A critical review of ‘Poetry and Spirituality’ by the Revd Dr Colin Thompson

The article starts off with a point about language, stating that these days language is not held to the same degree as, potentially, visual imagery that is used in advertisements for example, or is diminished by its use in politics. He goes on to say how language can be redeemed in poetry. The article mentions using poetry as a way to draw links between the natural world and the spiritual. 
Rev Thompson uses images of still life from Velazquez to Goya exhibition, which is an example of highlighting the beauty in the simple, as well as the poetry of Góngora which does not prioritise the subject, rather the composition of the words. He presents these two examples of artists and poets to emphasise the focus on simplicity, which could change one’s perspective of what is significant. 
The next part emphasises the everyday images, using poetry and words to accentuate the opulence of a simple bowl of food. Poetry can also demand and bring forth a visual and sensual aspect of an experience, potentially highlighting significant relationships that are being held by the readers and writers. The author uses a poem from Herbert describing an Easter feast, connecting both the instruments playing music and Jesus strung on the cross. This emphasises a relationship between music and the Easter celebration and Christ, as well as relating the spiritual aspect to everyday things. 
The rest of the essay focuses on St John of the Cross poems, describing how elemental images are an essential part of understanding the meaning behind the poems, using connections derived from the words in the poem and phrases in the Bible to create a deeper understanding. The continuing use of the theme of darkness emphasises a difference between the usual aspect of God being represented as light within the darkness, rather this use potentially describes the unknowingness of God’s qualities as a part of the darkness. 
The next poem the article examines, by St. John, describes a girl leaving a house to meet her lover in the middle of the night. The article emphasises the mutual love between the lovers in the poem and the religious relationship between God and humanity. This poem, also of the night and darkness, describes at first the dangers of the night with an inner light guiding the protagonist, eventually giving way to the night becoming a happy one, when the lovers meet, then transform and grow within the night. There are many meanings that the article gathers from this poem, such as comparing the happy night to the night of Christ rising from the dead, as well as comparing the idea of the journey of death beyond the dark night, to rest. 
The article suggests viewing this poem as a way of seeing a story of the love between Christ and every human being, a way of looking at Christianity as more a relationship of love rather than rule, as well as emphasising a journey of growing, concluding with the idea of how poetry can change the perception of how spirituality may be understood not only by the writer, but by the reader, gaining inspiration and perspective of a new way to interact and feel about the divine and spiritual medium. 




Revd Colin Thompson born in 1945, studied Theology and Spanish, and eventually became ordained. He has researched on St John of Cross and other literature. His writing style is clear and understandable, though only a few occasional words might be unusual. One can understand the meaning and intention of the writer, and each point is gone through carefully to emphasise the intention. His sources are mostly from his own experience and poetry, as well as references to the Bible. Thompson’s background does give him in-depth knowledge of the subject discussed in the article as he is ordained member of the Christian church. On the other hand, when discussing the poetry of the two lovers, even though it is written from the perspective of a woman the poem has been written by a man. The author of the article does not touch upon the bias of the subject, the imagery in which if interpreted through a feminist lens, may lead to the poem conveying a different meaning.


The overall message, of poetry being a way of understanding the divine and spiritual, is an intriguing one and well explained to some extent in this article. The conclusions made about the meanings of the poetry seem sound, and highlight the relationship between God and humanity that might have been overlooked. I believe he rightly states that language has lost some of its weight due to politics and the value of the written form over the spoken. However, though I agree with his point that images and sounds are overused in the media, I would still argue that images and sounds are just as influential when created and curated carefully, as poetry is, to express depth and to gather and colour the world around us.

This is not the first time poetry and images have been used to express a complex relationship between humanity and other concepts. For example, The Wetland Project employs both of these methods to express the connected landscape of the wetland, using poetry and images to convey a complex natural system whilst expressing how humanity is a part of that system (Dillon et al., 2012). Similar to interpreting poetry, the further interaction of the act of doing allows a for a complexity to be conveyed and understood. Ingold states that to understand the essence of an object and its relation to humanity one must change the perspective, for example to understand the physicality of a rope one must not only look and touch but create it (Ingold, 2013). The innate knowledge that is created and gathered through doing and interaction with material objects and the world, can be similar to the ineffable knowledge of the divine and complex systems of nature. The article states that poetry is a way of further understanding the spiritual in more depth. Which echoes not only Ingold’s above statement and other works such as the wetland and new materiality movement (Attala and Steel, 2019)(Coole and Frost, 2010)(Dillon et al., 2012)(Ingold, 2013). All these articles and papers highlighting the perspective change and in-depth understanding gained from either poetry or interaction, as well as images and alternative ways of learning. Looking in depth at poetry, and the written and spoken word, as well as images and actions, can further a deeper understanding and meaning in any subject, including spirituality.
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