testament a re a ll p oetry. 
Then. too a re the psalms.- the most religiOUS, surely the mos t spi r itua l 
e xpressi on tha t t he ancient J ews have given us; and t he s e a re s ongs , ­
designed for the pe op le to sing at their worship. The Hebrew poets 
were the paa l mists and a lso the prophet.s; or , a t an earlier time they 
\"era called "seers",- -necal.l.s e they c:ould see more th8.l:l the others. 

But as t he {~enturies went on , the poet began to l os e his 
commanding position. The bard or rhapsodist, the seer a nd psalmtst 
a t l ast disaTlpeared. 'fhe close a ssociation of' poetry a nd religion was 
broken. Yet they bel ong toge ther; and I think it can be shown that, 
\'lhenever in hist ory there have been reviva1.s of reli gi on, there has also 
been Il 1'e·\I'1.va1 of song. .b'011owing the Protestant Reformati on came the 
Elizabetlllin period anci the wonder of Sha<ce::>pere and the rna~i esty of Milton . 
With the atir of Method.ism came the great era of hymn S\"ft..1ng and s ome 
of the greiatest r.ymns of hLlt<_ry. An(1 the liberal re i'orrnu tl on in New 
Erl6 1 ~R a century ago was coinciaent wi th 1. ts Golden Age of Poetry a na a ll 
those New England p oets were Unitarian • 

.I t was Macaulay~ himse l f a poet. wh o s ai.d in one of {tis e s s ays, 
t ha.t as c i Vilization a dva nc.e.s, p.Qetry is b ound t 'L.Q~9lJ.,l1.e o Perhap~ that 
is because civili zation t ends t o bec ome mo r e a nd more self-consci ous 
and artificial and mechanica l; or because it is so compLex t hat poetry 
is s imply crowaed out " 

But whe t her Macaulay is ri ght or not t it remains true that man 
is by nature religiou.s. fl'he poet iz ing instinct still survives :i.n our 
ci viliza ti on . :Modern Ame rica.ns may not read much rea l vers e; (lut they 
get the ir p oetry in danci ng or rhythmLc musin or the i r love or s l a ng,­
which is · iwwhere so pr onounce d U so picture s<1ue a s i t is here i n 
Am8rica. A ne ws pa De r r ep ort o f ,b1:.l1 1 game i s neve r p lain, st r a i ght-fur ward 
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prose; it is filled to the extreme with metaphor and simile; as is the 
verna cl.l.lur of politics and 'the language of the street, so often copied 
fr om some current popular song. All this ~y not be poetry of the 
highest form; yet it is poetry of a kind~ it is symbolism. And it shov:s 
that if we do not ht>ve poetry in one form, we are bound to have it in 
a nother;- a na the same may be said of rel igi on. As Emerson wri tes, 
nThe people fancy that they hate poetry and they are all poets and 
mystics." 

B'.lt just what is poetry? It has as many definitions a s religion; 
a nd I shall not venture up on them here, but only recall to you its two 
essent ial aspects,- at least as 1 conceive them. Outw[.trdly~ it is beauty 
a nd power of phrase and melody unci rhythm. Inwardly, it is an idealistIc 
atti t ude toward life; an imagination, from a higher p oint of view. of 
the facts a nd possibilities of life. The first is its form or body; the 
second, its spirit - or soul.-- The p oet, that is to say, - as the word 
by its deri'mtion implies~~ is a maker, a creator. And. he creates with 
beau.ty and with a vision ttl/at sees beY0rla the mCl te ri",l facts. 2i'1JlkIUQlIl[XI[ 

,u:;txxjG:xi,llxfm::m 

Shakspere sets thi~ forth, in a familiar passage of rare bea~ty 
and p ower in "Midsu.mmer Night's Dream" t where Theseus speaks of the poet 
and his eye ­

" Doth glance fllom heaven to e a rth, from earth to heaven; 
And a s i:ow.gination b odies forth 
The form s of things unkown, the p O€ t 's pe n 
Turns them to shapes and gi ve s to airy nothing 
A loeal habi ta ti on und a name." 

There is the function of the poet. Wi th his vision, his spiritual 
imagination, he creates f ur us an ideal world. 

Now it is not ~' pu.rpose or province to urge the reading of 
poetry,- save to 3ay it WOUld be better for us all if we {Save more ti tre 
t o it and rested more In its mo ods, for our pe ace and spiritual invigorator . 
That was one of the counselt; of Phil l i ps Br ooks, who even went so far as 
t o say t hat it iVouJd be a good thing for everyone to write a poem every­
day; a nd. then,he added , "don't show it to a.nyone." 

But what I ::;h 'JulQ like to urge is the poetic atti tude in our 
a very day li fe , - whieh is the s a me as t he spirit ual f;l.tt itude . - We ha ve 
no t en (Jugh p o,"t ry in our a ouls i n tilis rr.echanical age and in t hese days 
when the material thi ngs absorb so muc J1 of our ti Me and. thought ancl s e em 
so a l l impor t:..:nt We forge t tha t the thi ngs that ure s een a. r e sure to pas s 
away i n t h ei r t ime. We neglect to look for the t lli ngs that are unseen a nd 
t ha t abide f orever. IVe do no t live ,~n ()ugh in the world that is real and 
eternal . 

'llhere are th os e who 7li il say ~ HTf i t i s Doetry, it is not tru.e;!t 
and so turn tc the grosser things, th.e pl a inly visib.i.e facts; when , in 
r eal i.ty , nere i n poe1jry. a s in r el igion, is the la rger truth Which onl y 
'the spi r i tual v ision ca n see o 
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(fake sv.ch words as these from Br ownl ng'.3 " Pit)pa Passes", 

"God's in his heaven , 
All's rig!lt wi th the world." 

Now tha t verse has re cel ved a gre"t deal of sc c, rn from the 
reformers and rev olu.ti onaries, the pessimists, cynics or so-called 
realists in these recent years. It is not tr1le at all , they say. 
AU is not right with the world . We hi:>ve war a nd. vi olence, injustice 
a.nd inequality,. ana suffering and wic ::;:edness .all over the world . And 
i f ·there is a God in his heaven, which we very mu.ch do u.bt, then 80 

much. t he worse for him. --.-- So they say t "reasoning not aright", because 
they s ee only the facts that a re sordid. Bu.t t.he poet is the creator who 
sees the spiritual facts anc! out of the 'risi on constructs the ideal and 
sets 15efor e us the larger truth. Stay down wi th the cynics who say, 
"All 's wr ong wi tri the world'! and so It will remain. But see 'lIi th the 
poet that God i s i n hls Heaven; e.nd becau.se God is in hi s Heaven, ali 
is rj,ght with the worl d, Whatever mt:.n in his fa lly may do;- and wrongs 
are r ighted and men are lifted up and rest ored. 

Let me re.':!a ll the indden1;s of this dramat ic poem of Browning's.­
The yuung gi rl. Pippa, has a holia ay from her work in the silk roi 11s. 
And wit h pure awl happy heart all the day long, she pl ays about in 
gi rli sh joy, st r oll i ng a long the streets and through the meadows a nd 
over the hins. - s i ng ing her songs as she pas ses, Nothing she knows 
of evi l; and ye t :;he walks through an evil world. But as she wal,es? her 
l3(mgs rea ch the hearts of men, t he ideal t ouches them to better things. 

(l! remendou::i is ~he trallsfurma ti on in t he opening scene. Up the 
hil l-Side , in a shru..b-house, are a man a n(j a womem" They are guilty 
l overs. They have jU 3t murdered he r husbanJ. , yonder in the castle. 
L\nd now he is cvirluing her hair upon her head , crowning her his queen. 
A:> he s a:iS, his .spirit's arbitress, magnificent in sin. ,/(hen suddenly, 
f r om wi thout is heard t he voi ce of Pippa, singing 8S 13h8 passes : ·­

U(l'he year's at the spring . 
The day's at the DOrn; _" 
Morning's at seven; 
The hill-S Lue's dew-pearled; 
The l a rk:' s on the ;d ng ; 
The snail's on the thorn: 
GOd~8 in his heaven. 
All Y S righ t with the wor lCl. , " 

" God's i n his heave n ," c r ies the man . "Do you hea r t hat?" And 
he turns from the w0m<..n 1• his face vr hi te with t he angui sh of sudden 
r epentance. " rl'hat li t tle peasant' s v oice", he saysJ "has right 8.110 
Tho t I be lo s t , I know wh i ch is bet t er, 'l ic e or virtue, ou.rity or lust . 
Y a m pr oud. to fe el 3uch to rme nts . I , having cone rrr; deed, pay too it s 
p r ice . " Anti t he woman a.lso repe n t s and prays f or the mercy of u od 
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What a c,ontrast wC-. s there! iJ.1he blood-stained hanQs of these 
·~wo and t he innoc.ent faith-kee ping heart of a little s ingi ng maiden > 
All was not right there in that gu.il ty sUliJrner-house. Bu.t across the 
deW-IJearled hill-side came u song-bearing the message, cretlting the 
vision of pllri ty and. gO(ldness and {jed And what was wrong, WaS rieht ed 
in their he a. rts. 

So Pippa passed on her waJ that day , singing her songs as she went. 
And everywhere she went, there were those \vho heard and were moved. to 
better t hings. The discouraged were enheartered, the wea.k were 
strengthened t the doubting were fortified~ as he1 songs, ever frei ghted 
wi th the idea1 9 reached them. A young student wa.s t u rned from plans of 
vengeance to the purities of lQ.... e and honor. A patri ot, wavering in his 
duty, Wa S renewed with 'luicA: resolve o A "bishop, tempted to a terrible 
and villa inous wrong, was saved from his temptati on. And the young g irl 
when she went to bed that nig ht, thought how fooli::>hly she hud spent 
her poor day in sinGing; and yet wondered if, percha nce, her Jo ng s had 
reached the hearts of any. And so at the last, she fell asleep~ in the 
thought tha.t "All service ranks the same with GOd. 1t 

Now there i s the 'Nork of poetry and of reli gion too, at their 
best. It seems very ineffective in this hard and sonetinas bru_tal 
wor l d of facts. But it is on ly thi s the. t can s ave us; it is only this 
poetic instinct; this sniritual appreciation that can discern and reveal 
and make real a mong u.s t he unseen veri ties 0 f God 

rrhat was the power of Pan.l. When he came a mont; the Athenians, 
he found the m worshipping mi{:v gods. even the unknown God that he himself 
proc l a imed . Their philos ophers and poets Knew better yet they fashi oned 
their f ods in gold or silver or stone,"graven 'by a rt or device of man",­
the sort of deity that t he worshipper migh t see wi th h1.s eyes or touch 
with his hunrj.s. 'rhen Paul t old t hem or the God who is invisible ., that 
unseen real i ty i n whom we .U va and rno ve ancl have our \)e ing • And he 
qll.oted to them what certain of their own poets had wri tten~ "For we are 
also his offspring." He brought to their !~'1i.nds, shut u.p, as they were, 
i n a materi a l lNorl,1, this Une of poetry ~ that their mi nds might oe 
ope ned to the larger truth; that they might get thi8 spi rttur.al visi on 
and know thu t God is the l~n3een Father anG they 'Ner e His chihiren and 
al l man were brothers 

Is there a God in his Heaven'? Are we His off sp r ir.g? Is there 
divinity by this heritage in everyone of us the world over, even where 
wi ckedness a nd fo lly preva il? It is only the poetry in you.r s l:ul tha.t 
can answer the questi on a ri ::;h t, it 1.13 on ly this sp iritual vision that sees 
bey ond the si;up id fac t s of t ile materiEd worl d o 
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Browlling in "Paracelsl.l.s" says that "God is the perfect poet 
who in his person act13 out his ovm creations" 0 

And ~s "we are also his offspring", we too are to 'be poets, 
imperfect of power as we may be, who shall act out our sn:i.ri tual 
creati ons: we t oo must be poets, not in making verse f or books, but 
in ma king ri . ;hteou~ness a nd serenity, bnu fai th anQ joy for li fe 


