The expression of spiritual experience: art and poetry, the creative medium


At the heart of any expression is experience. There are many different ways to try to make other people understand an experience that an individual might have gone through, or even to understand a subject matter or theory. The example of academia tries to convey knowledge in a way that is accessible to most people, clearly defined information passing from the teacher to the student. However it is extremely hard to convey to anyone even while having a conversation about a personal experience, especially when it comes to something as personal as a religious or spiritual experience. One way could be using poetry, as well as other creative means, to convey this personal spiritual experience in a deeper way.

The uniqueness of a religious or spiritual experience could be described in many ways, as there is no one way of having a spiritual experience. However, there is a common factor of this phenomenon being slightly different from everyday life; an example of this is John Wesley sitting in a meeting and feeling a warmth in his heart. This heat was followed by certainty of Wesley’s relationship with Christ (Craig, 2012). In a sense it was a very personal and internal experience; this is an example of what some might call religious experience. These kinds of events can be happening at any time and any place, and are usually quite personal but are defined by having the uniqueness of certainty that it is something different from everyday life, even if the surroundings are everyday things and events (Craig, 2012). 
Spiritual experiences do not have to be an onslaught of lightning that heralds a present of mighty power, but rather can be everyday situations that turn ever so slightly unusual, only seen to the person having the experience. There is also not usually a scientific explanation as to why it is happening. The experience does not always have to be positive, and can be quite frightening for some, who may not in the moment understand what is happening, but potentially given time, spiritual and religious context they may come to understand the experience. A spiritual experience can also be brought on intentionally; many mediums use music, dance, drugs and other rituals to bring on possession/interaction with some sort of spirit or deity (reallyneed2know, 2013, Craig, 2012). This is a somewhat more controlled spiritual experience than the previously mentioned unexpected onslaught of the unusual. 
Another common factor about spiritual experiences that they are almost always inevitably expressed in some way either through the initial verbal expression of experience, or through repeated telling, turning it eventually into myth or even ritualistic practices (Craig, 2012). All of these try to manifest this spiritual experience (Craig, 2012).  In a sense then there is no specific criteria to define a spiritual experience in itself, it being a very personal event. But how to necessarily explain or even convey what this very personal experience might mean to the individual, or to further explain one’s understanding of the religious variance, may be even harder to convey.

A way of potentially circumnavigating this problem is to use many different methods of creative expression, for example poetry. The notion of poetry and its construction does not have a specific definition, similar to most forms of art it cannot be contained into simple instructions. It is a complex intentional choosing of words that may or may not rhyme, to convey a meaning, scenario or experience, or on many occasions all of the above. 
Revd Dr Colin Thompson states that poetry and words in itself has been diminished by politics and modern media’s overuse and continual abuse of the written and spoken word. He claims that politicians twist and diminish value by purposeful choices of words to encourage individuals to believe them (Thompson, 1997). Furthermore, many marketing and media specialists understand how human beings fundamentally work when it comes to what they look at and how they absorb information quickly, as well as what they remember, in a sense streamlining the experience of conveying small amounts of information, even if that knowledge is not correct or valuable to the individual absorbing it. This deliberate way of using words to convey information might lead to distrust, not only of the written but spoken words, especially since the written word is more used as concrete evidence, in case of an offence for example. This can diminish the value of the experience and the spoken words of the individual. This diminishment of the word may in turn decrease the perception and value of what we might consider poetry, and therefore brush it aside as a way of transferring and describing one’s true experiences. Nowadays poetry is not as frequently seen and used as a medium, but there many different past examples of religious poetry and texts that convey not only the experience of religion, but the understanding of the writer (Thompson, 1997). 

Revd Dr Colin Thompson gives examples of many different poets and poetry to convey his deeper understanding of what it means to know God in a certain way, and comprehend others’ relationships and experiences of the divine (Thompson, 1997). For example, Góngora’s poems use everyday imagery to convey a certain familiar sense of divinity. God can be found in everyday objects and small, ordinary actions, instead of mighty miracle deeds. The poem also emphasises how certain objects in themselves might be mundane but through the words can be granted a certain regal aspects (Thompson, 1997). This notion of everyday and everywhere being potentially divine is echoed in belief systems such as Sufism, which will be discussed further below.
Thompson then moves onto different poems by St John of the Cross; the first of these poems emphasises an elemental aspect of water in darkness, which is implying hidden greater knowledge and presents God. The unknown water being God and the spring being known water who is Jesus (Thompson, 1997). Another poem by St John emphasises darkness, the darkness of God and the unknowingness of a divine intent or presence. Yet still finding comfort in this unknowingness, one can eventually potentially find the light (Thompson, 1997). 
Some of the poetry uses certain phrases or themes that people may recognise as similar or in contrast to the Bible, which itself uses phrases and integral metaphors to emphasise and communicate an idea that is hard to grasp, to convey double meanings for the people who recognise the context behind these themes, thereby adding extra depth and layers to convey this understanding of experience and religion through poetry (Thompson, 1997). 
The Bible itself uses parables, which in turn sparks the imagination and interpretation of the individual to understand the either complex or simple concept that is trying to be communicated (McCullough, 2015). Using this unique way of transferring and understanding a meaning or intention, could be stated as similar to poetry or even art. Art and poetry are created with intention from the creator, with all the perspectives and biases of that creator that come with the time in which they lived. An individual studying poetry or art can gain perspective of how it was like to be the artist or writer, with their beliefs of the individual and the limitations of their own time (McCullough, 2015, Thompson, 1997). 
Art and poetry can convey information and experience, but also create a dialogue within the person, understanding and experiencing the art in its creation. This discourse, through either the senses from witnessing art or hearing poetry, can create a perception of this spiritual experience within oneself while hearing and witnessing the creative expression. This is a very personal experience and could potentially even translate not only the artist’s intentions but the witness’s spiritual understanding, potentially even creating a new experience and interpretation of the divine and spiritual (McCullough, 2015).

[bookmark: _Hlk130580802]Another example of the experience of spiritual or divine expression, not only through poetry but through movement emphasising the experiential, is Sufism. Sufism is a sect of the Islamic religion, it could also be known as Islamic mysticism (Hughes, 2013). This specific branch of Islam focuses more on the experience and intensive interaction with the divine, and expression of the divine (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). It relies, like many other different beliefs of Islam, on an interpretation of Mohammed and his teachings. Some scholars view Sufism as mystical or mysticism; Islam is not the only example of mysticism but each scenario of the practice is specific to the culture that it exists in, making it extremely difficult if not impossible to separate the two (Hughes, 2013). 
Early Sufism was mostly an individual phenomenon focusing on the experience the of divine until around the 12th-13th century, when groups became more identified as and themselves as being Sufi. The experience of Sufis is usually quite focussed on the individual, personal experience with the expression of the divine, specifically with the idea that God is love (Hughes, 2013,Al-Mallak, 2023). With the notion that the divine can be experienced and expressed, it was not extremely popular in the early days of Islam, clashing with a lot of other beliefs about the law being upheld. This continued until the philosopher al-Ghazali reconciled this clashing with the law. Eventually Sufism became more recognised and legitimised, even springing different sects and beliefs (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). 
This extreme divine love could be described as akin to drunkenness, as feeling so much in love with the divine that one loses a sense of self. Expressed through poetry and other means of intense religious practices, most Muslims fast and prayer, but there is more intense frequency of this in Sufism (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). Al-‘Arabī, a Sufi philosopher, popularised the concept that all of existence is a part of the divine, and that all are interconnected: in a sense that all creation was a shadow of the divine, not the same as the divine but an aspect of it, emphasising this dualism of everything being divine and yet not (Al-Mallak, 2023). In a sense, since everything is a reflection or part of the divine and the divine itself is love, all things around that are happening are divine love. These intricate complex notions are extremely hard to grasp, and potentially even harder to express. The poetry of Rūmī is one example of the expressing and experiencing of the divine love. He used poetry to express the love of a beloved, which in turn expresses the true love of the divine, the divine being in all things (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). It is the sense of longing of the beloved, therefore the sense of longing of the divine. The elegance and the way of expressing this through poetry inspired a widely popular understanding of what Sufism or the divine love can be. The reason for its popularity might be because it is so eloquently created, that a fraction of the feeling of this love and longing is translated through the poetry, and therefore the understanding of the divine is deepened. 
Since everything is the divine love, the beloved is everywhere, (Wherever you turn you see the face of God) (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). This leads into a very famous Sufi dance, which requires the individual to twirl and spin around and continually turn to see the face of God (Al-Mallak, 2023). The experience of this movement is an expression of the concept that everything everywhere is a part of the divine love. There is so much love of the divine in existence that this is outwardly projected as watching all things, and inwardly projected as all things are love, no matter where you turn. Both are experienced by the individual dancer but also the individuals who are watching.   
In a sense it is to express complex ideas that are brought on by the divine as reality. Another belief of Sufism is that a lot of apparent evil is not necessarily evil at the time, it could change by changing perspective (Hughes, 2013, Al-Mallak, 2023). It has the dualism of both being multiple things at the same time and yet not, again coming to this idea of God being the world but also not. Echoing an extremely complex understanding of how reality might be, a lot of things are contradictory and exist at the same time, and cannot be perceived within our own limited understanding of the world. Through these many different examples of poetry and movement, one can see how Sufis express not only their own experience of the divine love but how they experience that divine love, emphasised by the creation and witnessing of poetry, art and movement. 

Poetry, art and movement are not the only way to experience or express spiritual or divine phenomena. As mentioned previously, parables are a certain way of expressing a theme or understanding, to hear or create stories the audience can truly see themselves from the perspective of that story; whether or not they relate to it gives definition to the individual of what they believe (McCullough, 2015). There is a real sense of narrative attributed to almost all forms of artistic creation: poetry, art and perhaps movement and discussion have a sense of narrative (McCullough, 2015). Human beings also tend to create stories out of their own memories and experiences. 
Throughout the ages human beings have tried to observe and understand their own experiences of the world. This means that commonly there is a pattern of creating stories, that may turn into folklore or myths that may have re-occurring themes that are told throughout history (Essential Truth and Peterson, 2017). The Bible could be a potential example of these continuous retellings of human habits, in itself a very narrative and stylised book trying to convey extremely complicated and simple morals and lessons about the reality of living in the world, as well as informing how an individual should live. 
The question is why is there a continual habit of creating religion, stories and divine spirits. A theory could be that human beings have an unconsciousness that may be translated as being part of the divine. The subconscious be a factor in why we experience spiritual phenomena (Essential Truth and Peterson, 2017). Carl Jung states that dreaming is the beginning of all stories, which is the way human beings translate the complex reality of the world into something we can understand (Essential Truth and Peterson, 2017). 
To understand something that has already been created, James Sire uses the notion of indwelling, to understand potentially what the artwork, poem or story is trying to convey to us, to change perspectives to not just hear or see the artwork, but live within the artwork (McCullough, 2015). This allows for individuals to think about what the piece of work is actually trying to say, gaining their own meaning from the piece. To consider something one must be able to draw their own conclusions and in that, potentially gain their own understanding, guided by the intentions of the artist/writer.
Poetry and art shift perspectives and broadens understanding. It encourages a creative spin on the knowing and therefore conveying of spiritual experience, even potentially inspiring mindfulness and critical thinking of how spiritual experience might be for the individual (McCullough, 2015). It is clear that taking different perspectives of the subject or idea, and using different mediums and moulds to express different angles, can therefore allow further in-depth understanding of the spiritual or divine experience.
Having discussed the divine and the different ways of expressing spiritual experience it is this perspective change that may be the most essential part of gaining deeper understanding. To express a complex notion through poetry and art, is not just in the divine, can also be used in everyday life especially when thought of alongside nature, which in itself is a complex system. The New Materialities movement emphasises a perspective change to tackle our current perceived notions of reality and the relationship of human beings and nature (Attala and Steel, 2019, Coole and Frost, 2010). It highlights the fact that human beings are a part of that nature not above it, not separate, that other species are just as valuable and as significant as human beings, with these notions trying to allow for humanity to live in harmony with the dying ecosystems and the ever threatening presence of climate change. This emphasis on the agency of materials acknowledges an intertwining of reality that human beings and materials are just as much a part of, which could be echoed in Sufism and other types of spiritual beliefs, that all things are divine and connected (Attala and Steel, 2019, Coole and Frost, 2010). 
Reflecting this change of dynamics and perspectives, trying to deepen the knowledge of an object or a phenomenon, Ingold talks about how one cannot understand the kite without understanding the wind, one cannot understand the wind without holding a kite and seeing how you, the string, the kite and the wind, are all part of the system, each part of the effect. This creating an entanglement of effects, each part not functioning without being together (Ingold, 2011). To understand something fundamentally, the action of doing is just as important; one cannot understand a rope without touching, smelling, and even more importantly making a rope, creating a set of phenomena each from a different sense of observing the reality of the object, and in turn, with each different sense, creating different perspective changes, allowing for a deeper understanding (Ingold, 2011, 2013). 

Spiritual experience can be created through many different means, and even more importantly expressed through different mediums. This difference of understanding and the intrinsic effort and nuance that goes into creating art, poetry and stories is essential for anyone who wishes to gain experience of or express the divine, that is so immense in its complexity it requires multiple perspectives through creation/witnessing, with intentional weaving of thoughts and images. This allows for deeper comprehension as well as the ability to convey this unique and personal experience.
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