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Love for the ectrtlo and love for you are loaning sncla a long
conversation in my heart.
Mary Oliver, “Thirst”
Through nearly 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
interest in nature? Anthony Manousos, one of the earliest critics
to Write about her poetry, explained her work in just such terms.
§I,Citing lines from Oliver’s poem “Favvn”—“Sunday morning

.-and mellow as metal / the church bells rang but I went I to the
vvjoods instead”—Manousos argues that “Ultimately, [Oliver’s]
Tlision of nature is celebratory and religious in the deepest sense.
. Nature is . . . where the poet can discover the joy and terror,
he sustaining truths and feelings that conventional religion and
iodern society seem unable to provide.“ Over the past several
‘ecades, many critics have echoed this sentiment.‘ But recently,
liver has taken several new directions, which gives occasion to

"assess the nature of spirituality in her Work. As the dust jacket
.11" her recent book Thirst puts it, there are “two new directions
the poet’s work . . . grief . . . and . . . faith. ”5
The grief comes with the death of Molly Malone Cook, Oliver’s
'ar_tner of forty years. And the faith, undoubtedly related to the

H4... :

44

GENERATIVE TENSION IN MARY OLIVER? “THIRST”

PAUL T. CORRIGHN

1 S irituality.
hr.is {an
er of an orthodox C
_
grief, takespon the C haract
16 Work in
in Thirst with her e at {Pt
Cﬂﬂsisteﬂt
,3
ms
Though Oliver
work is loving the world, this
that
Still
«MY
repia
ing
m,-my ways, insis
k f0,. the 5,354; time an abundance
-

recent book introduces

imageshs

T19mt opens with an

h:;;::':ﬂd
oftradit10I1’=1l fﬂllgiﬂus 1?“tag“ref
the Desert Fathers; IIIOVES 0“ to Pres"
gpigraph from The

and Scriptures; and contains

Sﬂttigs 5 Candles
em prayers, churches;
as
fg1:giV€I1eSS.II1 a
e.tar”.“LOrd ”a“G0d and
of
many instances
.

3‘

'

u

eau 1
GE
ives man
tells the
Oliver
Words of the Lord,”
readpr, Tl1;3leL;)r{:la§:)S1'§)f Waﬂtinlgl
A few Pages
things, I so I have heard”?
ategrﬁlostgi piﬁcant to the
“Christ to be E15 C1056 35 the “I033 1 ‘War’
howegverj is O1'wer=5
1.it)’:
splritua
and
theology
study of Christian
in Thirst informed
takes center
Exlpressed in
new awareness of God that
religious stageﬁs and

poetn 1:111 13d “More

by these and other traditional

irnag Oliveps spirituality

before Thirst had primarily

,e

orthodox Christian W3Y§- Th“ mall)“ “$630
th and with tensions
to do with t

spirituality in

_

45

_

She sees things, she says, for what‘ they are physically and for

what else they are, maybe even spiritually: “Clouds are not only
vapor but shape, mobility, silky sacks of nourishing rain. The pear
orchard...is not only proﬁt, but a paradise of light. ”“ The poem
tells of one dog who “adored flowers” and another who “loved
sunsets. ”12 The flowers, dogs, and sunsets are flowers, dogs, and
sunsets; but they are something more as well.” As ever before in
her work, what that something else is may or may not be able to
be put into words. As something new in her work, however, this
poem also gives us theological reasons why natural things are
what they are, why they
something else as well, and why a
are
poet might care to take notice.
The opening sentences of “Musical Notation: 1 ” tells us: “The
physicality of the religious poets should not be taken idly. He or
she, who loves God, will look most deeply into His works.”” In

such a statement Oliver identiﬁes herself as a religious poet or at
least in solidarity with religious poets. She also brings “physical-

ity” into a speciﬁc relationship with “God.” The tension at this
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point is subtle but signiﬁcant in light of Oliver’s earlier work;

be equated more or less with “Earth,” in this poem they are clearly

only deeply related. The natural created things of Earth relate to

tually 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 indeed they do
'
*
'
love the earth such that their cc 1311}/S1cal1’fY 73 cc should not be taken
iCll}’,., Rather, religious poets “look most deeply into” the earth
because of, in light of, and through their love for God.
“Musical Notation: 1” presents the relationship between God
and the works of God only in terms of joy. But, of course, there
are complications inherent in loving one thing through loving
something else other than that thing. Another poem, one of several
long poems in Thirst deeply saturated with religious language,
speaks more pointedly to the more painful aspects of the tension.
“On Thy Wondrous Works I Will Meditate {Psalm 145) ” picks up
on the distinction between God and the works of God even in its
title. Oliver sets this poem on Earth, at the edge of Earth where
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Others praise Oliver for seeking inimanence with nature ittsteed

of transcendence. For instance, Janet McNew argues that “The
[Oliver] describes is the opposite of transcendence,
transformation

as it associates her with ‘lichens and seeds.’ ”-3” Commenting on

the p0eII1 "Hurr1pbacl«:s,” McNew sees Oliver choosing body over

soul: “Once again the ‘spirit’ shows a tendency to move slcyward

while the ‘bones,’ often her image for bodily quintessence, dive
downward into a singing, earthly communion. The odd thing
about this body/soul
is that the soul’s yearnings appear both foolish and conﬁguration
less genuinely visionary than the wise dreams

of the body.”"*3 Later she adds, “In Oliver’s ‘primitive’ world
-

.

physicahty thus becomes the most visionary spirituality. “'3”

3

Still others celebrate Oliver’s ability to alternate between‘ imand transcendence. Douglas Burton—Christie agrees
manence

with McNew about Oliver’s “singing, earthly comrnuinon” but
also ﬁnds a spiritual transcendence that is not “foolish” or “less

genuinely visionary. ”3” “In balancing. . . two seemingly divergent
impulses [letting nature be as it is and infusing it with higher mean-

lﬂgla he argl-135: “OliV'~‘-‘f €V01<eS 81 deeply integrated spirituality of

the ordinary, helping us

world, where nature, spirit and imagination rise together. ”3‘

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
transceridence—are contained within Earth and so are decidedly different from the terms of the tension between “ God” and
'
cc
.
_
_
Earth. 5: With her movement into
orthodox Christian language,
5

Ohver explores a new boundary. Invited to use theological terms

by Oliver’s own use of religious language, Isuggest that this new

tension between God and Earth can best be understood in terms

of the Christian concepts of the ttpoplmtic and the ketephetic.
In

T/atrst, Oliver makes a clear distinction between “God’s body”
and God’s self. Belderi 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. ﬂftﬁﬂ in

the [apophatic] tradition.”33
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that leads through Earth to God and back to Earth. I-Ier 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. Engaging 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 Earth
and who may themselves have come face to face with the limits
of this world.
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