Generative Tension between “God” and “Earth”

in Mary Oliver’s “Thirst™

Paul T. Corrigan

Love for the earth and love for you are baving such a long
conversation in my beart.

Mary Oliver, “Thirst”

in God, Grace, and Creation: Annual Volume for the College Theology

Society, ed., Philip J. Rossi, Orbis Books (May 2010): 43-58. Through neatly fifty years of poetry, Mary Oliver has under-
taken the task of loving nature as a deeply spiritual work. The
spiritual nature of her work has always been unconnected, at least
overtly, to formal religion. She has long been recognized instead
as one of those spiritually minded people who find it necessary
‘to reject formal religious concepts of God because of a profound
nterest in nature.* Anthony Manousos, one of the earliest critics
fo write about her poetry, explained her work in just such terms.
iting lines from Oliver’s poem “Fawn”—“Sunday morning
d mellow as metal / the church bells rang but I went / to the
voods instead”—Manousos argues that “Ultimately, [Oliver’s]
ision of nature is celebratory and religious in the deepest sense.
.. Nature is . . . where the poet can discover the joy and terrog,
he sustaining truths and feelings that conventional religion and
odern society seem unable to provide.”? Over the past several
cades, many critics have echoed this sentiment.* But recently,
liver has taken several new directions, which gives occasion to
ssess the nature of spirituality in her work. As the dust jacket
n-her recent book Thirst puts it, there are “two new directions
the poet’s work . . . grief .. . and . . . faith.”’

he grief comes with the death of Molly Malone Cook, Oliver’s
artner of forty years. And the faith, undoubtedly related to the
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he character of an orthodox Christian spirituality.

grief, takes on ¢
Though Oliver remains consistent in Thirst with her earlier work in

many Ways, insisting siill that “My work is loving the world,” this
recent book introduces to her work for the first time an abundance
of traditional religious references and images.® Thirst opens with ap
epigraph from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers; moves 00 t0 pres-

hes, altars, candles, and scriptures; and contains

ent prayers, churc
many instances of “Christ,” “Lord,” God,” and forgiveness. Ina

poem titled “More Beautiful Than the Hopey Locust Tree Are the
Words of the Lord,” Oliver tells the readex, “The Lord forgives many
things, / so 1 have heard.”” A few pages lates, she speaks of wanting

«(Christ to be as close as the cross I wear.”® Most significant to the

study of Christian theology and spirituality, however, 1S Oliver’s

f God that takes center stage in Thirst, informed
by these and other traditional religious images and expressed in
orthodox Christian ways. The major note of Oliver’s spiricuality
before Thirst had primarily to do with the Earth and with tensions
on Farth; the primary theme of Oliver’s Christian spirituality in
Thirst is a tension between “«God” and “Earth.”

In what follows, 1 first show, through looking at select poems,

how Oliver articulates the tension between God and Farth in
in traditional

Thirst. Then, working recursively, T explore how certa
Christian concepts—the concepts of apophatic and kataphatic—
are well suited for understanding this tension. Following that,
will discuss how Oliver engages the tension between God and
Earth through the act of poetry, moving beyond expressing artistic
theological principles to making use of them ina generative spiti-
tual practice. Finally, [ come to suggest that we can find in Thirst
a model of a contemporary ccological spirituality and a body of
poems through which we ourselves can join with Oliver, as readers,
as spiritual seekers, and as lovers of God and lovers of Barth.”

new awareness @

The Tension between «God” and “Barth”

Oliver fivst introduces the relationship
as such, in the fifth poem of Thirst,
poem she describes “the pale greea wing”
“like a musical notation,” displaying the ¢
phoric imagination that have always characterized her work.

between God and Earth, -
«Musical Notation: 1.” In this -
of the “luna moth” as .
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Sh i
o ;a:zels th!ings, she says, for what they are physically and for
. biet ghz)é :re, ﬁl?[ybe eEfn spiritvally: “Clouds are not only
, mobility, silky sacks of nourishing rai

: rain. Th
;};lcl:ila;d s ndot only pioﬁt, but a paradise of ligh%. ?11 The : g:rrl
tells é)ts ?s?zeT l(l)g who “adored flowers” and another who “Ji)oved
sunset : he flowers, dogs, and sunsets are flowers, dogs, and
sunse s,k ut }tl ey are something more as well.1® As evér befo,re in
he puffnéowwat dthaj\ something else is may or may not be able to

ords. As something new in he k, h 1
poem also gives us theologi ot e e
gical reasons wh i

> v natural thin
what tll1ey are, why they are something else as well, and gShafe
poeTthmight care to take notice. ’ e
e :a(l)ii);m?fhsent(;}'lces of “Musical Notation: 17 tells us: “The

of the religious poets should not be idly,

' taken idly. H
zl;iilv:h(t) loves God,. wdl. look most deeply into His worlZs ”f‘ ?{11‘
such inssz?acrinegt O[-n;;er 11dentiﬁes herself as a religious poeé or at

idarity with religious poets. She al i
least : : ‘ . so brings “physical-
ity” into a specific re'latlonshlp with “God.” The tegllsi(i’l Z:lfl?l
5\3:::6;2 f;lbtle }tmtf gigniﬁcant in light of Oliver’s earlier Worll::
much of her early work it m ¢ J
\ uely ay seem that “God” ¢
0;31 lqu:;ecli moire or less with “Earth,” in this poem they are ch:;}d
onl g d é) 5{({ ,re“ated. TE&: natural created things of Earth relate tg
podas t}(l)s S wgrks. Clouds, pears, flowers, dogs, sunsets, and
juna moth are ‘; at they are physically, metaphorically, and s,piri-
y because they are God’s “works,” made, owned, and cared

- for by God. Religious poets “look most deeply into™ the earth, not

because of their love for the earth per se, though i

igia; ”thli ae:;fth squh' that their “ physicalit;r” “sh%)llllflill i?cdbtehfzkiz
becé ; er, r.ehglous poets “look most deeply into” the earth

< I\1:156 of, l111 l1ght_ of, and through their love for God.

" th:s‘::;gotfatéoxz{ 1” presents the relationship between God
and the works of Go only in terms of joy. But, of course, there
are con r? la 1011;) inherent in loving one thing through ,loving
T El : s;le1 Ojt“' be.r than that thing. Another poem, one of several
speaks more pointégfyizefhlz r;ég;lemte'dfmith e poae
#On Thy Wondrous Works I Will Miillilzate ?SE;IEE 10:; ;1’? ;T:li;c::;)

in T
ﬁtiéhg cll‘lstmctlon between God and the works of God even in its
. Oliver sets this poem on Earth, at the edge of Earth where
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“the ocean lis] a blue fire.”1s The fifth section speaks directly to
the question at the core of the whole book:

S0 it is not hard to understand
where God’s body is, it 8

everywhere and everything; shore and the vast
he accidental and the intended

fields of water, L
over here, over there. And I bow down

participate and attentive
it is so dense and apparent. All the same T am still

unsatisfied. Standing
here, now, L am thinking
not of His thick wrists and His blue
shoulders but, still, of Him. Where do you suppose, is His

pale and wonderful mind?™®

Oljver points here in no yncertain terms t0 the tension between
God and Earth (or between God and God’s works), casting it this

time in terms of God and God’s body and, again, prioritizing not
God’s “thick wrists” or “blue shoulders” but God’s self beyond

these things.
She “bows down” at

God on Earth. But, All the same,”
that part of God that the earth can contain. It seems that i her

earlier work, this kind presence, the «ghore™ and “vast fields of
water,” would have been more than enough to satisfy her, even
as they still give her joy in this and other poems in this book. It
is possible that this dissatisfaction is also present in her earlier
work, in the longing that many of those

nowhere is it stated as directly and clea
clearly wants something more, something deeper th

alone can offer. Her dissatisfaction po
reality of God’s self. (In the choice of metaphors here, the “pale

“mind” of God seems tO stand in, paradoxically, for God’s se
only because it serves asa «]ean” and “porous” image to contras
with God’s concrete and earthy

she asks, “is [God’s] / pale and
In another of the long poems in

the “dense and apparent” presence of
» she is “unsatisfied” with only

wonderful mind?”

poems often express, but
rly as it is here. Here, she
an the earth

ints to a desire for the deepest

body.)"” “Where do you suppose,’

Thirst, “SixX Recognitions )
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the Lord,” ; : .
“God’s Cé,od()il\tfzr buﬂ.ds on this distinction between “God” and
perienced bythe P{fol\ude insights into the way the tension is
ome speaks Z)f ¢ spL.ritual seeker living in the middle of it Sect'exm
2 lot of fanc alé“ﬂg to know God beyond language: :‘I k o
I Then | prag); :‘I’;)ge‘(s: . / I tear them from my heart and rr;y tonnz‘:r
impulse to Ci;O()se “t1110n two speaks of the opposite impulse gth‘
voice, [God’s] / ¢ dt e sweit‘grasses of the feld” over © [G(;d’ ;
face,” the poet Sa‘;g f;i‘;s;-Iu[;Impatience/puts / a halter on mS;
ing your voi ’ away over / the green
thi syweet‘;'fsi’ez Olflr}’ll tendemess.’ but having ‘3gO do i:jtis :;illm;
Lepaes Bl 0 lt ¢ fields against / my body.”* Section thy
i Tha o gu se 1o know God beyond Earth, language ree
then “enter%jing] tﬁscnlbes herself “loung[ing] on ti,1€ grasﬁ ;r?cli
not-/wanting.” Sh s P ! Of.nOt-thinkiﬂg, not rememberin
the lily ﬂoatmé/ > e Enagmes ,t’hls place as “the cloud, or, perha &
impulecs and n the water, 0 The fourth section inclj des b o
and speaks directly of the tension between th:m?s oth

Of course I have always known you
are present in the clouds, and the
i,lifgks oz;kbs. Idespecialfy adore, and the
of birds. But you

too ir} the body, listtz,(ninga iff;ﬁ?ebitd
teaching it to live, instead of all ”
that touching, with disembodied joy.
We do not do this easily. We have ‘
lived so long in the heaven of touch
and we maintain our mutability, ou;
physicality, even as we begin to ’
apprehend the other world. Slowly w
make our appreciative response T
Slowl?f appreciation swells to .
astomshment. And we enter the dialo
of our lives that is beyond all under- -
stgndmg or conclusion. It is myster
It is the love of God. It is obediencey n

g f
OIIICEhlllg ClSC Of (}()d not COIltalned in tlle h.EaVEIl Of tOucEl
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n between the two “places”
/ physicality, even as we
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She also knows that there 1s a tensio
in that, somehow, “we maintam ... our
>

i d that other world.” ' .
begrfl%izotér?s%g;e}lirtlween God and Earth that Oliver expresses i1l

i ienti in each of these poems can
thmloglcaldan(i:iozflpjvril’ci}zilllze;n;teﬁt of the Christian mystical
besctl'b'e r‘ﬁhismakes a similar distinction, if not the: sgmﬁ exact
S:iztilri:ct)ion, between God and the‘things of Goc'i. Th1:l is \tN ;iiﬁ)(;s

hatic tradition of the via negativa, the negatweov&lf. );,r vhich s
Igointec[ to, perhaps incidentally, 11)<y t?f; fpagczhil}: “n; e
“the cloud” to speak o )
gféalf;l (t)ll;eofac?ﬁlat she takes the epigraph for Thirst from The

Sayings of the Desert Fathers.”?

The Tension between Apophatic and Katapl;a];ic .
Understandings of and Approaches to God and Far

i as
As scholars of Oliver’s work have well explored, Ol'wer lilje_
1 worked at the boundaries, intersecnons,.and_ tensmntsi,ons
t(;j;gen things, most prominently the boundaries, 1nt.e:rsecdamci
and tensions f)etween nature and the self, thbough alsoilm at) :_1 ated
the s
If and the other, between :
anner, between the se an
1t-ll'lle bodjy between consciousness and the !osgsof consc:ouHsarde,
and bem’zeen transcendence and l'mma}nence. Ro.xannpﬁmitiv;
for instance, argues that, “In its entirety, An:tencan itive
[:he book f(;r which Oliver won a Pulitzer Prlzfe} T;lcogrniture
i an
i i d sets forth a fusion of se re
blurring of boundaries an hatus
that ieagds to an enriching of the huma.n and n?jhziils iv(\)r;);: o
i daries, intersections, an . X s
uestions of the boun , int 5 and het
Save always been central to questions of spmtuaht)‘( ;}n hzrifferem
This continues to be the case in Thirst, though with a

. . . 25
tension 1 unStIOI!.

irst, it i ion
In criticism about Oliver’s work before Thirst, it is the quest

t cendence versus immanence that recei.vec.! the most ciitlcal
ttontio Some critics celebrate Oliver for achieving transcen “en}(ie
auejétf)g;ai?;hrough immanence with nature. Ina chafpter”o? rrl;;
pNa;ture of Transcendence in the Poetry of Mary g}tvgl,ive fseeks
le. Todd Davis and Kenneth Womack suggest t ha vorsect
:(I)nni:etiling of an “animal transcendence” wherein the soul mig
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literally take on both spiritual and physical characteristics, ”26
Others praise Oliver for seeking immanence with nature instead
of transcendence. For instance, Janet McNew argues that “The
transformation [Oliver] describes is the opposite of transcendence,
as it associates her with ‘lichens and seeds.’ ”27 Commenting on
the poem “Humpbacks,” McNew sees Oliver choosing body over
soul: “Once again the spirit’ shows a tendency to move skyward
while the ‘bones,” often her image for bodily quintessence, dive
downward into a singing, earthly communion. The odd thing
about this body/soul configuration is that the soul’s yearnings ap-
pear both foolish and less genuinely visionary than the wise dreams
of the body.”?* Later she adds, “In Oliver’s ‘primitive’ world,
physicality thus becomes the most visionary spirituality,”2
Still others celebrate Oliver’s ability to alternate between im-
manence and transcendence. Douglas Burton-Christie agrees
with McNew about Oliver’s “singing, earthly communion” but
also finds a spiritual transcendence that is not “foolish” or “less
genuinely visionary.”* “In balancing . . . two seemingly divergent
impulses [letting nature be as it is and infusing it with higher mean-
ing],” he argues, “Oliver evokes a deeply integrated spirituality of
the ordinary, helping us to sce and embrace what is, after all, one
world, where nature, spirit and imagination rise together, ™
Whichever side or sides these scholars see Oliver emphasizing
as she explores these tensions, the terms in which they frame
the tensions all share in common something different from the
terms that frame the primary tension in Thirst. The terms of
these tensions—self and nature, body and soul, immanence and
transcendence—are contained within Earth and so are decid-
edly different from the terms of the tension between “God” and
“Earth.” With her movement into orthodox Christian fanguage,
Oliver explores a new boundary. Invited to usc theological terms
by Oliver’s own use of religious language, I suggest that this new
tension between God and Earth can best be understood in terms
of the Christian concepts of the apophatic and the kataphatic. In
Thirst, Oliver makes a clear distinction between “God’s body”
and God’s self. Belden Lane explains that the “distinction between
God’s essence and God’s “place,’ the one wholly unknowable and
the other more accessible to human sensitivity, . . recurs often in

+ the Japophatic] tradition,”3
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written on the apophatic and kataphatic
traditions, increasingly in recent decades, T use Belden Lane’s de-
scription here because his project in his book The Solace of Fierce
Landscapes has to do with connecting the apophatic approach to
God with a spiritual engagement with the natural environment.”
As the negative way of apophatic spirituality means secking God
“beyond images” and the positive way of kataphatic spirituality
means seeking God “through images,” the task of connecting
landscapes, which essentially are images, to the negative way
necessarily means struggling with the tension between apophatic
and kataphatic realities. This is exactly what I see Oliver doing
in exploring the tension between God and Earth.

Lane explains that “Reaching beyond language, beyond the
capacity of the mind to entertain the divine mystery, [is] the chief
impulse of the apophatic tradition, both in theological method and
in the practice of a life of prayer.”* It is exactly in this reaching
beyond language and the mind that Oliver joins in the apophatic
tradition when she says: “Of course I have always known you
/ are present in the clouds . . . But you are present / too in the
body, listening to the body, / teaching it to live, instead of all/ that
touching, with disembodied joy. »35 The play between the phrases
“in the body” and «disembodied joy” serves as an instance of the

«twisted language of paradox and negation” that has necessarily
always characterized the apophatic tradition.”

This newly articulated awareness of God in such traditional
religious terms as beyond language, beyond sense, and beyond:
nature is what makes the tension between “God” and “Earth
so different from the tensions that were her primary focus in

carlier worl. All of the terms of tho
scendence, immanence—are part o
transcendence takes place as part ofa
Farth, whether transcendence of the self into pature, into imagin
tion, into higher consciousness, o
“the body of another.”* In Thirst, “Earth” consists of the natu;
world Oliver has loved so long, the faith tradition she has join
her partner of forty years, all of her poetry, and all other thing
«God” consists of God alone beyond all of the things of God
While in a sense there exists an inseparable chasm by defint
ctween the apophatic and the kataphatic, and while i

50
Though many have

ton b

r into loss of consciousness:tt
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apophatic aspects of G
: od and apophati ..
as silent pra _70d and apophatic spiritual practi
orthode )I;Y g);ifeal‘filprloxénzed in the tradition of thelz];lg;t?es such
rally understands an 1ve way,
between a i ands an mterplay i iri et
oph : y in the spi
of seoki pophatic and kataphatic experience, practi piritual life
th ing. Lane emphasizes that “these tw. -practices, and ways
¢ mystery of God— 0 ways of describi
ambiguity )Cf)f si[ezd tl_:f way of darkness and the way of ]iS C}iblﬁg
be separated,”3® :Zan the.transp arency of articulation—g the
“continually ‘erﬁ upophanc and kataphatic ways,” he :s nce,
e )
which Oliver expiszeanﬁ revitalize cach other.”* Qne wag;e's,
. s the experie ) 11
two in her w i cHience of the relationshi
positive way ?;li }is to note that it is difficult to move gil liri)cf tlllle
strong draw to th: ;ﬁ;ﬁvﬁ way. For her, even though Sge feelts ae
derstandable si atic way, this difficulty i i
e . is es
var eXCelle11cZH;ge she has lived as 2 kataphatic p};et oﬁiﬁfly ral
have ponted r so many decades. Usually, as Lan avual
by ed out, such a movement happens ’ 1 he and others
1eniia . only wl
and Iangyuencountefs the limits of the Imaged wo);ld GILOHe b
age w
suage, sense and the senses, cannot prove to ’be u‘f? natm:;
Imate.

Oliver’s turn
to the negative
to help one alo : way. Though, even with s
the journey i "e, entering the negative way is difficul uch foss
: Y into the negative way is recursive ficult, and as

apophati .
Opﬁ ‘i riglcaiidhtcl,l; ffgéataflatlc. Thus, saying “Slowly Slowly,”
i X 0 remain e >

eparable, in the lived experience chos;::;fed’ or at least not fully

l\.K/'e c({io not dq this easily, We have
ved so long in the heaven of touch
and we r.naintain our mutability, o :
physicality, even as we begin toyj "
apprehend the other world 4!

1V El [ T aCthlllg 11 G a

__uboth a theological tradition
Appropriately,

. and a traditio iri
Olivers and tion of spiritual prac-
gement with the tradition takes
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¢ she explores the apophatic and .thel
hatic and kataphatic in theologica
for her, in addition to whatever
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both forms. Throughout Thirs
relationship berween the apop
However, o1 .
s, as we have seen. et i whatever
t‘;fm :)etry might be, it is also, even primarily, a E‘:plrlt}l?; e}; etice
?flizg in the performance note to a recent recorldmg }(: ) “Pgetry '1;
leased the same year as Thirst, Oliver exclaims tha
re

»43

: T will
pmlyez oem. for instance, like “On Thy Wondrouﬁ Wol’ils: i hi:r
M illital;e (Ps’alm 145),” as she stands on the l?jeac Or;J oose i

catatt = ] ing “Where do you
desk thinking of the beach, asking <he both articulates a theo-

M d??a

%] pale and wonderful mind?” she L : theo-
%Gc;cc:lasl]tgnsion and engages that tension i practice t_l;rorlllsgof o
Ofgreﬂecting writing, and listening. In “Six Recognitio

o >

i “ ialogue / Of our
> Oh i h a practice as “the dia
Lord.” Oliver describes suc : dialogue/ O o8
ives that i der- / standing or conc :
e tﬁatiz)svléegfo (Iijcclnzl.l Tlflobedience.”"“ In the last poem gf Tﬁzg.;fé
‘;t's;:l.fta ;rayer, Oliver calls the practice a “long conversation.

says to God: “Love

o » . .
1 n t a sfica -
At nimes th}S C()IlversathI] means an ac 1ve at tist1 ]ld i1 tel.

Jectual exploration. At other times it is not a o:o::nr;élrsEtlotr;l v&ﬁfl; oarri
imple presence with both God agd the Ear .h ore
o o SH(I)lfiver refers to these times of silence, but they
i Poims argins of the poems, at the places where ti'le poelrns
pase atdt N nP'lciegof the poems all together. The conversation takes
o ?1?51 watching birds, looking at flowers, reﬂ_ectmg on
e Wahmg,re reflecting on “what else they are,l” l-ylng _ch)wn
Fhem o ey\i{it,ing poems, offering prayers, and s‘lcl?tmg St}-ll . -
" %h;c}glrf;’:l’g conversations that take place tla?uailyt.m ;f:ﬁn ;agre
t. like lectio ,
e paghe gi S\?O?l? é)ocrfsélrr?éf vtf}';:‘h,the apophatic {ealit%es
e e ate ral to the practice of a Christian spmtuahty
. f\dr ) ma %: both the apophatic and the kataphatic. As 0.11;31
ot e 'er-lgi‘ [%fhe spiritual life} exhibits rightful contact wit
T rerancia .tion of the Particular and Fleeting; and \'mt}} this ever
= rErmclll Elads the Eternal—deepening and incarnating 10 its Owﬁ
if;zsr?;ce f:lhis transcendent otherness.f. . '.”46 :Faiq.};f gglor; ,1Sn gg«(:i :
iti i “pnsatisfaction” W1
. g:lij ﬁgitgggé ;ZT?‘St;(;lse :vho fove God look most deeply
W

for the earth and love for youare having such

£, 745
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into His works.” She holds together “positive opposing terms . . .
words and values [and spiritual realities] that don’t contradict each
other yet still exist in some real and ongoing tension.”*’

Then, ultimately, she comes to rest in God without a resolu-
tion, beyond the need for a resolution. After and during lulls in
the conversation, Oliver allows times of not talking, times of
resting with “nothing” but “prayers” and “thirst.” After she
practices taking hold, she practices letting go. She engages the
tension or relationship between God and Earth, and then having
gained something—gratitude, openness to God, and a space of
silence—she leaves the matter gratefully in God’s hands. So, from
the same prayer poem that calls this process a conversation, the
last words of the book read: “Who knows what will happen or
where I will be sent, yet already I have given a great many things
away, expecting to be told to pack nothing, except the prayers
which, with this thirst, I am slowly learning.”*

It may be that the tension between God and Earth does not even
exist ontologically. Bat, undoubtedly, it does exist in a real and
sometimes painful way in human experience, particularly for those
who have come up against the limits of the imaged world. One
cannot truly love and be present to God without being led back to
loving the world. And one cannot truly love and be present to the
world without being mortally disappointed. We can all pretend, of
course, to love either God or the Earth exclusively. We can even
pretend to love both without any tension. But such pretending,
or ignoring, does not produce spiritual fruit. It is through the
tension—or rather through practicing the tension—that spiritual
fruits are produced. It is for this reason, I think, that St. Paul says
“to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil 1:21},

The proximate purpose of this spiritual practice (other than
“obedience,” which is one reason Oliver provides) is to gain
something spiritually useful. The hope is that engaging the tension
between God and Earth as a spiritual practice will generate some
useful transformations, Immediately after asking “Where do you
suppose is [God’s] pale and wonderful mind?” Oliver hopes: “I
would be good—oh, I would be upright and good . . . to enter the
other kingdom: grace, and imagination and the multiple sympa-
thies: to be as a leaf, a rose, dolphin, a wave rising slowly then
briskly out of the darkness to touch the limpid air, to be God’s
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i ody’s sweet mouth—its kLssF:s,
; "’?Z;t\k)lﬁ'g;i gliv};r gains from her generative
k of poems, is a deeper under-
th and God. And, if the hopes she exprfegszs
are fulfilled, she also gains a more sanctific }’1
yful self, a self better able to serve the eart
th and better able to serve God.

mind’s servant, lovin
its words—everything.
spiritual practice, other than a boo
standing of both Ear
throughout the boqk
patient, kind, and jo

and those on the ear
Conclusion

«Srudying Spirituality in.a Tim‘; of EC;:_
1 « us wio
systemic Crisis,” Maty TFrohlich proposes that thci'Jseeot us i
szudy or teach Christian spirituality are calle.d t?, % ac A
nd its wounds at the center of our attention (-:dcaltilt e
c templative consclousness must itself be grounde ,h lite dez, o
(t:}?;l life if the Earth.” Insisting that we need somet ,1’n% des Ech
than “a simplistic romanticism of Earth—cox?nect'lc??,ali of
reaches, like Lane, for the depthls of apf)Phat:‘c spiri uemt}{.i e an
Adm’jtting that the apophatic tradm‘op may Ze the an
unlikely . . . resource for an ecocentric spirituality ecs;[sn ofis
“emphasis on the necessity of let;c;ng ioGofde’x:elggoiﬁsh mene o
ings i be united with God,
ated things in order to , lich nonettie
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that leads through Earth to God and back to Farth. Her practice
of sustaining tension, wanting to pass beyond all created things
and wanting still to remain in the created world, aims precisely at
the kind of transformation of which Frohlich speaks.

In this way, though Oliver has long modeled a non-religious
kataphatic spirituality deeply engaged with the environment,
she now contributes a contemporary expression of an orthodox
apophatic spirituality deeply engaged with the environment. Fn-
gaging the apophatic tradition and the tension between apophatic
and kataphatic ways as she does, Mary Oliver offers something
significant to the study of Christian spirituality and, more broadly,
to readers who feel deeply committed to both God and the Farth

and who may themselves have come face to face with the limits
of this world.
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