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Kevin Hart is one of the most distinguished voices working at the
intersection of literature, philosophy, and theology today. A poet of
international repute and a scholar of profound erudition, in his work he
consistently navigates the tensions and affinities between lyric expression,
metaphysical inquiry, and religious thought. His career spans an impressive
range: acclaimed collections of poetry such as Wild Track (2015), Barefoot
(2018), and Carnets (2025); critical studies including The Trespass of the
Sign (1989), Kingdoms of God (2014), and Poetry and Revelation (2017); as
well as more recent contributions such as Lands of Likeness: For a Poetics of
Contemplation (2023) and Contemplation: The Movements of the Soul (2024).
Born in England and raised in Australia, Hart has lived and taught
in the United States for over two decades. He is currently the Jo Rae
Wright University Distinguished Professor in the School of Divinity at Duke
University, where he also holds a secondary appointment in the Department
of English. His poetry has won numerous awards, including the Grace Leven
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Prize and the Christopher Brennan Award, and his critical writings are
widely recognised for their intellectual depth and stylistic clarity.

Throughout his work, Hart has persistently explored how poetry inhabits
a ‘troubled space’ between philosophy and theology, while also carving
out its own irreducible domain. His thinking draws on figures as diverse
as Augustine, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Jacques Derrida, yet it remains
grounded in the conviction that lyric poetry is uniquely able to conduct us
into mystery, not through obscurity, but through clarity. For Hart, silence,
contemplation, and the experience of the sacred mark essential dimensions
of both the poetic and the human condition.

In this wide-ranging conversation for CounterText, Hart reflects on the
quarrels and convergences between poetry, philosophy, and theology; the
challenges posed by modernity, technology, and globalisation; and the ways
lyric poetry continues to point us toward mystery, interiority, and the

imago dei.

RF: As someone who navigates seamlessly between academic philosophy
and lyric poetry, how do you perceive the evolving relationship between
these two disciplines within the contemporary literary and intellectual
landscape? Do you believe that the significance of literature is being
diminished by the rise of image-centric cultures, digital technologies,
globalisation, and advancements in technoscience? Or could it be that
literature operates within an entirely separate sphere?

KH: In the Republic, Socrates recalls that there has been ‘from of old a
quarrel between philosophy and poetry’, and he wonders uneasily if there
should be poetry in a well-governed state. Relations between philosophy
and religion have also been troubled. In that same dialogue, Socrates appears
as a new sort of 0e0po6G. He does not need to go on religious pilgrimages
(to Eleusis, for instance) to learn of the gods but rather stays where he
is and secks the truth by way of dialectic. Poetry and theology have had
their ups and downs as well. Attempts to render Scripture as ‘literature’
rightly incur the incredulity and sometimes the irritation of Christians, and
movements to figure poetry as covert theology rightly meet resistance as
well, from poets as well as from theologians. There are sensible positions
one can adopt: Karl Rahner points to one in his short essay ‘Poetry and the
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Christian’. Since a great deal of the Bible is written in poetry, one really
needs to know how to hear poetry before one can try to hear the Word of
God. But quarrels are louder than moderating voices.

[ have long worked in the triangle of poetry, philosophy, and theology,
and so I have inhabited a very troubled space. Not all the relations between
the three are always fraught, though. Without T. S. Eliot reading Husserl,
we would not have the notion of the ‘objective correlate’. And without
T. E. Hulme reading Henri Bergson, there might not have been a school
of imagism early last century; and the influence of that poetic school has
been immense in poetry written in English, especially if one includes as
part of its heritage the fierce contestation of it in the name of the ‘deep
image’. Indeed, when Robert Bly got excited about ‘leaping poetry’ and
the need to find a more inward approach to poetry, he went directly to
Jacob Boehme’s The Threefold Life of Man. So one or more strains of modern
poetry in English has seen commerce between philosophy, theology, and
poetry. It’s tempting to say that the visionary tradition or the contemplative
tradition has been the most attractive to poets as far as religion goes. One or
another has been at particular times: think of poets as different as William
Blake and T. S. Eliot, for instance. At other times, distinct situations come
into play. George Herbert does not seem to have been drawn toward vision
or contemplation and the philosophy which influenced him, pro and con,
was mostly distant: Epicureanism, in particular.

In some ways ‘imagism’ anticipated our current pre-occupation with
visual images and screens, for it proposed the pictorial image to be the main
vehicle of lyric poetry; and if we are to speak of globalisation, we need
to remember that it was Ezra Pound’s Cathay (1915), which launched an
entire century of folding a certain conception of Asian poetry into English-
language poetry. We can trace its influence in W. B. Yeats, Wallace Stevens,
William Carlos Williams, and, from there, everywhere, right up to Philippe
Jaccottet and W. S. Merwin. As regards the advances in techno-science
and digital technologies that you mention, there has been and still is a
doubled response. There are those who react by saying, with Mallarme,
that one should purify the language of the tribe, and so turn away from
the new developments; and there are those who seek to bring its language
into poetry with a view to humanising it. If [ were to think about my own
practice, I would say that I feel the pull of both sides. I keep to a simple
vocabulary, much like many of the medieval lyrics that I love so much,



Counter Text

but I have also been impressed by the experiments of OULIPO and, even
before one gets to that sort of thing, following challenging set forms — the
villanelle, the sestina, the pantoum, the terzanelle . .. —is clearly one way
of releasing creative energies in new channels.

So I doubt that poetry can ever really work in a wholly separate sphere
in society, but it can cling tenaciously to the margins of our world. When
this issue comes up, I like to quote W. H. Auden’s lines in his poem to Louis

MacNiece, ‘The Cave of Making’:

[...] After all, it’s rather a privilege
amid the affluent traffic

to serve this unpopular art which cannot be turned into
background noise for study

or hung as a status trophy by rising executives,
cannot be “done” like Venice

or abridged like Tolstoy, but stubbornly still insists upon
being read or ignored [. . . ]

RF: You draw a line from ‘imagism’ to our current visual culture, and from
Pound’s Cathay to the globalisation of English-language poetry. Do you see
any comparable movement now that might similarly shape the next century
of poetry?

KH: Imagism was always keyed to the visual, and so it has a rapport
with contemporary visual culture. But the literary movement attended too
single-mindedly to the surfaces of the world and thereby missed much that
the poetic image can do. The quest for the ‘deep image’ in Antonio Machado
and Rainer Maria Rilke, Yves Bonnefoy, and Tomas Transtrémer, was a
reaction to this; and, more than simply a reaction, it opened up a new space
for poetry as meditation or contemplation. There are many ways in which
poetry can show us things, and not all of them turn on the image. It may be
that we are at the start of an exploration of new ways in which poetry can
show the visible and the invisible.

RF: In an early publication, The Trespass of the Sign (1989), you contemplate
the tension between language’s ability to signify and its unavoidable
shortcomings in fully capturing meaning. With reference to Hegel and
Derrida, you write here that when demythologised, stories yield ‘a plain
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statement of a philosophical state of affairs’. From your perspective, is
literature inherently an amalgamation of both udbog and A6yog, wherein
symbolism and reason persistently interact and challenge each other?

KH: In The Trespass of the Sign, 1 was concerned to see how apophatic
theology helps us to de-sediment cataphatic theology and how modern
philosophy, beginning with Kant, puts various limits on this process.
A small part of that project was distinguishing deconstruction from
demythologisation. Rudolf Bultmann’s program struck me then, as now, as
amisdirected approach to theology, especially when it comes to how to read
the New Testament. In essence, it is the stripping away of religious layers
of meaning to find a philosophical meaning. For Bultmann, the meaning of
the New Testament was the Heidegger of Sein und Zeit! More than that,
demythologising moves in the swift current of Enlightenment thought,
which seeks to read Scripture like any other piece of writing, using an
unbridled scepticism with respect to singular events in the Gospels. The
Gospel writers were concerned less with the what, where, why, and whence
of Jesus’s life than with how he was to be remembered by the early Church.
So I don’t think there’s much point in confining ourselves to the strictures of
modern historiography when reading first-century gospels. More generally,
Scripture gives us a udbog in the original sense of a capacious organising
narrative — Creation and Fall, Redemption and Eschaton —which helps us
to make sense of our lives. The ud0og is not in competition with A6yog:
we must do what we can to make better and better sense of the details
in the narrative. But I wouldn’t want my use of ‘narrative’ to lead anyone
to think that I'm a narrative theologian, like certain post-liberal Barthians.
I'm ultimately concerned with the truth of doctrinal statements: the ‘how’-
question simply helps us to see how events are given.

I don’t talk very much about literature, which I take to be a modern
formation —roughly, poetry, the novel and the drama, which came into
effect at the end of the eighteenth century, and which has been breaking
down for some time now —but I do talk about poetry, which is much older
and which has all manner of filiations with religion. I think that poetry,
at least the sort of lyric poetry which I write, is concerned with mystery.
It says things, but only to get us to the point where something cannot be
said but only apprehended. More generally, I'd say that we are mysterious

creatures because each of us bears the imago dei. When I respond to you, or
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anyone, | am ultimately responding to the triune God who has marked you
in your deepest being. The best conductor of mystery, though, is clarity. So I
distance myself from Edmund Burke and that particular tradition of thinking
the sublime by way of obscurity. ‘Mystery’ takes us very far in one direction,
but when talking about poetry we also need the word ‘complexity’. I think
that the best lyric poetry respects the irreducible complexity of persons,
relationships, feelings, states of affairs; and it can do so by using simple
language. Here Wittgenstein is of use to us: ‘a first judgment is not the end
of the matter’, he says, “for it is the field of force of a word that is decisive’.
When it’s of value to us, poetry is never a ‘first judgment’; rather, it attends
to the field of force which a word generates. A poem is an event, not a thing;
we experience it as overlapping fields of force.

RF: One might assume mystery depends on obscurity or ambiguity. How do
you see clarity preserving, or even intensifying, the mysterious rather than
dissolving it? In your own lyric poetry, how do you balance the demand for
clarity with the desire to point beyond language toward what ‘cannot be

said but only apprehended’?

KH: Mystery itself is always irreducible to clarity, but I think that the best
conductor of mystery is clarity. That is, clarity leads us towards what is not
clear, or not yet clear, or what will never be clear. We shall never know
the mystery of the triune God; however, if we think clearly about what
is revealed to us, which is the aim of theology, we have the best possible
chance of probing the mystery. Good theology conducts us into the mystery
of God. That mystery might never be statable in definite sentences, but it
is possible to believe oneself into the mystery of God by being in a position
to know what is involved in an act of faith, one that is sustained by prayer,
study, and recourse to the sacraments. Both Augustine and Aquinas speak of
credere in deum, believing oneself into God; and if one does that, then one is
abiding within the divine mystery of love as dyémn. The same sort of thing
is true of poetry: the simplest words seem quite clear, but at the same time
they point us into mysteries. As soon as I write ‘you’, I have indicated a
mystery, since each ‘you’ bears the imago trinitatis. Of course, not all poets
want to make anything of this mystery; it can always be glossed (as happened
in modernism) as ‘difficulty’.
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RF: Your comprehensive analysis and deep engagement with Maurice
Blanchot’s work demonstrate a strong alignment with his ideas about the
Outside, the neuter, and the sacred. In what ways has Blanchot influenced
your understanding of the poetic subject and what you refer to as ‘an
impersonal twilight existence’ in the ‘Introduction’ to Clandestine Encounters

(2010)?

KH: T've long been attracted to Maurice Blanchot’s narrative work,
especially his récits, largely because of their dark fascination. Over the
years, I've also read all his critical writing, and everything else that has
appeared by him and about him. His best criticism is remarkable for
drawing one deeply into a sense of the imaginary: not the image, in the
pictorial sense we were discussing earlier, but the imaginary, which forever
opens before us, drawing us ever deeper into the gaps in our everyday
reality. I am less taken with other aspects of his thought of the Outside
or the Neutral, which strikes me as an almost wilful reduction of the
sacred. It seems to me that Blanchot is a clear example of a theme I
have noticed in much modern — that is, post-Enlightenment — thought and
writing: in rejecting as implausible that which is traditionally reckoned as
above or beyond phenomena—let’s say, to use a word I don’t like, the
‘supernatural’ — Blanchot instead affirms that which the tradition has not
acknowledged, namely, what is beneath or anterior to phenomena, whether
it be the roots of language or something else. Blanchot’s atheism consists in
claiming that what is anterior to phenomena accounts for what has been
taken to be above or beyond it. The ineffable, for him, consists of the
Outside, not God. I see this situation, in different ways, in the work of Kant,
Heidegger, and Derrida, not just Blanchot. Each of them is fascinated by
apophaticism but not in the way that the Pseudo-Dionysius is, for example.

I've learned a great deal from Blanchot about what happens to the I’ in
the act of composition. As soon as one writes ‘I’, one loosens one’s grip on
one’s first-person existence and is in effect writing ‘he’ or ‘she’. The ‘T is
lost —sacrificed, Blanchot says, following Holderlin —in the act of writing.
Years ago, I found that this idea was liberating: one does not have to wait
for experience before writing a poem; instead, the act of writing is itself
experience, although, to be sure, it draws on events, thoughts, feelings,
that one has had long before. That is, the act of writing can take you to a

limit, expose you to the peril of losing your ‘self”, and can surprise you by
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drawing you into an experience that you've never actually lived through.
Lyric poetry is seldom autobiographical. Blanchot takes this loss of the
‘T much further than I am inclined to do, since he doesn’t think there is
such a thing as substantial selthood. I give more credence to the solidity of
self-consciousness, although it lasts only by virtue of divine Grace, which
modifies what we can possibly mean by ‘self’.

All that Blanchot writes about literature as ‘being without being’ seems
to me both true and intriguing. When I say ‘“Whose woods these are, |
think I know ..., the line gives me the woods but without their sensual
being, the feel of their bark, the coldness of the snow on the white pines,
the smell of the leaves; and yet the poet —here, Robert Frost —immediately
compensates for the loss by the sensuality of the line, its rhythm, its delicate
alliteration and assonance (‘woods’, ‘know’). I think all this is in accord
with what Husserl calls ‘the regions of being’. Phenomena give themselves
in the manners appropriate to their specific region of being: an apple gives
itself to me by way of perception, a number by way of cognition, and poetry
by way of being without being. Doubtless Blanchot (and Derrida) overplay
their hand in figuring writing, that region of ‘being without being’, as the
master region which determines our relations with everything in reality. But
within limits, the insight is fecund.

RF: When you say lyric poetry is ‘seldom autobiographical’, does this mean
that poetry always gestures toward an impersonal dimension? Or is there
still space for a more personal voice to persist alongside that loss of the T’?

KH: I wonder if there is a distinct genre that we can call ‘autobiography’.
Would it be when we see the ‘I’ being used all the time? But that happens
in all sorts of writing, and some ‘autobiographies’ adopt the third person:
Louis-Rene Des Forét’s Ostinato, for example. Certainly, in lyric poetry one
sees the ‘I’ everywhere; but the use of the first-person singular doesn’t
necessarily imply that the events, feelings, and thoughts being conveyed are
held by the historical individual who is using that ‘I’. I tend to think that
when one begins to compose a lyric poem, the writing follows certain hints,
openings, rhythms, and begins to explore an undefined space; of course, it
draws on events in one’s past, one’s feelings, one’s ideas, and it associates
them in new ways, which sometimes surprise the author, but it does not
mean that the ‘I’ converges exactly with the historical individual. The idiom,
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even the voice, of the poem can be personal, but the reference in the lyric
need not be to anything in the poet’s present or past.

RF: In affirming, with Husserl, that phenomena give themselves according
to their ‘region of being’, do you see poetry as offering a distinct mode of
access to reality, one that neither philosophy nor theology can provide?

KH: Husserl gives us a capacious understanding of the ‘regions of being’,
namely, the ways in which phenomena can give themselves. But he
does not exhaust reality in listing those regions, since he thinks that
God transcends what ‘transcendence’ means in phenomenology. To talk
phenomenologically about the sacred or about God means that we have
to engage in generative phenomenology or constructive phenomenology.
Certainly, that stream of lyric poetry which explores religious themes
(Jacapone da Todi, John of the Cross, George Herbert, John Donne, Gerard
Manley Hopkins, along with many others) goes beyond the ‘regions of
being’ delineated by Husserl. That sort of poetry can give us a visceral sense
of the changing relationship one might have with the divine: praise, lament,
argument, acceptance . ... That said, I don’t think that ‘religious poets’
are privy to any particular manner of givenness. That happens only with
contemplatives who have simple intuitions of the deity, and, of course, at
very rare times, these are great poets as well: John of the Cross and Hafiz,
for example. Through adventurous metaphors, catechreses, dislocations of
meaning, arresting juxtapositions, and so on, poets like these two write a
language that is irreducible to philosophy or even theology. They point us
towards God, perhaps more surely than any philosopher or theologian can,
perhaps because the poetry is more concerned with the ‘who’ of God than
the ‘what’ of God. But whether God has told them where to point is another
issue, one that we shall never be in a position to know. If we think of Jesus
as a poet, he would be a limit case (with the parables and in other lyrical
remarks, such as ‘Consider the lily of the field .. .”).

RF: Your poems also evoke a sense of mystical intimacy with silence, which
you once described as ‘a silence older than the sky’ (“The River’ in Wild
Track, 2015). In this sense, silence is not simply the absence of sound, but a
primordial and vital form of inner experience. To what extent does silence
serve as a condition for interiority itself, and how might it transform our

relation to selfhood and consciousness?
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KH: There are different modes of silence, including ‘inter-turn’ silence in

‘hostile silence’, ‘reflective silence’, and so

b )

. ¢ . . )
conversation, ‘pained silence ,

on. Often in lyric poems, I have in mind a silence that is deeper than any of
these. Valentinus wrote of ‘the Deep and Silence’, and in the early Church,
God the Father was often referred to as ‘Silence’. It may be that the Church
Fathers were thinking of Elijah hearing YHWH in the ‘still, small voice’
of silence. So, referring to God the Father as ‘Silence’ wasn’t intended to
indicate the Father’s indifference to us, or his complete absence from us,
but rather the manner in which He seeks to communicate with us, by way
of Jesus. The Father speaks to us indirectly, in human language. We think we
hear a human voice, that of a first-century rabbi, and we are actually hearing
Silence. (This is an example of what Kierkegaard calls ‘spiritual acoustics’.)
But we have to put ourselves in a position to hear, which is very difficult in
a world of noise and constant distraction. When we court this deep silence
within ourselves, we pass from ‘the world’ and begin to enter one of the
many aspects of ‘the kingdom’. We become more aware of the majesty of
God. We go into our deepest selves. But what do we find there? Not just
consciousness or self-consciousness or even the unconscious, not just the
will or the transcendental unity of apperception. We find ourselves already
in relation to the imago dei. At the centre of the human being, there is not the
human being but rather the mark of God: we are eccentric with respect to
ourselves! Introspection, undertaken in faith, shows us that we are created

beings.

RF: Can you elaborate more on how this eccentric vision of the self
challenges modern notions of autonomy and self-possession?

KH: The history of modernity could be charted by way of finding a means
of establishing human autonomy and self-possession. In the seventeenth
century we find an emphasis on the cogito, then in the nineteenth century
we find an accent on the will, and then in the twentieth century a nuanced
response to these developments with Freud’s ‘trinity’ of the ego, the
superego, and the id. Freud recognised that human beings can’t fully
claim autonomy and self-possession: we are always haunted by the spectres
produced by the superego and by the id. Psychoanalysis is an attempt to
educate the ego so that it can cope with the anxiety caused by both the
incessant demands of the superego and the infantile desires of the id. Yet

10
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the Freudian ‘trinity’ is at heart no more than a distorted, psychological
version of the imago trinitatis, indeed one which cannot liberate one in the
ways that the latter can do. As Descartes saw, we are originally in dialogue
with the imago trinitatis, and it is in terms of that dialogue — that is, the life
of prayer in all its modes — that we can be most ourselves, paradoxically, by
yielding any and all thought that we are wholly self-created, self-directed,
self-authenticating beings. I become more ‘myself” when in relation with

God because, after all, I was created by God to be in relation with Him.

RF: Do you see lyric poetry, or literature more broadly, as helping us

recover that capacity for silence?

KH: Some modern literature, especially the novel, has been energised by
the notion of tout dire, of saying everything, whether in order to combat
bourgeois sensibilities or to seck a fresh way of elaborating ‘literature’. Back
in the eighteenth century, we can see tout dire in the service of bourgeois
morality (Richardson’s Pamela and Clarissa, for example) and we can see
it in the contestations of that morality (Sade’s Juliette and Justine, but also
Rousseau’s Confessions). Yet we can also see the same impulse at work in
modern novels such as Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, James
Joyce’s Ulysses, and Hermann Broch’s The Death of Virgil, which try to say
everything about several characters or even one character over a limited
time. Blanchot thematises this artistic tendency in what he calls the narrative
voice, and he finds it in Samuel Beckett’s trilogy, in which we hear an endless
murmuring that goes on and on without any coercive reason to end. So we
might think of the modern novel, at least in some of its reaches, as resistant
to silence.

Yet the impulse tout dire can also be found in poetry. Wordsworth’s
The Prelude is an early example. In more recent times, think of Raymond
Roussel’s La vue or the longer poems of John Ashbery, such as Flowchart.
These are works which seck to exhaust a subject by speaking endlessly
about it. On the other hand, there are poets who seck to say everything by
writing as little as possible. Many of Paul Celan’s poems seem to say nothing
much but, when read closely, they unfurl meaning after meaning and we
can find in them long sequences of a philosophical and theological kind
that are tightly embedded in lines and figures. Something similar happens
in lyrics by Geoffrey Hill (‘September Song’ and ‘Annunciations’ would

11
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be two examples). There is a silence in these poems which can be made
to speak by reading the poems in a particular manner. With Hill, we find
contrary movements about a situation that are made to speak so that, in the
end, the speaker and the reader are paralysed: we see a ‘thornful ambiguity’,
as [ call it, which hurts us whichever way we jump, and we cannot simplify
what we are reading without reducing it and thereby mistreating it.

These days I am more drawn to lyric poems which do not ask to be
translated into contrary theses which cannot be resolved but which conduct
a mystery: Basho’s haiku, Mallarmé’s ‘Sainte’, Gary Snyder’s ‘Mid-August
at Sourdough Mountain Lookout’, the lyrics in Philippe Jaccottet’s Airs, and
so on. These are poems which point us into reflective silence, and it is there
where we might hear the most important things. I'm increasingly drawn
to poems which point us somewhere, inside or outside, and don’t demand
endless exegesis. My most recent book, Carnets, consists of six hundred one-
line poems. Some of them do nothing but point, sometimes to the visible

and sometimes to the invisible.

RE: In light of your recent publications, Lands of Likeness: For a Poetics of
Contemplation (2023) and Contemplation: The Movements of the Soul (2024),
how does the act of contemplation transform the reader’s engagement
with a text? Does it necessitate an increased attentiveness to what remains
unspoken, ignored, or even vehemently expressed within literary works?

KH: Especially in Lands of Likeness, I challenge the dominant hermeneutic in
the university world, namely, the hermeneutic of suspicion, which has been
thematised in that way, since Paul Ricceur’s Freud and Philosophy (1965).
Of course, Ricoeur looks back to Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, so one
or another version of this hermeneutic has been around for a very long
time. I have learned a great deal from it, but it has limitations, some of
which I outline in Lands of Likeness. I propose there that a hermeneutic of
contemplation exceeds the hermeneutic of suspicion. I find its lineaments
in Coleridge, Schopenhauer, and Husserl. Drawing those threads together,
[ argue (following Richard of Saint Victor) that anything at all can be
contemplated, and that when contemplating something we look at it, not
through it. When we do that, we find ourselves passing from one attitude to
another, from the natural attitude to the aesthetic attitude or the theoretical
attitude or the phenomenological attitude or even to one of a range of

12
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attitudes which I think need to be identified (the basilaic attitude, the
eschatological attitude, the eucharistic attitude). The possibilities are very
extensive. In Lands of Likeness I'm concerned with reading poems, and there,
it seems to me, we look to find relations of parts and whole, we engage
in anticipations of meanings and recollection of them even as we read, and
we ponder the relations of history and fiction. At times we are concerned
to uncover conventions and traditions, gaps in what is being said; and
these things rightly induce suspicion from time to time: no one likes to be
mystified, and certainly not anyone who is open to mystery. But suspicion is
not the whole story. At times the hermeneutic of contemplation leads us to
a deeper understanding of a poem, even dilatio mentis, the expansion of the
mind. At other times, though, we are simply led into a mystery which does
not result in any sudden moment of understanding. It may take months or
years before we grasp what is in play. I've lived inside Yves Bonnefoy’s Du
mouvement et de I'immobilité de Douve for decades but its mystery has yet to be
distilled into moments of concrete understanding. I still cannot bring all its
parts into a whole, although I sense the possibility of a whole there when I
read it. Perhaps if I wrote on it, I would go deeper into the poem, although
I doubt that I would exhaust its mystery.

In more recent work, Phenomenology of the Christ, 1 challenge another
dominant hermeneutic, the historical criticism. Again, I've learned many
things from this approach over the years, although I have no sympathy for
the global scepticism of some historical critics. The historical criticism is
concerned with the what, where, why, and whence of Jesus. If the question
‘how?’ is ever asked, it is usually framed as ‘how come?” One of the
things 1 dislike about the historical criticism is its highly restrictive (and
sometimes patronising) sense of people in the past: it’s as though they had no
imagination, could not coin words, were hugely restricted by what had gone
before, and that there could be no singular events or characters to which
they could respond. There’s also a double standard: events in the world of
Greece and Rome, in particular, are relied on more than events in the Holy
Land. Phenomenological criticism, on the other hand, is oriented to the
‘how’-question: how does the early Church seek to recall Jesus? How do
we gain access to Jesus as the Christ and thereby to the One he calls Father?
These questions strike me as more important, more spiritually significant,
than those asked by the historical critics, although, of course, one needs
to be sure-footed when dealing with the Gospels. No one wants to stake

13
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one’s life and death on a legend. In discussing pericopes in the Gospels, 1
pay attention to those which strike me as having a greater historical claim
on us than others. But historicity is only a starting point. It’s the profiles
of Jesus we see which are interesting, and, ultimately, it is Jesus’s own
phenomenology which is compelling, the ways in which he points us from

‘world’ to ‘kingdom’ .

RE: Throughout our conversation, questions recur about what can be said
and what resists saying, what can be brought into clarity and what remains
irreducibly mysterious. In light of this, how do you understand the role of
framing, and its limits, in relation to poetry, contemplation, and theological
thought? Is there something essential that can only appear when a frame is
approached, loosened, or even relinquished altogether?

KH: Anything that is said is said within at least one context, but no context
is ever sufficient by itself. Most of the time, the immediate contexts of
composition and reception are more or less clear, although we can be
surprised. At times one or the other isn’t so evident, though. A case in
point is my recent book Carnets, which consists of six hundred one-line
poems (or aphorisms or fragments). It took some fifty years to write, and
now that it’s published readers tell me that they like it very much but also
that they find it hard to discuss. It’s as though the collection evades the usual
genres, and people don’t quite know what to make of a book that has lyrical,
religious, and philosophical lines. One reviewer has said that the only proper
response to it is to begin a carnet of one’s own! I tend to think of the book
as participating in the tradition of ‘spiritual exercises’: each numbered line
(sometimes a statement, sometimes a question) prompts contemplation.
But if one doesn’t know of that context, it might be hard to know what to
make of the book. One might have to make up quite another context. One
person has said that it could be a list of ideal tweets. Another has said that it
could be a list of things to have tattooed on one’s body. I hadn’t thought of

either of those frames!
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