
“Whatever it is out there that’s bigger than I am, that energy, can you help me out? Just 

help me out this evening as I sit down, and let’s see what we can do” 

-- Layli Long Soldier, from a conversation with Brandon Stosuy 
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ABSTRACT 

My thesis explores contemporary North American poetry as a form of postsecular 

prayer. I discuss works by Mary Szybist, Louise Glück, and bpNichol. These authors 

blend conventions of prayer from disparate religions with secular discourses to write 

poetic prayers that straddle the sacred and the secular. I explore Szybist’s fascination with 

personal prayer; I read Glück as a writer of communal prayer that finds common ground 

across religious and non-religious boundaries; finally, my chapter on Nichol examines 

what role form and language play in postsecular prayer. These three authors liberate 

prayer language from its religious roots and re-appropriate religious forms for secular 

self-discovery, healing, and the establishment of communities that transgress religious 

and secular boundaries. I track how these poets produce postsecular prayer, which is in 

many ways analogous to religious prayer in its objectives – to find meaning within and 

navigate an immense and uncontrollable world. I use postsecularism, which resists the 

dogmatism of both religious and secular doctrine to allow for contestability and 

pluralism, as my theoretical focus. This framework allows for the deconstruction of the 

religious, opening up possibilities for prayer as a means of spiritual growth for the 

individual. Through postsecular prayer, individuals and communities can find comfort 

despite the unknown and achieve collective understanding in the absence of an 

authoritative, religious divine. 
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Introduction 

 

Our thoughts and prayers are with the families. A common, usually empty phrase 

in American political discourse today. A deflection, a deferral of action. This is a phrase 

that derives from political inaction and has rightfully brought about cynicism in civil 

society. Sadly, the cynicism is frequently directed at the idea of prayer rather than at a 

self-serving political order, where prayer becomes framed as ineffectual and scapegoated 

for the deeply-embedded political culture of deferral of responsibility. Prayer has the 

capacity to aid in the healing process; it has the capacity to bring about change. However, 

all too often prayer has been treated as a solution in and of itself rather than as an event of 

deep introspection and a search for clarity and for paths forward. Prayer alone will not 

solve anything. It is meant to spur the one who prays to action based on the 

understandings that emerge from the prayer, from the act of sincere introspection that is 

rendered as an outward appeal. Rejection of prayer is often premised on an impoverished 

account of prayer, where prayer is supposed to make something happen and fails to do so. 

When we pray, it is in response to something, whether internal and personal concerns, a 

crisis in our lives, or a crisis in the broader community. Prayer is seldom, if ever, for the 

sake of praying. Prayer is not a direct fix for the issues that we identify; it is, rather, the 

working through of these issues, verbally or internally, in an outward appeal, typically to 

an abstract Other. This Other could be understood, as in religious communities, as God or 

a god; it could be understood as an externalized Self; it could be understood as language, 

society, the universe – entities that encapsulate much or all of our broader existence and 
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which are infinitely interconnected. Who or what is on the receiving end of the prayer, 

however, may be less important than what one is trying to achieve through the act. 

Prayer, if it is to be at all efficacious, must be enacted earnestly and with the 

understanding that it is a beginning and not an end. 

In his decidedly religious exploration of the poetic prayers of the Psalms, Roger 

Nash posits that 

if someone prayed with the Psalms, but showed no subsequent struggle to live by 

them, as by an absolute command, believers might deny that he had understood 

the sincerity, the authenticity, of the words he had spoken. He may have read the 

words, but he did not really pray them; and did not understand the sincerity that 

was in them as prayer. (31) 

While Nash’s discussions of prayer, in my view, rely too heavily on the assumption of 

inherent religiosity and absoluteness in prayer, he nonetheless gets at a useful 

understanding of how one may effectively enact prayer and what prayer might be able to 

achieve when performed faithfully. Here, Nash gets at how one should and should not go 

about prayer, suggesting that the seriousness and sincerity with which we approach 

prayer supersedes the words uttered, thus working in opposition to the culture of 

“thoughts and prayers” in which “prayer” is little more than a throwaway word used to 

justify inaction. In other words, prayer cannot simply be words. Elsewhere, Nash states 

that the “language of praise in the Psalms aims at creating and deepening the emotions of 

selves we ought to become, so as to enable our transformations to those selves,” thus 

suggesting that prayer must instigate action beyond words through a sincere and rigorous 

exploration of Self (28). This exploration of Self must lead one to enact the change in 
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oneself and/or the broader community that one seeks to achieve, or else be relegated to 

the category of cynical or otherwise unfaithful prayer. 

Throughout this thesis, I conceptualize prayer as a faithful act and precursor to 

further action. Phillip Zaleski and Carol Zaleski, in their extensive account of the history 

of prayer, suggest that “[c]onventional wisdom divides prayer into a number of 

categories: petition, confession, adoration, sacrifice, intercession, contemplation, 

thanksgiving, vows, and so on” (6). Prayer is a multifaceted thing with numerous 

applications and purposes. Take, for example, contemplation, a form of prayer I will deal 

with extensively throughout this thesis, and one that is directed inward, seeking to 

understand the Self and the Self relative to a whole – it is the form of prayer most 

interested in seeking to understand. Confession, on the other hand, seeks to express one’s 

transgressions against an Other to some form of divine Other – it is a prayer intended to 

hold oneself accountable to a community that is beyond, though likely including, the Self. 

Petition, intercession, and lamentation all seek something from a divine Other directly, 

whether that be a change to one’s own context, a change to another’s context, or simply 

to understand the ‘why?’ of the present context. I will not go into all forms of prayer and 

will describe the ones I do use in greater detail in the chapters where they appear, but my 

use of any of these forms of prayer should always be understood as an aspect of a broader 

programme and not as an end in and of itself. 

I further understand prayer, particularly in the case of the contemplative prayer 

identified above, as an introspective exploration that is rendered as an outward appeal, an 

appeal that may be uttered but that may just as likely be active, externalized thought. 

What matters is not whether the appeal is voiced, but whether it is an active working 
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through of the concerns at hand. This appeal may be directed at the Self, calling directly 

on one’s capacity for personal change, but it can likewise be, and typically is, directed at 

a divine Other. This divine Other may be understood as a god; alternately, in the case of 

the secular individual or someone of a non-religious though spiritual bent, such as those 

subscribing to a new age spirituality, this Other might be understood as the universe or 

some other site that represents that which is all-encompassing and infinitely 

interconnected. Because prayer is necessarily introspective and because of its capacity to 

render outward that which is within – voicing while also navigating one’s innermost 

thoughts and concerns – it is particularly useful in processes of self-understanding, self-

healing, and communal healing. The active exposition, or the putting into words (even if 

only to oneself) of one’s own context and that which one is troubled by is a necessary 

part of understanding. It is also a necessary part of the healing process that can be 

facilitated by an engagement with prayer. I use the term “healing,” which I will explore 

in greater detail in chapter one, as an indefinite process with no prescribed end. Healing 

may be a lifelong endeavour.  

I began exploring the idea of poetry as prayer and developing the idea for this 

thesis in my second year of undergraduate studies (though at this time I thought of it in 

terms of secular prayer), following the end of an engagement and relationship of four 

years. I was in a literature class where we were asked to emulate the work of an 

established poet. I chose several segments of Leonard Cohen’s Book of Mercy and began 

emulating the form and style of his prose poems, while navigating the psychological and 

emotional difficulties I was experiencing at the time. I worked closely with the professor 

of this class, who would become a mentor throughout the remainder of my undergrad 
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degree, and we met once a week to discuss the project, which was rapidly surpassing the 

content requirement set for the assignment. In this context, and in lieu of access to 

resources that could have provided me with reliable therapy, I inadvertently began a 

process of prayer through poetry. I worked through technical and poetic issues, as well as 

more in depth personal issues, while actively introspecting and putting into concrete 

terms what I was thinking about and going through in a daily ritual of poetry-writing that 

was to become a suite of poems and potentially a lifelong process. I began to think about 

how a secular individual, such as myself, could engage in a practice of prayer that helps 

those in faith-oriented/religious communities. After all, I grew up with prayer and in my 

childhood had an enthusiasm for it. I led the majority of my family’s dinnertime prayers, 

until my parents, already questioning their place in the church, were persuaded by a 

family friend to cease attending and we became a secular household. I no longer recall 

how I experienced the end of prayer in our household, but I do remember that in my 

childhood I experienced church as a communal and supportive space. My interest in 

prayer likewise intersected with an interest in religion, and during my undergrad degree, I 

spent time studying the three major Abrahamic religions, which put me in contact with 

individuals from different lived contexts and religious backgrounds with whom I 

discussed different understandings of faith and the divine. This trajectory, along with my 

eventual encounter with the term “postsecularism,” contributed to the notion that the term 

“secular prayer” could not encapsulate what I intended to explore. 

“Postsecularism” is a fairly recent, slippery term whose definition continues to be 

established and contested. As Umut Parmaksız asserts, “despite [postsecularism’s] wide 

usage and increasing academic popularity, there is still no uniform understanding of the 
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meaning of the concept” (1). This absence of a set definition can be both limiting, in that 

the term is not yet concrete, and productive, in that it gives me an opportunity to 

contribute to an emerging academic discussion. I admit that I have misgivings about the 

term “postsecular,” for its morphemic construction suggests that which comes after 

secularism, when the postsecular, rather than suggesting an after-secularism, reengages 

with the religious (a religious that continued to be present and robust, if quieter, during 

what was labelled the Secular Age) without jettisoning the secular. It exists outside of, 

between, and in conversation with both the secular and the religious and is at times 

resistant to and at times influenced by both. The postsecular seeks to reengage with 

questions of the divine while resisting, as John A. McClure puts it, “the fierce enclosure 

of consciousness identified with fundamentalism and its political militancies” (19). A 

postsecular understanding of the divine can view it as relating to concepts of god while 

also framing them as secular concepts of divinity: the infiniteness and interconnectedness 

of the universe, the fact of life and evolution, the creative capacities of language, wisdom 

and self-knowledge, etc. can all be understood in terms of the divine. Elsewhere, 

McClure describes the postsecular themes developed in contemporary theory and 

literature as renouncing the transcendental authority of an omnipotent divinity, as well as 

the priestly class that authorizes itself to interpret such divinity. It resists the notion that 

one must self-define, in unqualified terms, as a proper follower. Postsecular themes, he 

states, resist the “totalizing language of dogmatic theology,” instead choosing to   

interpret [divine] promptings as grounds for belief in real but limited sources of 

spiritual support, for commitment to the good of others and the planet, and for 

acceptance of the stubborn imperfection, impurity, and mortality of human seeing 
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and being. Postsecular religiosity, then, wants nothing to do with the 

comprehensive maps and scripts that are essential to sacred systems of 

domination. (16-17) 

The postsecular, then, is interested in the democratization of faith and the spiritual while 

grounding them in the tangible and verifiable, even while leaving space to explore the 

unknown, the unknowable, and the possible. 

 Much has been written on postsecularism from a sociological perspective (such as 

by Jürgen Habermas, who popularized the concept), but literature over the past few 

decades has functioned as a useful and recurrent space to explore many of the concerns at 

work in this emerging debate. As Amy Hungerford explains,  

religion and literature in this period together present us with logical and 

imaginative structures that bridge the gaps between conviction and relativism, 

between doctrine and pluralism, between belief and meaninglessness. (xxi) 

It is this bridging of binary gaps between secular and religious understandings of the 

world for which postsecularism can be particularly useful, and both Hungerford and 

McClure emphasize postsecularism as a move towards pluralistic thinking “where 

understanding and tolerance—rather than consensus—are what we hope for” 

(Hungerford 133). It is this emphasis on pluralism and the breaking down of binaries that 

makes postsecularism the most useful framework for my project. However, while 

Hungerford and McClure, both significant contributors to the field of postsecular literary 

criticism, offer important insights into how postsecularism plays out in the world of 

literature, their emphasis is on fiction, an overwhelming trend in postsecular literary 

criticism, despite poetry’s frequent interest in the divine and its long-standing tradition of 
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attempting to explore that which is beyond the immediately tangible or utterable. While 

some critics have begun to apply postsecularism to poetry, I have yet to find anyone who 

has taken up prayer as a postsecular area of inquiry. For an exploration of postsecular 

prayer, I can imagine no better genre than poetry, which, since Pharaoh Akhenaten’s 

Great Hymn to the Aten, as well as the early days of Abrahamic tradition (such as the 

lamentations of Job, the lyric prayers of the Psalms, and even the explorations of 

egalitarian love/sexuality of Song of Songs (itself arguably a secular text, canonized)) all 

the way through to Donne, Whitman, and Dickinson, has been a consistent part of 

traditions of prayer. 

 Since being introduced to the concept of postsecularism, I have noticed 

postsecular spaces, have sought out others, and have been invited into spaces that could 

certainly be described or interpreted as postsecular. In the summer of 2018, when I 

actively started researching and writing this thesis, I was invited to deliver a talk to the 

Prairie Wind Mennonite Church in Manitoba. It is a church much like the one I grew up 

attending, the Pembina Mennonite Fellowship – a house church, whose location shifts 

between the homes of members, and where church discussion is led by a different 

member of the congregation each week, rather than by a central authority figure or 

member of a priestly class. The format follows that of a Bible study group rather than the 

lecture format found in your typical church led by a central authority figure. It is, in many 

ways, a democratic space of faith inquiry. My uncle, who consulted with the 

congregation at Prairie Wind on my invitation, assured me that it was not a strictly 

religious congregation, that in fact a number of atheists and agnostics attended on a 

weekly basis. Indeed, I knew one of them already. When I delivered the talk, my ideas on 
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prayer were accepted, discussed, and debated with energy and enthusiasm; questions 

were asked and experiences shared. While this was a predominantly religious space, its 

democratic and open nature became, for me, a model for how postsecular spaces might 

form and operate. Days later, one of the members of the congregation emailed me to 

thank me for the talk and informed me that it would contribute positively to her work 

with circles of trust (a way of gathering and reflecting, based on Quaker principles). She 

found the discussion of communal healing particularly relevant to her work and claimed 

that the framework I established was one through which she might re-examine her work. 

This whole experience left me hopeful that there indeed may be space, including within 

religious communities, for secular individuals to participate in conversations on prayer 

and the divine. 

 Beyond this experience, I have increasingly encountered interfaith spaces, where 

members of separate faiths gather and commune with one another and even develop 

interfaith prayers where no one religion’s god is touted. Rather, prayers are composed so 

as to leave the divine open to various possibilities. Though such prayer may not be 

postsecular, in that it maintains a level of religious exclusiveness, it still points to a 

democratization of faith where traditional boundaries are challenged, and pluralism is 

embraced. One can take the example of interfaith prayers and push these boundaries even 

further, strategically using language to compose a prayer that simultaneously speaks to 

religious understandings of god and secular understandings of the divine without either 

religious or secular people being alienated. 

 This brings me to what I think and hope postsecular prayer can achieve. First, 

through the introspective qualities I outlined earlier, I propose that prayer can be a useful 
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tool in self-exploration and discovery, while also aiding processes of personal healing. 

Prayer can also be useful in communal healing, as part of an act of coming together and 

communing with one’s fellow humans and bridging divides. This is perhaps more 

immediately applicable on the local level, as larger communities make “coming together” 

more difficult, but prayer is still possible on a larger communal level, especially during a 

time of crisis. Indeed, on June 6, 1944 president Franklin D. Roosevelt led the United 

States in prayer (presumably understood by the nation’s citizens as a Christian prayer, 

due to its references to “Almighty God” and “our religion”) as the Allied forces were 

landing in Normandy during World War Two, an act which, in today’s context of 

religious diversity, non-belief, and cynicism about how the political class has 

appropriated and undermined the idea of prayer, seems an impossibility. However, when 

divorced from a purely Judaeo-Christian/religious context and approached with care and 

sincerity, such an act could at least bring some together and otherwise help to calm and 

work through some of the anxieties of a nation (or other large community) facing crisis. 

This is extremely optimistic and such a gathering would likely involve a massive cultural 

shift away from the fundamentalisms of religion and secularity. Successful postsecular 

communal prayer might better be achieved at the local level, potentially contributing to 

such an eventual cultural shift. 

 It is possible that humanity is already experiencing/enacting a version of this 

cultural shift, leading to the question, why this newfound turn towards the religious and 

spiritual? McClure and other postsecular thinkers identify a turn toward the religious, on 

the one hand, and a broader sense of the spiritual, on the other. McClure posits that  
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Religion returns, . . . as it always has, when worldly life becomes intolerable. And 

it returns with a specific, historically supercharged force, as secular modernity’s 

promises of peace, prosperity, and progress fail to materialize and as reason itself 

begins to undermine secular rationalism’s claims to exclusive authority on matters 

of truth. (10) 

 We are living in such a period. Cultural divisions (exacerbated by the rise of 

authoritarian political leaders who offer simplistic solutions to complex issues) are 

reaching a fever pitch, the threat of global conflict is on the rise, and wealth disparity is at 

an all time high, with many finding it hard to endure not only the increasing financial 

strain but also our world’s environmental precarity and the general bombardment of 

information produced by the digital age. While many turn toward religion for answers as 

to how to navigate this increasingly complex and overwhelming world, a useful concept, 

even when coupled with religion, could in fact be postsecularism. It combines an 

attention to matters of the soul and an emphasis on pluralist thinking and action that we 

must necessarily be fostering in an increasingly globalized and pluralist world. Moreover, 

postsecular prayer offers useful ways of thinking through the issues that one faces and the 

choices one makes. Postsecular prayer through poetry also provides a useful formal 

structure with which to begin such explorations. This structure is pluralist; it provides 

direction without being fixed, and it can be changed to better suit the needs of the one 

who prays. 

To establish a structure that is open to shifts and variation, but which also seeks to 

access a sense of the divine and function as a suitable vehicle for prayer, this thesis 

focuses on three lyric poets. Mary Szybist, Louise Glück, and bpNichol all participate in 
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a lyric tradition, adhering to or adopting lyric conventions that suit their purposes of 

poetic expression and prayer, while simultaneously breaking from or challenging such 

conventions in a move that could be read as rendering their poetic practices as pluralistic 

as their postsecular prayers. Here, then, it is useful to establish what the lyric is, what its 

conventions are, and how I will be using and understanding the term. The term “lyric” is 

a slippery one; while some elements of the form have remained more or less consistent 

over time, it has also evolved gradually and persistently, thus rendering many definitions 

and understandings of the lyric inexact. David Lindley highlights the lyric’s song-

oriented nature (2), but likewise notes that “the levels of [the lyric’s] meaning and 

usefulness have not usually been distinguished coherently and consistently” (1). For 

Douglas Barbour, the lyric tends to be a short poem, while the long poem “seek[s] to 

escape the confines of lyric though not abandon[…] all lyric possibilities” (7). Many 

accounts, including those of Barbour, posit the lyric as a form interested in the Self, or 

the lyric “I.” The Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms further describes the lyric as 

exhibiting “an emotional rather than intellectual mode,” while also defining it as a short 

poem consisting of “isolated ‘peak moments,’” in tension with the long poem, which 

might still draw on lyric conventions (132-3). While there are many diverging 

perspectives on what constitutes lyric convention, there is a certain level of consensus 

about what makes a lyric. There are also some productive accounts of the lyric that praise 

the lack of lyric fixity and indeed rely on this variability. 

Marion Thain, Eva Müller-Zettelmann, and Jonathan Culler seek to establish far 

more in-depth accounts of what constitutes the lyric than any of the writers cited above. 

Thain asserts that 
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Where ‘lyric’ is a form, it has often been used to denote primarily song forms of 

poetry; as a ‘mode,’ it has described a particular type (or types) of writing that 

could be found within a variety of forms and genres; as a genre, lyric represents 

one overall type of poetry in distinction to others such as ‘epic’ or ‘dramatic.’ 

(Formations and Transformations 3) 

For Thain the lyric is an expansive term that can take on different meanings depending on 

its context. In general, however, it denotes poetry that draws on vocalized and musical 

song. It exists in opposition to the poetic forms of drama and epic (forms that, as Culler 

notes, have evolved away from verse to prose, the dramatic play and the novel 

respectively [76]). Culler, summarizing Müller-Zettelmann’s understanding of the lyric’s 

tendencies, lists: “(1) brevity, (2) a reduction of the fictional element, (3) more intense 

formal structuring, (4) greater aesthetic self-reference, (5) greater linguistic deviance, and 

(6) greater epistemological subjectivity” (33). Brevity and subjectivity, along with 

musicality, are the most frequently cited criteria for the lyric. At the same time, the 

opposition between the lyric and forms that incorporate fiction, such as the novel, drama, 

the epic, and idyllic, suggests that the lyric is a vehicle for sincere expression. Culler 

elaborates on this aspect of the lyric, stating “[i]nsofar as lyrics offer not representations 

of speeches by fictional characters but memorable writing to be received, reactivated, and 

repeated by readers, they partake of what I have broadly called the ritualistic” (37). This 

is to say that the reader actively participates in the creation of the lyric; it is expected that 

the reader will “receive” and through their utterance of the poem (vocalized or not), 

participate in reactivating it in a ritualistic way. This understanding of the lyric posits it as 

far more directly associated with prayer than other genres, a relation that Culler 
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elucidates further when arguing that, for Hegel, “lyric best exemplifies the process of 

spiritualization, the reflexive action of consciousness” (94). Lyric is particularly useful 

for the introspective aspects of faith and spirituality, thus making it a suitable vehicle for 

postsecular prayer. 

 One of the major features of twentieth and twenty-first century lyric poetry has 

been a sense that traditional understandings of neat boundaries and containment are 

unsatisfactory--that the form of a poem often needs flexibility to adequately convey its 

content. Many poets adopt aspects of earlier understandings of the lyric while casting 

aside its limitations, thus participating in a lyric tradition while progressing beyond that 

tradition in order to better suit their understandings of poetry and the world. This has, on 

the one hand, made defining the contemporary lyric as a cohesive genre, form, or mode 

very difficult; on the other hand, it has opened up greater potential for multiplicities of 

voice and structure than ever before. Indeed, a 

successful account of the lyric will highlight features that connect poems in the 

lyric tradition with one another and will also make possible descriptions of the 

evolution and transformation of the genre. . . . In the twentieth century[,] 

resistance to the lyric becomes very much a part of poetic practice. (Culler 4, 77) 

Therefore, one of the most significant lyric conventions, in general but in the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries in particular, is to challenge lyric convention. The ability to 

simultaneously adopt and diverge from lyric convention makes the lyric an excellent 

form for the interrogation of questions of multiplicity. Coupled with its more spiritual and 

introspective qualities, the lyric is well able to convey the possibilities of postsecular 

prayer. The poets I work with push the boundaries of the lyric, much as they push the 
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boundaries of faith, prayer, and the divine into non-religious or not-necessarily-religious 

territory. In so doing, they engage in an act that both challenges and upholds lyric 

tradition. Their proliferation of formal innovations, particularly in the case of Nichol, 

reflects postsecularism’s emphasis on a proliferation of spiritual possibility and openness. 

The lyric, then, with its established tradition and openness to change, needs to have its 

postsecular possibilities laid bare. 

 My first chapter examines Mary Szybist’s second collection of poetry, 

Incarnadine, and explores questions of personal postsecular prayer. I look at how her 

poetry navigates personal issues through outward appeal in order to work towards clarity, 

self-understanding and healing. Healing, for Szybist, is an indefinite process rather than 

one with a measurable and conclusive ending. The process of healing through personal 

postsecular prayer begins by inhabiting a space of doubt, where doubt is not something to 

hide from or learn to live without. Rather, doubt should be meditated upon and explored 

in order to understand its cause and take action in order to bring about personal change. 

Doubt, then, is an essential part of the process of personal prayer. I then move to a 

discussion of introspection and self-reflection, that conceptualizes introspection as related 

to, though ultimately distinct from, doubt. Inhabiting the space of doubt for too long can 

become crippling, so it is important, I argue, to emerge from the space of doubt into 

productive introspection as a means of looking forward and better understanding the Self 

and its needs. I conclude the first chapter with a discussion of healing. Healing must be 

an indefinite process; precipitately concluding the healing process can itself be unhealthy 

and hamper the necessary work that one must do. The process of healing that I propose is 
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not a cure but is better associated with learning how to cope with the various recurring 

trials of life. Precisely because trials recur, prayer as a ritualized act is helpful to healing. 

 The second chapter takes up the idea of postsecular poetry as communal prayer. I 

explore poems from Louise Glück’s The Wild Iris (1992), Faithful and Virtuous Night 

(2014), and The Seven Ages (2001), focusing especially on the last collection. I begin by 

exploring the way Glück creates imagined communities in order to examine divergent 

perspectives and ultimately open up, though not eliminate, doctrine, fostering greater 

possibilities of pluralism. In this section, I look at how Glück first introduces and allows 

for the reader to inhabit divergent voices and perspectives in The Wild Iris, before 

introducing the communal “I” and a recurrent “We” in The Seven Ages and beyond. I 

then explore how her speakers, who often function as a single voice within a community 

or as the whole community, establish contexts in which the community is attempting to 

grapple with divisive issues relating to meaning, identity, interpersonal conflict, and the 

fact of a changing world. By situating her speaker as an impartial observer rather than a 

biased subject and through strategic generalization, Glück is able to demonstrate our 

shared commonalities as well as our inevitable differences and illustrate how we can 

collaborate, find consensus, and understand ourselves as part of a shared whole, despite 

our individuality and divergent understandings of the world. This process is what I term 

“communal healing,” a bridging of seeming divisions and a move towards collaboration 

even when consensus is not achieved. Finally, I discuss how Glück’s communal 

postsecular prayers push for a democratization of the concept of prayer and its release 

from purely religious confines. 
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 The third and final chapter looks at bpNichol’s collection The Martyrology: 

Books 7& while referencing his other works. I begin by thinking through what role form 

plays in postsecular prayer poetry, how it can inform the process of producing and 

interpreting postsecular prayer, and how it can provide a structure for and therefore 

facilitate an entrance into prayer. At the same time, I argue that the challenging of form, 

like the challenging of established doctrine, is necessary for a postsecular prayer practice. 

I then look at Nichol’s exploration of the ineffable in language, at how he gestures at 

existing gaps while producing, through fragmentation, new gaps in language. By doing 

this, Nichol produces prayers with a plurality of meanings that demand of the reader their 

participation in the prayer process and the production or discovery of meaning through 

prayer. I conclude by positing language as a divine Other, a possible postsecular 

substitute for God or a god. From both religious and secular perspectives, language can 

be understood as creator of all. I suggest that this conceptualization of language as divine 

Other is a significant part of Nichol’s project; he offers his reader a divine Other that can 

be read and interpreted from various faith- and non-faith-based perspectives, therefore 

providing a way in which we can all access the divine Other divergently, albeit together. 
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Chapter 1: “you who take nothing, breathe into me”: Personal Healing 

and Self Understanding through Prayer in Mary Szybist’s Incarnadine 

 

What is personal prayer? Prayer, as I laid out in the introduction, comes in many 

forms, some of which, like praise, are wholly directed outward at the Big Other (or, as I 

refer to it throughout this chapter, the divine Other). Other forms of prayer – such as 

lamentations, the airing of grievances to a divine Other – deal more directly with the 

individual or the community. We can retreat still further inward with contemplation, a 

form of prayer that derives from either the individual or the community, but which 

reflects on the Self. Personal prayer, while appealing to the divine Other, deals with that 

which immediately concerns the individual; it is a form of prayer that seeks to understand 

the Self, unlike communal prayer whose concern is the Self in relation to the whole, the 

community. This first chapter will explore notions of personal prayer in Mary Szybist’s 

Incarnadine, which, of the three collections discussed in this thesis, most directly 

interacts with Christian tradition and terminology. Because of the subjective, 

introspective, and ritualistic qualities of the lyric, along with its history of contributing to 

Judaeo-Christian prayer poetry, it is significant that Szybist adopts this genre as a vehicle 

for her own prayer poetry. The subjective and introspective capacities of the lyric make it 

particularly useful for personal prayer poetry, where the life and personal concerns of the 

speaker are very much at issue. 

While Szybist engages with Christian tradition, she does not, contrary to the 

positions of numerous reviewers, posit her speakers, or the collection for that matter, as 



 

19 

 

explicitly religious; she maintains a firm sense of secularity throughout. Publishers 

Weekly suggests that Incarnadine is a collection about religious faith, while Jonathan 

Farmer asserts that in “Incarnadine, Szybist longs for God and longs to long for God and 

treats her own longing with occasional scorn” (“Updates”). Though Szybist does actively 

engage with Christian tradition and questions of faith, also exposing a longing for an 

Other to whom she can reach out to for support, she does so without subscribing to an 

Abrahamic God. Rather, as Rita Signorelli-Pappas writes, 

Conflating the mythic and the ordinary, the carnal and the sacred, [Szybist’s] 

poems consider the range of ways in which annunciative confrontations that 

transform the spirit and heal the soul might occur in modern life. (70) 

In her review, Signorelli-Pappas avoids positing Szybist’s project as religious in nature, 

instead preferring to showcase Incarnadine’s interest in personal healing – an idea that 

will be greatly expanded upon here. 

This chapter will examine how personal prayer is used to navigate personal issues 

and work towards clarity or self-understanding and healing. Personal prayer is the 

bringing forward of one’s concerns in outward appeal, either through vocal utterance or 

active internal thought. This is the value of postsecular prayer, for the bringing forward of 

concerns allows one to work through them, regardless of where the appeal is directed (at 

the divine Other, the Self, or even language). I will argue that such an appeal, like any 

form of faith, necessarily involves a level of doubt. Prayer does not deny doubt. Rather, it 

is a space where doubt can be explored, navigated, and understood. In Incarnadine, 

Szybist works through questions of doubt (relating to the supernatural, to existence 

without the individual or entity who upholds you, to what occurs after death, and so 
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forth), providing a framework for her to then engage in meaning making, self-

exploration, and self-discovery and understanding, in order to eventually find a measure 

of comfort in the Self, albeit not a traditional stable Self, but one very much in flux. It is 

this comfort in the Self that I describe as healing – not a Western linear conception of 

healing, however, where healing begins, a path to healing is taken, and eventually one is 

“cured.” Rather, I describe a healing that is indefinite, that returns repeatedly to the 

exploration of doubt, a healing that encourages one to find comfort and strength despite 

the continued presence of traumas, illness, and the general trials of life. 

 

1. Doubt 

One might think it odd to begin prayer from a place of doubt, but there is a long 

tradition of speaking of doubt alongside prayer within religious communities and 

academic religious studies. Indeed, the prayer of doubt can usefully be understood as the 

prayer of lamentation that one finds in Job or the Psalter, where one seeks to understand 

the why of one’s conditions and context. Beyond this, postsecularism’s lack of certainty 

in the promises of religion and secularism and its intellectual interrogation of the two, 

makes doubt an especially good place to begin for postsecular prayer. Indeed, Jeff Gundy 

proposes to 

examine and even to celebrate doubt—not as a failing or a weakness but as a 

creative, positive, and hopeful practice, one born out of the obvious gaps and 

lapses of our knowledge and wisdom, the everyday imperfections of our lives, and 

a necessary belief that revelation is not yet complete. (467) 
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Gundy suggests that while doubt has negative connotations, depending on how it is 

approached, it also has numerous productive capacities. Furthermore, Vilém Flusser 

explores the many seeming contradictions that exist within the concept of doubt, 

asserting that 

Doubt is a polyvalent state of mind. It could mean the end of a faith or the 

beginning of another. It could even, if taken to the extreme, be instituted as 

‘skepticism,’ that is, as a kind of inverted faith. In moderate doses it stimulates 

thought. In excessive doses, it paralyzes all mental activity. Doubt, as an 

intellectual exercise, provides one of the few pure pleasures we know. As a moral 

experience, it is torture. Doubt, allied to curiosity, is the cradle of research, 

therefore, of all systematic knowledge. In a distilled state, doubt kills all curiosity 

and is the end of all knowledge. (3) 

So, while both Flusser and Gundy acknowledge the potentially destructive aspects of 

doubt, both likewise propose that it is not only a space that can be conducive to forward 

thinking, but that in many cases it is also a necessary aspect of progression. Indeed, 

Flusser rightly draws attention to the way in which doubt, with its self-reflexive qualities, 

functions as an “intellectual exercise” and contributes to the advancement of research as 

an academic pursuit. I will take this insight further and suggest that doubt also has the 

capacity to advance self-understanding, as a personal and growth-oriented pursuit. 

 For my purposes, the qualities of self-reflexivity, thought stimulation, and so forth 

laid out by Flusser are all important as they indicate how doubt as part of prayer can 

productively begin the hard work of self-examination necessary to activate the healing 
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capacities of prayer, rather than demolish faith as the “true believer” might have you 

think. As Phillip Zaleski and Carol Zaleski assert,  

Prayer is at once spiritual and visceral: it stems from heart and gut as well as 

head. Prayer is a state of being – when we pray, we are ‘in prayer,’ and when we 

communicate with spiritual beings, we are ‘in communication’ with them – but 

prayer is also emphatically a state of becoming, a dynamic movement, an 

incursion into spiritual realms. (6) 

Because prayer is a state of becoming, an exploratory act that can spur the more concrete 

actions necessary to “self-improvement,” it is an act that deconstructs what one already 

is, an act that delves into aspects of the Self that are perceived to need changing. To 

change necessarily involves some level of self-destruction or self-deconstruction, so that 

self-reconstruction can occur. This is an act of becoming, and such an act involves 

examining one’s doubts and applying doubt, in healthy amounts, to that of which one 

might be overly certain, in order to examine what one otherwise might take for granted. 

Indeed, “Openness to the present saves us from deceit and unreality; it reveals things as 

they are, not as we wish them to be” (Zaleski and Zaleski 215). Such an openness to the 

present is embodied in productive doubt. 

 This brings me to Szybist’s poem “Holy,” a poem that exemplifies some of the 

doubting questions present in her work. Indeed, one useful way of reading this poem is to 

align it with how John D. Caputo understands Derridian prayer. Caputo asserts that 

Derrida’s difference with orthodox religion, his cut with the determinable faiths, 

does not have to do with the fact of prayer – as if they prayed but he does not – 
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but rather with the destination of prayer, where to address his prayer . . ., since 

prayer for Derrida, as for Hamlet, does not necessarily to heaven rise. (293) 

This understanding of prayer as not necessarily rising to heaven is overtly at play in 

“Holy,” although Szybist also toys with the idea that her prayer does reach its heavenly 

destination. This straddled position situates Szybist’s prayer in the realm of the 

postsecular. The poem begins: 

Spirit who knows me, I do not feel you 

fall so far in me, 

 

do not feel you turn in my dark center. 

 

My mother is sick, and you 

cannot help her. (39) 

The speaker speaks directly to a Spirit whose very existence or capacity for divine 

intervention is not just questioned, but actively doubted. This speaker’s doubt in the 

divine Other starkly contrasts with the faith of her mother who “say[s] your name with 

such steadiness” (39). 

 However, it is not a simple matter of the mother being of faith and the speaker 

being without it; rather the speaker’s doubt is interwoven with a simultaneous act of 

acknowledgment of the Other. The speaker says, 

Spirit made to 

know me, is this your weight 

in my throat, my 
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chest, the breath heavy so I hardly 

breathe it? 

 

I do not believe in the beauty of falling. 

 

Over and over in the dark I tell myself 

I do not have to believe 

in the beauty of falling (39) 

Through the outward appeal, the speaker voices her doubt while also exploring the 

possibility of the Other’s presence by questioning what that presence might feel like, how 

it would manifest itself in the individual. When she states, “Spirit made to / know me,” 

she briefly inhabits a state of faith in the Spirit whose existence she otherwise doubts, 

before questioning whether the feeling of grief, embodied by weight in one’s throat, is 

evidence of the Spirit’s presence. She further wonders if the Spirit’s presence is that 

which obstructs her breathing, as though it were the Spirit reminding (forcing?) her to 

fully inhabit the feeling of grief over the coming death of her mother. But an interesting 

prayer-like ritualization of doubt also occurs, with the speaker repeatedly reminding 

herself that she neither believes in the beauty of falling, nor believes that she has to. This 

act of prayer achieves a self-affirmation that it is okay not to believe in the Sprit, the 

divine Other. At the same time, the speaker performs the prayer as a vocalized interaction 

with that which she denies, or doubts. The prayer asserts that You can exist and not exist 

simultaneously, that the divine Other need not be one or the other. You can exist for my 

mother and be real and somehow tangible in her mind and provide the comfort that she 
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needs in this moment, while for me you do not exist and do not provide that comfort. At 

the same time, because you exist for my mother and provide what is experienced as 

tangible to her, you also, to a degree, exist for me. This act of prayer, of voiced ritual, 

occurs in the dark, which, when read as metaphor (as it must be, because we are later 

informed that the poem takes place on an “overlit afternoon”), indicates a space of 

uncertainty without absolute information on the divine. 

 As Gundy states, “Szybist’s poems are remarkable for their poise between doubt 

and belief, their delicate, contemplative balance,” and while he offers this insight on 

“Update On Mary,” it holds true for many of the poems in Incarnadine (473). Indeed, in 

“Holy,” Szybist oscillates between staunch doubt of the divine Other and direct 

engagement with that same Other to establish a postsecular space of prayer where she can 

explore both the value of a doubt that asserts that one has some control over one’s own 

life, as well as the value of a faith that provides comfort in the face of the vast 

unknowable that the speaker’s mother is in the process of facing – that is, what comes 

after death. The speaker goes on to say, 

I sit winding blue tape around my wrists 

to keep my hands from falling. 

 

Holy Ghost, I come for you today 

in this overlit afternoon as she 

 

picks at the bread with her small hands, 

her small rough hands, 
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the wide blue veins that have always been her veins 

winding through them. 

 

Ghost, what am I 

if I lose the one 

who’s always known me? 

 

Spirit, know me. (39-40) 

The fact that the speaker winds blue tape around her wrists to keep her hands from falling 

indicates an apprehensive desire for some control over her fate, so that she will not leave 

her life in the hands of the divine Other. However, she engages in another odd act of faith 

in this moment by trusting that the blue tape she wraps around her wrists, seemingly 

attached to nothing else, will somehow keep her hands from falling. If it works, it is 

because she is actively using her hands, and therefore keeping them suspended, in the act 

of wrapping the blue tape around her wrists and not because of any quality relating to the 

tape or its presence on her wrists. Between the lines, Szybist suggests that an act of faith 

is successful when bolstered by concrete action, whether conscious or otherwise, and not 

left entirely to faith or absolute belief. For prayer to be effectual (be it the prayer of 

petition, contemplation, or other appeals that seek change), it must always be followed by 

action on the part of the one who prays. Doubt inheres in this process. The true believer 

has strong sense of hope that their prayers will somehow be answered, while those who 

are not true believers know that there is no guarantee of this response and that they are 
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ultimately responsible for making manifest the actions they desire to come from their 

prayers. 

 The speaker’s blue tape comes to be associated with the mother’s blue veins that 

wind through her hands. As the mother “picks at the bread with her small hands” she too 

suspends her hands through a physical act, but where the speaker hastily applies blue tape 

in an act of faith during a time of crisis, the mother’s blue veins are wound through her 

and have always been hers. The mother’s faith, even if backed up by concrete action on 

her part, has carried her for a lifetime and she, in turn, has carried the speaker, her 

daughter. The mother has known the speaker in a way that has upheld her, in the way that 

the speaker understands the Spirit to know and uphold the mother. The speaker therefore 

asks, “Ghost, what am I / if I lose the one / who’s always known me? // Spirit know me” 

(40). The speaker voices concern that the loss of her mother means the loss of the 

individual in whom she placed faith, an individual who presumably was there to hear the 

speaker’s petitions in times of crisis – the individual who has “known” the speaker. This 

fear of losing her mother leads the speaker to request that the Ghost, whose existence the 

speaker doubts, take over this role and become the one to know her and hear her 

petitions, to provide comfort in times of crisis and in the face of the unknown. 

 Even before this moment, the Spirit/Ghost/divine Other has been, for the reader, 

conflated with the mother. The speaker states, 

Shadows, are you here 

splintering into the bread’s thick crust as it 

crumbles into my palms, is that 

you, the dry cough in her lungs, the blue tape on my wrists. 
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The dark hair that used to fall over her shoulders. 

 

Fragile mother, impossible spirit, will you fall so far 

from me, will you leave me 

to me? 

 

To think it 

is the last hard kiss, that seasick 

 

silence, your bits of breath 

 

diffusing in my mouth– (40) 

This passage begins by taking common Christian terms for the divine Other, such as 

“Spirit” and “Ghost,” and positing them as shadows, an odd move that renders them as 

spaces of darkness, returning to the earlier metaphor for uncertainty but taking it further 

to suggest that the divine Other itself is a space of uncertainty, of doubt. But as this 

passage progresses, the speaker further explores the way in which the Spirit and her 

mother become a shared entity. She starts out by asking if certain qualities expressed or 

embodied by the mother, the dry cough in her lungs or the dark hair that once fell over 

her shoulders, are instances of the Spirit expressing itself. This is followed by the speaker 

asking “Fragile mother, impossible spirit, will you fall so far / from me, will you leave 

me / to me?” (40). Here the speaker does not differentiate between the mother and the 

Spirit; she asks of both of them, the one she is certain of and the one she doubts, whom 
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she understands as “impossible,” whether they will leave her to uphold herself in this vast 

and uncontrollable world. By positioning them both in this way, the speaker 

acknowledges that they both fulfill a similar role – to be the ones who receive the appeal 

during moments of crisis. But due to the mother’s mortality, her continued capacity to 

fulfill this role is put into question, and as the conclusion of the poem indicates, what 

comes after is unknown. The speaker is nevertheless certain that something comes next, 

something that warrants a concluding long dash to indicate that something significant will 

follow, but what that is cannot yet be known. And so, the poem concludes with the same 

level of uncertainty, the same doubt that winds itself like blue veins through the poem’s 

entirety. The conclusion does, however, state with certainty that possibility exists in the 

long dash; the speaker can participate in determining what comes next. 

 The poem thus establishes postsecular faith by inhabiting and exploring doubt. 

This exploration does not represent the end of the faith to which Flusser refers; rather, it 

establishes either a new faith or skepticism. At the same time, this exploration also acts as 

the “creative, positive, and hopeful practice . . . born out of the obvious gaps and lapses 

of our knowledge and wisdom” that Gundy identifies. Moreover, as John A. McClure 

states, “postsecular narratives affirm the urgent need for a turn toward the religious even 

as they reject (in most instances) the familiar dream of full return to an authoritative 

faith” (6). While I take issue with the suggestion that there is an urgent need for a return 

toward the religious, insofar as I think postsecularism is a re-engagement with but not 

necessarily a re-subscribing to the religious, it is true that there may be a need to turn 

toward prayer. “Holy” explores prayer from the context of doubt; the speaker approaches 

the act with skepticism but finds in it useful ways of exploring the Self and its anxieties 
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through the outward appeal of prayer. At the same time, the speaker keeps the religious 

aspects of prayer, such as the submission to an authoritative God, at arms length, while 

also recognizing the ways in which they too are useful for some. As Michael Kaufmann 

states, “postsecularism could be seen more as a re-engagement with, but not necessarily a 

re-affirmation of, certain kinds of religious thought and discourse” (69). What we see in 

“Holy” is a re-engagement with prayer, as an act that can be useful for the secular 

individual. At the same time, the poem reengages with notions of spirit, deconstructing 

spirit so that it does not just mean the divine Other but anything or anyone that can act as 

the receiver of the outward appeal. When the speaker asks, “will you leave me / to me?” 

she is asking if in her mother’s absence she can engage in the outward appeal to herself. 

Can she transfer the understanding of the Other who provides guidance and comfort from 

the Other to the Self? The answer, of course, is she can try. 

 

2. Introspection and Self-Reflection 

Emerging from this exploration of doubt is a process of introspection and self-

reflection to better understand the speaker’s mental and emotional processes, as well as 

her actions and motives; Szybist’s poetry aims, in short, at better understanding the Self. 

While doubt can be viewed as a form of introspection, I separate doubt and introspection 

into two different categories because they play out in different ways. I understand doubt 

to be concerned with understanding present anxieties or concerns, while introspection is a 

forward-looking act that seeks to understand how such concerns might be addressed. In 

order for personal prayer to be effective one must emerge from doubt into a non-doubt-



 

31 

 

oriented introspection (though there are other engines for introspection than just doubt). 

As I indicated in the first section, resting too long in doubt can become crippling; doubt 

can become a destructive rather than a productive space. While the ritualization of doubt 

in personal prayer is both necessary and useful, one must advance the understandings 

arrived at in doubt into the ritualization of a forward-thinking introspection as part of the 

life-long context of prayer. The introspection that I explore in this section falls into the 

category of contemplative prayer, a category that I likewise deal with extensively in the 

next chapter when examining the work of Louise Glück. 

Discussing Clifford Geertz’s influential essay, “Religion as a Cultural System,” 

Amy Hungerford argues,  

the most innovative branches of religious studies have, since Geertz’s 

groundbreaking work in the 1970s, focused less on religious institutions and their 

doctrines – and, eventually, less on the discourses of ‘belief’ – and more on what 

Geertz called ‘the meaning-making project’ – the subject who constructed a 

religious world through action and word in everyday life, and through the ritual 

woven into that life. (109) 

According to Hungerford’s understanding of religious studies, it is less significant to 

focus on the superstructures of religions, which are well documented, and more radical to 

explore the ways in which individuals create meaning through everyday ritual and 

projects. Such meaning making projects are repeatedly exemplified by postsecular prayer 

poets, like Szybist, Glück, and bp Nichol, all of whom ritualize meaning making through 

their explorations of Self, community, and language. In Szybist, this ritualization of 
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meaning-making becomes associated with understandings of the Self. And, as Zaleski 

and Zaleski assert, while discussing self-knowledge as a contemplative practice of prayer, 

In the Meno, Socrates establishes that self-knowledge brings contact with divine 

reality. . . . The aim of life . . . is the discovery, study, and contemplation of divine 

reality; the search for self-knowledge is the search for wisdom, and wisdom is, at 

its highest reaches, divine. (214-215) 

So, whether or not divine reality relates in any way to God or a god is irrelevant; this 

reality is nevertheless wisdom, our capacity to create and perceive meaning through 

experience in this world. Because this wisdom is derived from self-knowledge, self-

exploration becomes a project of seeking out divinity. 

Prayers of lamentation and of contemplation both relate to the Self and its place in 

the world. Therefore, regardless of whether the outward appeal of prayer in these 

instances is directed at God, it is also directed at the Self and its work towards self-

knowledge and is therefore a process in which the non-religious individual can participate 

and access the divine. This divine need not have any association with God or any other 

entity that is understood as a divine Other because it is found in wisdom and self-

knowledge. This brings me to Szybist’s poem “Update on Mary,” which Gundy describes 

as “poignant and funny [and] clearly a sort of self-abnegating self-portrait [that] presents 

her as filled with doubts and awareness of her own failings” (473). Rather than simply 

inhabiting doubt and becoming absorbed by it, Mary, the speaker, uses it to fuel a 

ritualized exploration of Self whereby she seeks to find methods of self-understanding 

and -improvement. The poem begins, “Mary always thinks that as soon as she gets a few 

more things done and finishes the dishes, she / will open herself to God” (10). These 
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lines, beginning with daily tasks, culminate in the speaker expressing a desire for an 

outward appeal. Here the (hypothetical, or not-yet-realized) appeal is specifically 

addressed to God, but the most important detail is the speaker’s desire to open herself up 

through this act. These opening lines are followed by a series of lines that deal with self-

exploration, self-improvement, and the development of productive rituals. The speaker 

divulges that 

At the gym Mary watches shows about how she should dress herself, so each  

morning she tries 

on several combinations of skirts and heels before retreating to her waterproof  

boots. This takes 

a long time, so Mary is busy. 

 

Mary can often be observed folding the laundry or watering the plants. It is only  

when she has 

a simple, repetitive task that her life feels orderly, and she feels that she is not  

going to die before 

she is supposed to die. 

 

Mary wonders if she would be a better person if she did not buy so many almond  

cookies and 

pink macaroons. (10) 

In these lines, the speaker reveals a positive impulse towards self improvement, 

but this gets co-opted by a patriarchal-capitalist emphasis on self improvement that 
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demands that personal change fit into the parameters of capitalist consumption. However, 

it likewise demands that women feel guilty for particular forms of consumption, like the 

consuming of confectionaries that must then be addressed by exercise. This patriarchal-

capitalist mode of self improvement emphasizes a ritualization of superficial consumerist 

change, where the speaker finds herself spending a great deal of time curating her outer 

appearance, while also internalizing an accompanying guilt. Already in these lines, we 

see that the speaker is most at ease when she ignores these patriarchal-capitalist 

promptings. This sets her positive impulse towards personal change in opposition to this 

darker, more problematic form of change that interferes with productive self-examination 

and that adds urgency to her search for healthy self-improvement and -acceptance. By 

setting up this binary of self-examination and -improvement, the speaker explores who 

she is and what her value is, in contrast to the value and expectations placed on her by a 

patriarchal-capitalist culture. 

In this passage the speaker uses the third person to produce a sense of objective 

self-examination. The speaker adopts a third person perspective in order to be outside the 

Self, but intimately looking in, exploring the importance of ritual, discussing ways of 

improving the Self (though the fixation on superficial forms of self-improvement, like 

clothing, could be read as unhealthy, and the speaker does express how much time, and 

therefore energy, is expended on this) and identifying moments when she feels the most 

at ease in life. The speaker details the external sources urging her to improve herself 

(watching shows on how one should dress), as well as her attempts to examine herself for 

the same purpose (wondering if eating fewer sugary confections will make her a better 

person). These examples are humorous (this is a humorous poem all around), yet also 
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quite serious. In addition to detailing her practices of self-examination, the speaker 

considers how in her daily life, sometimes in response to her examinations of Self and 

sometimes not, she has established ritual practices. It is during these periods of ritual, of 

“simple, repetitive tasks[,] that her life feels orderly” and that she feels confident she will 

not meet an early and unpredictable end. In other words, it is in her moments of ritual that 

she feels that she has some control over her life. This speaks to the positive aspects of 

ritual, particularly as they play out in relation to contemplative prayer as a self-reflexive 

practice. While the opening line of the poem suggests that she does not open herself to 

God, does not engage in the outward appeal, we can see that in her moments of ritual she 

engages in the acts of contemplation that allow her to identify the things that she would 

like to change about her life, as well as the things that she feels are already contributing 

to a positive experience of life. This is to say that in the moments when the speaker 

engages in her daily tasks, such as washing the dishes, she realizes she would like to 

engage in prayer (despite the fact that she is already engaging in a form of prayer in 

contemplation, delivered as an outward appeal). Similarly, when she is folding laundry, 

she feels at peace in the world; directly after completing this task, she wonders whether 

eliminating certain things from her life would make her a “better person.” 

Taking things even further into the realm of introspection, the speaker reveals  

that 

Mary worries about not having enough words in her head. 

 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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Someday Mary would like to think about herself, but she’s not yet sure what it  

means to think, 

and she’s even more confused about herself. 

 

It is not uncommon to find Mary falling asleep on her yoga mat when she has  

barely begun to 

stretch. 

 

Mary sometimes closes her eyes and tries to imagine herself as a door swung  

open. But it is 

easier to imagine pink macaroons– (10) 

In the first line in this selection, the speaker expresses concern about her inadequate 

capacity for language; she has too few words in her head. This concern is significant, 

because words relate inevitably to utterance and therefore to the outward appeal, and the 

speaker thus questions her capacity to adequately engage in the act of contemplative 

prayer. The following lines further illuminate this questioning; the speaker asserts that 

she “would like to think about herself,” to engage in the act of introspective/self-

reflective contemplation, but finds it difficult to grapple with the meaning of 

contemplation and Selfhood. From my perspective this is no great issu, because the lines 

indicate that she is already actively engaged in the self-exploratory processes that she 

suggests she does not know how to engage in. Indeed, as Caputo posits, “To pray is not to 

utter a proposition which is true or false, but to confess, and a confession is without truth” 

(296). Here, the speaker confesses something she understands to be true; in doing so, she 
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engages in the outward appeal that sets in motion her capacity to explore these things that 

she claims to not fully understand. Indeed, the speaker repeatedly questions whether she 

knows how to do, or denies that she is doing, the things that she is actually doing quite 

well.  

 In the final lines of this selection, the speaker introduces her use of the yoga mat. 

Readers will likely understand this mat as a reference to the Western conception of yoga 

as a largely physical practice of self-improvement; however, the yogic tradition is also a 

meditative and spiritual practice, a form of prayer. In the Yogacarabhumi-sastra, yoga is 

described as “fourfold: faith, aspiration, perseverance and means” (2.152) and therefore 

very much in line with an understanding of prayer as active process. While the speaker is 

not prone to overt expressions of faith, in identifying how she would like to change and 

her efforts at self-improvement (again, these are not entirely without their problems, as a 

focus on superficial self-improvement can be harmful rather than helpful), we see 

examples of aspiration, perseverance, and means present throughout the poem. 

Furthermore, the fact that the passage that features the speaker falling asleep on a yoga 

mat is directly followed by a passage in which she “closes her eyes and tries to imagine 

herself . . .,” indicates that the two moments are at least partially related. The speaker’s 

attempt to imagine “herself as a door swung open,” which resonates with her earlier 

desire to “open herself to God,” suggests that she acknowledges the productive capacities 

of the outward appeal. In the present moment the speaker finds herself closed off, holding 

in rather than voicing the things that concern her, but she understands that in order to 

affect positive change in herself, she must be willing to open herself in the act of outward 
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appeal. For it is in this act of bringing forth one’s concerns that one is able to work 

through and alter them. 

Several lines later, the speaker asserts that “Mary believes she is a sincere and 

serious person, but she does not even try to pray” (11), which brings me back to how the 

speaker regularly questions whether she is doing what she is doing quite effectively. 

When the speaker claims she does not pray, she echoes Caputo’s observation, “‘Lord I do 

believe. Help thou my unbelief.’ That is an almost perfect prayer because it is a prayer for 

help to keep on praying, to sustain the relationship of prayer, of advent and invenire” 

(297); invenire means to find or discover. While the speaker is not praying to sustain the 

relationship of prayer, she is praying about how she wishes she were someone who 

prayed, because that would bolster her belief that she is a sincere and serious person. Of 

course, whether or not we understand the speaker to pray comes down to how one 

understands prayer. As Hungerford posits (while discussing religious authors, though her 

position applies equally well to the postsecular writer), writing “becomes both the 

articulation of belief and a form of religious practice” (108). Throughout this poem, the 

speaker believes that she has not reached her fullest potential but that through ritualized 

practice, she can perhaps become a version of the Self she would like to be. 

 In the final lines of the poem, the speaker finally reveals when she perhaps feels 

most at ease in the world: 

Some afternoons Mary pretends to read a book, but mostly she watches the  

patterns of sunlight 

through the curtains. 
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On those afternoons, she’s like a child who has run out of things to think about. 

 

Mary likes to go out and sit in the yard. If she let herself, she’d stare at the sky all  

day. 

 

The most interesting things to her are clouds. See, she watches them even by  

moonlight. Tonight, 

until bedtime, we can let her have those. (11) 

These concluding lines follow an extended exploration of daily ritual and outward appeal; 

the speaker now enters a state where she is no longer interested in either of these things. 

This state continues to be part of the prayer process, the process of petition and self-

examination, but it plays out very much in terms of release rather than embodying a 

notion of “productive” ritual or active contemplation. The speaker meditates on “the 

patterns of sunlight” that shine through the curtains, an act of ritual meditation, but one 

that is not overtly interested in self-examination or -improvement. Furthermore, on the 

afternoons when the speaker engages in this practice, she is “like a child who has run out 

of things to think about,” suggesting that the act of contemplation is on hiatus, that she 

has worked through all that most needed contemplative focus. In these moments, the 

speaker is like a child; following her extensive prayers of self-examination, she is able to 

simply be. Rather than continuously focusing on the ways she would like to improve the 

Self or engage with various Others (divine and otherwise), the speaker is able to relax 

into the Self and shed the concerns that bring her to pray to begin with. 
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 Then, in the final three lines, the speaker expresses her love of the sky and the 

clouds it often contains. In many prayer cultures, an evening prayer precedes one’s 

bedtime, but here the speaker replaces the evening prayer with a meditation on clouds, 

bodies of vapour that simultaneously embody pattern (ritualistic repetition) and a 

constant state of change. Concluding on this moment evokes a state of release, in the act 

of non-contemplative meditation that allows the one who prays to exist in comfort 

without the pressing anxieties of the Self. At the same time, the conclusion highlights that 

the entire poem is about coming to terms with the relentless flux of being human. And so, 

by the poem’s conclusion, it is as though the speaker asserts, I have done the hard work 

of establishing ritual and practices of self-exploration; now it’s time for healing. 

 

3. Personal Healing 

Postsecular prayer poetry is also a form of personal healing, one that is neither 

linear nor conclusive. The seeking of personal healing might best be analogized to the 

prayer of petition, the outward appeal that asks how one can improve or learn to cope 

with the conditions of one’s life. While I would like to suggest that healing follows the 

working through of doubt and introspection, that would be far too linear; healing, doubt, 

and introspection are interconnected and cyclical. However, having explored doubt in the 

first section, followed by introspection/self-exploration in the second, this final section 

seems the most intuitive space to explore the notion of postsecular prayer as contributing 

to personal healing. My approach to the notion of healing might best be understood 

alongside the metaphor of journeying employed by Keavy Martin (though she is speaking 
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to the context of Indigenous healing and reconciliation efforts in Canada and not to 

questions of healing through postsecular prayer). Martin cites The Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation’s definition of the healing process:  

[T]here seems to be no end point to the journey. No one is ever completely 

healed. . . . Even those who have been on the healing path for many years and 

who have become therapists themselves must struggle to remain on the path. (276, 

Martin’s emphasis) 

Martin then asserts that “[i]n the context of the Aboriginal healing movement, the 

metaphor of journeying seems to exist in part to prevent the unhealthy focus on the 

conclusion of the healing process” (277, Martin’s emphasis). In traditional Western 

understandings of healing, the process is often treated as linear, as well as secondary to 

its conclusion, being cured. When Martin describes healing as a form of journeying, she 

invokes a process to live through and inhabit, one that may be lived with for a lifetime, 

rather than offering a context to escape. This is an important difference of perspective 

when considering the healing capacities of postsecular prayer, particularly in relation to a 

poet like Szybist. The journeying metaphor emphasizes that we must learn to manage our 

suffering, but this will also be a continuous process. Just as we will never fully leave 

behind our doubt, having to return to it and work through it again and again, so too will 

we never leave behind that which has caused us suffering. We can, however, learn to 

carry it without being consumed by it. 

McClure offers another useful discussion of postsecular healing when describing 

fictional characters who have taken a postsecular turn in life:   
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characters are transformed and steadied, as it were, by the sense that the world is 

seamed with mystery and benignity, by awakened impulses to reverence, wonder, 

self-forgetfulness, and care, and by coming into company with others. These gifts 

make life more bearable, but they fall short of the gifts of absolute conviction and 

secure dwelling identified with traditional experiences of conversion or revival. 

(6) 

While much of what McClure brings up does not immediately suggest “healing,” the 

characters to whom he refers are changed by a reengagement with the world that leaves 

them “steadied” and provides them with “gifts,” or perspectives, that “make life 

bearable.” This turn does not result in “gifts of absolute conviction and secure dwelling,” 

which would result in a false comfort and the suppression of doubts and would thus 

ultimately restrict the growth and progress of a changing Self. Taking McClure’s 

understanding of postsecular fiction into the realm of poetry, we find that the healing 

provided by postsecular prayer is more about life being made bearable than it is about 

eliminating that which makes life unbearable. This form of healing challenges both the 

Abrahamic notion that one’s suffering will end and that one will be rewarded following a 

life of devotion, and the traditional Western notion of healing that focuses on finding a 

cure that will end the healing process. When Martin’s understanding of healing is 

combined with McClure’s understanding of the postsecular, the healing provided by 

postsecular prayer becomes more about learning to cope with and exist comfortably in an 

overwhelming world than about finding an absolute cure or eventual release from the 

trials of one’s existence. 
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The pair of Szybist’s poems I have selected to discuss personal healing may seem 

counterintuitive choices, but they fit with this framework of healing. The first, 

“Invitation,” is a prayer to various angels whom the speaker names throughout, the names 

more often speaking to trials, such as barrenness or infection, than to moments of uplift 

or restoration. The poem begins by invoking the angels: 

 If I can believe in air, I can believe 

in the angels of air. 

 

Angels, come breathe with me. (15) 

This opening could conceivably be a part of any number of religious prayers, but it 

quickly turns when the speaker continues: 

Angel of abortion, angel of alchemy, 

angels of barrenness and bliss, 

exhale closer. Let me feel 

your breath on my teeth– 

 

I call to you, angels of embryos, 

earthquakes, you of forgetfulness– 

 

Angels of infection, cover my mouth 

and nose with your mouth. (15) 

Here, the speaker prays to angels of abortion, barrenness, earthquakes, infection, and so 

forth, alongside likelier candidates such as angels of bliss and embryos. These angels, 
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their names suggest, are embodiments or representatives of what could be understood as 

destructive forces but are nevertheless facts of human existence on this planet. While we 

can work to lessen the need for abortion (not to suggest ending this necessary practice) 

through improved methods of contraception and education, or to end infection through 

improved medical practices, we will never eradicate these things, and the facts of 

earthquakes and barrenness are probably even less preventable. These facts, then, 

characterized here as angels, make for good examples of often traumatic or physically 

and physiologically damaging experiences that, even if temporarily “cured,” represent 

things that we, as humans, will continue to have to face and carry with us. But much as 

working through doubt requires the acknowledgment of doubt and its subsequent 

exploration, so too does the working through of life-altering and sometimes traumatizing 

events require the acknowledgment of those events. This must be done in order for them 

to be brought forth and understood in the context of one’s own life. 

Zaleski and Zaleski argue, “Much of the time, prayer seems to be nothing but talk: 

praising, cajoling, or pleading with God; sending messages to guardian angels or tutelary 

spirits; appealing to benevolent cosmic powers” (5). However, in “Invitation,” rather than 

seeing exclusively benevolent powers or “tutelary spirits,” we also see their opposite. We 

see a speaker praising and appealing to the whole of life, to tutelary spirits along with 

those that could be described as malevolent forces (these forces could, however, be 

understood as tutelary insofar as adversity’s capacity to teach). This is further crystallized 

when the speaker continues: 

Angels of . . . 

. . . sheerness and sorrow, 
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you who take nothing, 

breathe into me. 

 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

Angels of water insects, let me sleep 

to the sound of your breathing. (15) 

The speaker characterizes the angel of sorrow as one who takes nothing and then asks the 

angel to breathe into her. It is a moment when the speaker renders sorrow a gift, 

something that one receives, and which takes nothing from the receiver. But it is also a 

moment when the speaker acknowledges that sorrow will be given to her, regardless of 

whether she wants it, and so invites the angel of sorrow to breathe into her what will 

inevitably come to her eventually – Give me what is mine, and I will carry it. Then the 

speaker appeals to the angels of water insects, strategically breaking the lines so that at 

first the speaker seems to be asking the angels to let her sleep in the face of their apparent 

disruption of silence, as though she is asking for relief from noise. However, the meaning 

is altered in the following line when it is clarified that the speaker does not want the noise 

done away with to allow her to sleep; rather, she wants to be allowed to sleep to their 

silence-disrupting noise, not in spite of it, but along with it. Once more, the speaker’s 

appeal is not to eliminate that which causes difficulty, but to learn how to live with the 

fact of difficulty. 

 The poem concludes: 

You without lungs, make my chest rise– 
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Without you my air tastes 

like nothing. For you 

I hold my breath. (15) 

The poem culminates in the speaker claiming the trials that she has faced in her life. She 

does so by praying to and seeking out an intimacy with the angels who have supplied the 

trials, asking that they cover her nose and mouth and breathe into her. The speaker’s 

suggestion that “Without you my air tastes / like nothing” is reminiscent of Albert 

Camus’s position, in The Myth of Sisyphus, that it is in the struggle that we find meaning, 

that “[t]he struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill [one’s] heart” (123). 

Although these angels create difficulty for the speaker, the fact that her air has flavour 

makes the struggle worthwhile. And the fact that the speaker holds her breath for these 

angels indicates a willingness to accept the struggle that they offer her, that she awaits it. 

This should not be understood as a masochistic gesture, but rather as a gesture of prayer 

asking the angels to render unto the speaker that which is hers and to provide her the 

strength to navigate and live with the outcomes. 

In “Yet Not Consumed,” we similarly encounter prayers to a divine Other that 

cannot quite be characterised as benevolent; rather, it is a neutral Other. These two poems 

are remarkably kindred in subject and, to an extent, in content, despite being situated 

quite far apart in the collection. “Yet Not Consumed” is also a poem whose effects derive 

from the strategic breaking of lines. The poem begins, 

But give me the frost of your name 

in my mouth, give me 
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spiny fruits and scaly husks–  

give me breath 

 

to say aloud to the breathless clouds 

your name, to say 

I am, let me need 

to say it and still need you 

to give me need, to make me 

into what is needed, what you need, no 

 

more than that I am . . . 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . .   no more 

 

than need. (42) 

The recipient of the speaker’s prayer is not clear, but the content of the poem suggests 

that the appeal is to some form of divine Other. While this is a prayer of petition, it is also 

a prayer of praise for the nameless divine Other whose name the speaker would “say 

aloud to the breathless clouds.” The title, “Yet Not Consumed,” plays an important role 

in relation to the content of the poem. Throughout the poem, the speaker appeals to the 

(divine) Other to give her what she needs; at the same time, she appeals to the Other to 

giver her the capacity to experience and understand need, while also ensuring that she is 

not consumed by it. To be given and made to understand need is ultimately to be given 
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suffering, for to know and understand need is likewise to know and understand what it is 

to be without what is needed. And this is crucial, for when the content is read in light of 

the poem’s title, the poem becomes an appeal to the divine Other to ensure that need is 

not eliminated but rather made bearable, so that the speaker is not consumed by it. The 

poem is a prayer not to be destroyed by need (or struggle, suffering, etc.), but to learn 

how to endure it, to live with and carry it. 

 “Yet Not Consumed” is also interested in finding comfort in, or coming to terms 

with the Self. Following the initial discussion of need, the speaker goes on to say, give 

me 

. . . a neck that will bend 

lower to what I am, . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

here I am, give me 

 

thumb and fingers, give me only 

what I need, a turn here 

to turn what I am 

into I am, what your name writ in clouds 

writ on me. (42) 

In these lines, the speaker prays to the divine Other to accept her for what she is, to “bend 

/ lower to what” she is, but also to give her the things that make her, physically, what she 

is – thumb and fingers, for example. But her further emphasis on being able “to turn what 

I am / into I am” is an appeal to allow the speaker to render those things that define her 
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into a cohesive Self. This Self is not static, for the speaker immediately follows these 

lines by saying “what your name writ in clouds / writ on me.” Which brings us back to 

Szybist’s recurring image of clouds, an image that simultaneously evokes pattern and 

fluidity, constancy and change. While the speaker appeals for the ability to come to terms 

with and find comfort in the Self, she likewise acknowledges that that Self, while 

exhibiting elements of constancy, will be in a perpetual state of change. I will be a Self 

that is the same, but with a difference. Constant change is a difficult fact of life, but part 

of the perpetual process of healing traumas may be learning to find comfort in the Self 

and the ability to understand one’s own Self as cohesive, whole, despite its constant state 

of flux. 

 Together these two poems work through questions of what it means to struggle, 

through both physiological afflictions, such as barrenness and infection, and more 

abstract afflictions, such as sorrow and need. Neither poem arrives at an understanding of 

how such afflictions can be done away with; rather, they come to a sense of how one can 

navigate, live with, and carry one’s suffering, of how one can live the ongoing journey of 

personal healing, rather than submit to dejection when no absolute end to healing appears 

possible. For instance, many of Szybist’s speakers are preoccupied by maternity and what 

it means to be without child or unable to produce a child. In “Update on Mary,” the 

speaker states that “Mary tells herself that if only she could have a child she could carry 

around like an extra lung, / the emptiness inside her would stop gnawing. // It’s hard to 

tell if she believes this” (11). In “Invitation,” the speaker, while exploring these same 

anxieties, appeals to the angels of abortion, barrenness, and embryos, but she does not 

express a sense of defeat or even simple resignation. Instead she calls for deeper intimacy 
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with these angels, calling on them to “exhale closer,” so that she can feel their “breath on 

[her] teeth (15). Once again, the speaker avoids an absolute cure for what afflicts her and 

instead seeks a way to carry the burden without it consuming her. The poems’ focus on 

prayer to an abstract Other for the ability to carry one’s struggles is synthesized in 

Caputo’s assertion that “[t]he time to pray is now and always, and one prays to have the 

time to keep on praying” (298). If one prays to have the time to keep on praying, one is 

praying for prolonged existence. In the context of prayer for personal healing, this appeal 

would better be expressed as, give me the strength, rather than the time, to keep on 

praying. For while one still has the time to pray for continued being, one likewise desires 

to know that one’s existence is supported beyond the duration of life, that one can find 

ways to stay strong in the face of struggle and find comfort in a fragile and ever-changing 

Self. The personal healing offered by postsecular prayer, then, is not about finding a 

“cure” or eliminating that which makes life difficult to bear; rather, this healing is about 

finding or creating ways to make life more bearable. 

 

Conclusion 

In Mary Szybist’s Incarnadine, postsecular personal prayer plays out in a 

methodical and diligent exploration of Self. Its aim is to understand the issues one faces 

in order to better navigate one’s existence in the world. This process begins with an 

exploration of doubt, which might best be understood in relation to lamentation – the 

outward appeal that seeks to understand the difficulties of the present context. This 

exploration is a process by which the one who prays seeks to understand the 
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discontinuities in their knowledge and to open themselves up to the possible without 

eliminating their skepticism. As evidenced in the poem “Holy,” by approaching prayer 

from the space of doubt, one is able to locate the useful qualities of prayer while 

remaining suspicious of its more religious elements, while still understanding how those 

elements may be productive for believers. Introspection and self-reflection follow; these 

acts most closely relate to contemplation, the prayer act that seeks to understand but also 

moves beyond the present context. Like the exploration of doubt, this part of the process 

is interested in the present context, though with a much greater emphasis on self-

exploration that plays out as looking and moving forward, beyond the space of doubt, in 

order not just to understand, but to alter the present context. In “Update on Mary,” the 

speaker, taking a third person position in order to examine the Self from an external 

perspective, reveals the ways in which a patriarchal-capitalist culture places expectations 

of self-change on the speaker and thus interferes with her internal desires for self-change 

as well as her sense of personal value. Part of the speaker’s effort at finding personal 

value and a healthy sense of Self comes from learning to ignore these destructive 

expectations and look toward more productive rituals of self-examination and self-

improvement. The speaker identifies aspects of her daily existence that already bring joy, 

meaning, and comfort to her life and considers what she might be able to do, or wishes 

she could do, to better navigate and be at peace in this world – all achieved through the 

prayer act of contemplation. This act of contemplation may remain internal, silent; it 

becomes an outward appeal by bringing forth these aspects of daily joy and areas for 

improvement as lucid thought, appealing to an Other or merely rendering them articulate 

for one’s own sake. Finally, personal healing through postsecular prayer, which might 
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best be associated with the prayer of petition, is the outward appeal that asks what must 

be done to ameliorate, work through, or live with the difficulties of life. I establish a 

framework of healing that resists, as Martin puts it, “the unhealthy focus on the 

conclusion of the healing process” (277) and instead focuses on a process that does not 

promise a cure. Healing is a means by which one can navigate and cope with the 

perpetual trials of life. Here, I explore the poems “Invitation” and “Yet Not Consumed” 

The former poem focuses on the fact of suffering at the hands of (more or less) external 

forces and explores how to be at peace with the prospect of suffering’s perpetual 

presence. The latter poem, though also concerned with this theme, deals mostly with how 

to find comfort in a continually changing Self. Together, both poems work through 

questions of struggle, of what it means to face and navigate hardship and what it means to 

come into a Self and find comfort in this world, despite the lack of stability that a Self or 

the world offers. 

Postsecular prayer, then, does not offer absolute answers; it provides a space in 

which one can bring forth and explore the anxieties and struggles one faces in order to 

understand, navigate, and work beyond, or learn to live with, the issues one faces. As we 

are ever-changing creatures, postsecular prayer, like religious prayer, is a ritual act, 

repeated in order to continue the work of understanding our ever-changing doubts, 

contexts, struggles, and so forth. It is an act that will repeatedly bring us back to doubt. 

While offering productive ways of examining and managing the world, it will never offer 

an absolute cure. 
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Chapter 2: “it would be wrong to imagine we had neither sense of one 

another nor deep response to the world”: Communal Postsecular 

Prayer in the Poetry of Louise Glück 

 

This chapter, dealing with the work of Louise Glück, predominantly her 2001 

collection The Seven Ages,1 focuses on doctrine and pluralism and examines how these 

ideas are not mutually exclusive, but provide a space for debate and therefore growth. By 

creating space where the religious and the secular subject can coexist at prayer, Glück 

enables her poems to become postsecular prayers that facilitate notions of community. 

Indeed, as Daniel Morris notes, “Because she composes her poetry from a mosaic of 

multicultural resources, Glück has appealed to critics representing diverse, often 

diametrically opposed communities of interpretation” (1). And while Glück’s “mosaic of 

multicultural resources” mostly encompasses western cultures, she nevertheless appeals 

to critics of opposing communities of interpretation. This appeal, along with Glück’s 

speakers’ reluctance to identify with any of the imagined communities discussed in her 

poems, defines her postsecular poetic project. Critics, on the one hand, often misidentify 

the postsecular character of Glück’s poetry, with William V. Davis correctly identifying 

the inclusion of theological discourse (47-55) while failing to consider the way it is 

woven with secular discourse. On the other hand, the postsecular character of Glück’s 

 

1 Cited as SA. 
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work is downplayed, with Daniel Morris positing her work as emerging from a Gnostic 

tradition (3) without further situating her work in an emerging postsecular tradition that 

pushes the boundaries of Gnosticism even further, allowing for an even greater level of 

religious and cultural pluralism and the inclusion of secular discourse. 

Glück has a tendency to use the poetic I, a feature which has led critics like Brian 

Henry to read her as being absorbed in the Self and not concerned with a community; he 

understands her use of the I, and The Seven Ages generally, as being nothing more than a 

“fetishization of her life and her self” (Henry). However, Henry fails to consider that she 

uses the I in a fashion that distances it from the Self, opening it up to the space of 

community. Such is the case in The Wild Iris,2 where the Is of poems throughout operate 

as separate entities with divergent perspectives, all of whom participate in and create a 

community within the text. This use of the I is unlike Mary Szybist’s employment of the 

I, discussed in chapter one – an I firmly established as personal rather than communal. 

Though Glück’s use of the I often functions within the realm of the plural, she also uses 

We throughout her work to situate her speaker among an imagined community and to 

facilitate communal prayer. 

This chapter will seek to understand what poetry as communal prayer can 

achieve: the possibility for community beyond the confines of enclosed doctrine, for 

communal healing through prayer, and for the mending of rifts between disparate 

communities. This is achieved through an understanding of the self as part of the whole 

 

2 Cited as WI 
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and the whole as part of the self – ideas which weave their way through the poems and 

collections I have selected, but also through Glück’s work more broadly. Glück’s poetry 

opens up doctrine in such a way that allows pluralism to flourish without the omission of 

doctrine – we are able to have disagreements in meaning, but here, in the space of prayer, 

we can navigate these differences in understanding and assert ourselves among a diverse 

tapestry that is the human community. 

As I mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, prayer comes in many forms and 

the poems selected here function as prayers insofar as the speaker identifies them as such 

or insofar as they fall into the categories of contemplation, confession, and petition. 

Glück makes no secret of her interest in prayer. Indeed, in “Ancient Text,” the speaker 

describes her relationship to prayer and discusses her perception of prayer’s efficacy, as 

well as the gaps that exist in language – gaps which have the capacity to greatly alter 

meaning and, therefore, outcomes, thus potentially undermining or otherwise altering the 

efficacy of prayer. This attention to the gaps that exist in language, during the act of 

prayer when in communication with the divine, demonstrates the role language plays in 

understanding a divine Other. But despite the fact that Glück’s speakers sometimes 

express doubt of a divine Other in their prayers, they continue to pray (perhaps to 

themselves or to an absence they have identified) in the face of this doubt. The speaker of 

“Ancient Text” states, 

I asked for earth; I received earth, like so much 

mud in the face. 

 

I prayed for relief from suffering; I received suffering. 
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Who can say my prayers were not heard? They were 

 

translated, edited – and if certain 

of the important words were left out or misunderstood, a crucial 

 

article deleted, still they were taken in (SA 22) 

The speaker of this passage lays out her experience with the practice of prayer. We  

are told of two instances where what follows her prayers are either an exaggeration, or 

the opposite, of what she asked for. 

 However, rather than assume that this means that her prayers were not heard, she 

considers the possibility that the angels she prays to are still inhabiting an earlier version 

of language and therefore must translate her words. The speaker then takes this 

understanding of prayer and alters her approach: “Night and day, I revised my appeals / 

making each sentence better and clearer, as though one might / elude forever all 

misconstruction” (SA 22-3). What results is not necessarily reassurance that the angels 

understand the speaker better; indeed her prayers continue to be misread. Rather, the 

speaker makes clear that through this continued practice of refining prayer, even in the 

absence of any changed response from the divine, the practice itself becomes profound 

and meaningful. And as Zaleski and Zaleski aptly point out, Kierkegaard believes that 

“Prayer does not change God but it changes him who prays” (11), which is an important 

point when considering prayer from a postsecular position. This all comes around, once 

again, to the question, what is prayer for? And for Glück, like for Szybist, it is for a better 

understanding of the Self and its encounters with this world. However, Glück 
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demonstrates that prayer is also for reaching beyond the Self, that it can work through the 

gaps in language, understanding, and meaning that we, as humans, experience between 

one another and make meaningful connections despite them. 

 

1. The plural I: Self Standing in for the Whole of Humanity 

Throughout this chapter, I will use the term “universal human experience.” This 

can be a tricky term, in that it can be viewed as essentializing or absolute, but I’m using it 

in the same way that Anya Topolski uses the term relationality. For Topolski, 

relationality is a hybrid of Hannah Arendt’s notion of plurality and Emmanuel Levinas’s 

notion of alterity. She defines relationality as “a form of post-foundational politics rooted 

in plurality, within which an immanent nonabsolute ethics of alterity is performed” (xv). 

Relationality then, is a state of understanding the Self as an aspect of the whole while 

remaining individual and cognizant of otherness. Furthermore, I use the term universal 

human experience to refer to experiences that many, if not all, of us share, even if how 

we perceive those experiences is not necessarily felt in the same way or understood from 

within the same cultural parameters. So, my usage of the term “universal human 

experience” is meant to be understood along the lines of “same, but with a difference.” 

As with other poets, Glück regularly employs the poetic I, denoting, of course, the 

Self. However, her use of the I is different from the typical usage of the I as personal, as 

occurs, for instance, in Szybist’s poetry. Indeed, in Glück’s poems, the I regularly 

functions as synecdoche for humanity or human experience, rendering it an I of 

humanity, identifying the Self beyond the enclosed individual and instead as an aspect of 
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the whole. This technique is extensively exemplified in The Wild Iris. As Morris notes, 

“The Wild Iris marks a structural advance in Glück’s career, as the author transforms the 

sequential gathering of related lyrics into a polyphonic theater” (191). Morris draws 

attention to the polyvocality at play within The Wild Iris, while asserting the sequential 

nature of the collection that would indicate a polyvocality composed of separate moments 

of individual utterance. Many of these individual utterances are voiced by flowers in the 

speaker’s garden, or by the God figure who periodically emerges, in response to the 

human gardener. Indeed, as William V. Davis states, The Wild Iris “consists of a 

trialogue of ‘voices’ – God, the poet, and the flowers in the poet’s garden. The flowers 

provide a kind of arena and act as a kind of referee for the ‘debate’ between the two 

primary ‘protagonists;’ the poet and God” (48). The human I, however, tends to appear in 

the speaker’s prayer sequences, in the “Matins” or “Vespers” poems that appear 

throughout the text. 

One such poem is the third of the “Matins” poems (WI 12), wherein the poem’s I 

transitions into an ‘us.’ However, the plurality of the I is established in the opening lines, 

well before the appearance of ‘us,’ when the speaker states, “Forgive me if I say I love 

you: the powerful / are always lied to since the weak are always / driven by panic” (WI 

12). Here, we see the speaker, an individual human characterized among the weak who 

are driven by panic, expand outward to represent the abstraction of humanity as a whole. 

We are all weak, these lines suggest, and in our uncertainty, we grasp onto a belief in 

possibilities that provide comfort in the face of the vast unknowable and uncontrollable 

universe. As Richard Kearney posits, “God neither is nor is not. . . . What I mean by this 

is that God, who is traditionally thought of as act or actuality, might better be rethought 
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as possibility” (1). By treating God as possibility Glück constructs the speaker’s 

identification with common human experience, experience that often manifests itself in 

the utterance of religious prayer, but here does so in a prayer to a divine other that the 

speaker is not fully certain of. As Glück states, “It was clear to me long ago that any hope 

I had of writing real poetry depended on my living through common experiences. . . . 

What had to be cultivated, beyond necessary neutrality, was the willingness to be 

identified with others. Not with the single other, the elect, but with a human community” 

(Proofs 105-6). This need to be identified with a human community, promotes 

developing an understanding of prayer’s function and engagement in the act of prayer in 

some form, due to prayer’s significance and maintained presence within the folds of 

every individual culture and therefore our global culture. 

Furthermore, as Zaleski and Zaleski state, “healing prayer is a universal human 

prerogative, and it touches our deepest need – to feel our fragile existence supported and 

upheld by a wider and stronger reality” (315). This wider reality can be many things: the 

acknowledgment that we are part of the network of the universe, our understanding of the 

vast expanse of language and its capacity to create meaning, a God figure, or even a 

society. This notion speaks directly to what the speaker of the third “Matins” poem is 

driving at. When she states, “Forgive me if I say I love you,” while expressing her doubt 

in a God, she is simultaneously affirming her desire for some form of divine other, for 

healing, and for a sense of belonging to a something “wider and stronger” than the Self. It 

is for this reason that so many of Glück’s speakers engage in the act of prayer – for a 

sense of healing and community. Indeed, as Morris asserts, “Glück has, in several of her 

most recent volumes, charted a course in which her speaker acts out and potentially 
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works through the psychological wounds that have characterized her registration of 

experience in previous volumes” (17). In her recent collections, The Seven Ages and 

Faithful and Virtuous Night,3 this working through specifically takes the form of prayer.  

Similar to The Wild Iris, The Seven Ages exemplifies Glück’s use of the I to refer 

to humanity as a whole. Many of the poems in this collection, while positing the speaker 

as part of the vast network of humanity, also suggest that the speaker, and therefore 

humanity, reach out to a divine other, or otherwise pray, in times of crisis or struggle, 

with other instances of prayer occurring during or in response to likewise universal 

human experience. For example, the title poem of The Seven Ages, mirroring the book of 

Genesis in its content and other biblical narratives (such as Revelation) in its visionary 

form, depicts the speaker contemplating the events of a dream. 

In my first dream the world appeared 

the salt, the bitter, the forbidden, the sweet 

In my second I descended 

 

I was human, I couldn’t just see a thing 

beast that I am 

 

I had to touch, to contain it 

 

 

3 Cited as F&VN. 
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I hid in the groves, 

I worked in the fields until the fields were bare –  

 

. . . 

 

I even loved a few times in my disgusting human way 

 

and like everyone I called that accomplishment 

erotic freedom (SA 3). 

In this passage, we encounter a speaker who, in her dream, is present at the moment of 

creation, but unlike God she does not create the world and instead acts as witness to its 

creation. Indeed, despite the religious overtones and obvious connections to the Genesis 

story, God is conspicuously absent from this poem. Instead, the speaker asserts her 

universal humanness. “I was human,” she states, before describing her behaviour in this 

newly created world, behaviour like the need to touch to understand and the desire to 

control the surrounding world. In so doing, she posits herself as an I but speaks to a 

general human context. She reinforces this notion by asserting, “like everyone I called . . 

.” and “I loved . . . in my disgusting human way.” The speaker does things because they 

are done by humans or because she is part of the everyone who does a specific thing, like 

naming.  

 The speaker’s statement, “I hid in the groves, / I worked in the fields until the 

fields were bare” alludes to Adam and Eve in the Genesis story while removing God’s 

moralism from the equation. We hide in the groves, whether we are religious or secular, 
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because we are human, and we feel shame. We work in the fields until they are bare 

because we are human, and we work to the point of completion (the harvest rendering the 

fields bare), or we work to the point of exhaustion (rendering our horses lame and our 

environments barren). This move achieves the creation of space for individuals, 

representing a plurality of backgrounds in a seminal western narrative previously 

understood as a purely Judaeo-Christian story. Those adhering to Abrahamic religion 

remain included by the Edenic allusion, while those who do not adhere to Abrahamic 

religion or are otherwise secular or unaligned, can find space within the narrative because 

the emphasis is on shared human experience that, while talked about by religion, is not 

purely its domain. This is an example of Amy Hungerford’s claim that “religion and 

literature in [our current] period together present us with logical and imaginative 

structures that bridge the gaps between conviction and relativism, between doctrine and 

pluralism, between belief and meaninglessness” (xxi). Which is to say that by rendering 

systems and narratives of faith postsecular, Glück is able to bridge divides between 

concepts that tend to be perceived as binary opposites. 

 With a strategic lack of specificity, Glück concludes this poem by allowing for a 

plurality of readers’ experiences to be represented when the speaker states: 

And like everyone, I took, I was taken 

I dreamed 

 

I was betrayed: 

 

Earth was given to me in a dream 
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In a dream I possessed it (SA 4) 

Glück expresses in the abstract all of the experiences that her speaker, like everyone, 

undergoes. “I took, I was taken” – what or who was taken? how was the taking 

performed? how and by whom was the speaker taken? “I was betrayed,” the speaker 

insists, and once again, due to a lack of specificity or concrete examples, the same 

questions arise. However, this lack of specificity enables a plurality of individuals from 

different contexts and with different experiences to see themselves in the abstract 

examples provided, to see themselves within the poem, to see themselves as an I among 

many. These individuals will know how they took or were taken, how they dreamed, and 

how they were betrayed and by whom. This lack of specificity, then, creates a space for 

many to come and participate, in their own way, as an I, opening up the boundaries of 

prayer so that it becomes a practice that the religious and the secular can participate in 

together as a human community, composed of many Is. As Zaleski and Zaleski note, 

“The boundaries of traditional prayer can be elastic enough to permit new prayer forms to 

arise, faithful to original insights but responsive to a changing culture” (253). Glück takes 

traditional prayer and renders it postsecular, pushing its elastic boundaries to allow for 

disparate communities to come together and pray, whether they be believers or not. 

Beyond this identification of the individual self with the whole, Glück uses the 

universal I to depict at which moments we are perhaps most likely to engage in the act of 

prayer and how such an act might unfold. We pray when we need to. We pray when there 

is an occurrence in our lives that drives us to pray, an occurrence that fuels a desire for 

direction or drives an intense emotional response, often a crisis. This, however, is not 

simply a reality for those of religious alignment. According to an article in The Guardian, 
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a “new survey has found that one in five adults pray despite saying they are not religious . 

. . [with] personal crisis or tragedy [being] the most common reason for praying, with one 

in four saying they pray to gain comfort or feel less lonely” (Sherwood). While these 

prayers may seem more in line with personal rather than interpersonal prayer, comfort 

and loneliness ultimately relate to the interpersonal; like Glück’s use of the I, they entail a 

recognition that the whole self is a self that is a part of the whole. 

In the poem “Time,” which posits the childhood appeal for parental aid as a form 

of prayer, Glück presents a speaker navigating a memory of transition from childhood to 

adulthood and her experiences with some form of illness. Early in the poem the speaker 

states “Childhood: sickness,” associating the state of childhood with sickness. By the end 

of the poem, having navigated the space of childhood, the speaker asserts that “Then I 

was well, then I was an adult” (SA 61). This juxtaposition implies that childhood is a state 

of sickness while adulthood is a state of wellness, but when we dig into the poem’s 

content, the implications go much deeper. The speaker’s memory of her childhood 

response to this experience with illness becomes an analogy for prayer. The speaker 

states that “By the side of the bed I had a little bell – / at the other end of the bell, my 

mother” (SA 61).  The child understands that in times of need, if that need is made known 

through some form of petition (in this case the ringing of a bell, which signifies the plea), 

there is an otherwise seemingly absent other who will make themselves present in 

response to the child’s suffering. Here, the mother stands in for a God figure, to whom 

the child can make their suffering or their needs known and receive a tangible response. 

The speaker goes on to say: 

I sat with my book, the little bell beside me. 
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Without hearing a voice, I apprenticed myself to a voice. 

Without seeing any sign of the spirit, I determined 

to live in the spirit (SA 61) 

Like nearly every growing child, the child in this poem spends time in bed being cared 

for by a parent while enduring illness. While not every child received a bell to ring, there 

is a certain level of universality to this experience. 

 Furthermore, when the speaker states that “Without seeing any sign of the spirit, I 

determined / to live in the spirit,” she asserts that without having certainty that there is an 

Other on the opposite end of her bell, without having the certainty that she is being 

looked after, she has faith that this is the case. And, as a child, her prayers are answered. 

But childhood comes to represent not solely childhood, but a space of vulnerability – 

Glück’s speaker, like so many in the world who pray in the face of personal, familial, or 

national, etc. crisis, prays when she is vulnerable, when she perceives a need. Outside of 

these moments of illness, however, the speaker does not find the need to pray – her 

prayers come only in times of crisis. Indeed, she states, “I was sick; I was protected” (SA 

61), suggesting that one only needs protection when one is vulnerable, thus suggesting 

that the moments of good health or lack of vulnerability otherwise do not warrant prayer. 

Like Glück’s speaker, who prays only during times of perceived vulnerability, we seek 

community at times when there is a lack thereof. In Glück’s poems that employ an I of 

humanity, an I that attempts to represent universal human experience, there is a 

recognition that despite our individuality we are more complete and less vulnerable when 

we come into a human community. As an I outside of the We, we are vulnerable and if 

our prayers incorporate us into the We, we are perhaps protected. 
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 The instances I have tracked of the I becoming an I of humanity, while relating 

individual experience to that of a much larger community, work to situate the speaker’s 

experiences as those experienced and understood on a seemingly universal human level. 

However, they do not fully work to assert the speaker as being integrated into the 

community or function to navigate interpersonal issues or necessarily bridge divides 

between seemingly disparate communities, beyond suggesting that we do, in fact, have 

universal commonalities that bind us together. This brings me to Glück’s use of the We in 

many of her other prayer poems. 

 

2. We: The Community Speaks, Together 

 While Glück uses the I as a part of the whole, she also uses the pronoun We. This 

We does not indicate an individual who recognizes their part in the whole; rather, it is a 

We which subsumes the I. It is a We in which the I does not simply recognize its place in 

the whole, but recognizes that it is inextricably part of something greater than itself, even 

while recognizing the ruptures and abrasions that are inevitably going to exist in what is 

an otherwise unified entity. Benedict Anderson posits that “all communities larger than 

primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined” (6), 

citing the nation-state as the prevailing imagined community of the past few centuries 

with religion as an earlier, albeit ongoing, example (1-7). Glück, I suggest, employs the 

We in order to imagine the Self into a more or less cohesive whole, but she does so while 

offering a post-national alternative to the nationalistic imagined communities rightly 

identified by Anderson. Glück instead seeks non-national and non-religious connective 
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threads of community in her effort at presenting an imagined whole. Differences arise 

within this imagined whole but do not dissolve it. Instead, these differences are 

examined, discussed, and debated by the communal group. Consensus can, at times, be 

built, but the group does not chastise the reality of difference or profess uniformity of 

belief and opinion. From this process, a community arises that is capable of working 

through issues, mending the rifts that arise from an inability to communicate or identify 

with the other, and therefore moving forward as a human species. While internal injury 

will continue to occur, the community establishes a framework for healing. When we 

imagine ourselves as a We, we are able to productively navigate the interpersonal issues 

that might otherwise divide us. 

  

i. We as a Way of Imagining the Self into the Community 

 In her poem “Quince Tree” (SA), Glück uses the We as a means of imagining the 

Self into a community. With her use of abstract terms that could refer to human 

experience anywhere on the planet and her overt discussion of a global community, it 

would be difficult to find a resident of Earth not included in Glück’s We. Indeed, the 

opening stanza reads: 

We had, in the end, only the weather for a subject. 

Luckily, we lived in a world with seasons – 

we felt, still, access to variety: 

darkness, euphoria, various kinds of waiting. (SA 41) 
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In this passage, the weather is the only subject of discussion on this planet we all inhabit, 

facilitated by the fact that weather is seldom, if ever, static. In spite of this singular 

subject, we find variation in our existence. The strategic vagueness of the variety we have 

access to, “darkness, euphoria, various kinds of waiting,” a list that conspicuously lacks 

concrete examples, can be interpreted from any context, thus allowing any reader to see 

themselves represented in this description of human existence and discourse. 

 Throughout this poem Glück relies on the We to convey her message (she 

employs the I only once and in passing) and by doing so she erases the I and renders the 

We far more significant. In Proofs and Theories, Glück discusses the notion of oblivion 

as being either an eradication of the Self or the complete union with a whole, in either 

case, “oblivion is an alternative to self” (105). Her poems that rely on the We as their 

driving pronoun play with the second notion of oblivion as an alternative to self, 

promoting working towards complete union, rather than total eradication, as the desirable 

form of oblivion. Indeed, in the following passage, Glück eliminates the idea of personal 

possession rendering that which can be possessed as collective possession: 

We had great wealth. 

We had, in fact, everything we could see and while it is true we could see 

neither great distance nor fine detail, 

what we were able to discern we grasped 

with a hunger the young can barely conceive (SA 41) 

By presenting our great wealth as that which we collectively see, Glück suggests that the 

wealth provided by the earth, rather than that of individuals, is the wealth of humanity. 

This reflects the sentiment of God in Genesis 1:26-30, when God indicates that all that is 
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upon the earth and beneficial to the wellbeing of humankind belongs to humankind 

collectively. The suggestion then, is that as a species we possess the earth, though 

perhaps not the future, which we cannot yet perceive in its great distance. 

 As the world becomes smaller through the connectivity of globalisation, Glück 

suggests, we can start to understand the contexts of others as not that distant from our 

own. We are able to grasp the context that we see with our own eyes. Moreover, by 

expanding what we see, even if we do not discern fine details, we can perceive things at a 

greater distance, things that once existed in a context entirely alien to our own, due to 

geographic separation. This ability to perceive beyond our own context, to build the 

frameworks that shrink the planet, is also achieved by a human volition to understand; 

what we are able to discern we grasp, because of our hunger to know. And it is through 

such volition that we are able to know and understand each other. Indeed, 

. . . it would be wrong to imagine 

we had neither sense of one another nor 

deep response to the world, as it would be wrong to believe 

our lives were narrow, or empty (SA 41) 

While there are certainly cases where we do not have a great sense of one another in an 

increasingly globalized and cosmopolitan world, our interactions often lead us 

necessarily to a sense of one another. And as our knowledge of the world outside our 

context increasingly expands and our tribe, so to speak, expands along with it, we 

increasingly need to find new ways to create a sense of unity across formerly deep-rooted 

boundaries at the national and international levels. In this poem, Glück provides a space 

for people to come together in their shared understandings of and responses to the world. 
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 In the final lines of the poem, Glück’s speaker posits that when we take the time 

to communicate we inevitably find common ground, even if only in the repetitive aspects 

of daily life; 

In its grandeur and splendor, the world 

was finally present. 

 

And it was always this we discussed or alluded to 

when we were moved to speak. 

The weather. The quince tree (SA 42) 

As inhabitants of this shared world, we are always able to find common ground, common 

experience even when such experiences or common ground are mundane or quotidian. 

We speak of the things that bear the greatest significance in our lives (regardless of 

whether their significance becomes subdued by the fact of their repetition), even when we 

are not speaking of these things. The quince tree of this poem is imbued with a 

significance that it does not inherently possess, but that is because the speaker is speaking 

beyond the quince tree, to a personal understanding of the tree, an understanding derived 

from experience that lends it meaning that it otherwise may not contain. We speak of and 

from the things that shape us – the forces of nature, the burdens of labour, and so on. As 

Glück states, early on in the poem, “our exchanges / couldn’t be called conversation, 

being / dominated by accord, by repetition” (SA 41), which suggests that our exchanges 

are ritual, that when we discourse with one another, when we reach out, we are engaging 

in a sort of prayer, a communion between individuals.  
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ii. The Transformative Power of Disrupting the We 

 The We, however, also represents humanity’s resistance to the changes that might 

otherwise bring us together as a whole, or other progressive changes that might move 

humanity forward as a species. This is not an insurmountable issue, as differences of 

opinion are bound to arise and, even as we solve some issues and find consensus in some 

areas, ruptures in the whole and disagreement are a bare fact of our existence. In the 

preface of the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel discusses how we often become “fixated 

on the antithesis of truth and falsity.” By doing so, we expect that “a given philosophical 

system [will] be either accepted or contradicted; and hence it finds only acceptance or 

rejection. It does not comprehend the diversity of philosophical systems as the 

progressive unfolding of truth, but rather sees in it simple disagreements” (2). Glück’s 

poetry exposes how people fall into what might be perceived as fixed philosophical 

systems and in doing so reject other possibilities. However, Glück progresses beyond 

these points of simple disagreement to display how even with these moments of rejection 

of given philosophical systems, there remains the capacity to unfold truth. In fact, this 

momentary rejection is simply a part of a longer process of humanity’s ever evolving 

understanding of itself and its capacity. 

 The poem “Civilization” (SA 37) does an excellent job of exploring how ruptures 

in the We and rejections of the new are not necessarily a regression, but simply a normal 

and necessary part of the progression of the whole. What might be described as an 

incubation phase follows these ruptures and rejections. This phase is a too often 

overlooked yet inherent aspect to evolution. Starting in the second stanza of 

“Civilization,” the speaker expresses: 
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To perceive, to speak, even on subjects inherently cruel –  

to speak boldly even when the facts were, in themselves, painful or dire –  

seemed to introduce among us some new action, 

having to do with human obsession, human passion. 

 

And yet something, in this action, was being conceded. 

And this offended what remained in us of the animal: 

it was enslavement speaking, assigning 

power to forces outside ourselves. 

Therefore the ones who spoke were exiled and silenced, 

scorned in the streets. 

 

But the facts persisted. They were among us, 

shaping us (SA 37) 

In this passage, we are introduced to an imagined community that is being spurred to 

action by a group within it. What this group is calling for is unknown, but the community 

outside this group responds in a fashion typical of human beings being introduced to new 

information that asks them to change their ways of being. It is the kneejerk response 

exemplified by the Church and other institutions’ condemnation of scientists. We 

continue to see this response with climate change, the gradual shifting of opinion from an 

overwhelming rejection of the facts to governments the world over acknowledging that 

climate change exists and must be addressed. 
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 In this passage we encounter an immediate rejection of the We by the majority, so 

that the smaller group of change seekers, “the ones who spoke,” is relegated to the 

margins of society, “exiled and silenced / scorned in the streets.” However, this scorned 

group of speakers and their ideas continue to exist within society; they and their facts 

“were among us, / shaping us.” This speaks to a human inability to accept wholesale 

change in the face of new information; we are ultimately a conservative species who, 

when we make progress, do so incrementally. Many of the issues that we have faced and 

continue to face as a species were issues before any of us identified them as such or knew 

they existed, and like anything that has not been encountered before, the majority of us 

require time to sit with new knowledge before we are able to bring ourselves to act 

appropriately on it. The introduction of new knowledge in this way eventually leads 

many to question their own assumptions about the world and work through how their 

deep seated beliefs, religious or otherwise, might fit with or require modification in light 

of such new information. As Hungerford notes, “Having to answer for [our] assumptions 

[about the world], or make them visible to those who do not share them, is what it means 

to bring religion into a putatively secular or pluralist public sphere. It is what we owe to 

each other in a world where what we believe very much matters, but where understanding 

and tolerance—rather than consensus—are what we hope for” (133). And while this 

poem is not religious, per se, it does deal with the divine, with that which is outside of 

and greater than the Self. Furthermore, from understanding and tolerance, humanity is 

able to move forward, sometimes even build consensus, but understanding and tolerance 

take time to achieve and are almost always preceded by rejection and intolerance. 

However, the fact of rejection and intolerance already suggests that something has been 
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made known. Even when that which is made known is rejected, the urgency is understood 

– otherwise, such aggressive initial responses would not occur. 

 Within secular communities, notions of a divine Other are frequently rejected, 

thought to belong only in the domain of the religious. The speaker of the poem explores 

this rejection, navigating that which is outside the Self. When she states, “something, in 

this action, was being conceded. / And this offended what remained in us of the animal: / 

it was enslavement speaking, assigning power to forces outside ourselves,” these lines 

could easily be read as a submission to a god. However, the chances are just as likely that 

the forces referred to are natural ones that perhaps hold the power to destroy us. Or they 

could refer to society, the forces that hold us together in solidarity or tear us apart. Once 

again, Glück leaves open a strategic ambiguity that speaks to the idea that we belong to 

something greater than ourselves. Furthermore, she leaves open various different (though 

often intersecting) interpretations of what it is that is greater than ourselves that we 

belong to. The passage does, however, always point to some form of divinity, even if and 

when it falls in the realm of the secular. We are enslaved in the sense that to see ourselves 

as existing within, or to speak outward, as in prayer, to something greater than ourselves 

is to recognize that we belong to a network, that we are never purely individual and that 

we therefore owe some form of responsibility to the other forces in our life that uphold 

us. This is a recognition that the individual must not reign supreme over the whole, that 

the vast and interconnected whole is itself a form of divine Other that one is a part of. 

 The speaker suggests that there is cause for hope when she states: 

 Where were the silenced, who conceived these images? 

In the dim light, finally summoned, resurrected. 
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As the scorned were praised, who had brought 

these truths to our attention, who had felt their presence, 

who had perceived them clearly in their blackness and horror 

and had arranged them to communicate 

some vision of their substance, their magnitude (SA 37) 

Those who ruptured the seeming cohesiveness of the community, those who challenged 

the community by bringing the “truths to [their] attention,” and met, at first, only 

rejection come to be understood as the purveyors of revelation – the “scorned” become 

the “praised.” In its framing of the bringers of progressive change, this poem aligns the 

biblical figures of the past, who were the harbingers of change in their day, with the 

harbingers of change of today. As Michael Kaufmann states, “postsecularism could be 

seen more as a re-engagement with, but not necessarily a re-affirmation of, certain kinds 

of religious thought and discourse” (69). In this poem, Glück re-engages with the more 

revolutionary aspects of biblical discourse (such as Christ as revolutionary) and 

associates those instances with the more secular purveyors of change of today to 

construct a scenario in which humanity’s capacity for change remains very much the 

same, despite an overwhelming change of conditions. 

 The ruptures in the whole, then, are what allow us to grow and progress as a 

species. While in the moments of rupture and the rejection that follows, there may be a 

tendency to view such occurrences as set-backs or evidence that we can never fully come 

together as a species, the poem suggests, rather, that these moments are necessary to spur 

change, to bring in the conditions necessary for change to even begin to occur. Indeed, 

speaking of the scorned purveyors of change, the speaker states: 
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. . .  They were among us, 

not singly, as in chaos, but woven 

into relationship or set in order, as though life on earth 

could, in this one form, be apprehended deeply 

though it could never be mastered (SA 37) 

This passage draws attention to the gradual nature of change; by continuing to exist 

among us, the bringers of change instigate what I previously termed an incubation phase: 

a time during which calls for change and new ideas gestate in the public psyche by the 

very nature of their purveyors being “woven / into relationship[s].” This indicates that 

short of wholesale expulsion of the change-seekers, the cohesiveness of the whole, in all 

its pluralism, is maintained. The speaker suggests that in viewing humanity’s or earth’s 

wholeness in this light, we can apprehend “life on earth” – something which necessarily 

exists as polyvalent. 

The question of mastery in this poem signifies a finality, an end to the struggle 

forward. The reason “it could never be mastered” (life, the pursuit of wholeness, and so 

on), is because there will always be reasons to call for change; there will always remain 

the need for ruptures in the whole. Indeed, as Zaleski and Zaleski state, “prayer is also 

emphatically a state of becoming, a dynamic movement, an incursion into spiritual 

realms” (6). To be human is to navigate conflict, to work towards a better, or different 

outcome. All we can do is apprehend life deeply, but to assume that the challenges or 

shifts in mode of being end is to be complacent. To be human is to grow, and growth 

inherently involves the rupturing of an enclosed whole. Glück thus suggests that we need 

to make peace with the fact that we will never achieve stability in any true sense, and that 
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to progress as a species we need to accept that ruptures in our perceived wholeness will 

occur. There will be backlash in response, but the very fact of the rupture will spur some 

form of change to occur. This, though terrifying on some level – for we can never truly 

know the outcome – is nothing to be feared but should be embraced as the natural mode 

of progression.  

 

iii. We as a space to Navigate interpersonal issues – Collective Healing 

 While inhabiting the We provides a way of seeing how ruptures will always exist 

in an otherwise cohesive whole, it also provides a space to navigate our various points of 

conflict, a space where interpersonal issues can be laid out on the table, discussed, 

navigated, and, perhaps, resolved in some capacity or another. The We, then, also 

becomes a space of debate, negotiation, and interpersonal healing, and while debate and 

negotiation may not seem to be immediately related to prayer, I suggest they function in 

Glück’s poetry as a form of collective contemplation. The poem “Parable,” from Glück’s 

2014 collection, Faithful and Virtuous Night, presents another imagined community of 

which the speaker is merely a part (though what role the speaker plays in the community 

is once again left unclear), a community navigating its origins, its purpose, how it 

understands meaning, and generally how it exists together when its members’ views of 

the world diverge. The poem simultaneously employs biblical language and more secular 

language, sometimes bordering on the scientific, since, as Zaleski and Zaleski posit, 

“technology and prayer – that is to say, applied science and applied religion – need not 

war with one another” (4). To say technology and prayer are not at war with one another 



 

78 

 

is not to say that debate, which has the capacity to highlight one’s biases and blind spots, 

should be avoided, just that the two need not be in direct conflict.  

In “Parable,” Glück explores this notion that groups that are often posited in 

opposition to one another need not be in direct conflict. The poem explores public 

contemplation, humans coming together and thinking and talking through their collective 

place in the world. The poem begins: 

First divesting ourselves of worldly goods, as St. Francis teaches, 

in order that our souls not be distracted 

by gain and loss, and in order also 

that our bodies be free to move 

easily at the mountain passes (F&VN 3) 

In the opening line, Glück’s invocation of St. Francis immediately engages with Christian 

mythology (it is also noteworthy that St. Francis is invoked, because he is believed to 

have tried to heal the rift between the Catholic Church and the Muslim majority world). 

At the same time, Glück does not suggest that we divest our worldly goods because St. 

Francis teaches it, just that our doing so mirrors his teachings. This move immediately 

indicates that Glück’s speaker is interested in the value of certain teachings, without 

necessarily associating herself with, or subscribing to, their source. Indeed, as Kaufmann 

asserts, 

postsecular thought stems from a desire to resist any master narrative – whether it 

be a supersessionary narrative of secularization, or a triumphal narrative of the 

return of religion. Postsecularism attempts to qualify these master narratives in 

several ways: (a) complicating our understanding of the terms ‘religious’ and 



 

79 

 

‘secular’ by deepening our awareness of the ideological, cultural, and historical 

valences of those terms; and (b) complicating our understanding of the 

relationships between the religious and the secular by moving beyond any model 

that posits too stark a binary opposition and towards models based on co-

existence and co-creation. (68-9) 

In other words, the wholesale rejection of the religious or the secular by the other fails to 

take into account the value the other offers while also failing to realize the ways in which 

one has been or might be productively informed by the other. In the space of this poem, 

Glück draws on external narratives, such as that of St. Francis, in order to demonstrate 

that there is value in diverging perspectives, while eschewing any position that is 

absolute, that relies on rigid binaries for its existence. Because of this, it is noteworthy 

that Glück’s speaker never situates herself as occupying one or the other group. Rather, 

she situates herself as a member of the collective group that has divided along lines of 

perspective. Furthermore, the shedding of worldly goods has a twofold purpose – to 

avoid distraction of the soul (a term often associated with religion, but which likewise 

exists in the secular consciousness), as well as to allow for the free and easy movement of 

the body. Its purpose is therefore both spiritual and practical. 

 However, following the community’s divesting of worldly goods that allows for 

an undistracted soul and the corresponding free and easy movement, questions arise of 

where we want to go and what we want to become. In the lines that follow, the speaker 

states: 

. . .                                         we had then to discuss 

whither or where we might travel, with the second question being 
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should we have a purpose, against which 

many of us argued fiercely that such purpose 

corresponded to worldly goods, meaning a limitation or constriction, 

whereas others said it was by this word we were consecrated 

pilgrims rather than wanderers: in our minds, the word translated as 

a dream, a something-sought, so that by concentrating we might see it 

glimmering among the stones, and not 

pass blindly by; each 

further issue we debated equally fully, the arguments going back and forth, 

so that we grew, some said, less flexible and more resigned, 

like soldiers in a useless war (F&VN 3) 

The passage presents a community made up of diverse individuals trying to grapple with 

its own identity, view of the world, and place within it. However, Glück focuses on the 

community’s discussions and debates: “we had then to discuss / whither or where we 

might travel,” an existential question dealing simultaneously with the physical and the 

metaphysical – whither speaking to what place or state (transcendent or otherwise) we 

will end up in and where speaking more narrowly to physical location. It is in the specific 

definitions of otherwise near synonymous words that differences seem to arise; the 

actions of the pilgrim and the wanderer are almost identical, moving from one place to 

another, but the purpose behind the movement is the main thing that differentiates them. 

 Beyond the differentiation of near synonymous words, however, lies a debate that 

goes deeper, a debate as to what the words manifested in actuality would truly entail. 

Such is the case with the debate surrounding the word “purpose,” where one camp posits 
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that “such purpose / corresponded to worldly goods, meaning a limitation or 

constriction,” while the other group is sure that “by this word we were consecrated / 

pilgrims rather than wanderers.” But despite this difference of perspectives on what it 

would mean to have a purpose, the term is understood by both groups as an abstraction to 

be collectively contemplated. Indeed, the speaker states, “in our minds, the word 

translated as / a dream, a something-sought, so that by concentrating we might see it / 

glimmering among the stones, and not / pass blindly by.” The position is a fairly 

existential one; regardless of whether purpose is inherent, we must seek it out and 

contemplate on it so that in the off chance we come across a purpose lying around, we 

will know it when we see it. The appeal, then, is for introspection in order to understand 

the will of the Self, but as it is couched in the plural We, one must understand this in 

terms of communal introspection – a community in search of its collective purpose. 

 However, while “each / further issue” was “debated equally fully,” indicating a 

general openness and desire to work through issues collectively, there are those who feel 

that the debate results in resignation and the elimination of flexibility, “like soldiers in a 

useless war.” While this can certainly be a pitfall of debating diverging perspectives, it 

does not negate the moments when such a process is productive, the moments of 

agreement and mutual understanding that do arise. After this sequence, the speaker 

suddenly shifts away from the abstract terms of the debate to a series of natural images: 

. . .              And snow fell upon us, and wind blew, 

which in time abated — where the snow had been, many flowers appeared, 

and where the stars had shone, the sun rose over the tree line 

so that we had shadows again; many times this happened. 
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Also rain, also flooding sometimes, also avalanches, in which 

some of us were lost (F&VN 3) 

This sequence hearkens back to my discussion of ruptures in the whole, which potentially 

lead to progressive change, and juxtaposes the community’s debate over abstraction with 

natural, real-world cause and effect events, bringing forth the sense that everything is 

contingent. It also depicts the emergence of sometimes beautiful and positive outcomes 

(flowers appear where once was snow) from periods of adversity. And so, while our 

debate may result in animosity or the hardening of our already held positions, the 

possibility also exists for the softening of hardline positions and an opening up to one 

another that is impossible to achieve in the absence of frank communication. 

 Indeed, following the floods and avalanches “in which some . . . were lost,” the 

speaker assures us that “periodically we would seem / to have achieved an agreement” 

(F&VN 3). And while the use of the term “periodically” suggests an oscillation between 

agreement and disagreement, perhaps periodic agreement is the best that we can ask for. 

As the speaker goes on to say: 

. . .           but always that moment passed, so 

(after many years) we were still at that first stage, still 

preparing to begin a journey, but we were changed nevertheless; 

we could see this in one another; we had changed although 

we never moved, and one said, ah, behold how we have aged, traveling 

from day to night only, neither forward nor sideward, and this seemed 

in a strange way miraculous. (F&VN 3-4) 
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Glück suggests that the temporary nature of our moments of agreement does not detract 

from the other forms of permanent change that do occur. We may remain “at that first 

stage,” that stage of initial negotiation where we attempt to work through the 

complexities of self-definition and the search for purpose, but despite our inability to 

transcend the space we currently inhabit (we might consider the beginning of the journey 

as either/both a physical or metaphysical journey), in the search for purpose and the 

negotiation of identity we have nonetheless changed. For it is so often in the search for 

meaning that meaning is found. The positive emphasis that Glück places on the fact that 

our change plays out in having aged, suggests a mental rather than a physical maturation. 

This distinction between two types of maturation suggests that Glück hopes that through 

a coming-together in candid discussion, we might at least learn to communicate 

effectively with one another. 

 The crux of the poem comes in the final three lines when the speaker states, 

. . .               And those who believed we should have a purpose 

believed this was the purpose, and those who felt we must remain free 

in order to encounter truth, felt it had been revealed. (F&VN 4) 

These concluding lines espouse that various “sides” can come to, and engage with, an 

idea or a lived context equally, while coming to a separate though equally productive 

understanding of it. This is an important facet of communal/interpersonal postsecular 

prayer, the ability to engage together in shared space with an idea or on a shared lived 

reality and come to our own understandings. Because the prayer I am proposing is a 

critical, self-reflexive act, it is as much about fully understanding one’s own position as it 

is about the in-good-faith engagement with divergent positions. This calls back to the 
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discussion of “Ancient Text” in the introduction to this chapter, where it is through the 

refining of one’s own understandings, through the ritualistic refining of one’s prayers, 

that meaning is produced and a fullness of understanding becomes possible. This fuller 

understanding is a product of contemplation, and while contemplation is traditionally 

defined as a personal act, Glück exposes how it can productively be made into a 

communal act. Much like how prayer does not change God, but rather the one who prays, 

one cannot change the Other, but perhaps in the space of communal postsecular prayer 

we can change ourselves, together. 

 This poem arrives at a sense of interpersonal healing, in that by the poem’s 

conclusion the two groups, who at times felt like “soldiers in a useless war,” cease to 

understand their differences as necessarily adversarial; instead, they conceive of them as 

separate possibilities with their own potentiality. This sense of healing develops through 

the poem’s emphasis on plurality over enclosed doctrine, an emphasis that suggests our 

doctrines, if they are to exist, must exist without the enforcement of limitation, must exist 

with the knowledge that no matter what attempts are made, pluralism and difference will 

continue to exist. Glück achieves this plurality by taking great pains to position her 

speaker as decidedly neutral within the context of the poem, neither advocating for the 

positions of one group or the other, but rather simply presenting their viewpoints as they 

play out in the dialogue that unfolds. 

This calls to mind Glück’s comments in Proofs and Theories about the need to 

cultivate both a “necessary neutrality” as well as a “willingness to be identified with 

others” in order to be able to write “real poetry” that depends on the living through of 

common experiences. But beyond this writer’s neutrality, the poem calls on its readers to 
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cultivate their own sense of neutrality, not a passive neutrality, but one which allows for 

the comprehension of divergent or possibly opposing perspectives, without an immediate 

and impulsive rejection. It is easy to assume what a person’s position is when one has 

preestablished understandings of what they subscribe to, and many times conflict arises 

because of an approach to discussion or debate that relies on preconceptions, rather than a 

desire to listen and understand. This poem, in contrast, suggests that in order for 

discussion to progress, the slow work of listening to understand is necessary. This work is 

sometimes a messy process, but as a species, or as smaller localized groups, it is likewise 

necessary for us to move forward. By adapting prayer for communal postsecular use, 

such progress can be facilitated. Indeed, as Zaleski and Zaleski assert, “traditional prayer 

is the product of individual genius wedded to collective wisdom” (253), and while 

communal postsecular prayer is far from traditional, Glück demonstrates that her prayer 

poetry becomes prayer that likewise relies on the notion of there being a collective 

wisdom that can function as a vehicle for positive change and mutual understanding. Or, 

at the very least, acceptance. 

Glück’s poetry functions as a useful starting point for a discussion of postsecular 

prayer, demonstrating, as it does, ways in which we might approach not only her own, 

but other poetry as a form of communal prayer. Her work, as I noted earlier, features an 

openness, facilitated by useful generalization, that allows for people from varied contexts 

to find a home and common ground in her work from which to form a basis for further 

discussion. However, Glück likewise emerges from a specific context and is able to speak 

more immediately to experiences emerging from that context over others. This is no 

reason to discount her work as a useful way into communal prayer, but to fully realize the 
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possibilities of what I have explored here one must supplement one good example with 

another, find the common threads that connect them, while taking note of their 

uniquenesses. For to think and act pluralistically, one must, of course, engage with 

material and individuals pluralistically. However, despite this focus on a single poet for 

this chapter on communal prayer, there are still a number of potentialities that can be, or 

have been, illuminated by focusing in on Glück’s poetry. 

One productive element of Glück’s prayer poetry is how it democratizes both 

prayer and notions of the sacred through an act of postsecularization. Morris discusses 

Glück’s work in terms of midrash, which he describes as the Jewish “tradition of creative 

commentary,” or the talking back to canonical cultural texts (60). Morris goes on to say 

that  

The midrash movement . . . offers a way for previously disenfranchised readers 

such as secular humanists and Jewish women to create dynamic works of art, by 

encountering Bible stories that may have seemed in past eras to belong to an 

exclusive heritage. (62) 

This passage describes the way in which Glück opens up sacred texts and other canonical 

work to a much broader readership who might otherwise be alienated from such texts, but 

she does so to a greater degree than Morris suggests, as her work likewise creates space 

within sacred texts for people from well beyond that text’s religious context to inhabit. 

This opening can be read as an act of postsecularization; Glück pushes back against the 

exclusionary narratives that seek to keep voices, such as her own and those emerging 

from other secular and religio-cultural contexts, out of conversations on widely 

disseminated cultural texts that happen to have a specific religious history. 
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Conclusion 

Having closely examined the work of Louise Glück, beginning with The Wild Iris, 

then focusing in on The Seven Ages, and finishing with an examination of the opening 

poem of Faithful and Virtuous Night, this chapter has illuminated the ways in which 

Glück opens up enclosed doctrine to foster a sense of pluralism that can exist within 

and/or in conversation with doctrine. Glück achieves this opening by employing a 

postsecular discourse that creates a space of prayer where individuals from across 

religious affiliations, as well as from secular communities can not only come together 

within the space of prayer, but also commune with one another, to debate the intricacies 

of their perspectives, to work through the complicated facets of our existence that at 

times divide us, and to grow as a community. Glück activates these possibilities of 

postsecular prayer by drawing together canonical narratives from across cultures, 

allowing for a broad range of people to see themselves represented in her poems, as well 

as by relying on a deliberate omission of specificity that facilitates the entrance of 

individuals from across geographic space and other contextual boundaries into the worlds 

of her poems. While the fact that Glück emerges from her own very specific Western 

context obviously limits her ability to speak immediately to other contexts, it is easy to 

see how what she has achieved in her poetry could be transferable to the work of other 

poets to better speak to a given context. The more poets that are brought into this 

conversation, the greater the potential for a richer understanding of how poetry can be 
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used as a form of communal prayer, particularly if collaborative examples, which have 

not been explored here, are involved. 

Through Glück’s construction of imagined communities, she represents situations 

in which communities grapple with issues of meaning, identity, interpersonal conflict, a 

changing/emerging culture, and so forth, while situating her speakers as non-partisan 

participants who observe and convey rather than exhibit bias in one way or another. By 

doing so, she is able to develop a postsecular discourse of prayer that, rather than 

succumbing to the perils of enclosed doctrine, illustrates how we are all co-collaborators. 

Though her use of the poetic I could be, and has been, understood as a narcissistic interest 

in the Self (Henry), she depicts that Self as part of a whole, as standing in for the whole, 

or, in the case of The Wild Iris, as a plurality of Selves who come together in communal 

discourse. Through this representation of a community made up of individual Selves, 

though she can only write from her own perspectives and experiences, Glück 

demonstrates that while we may exist as part of a cohesive whole, we are always ever 

plural, even when we are perceived as one. This demonstration simultaneously draws 

attention to our individuality, and therefore the differences that inherently exist between 

us, while also indicating that we are always part of something larger. This achievement is 

something that Glück pushes further in The Seven Ages, when she simply employs the I 

as an I of humanity, having already explored the individual I in The Wild Iris. 

But beyond Glück’s frequent use of the poetic I, she also regularly employs a We, 

which further exemplifies her interest in a community beyond the Self, which the Self is a 

part of, but which takes on a greater significance than the I because it situates the 

individual as an aspect of something much greater – the universal network that 
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constitutes the whole. In doing so, Glück asks of her readers that they imagine themselves 

as a We, or at least as members of a We. And by invoking the We in the space of a poem, 

the speaker, in conversation with the reader, incorporates the reader into the space of the 

We, much like how a speaker of a poem jarringly targets the reader through the use of the 

second person. However, here, by using the We, Glück includes the reader, rather than 

singling her out. In the context of Glück’s postsecular prayer poems, this pronoun asks of 

readers that they be involved in this process of contemplating with a community and, 

therefore, that they participate in the working through of questions of communal identity, 

interpersonal healing, and all of the collaborative discourse that is at times exciting, at 

times messy or frustrating, but always necessary to advancing our understandings of 

ourselves and each other and to progress productively as a species. 

Finally, in what ways is Glück’s communal postsecular prayer useful, or how 

might it be applied? This is a difficult question, because it ultimately requires a 

reformulation of how we, at least many among us, understand what prayer is, how it is 

approached, and what it is for. One thing communal prayer is able to achieve is the 

democratization of prayer. As Glück’s poetry and interfaith prayer demonstrate, there are 

ways a prayer can be approached that maintain an element of the religious while keeping 

that religious element non-specific enough to open it up to faiths beyond restrictive 

boundaries. Glück, however, takes this further by employing a predominantly secular 

discourse that is imbued with the religious and with a sense of divinity. This further 

democratizes the space of prayer to not only allow communities of divergent faiths to 

come together within the same space of prayer, but to allow secular communities to join 

them. And while the productive discursive elements and those aimed at interpersonal 
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healing are far more readily accessible on the local level, since smaller communities tend 

have a great capacity to intimately navigate shared issues, it is not impossible to imagine 

how communal prayer might function and be productive at a much broader level, 

including in response to national crisis. Indeed, when considering FDR’s national prayer 

during wartime, one could easily adapt such a prayer to a contemporary context by 

avoiding specific references to Christianity and formulating it with the understanding that 

the U.S. is a multi-faith and a secular nation. One of the problems we run into in today’s 

U.S. context is prayer’s association with political non-action and a failure of unity, 

whereas FDR’s prayer was very much calling for action beyond prayer and for national 

unity. And so, while it is possible to imagine a way in which a national postsecular prayer 

might be possible and productive, the ways in which prayer is approached must be 

reformulated, beginning at the local level. Ultimately, prayer must not be used as a 

cynical act of political non-action. And while Glück’s poetry of prayer offers no 

immediate solutions to this problem, it suggests that collective healing begins with 

contemplation and discourse. 
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Chapter 3: “Nothing but Heavy Breathing on the Cosmic Phone”: 

Praying through Form, past Gaps, to Language (-poetry) in bpNichol’s 

The Martyrology 

 

This chapter responds to the question, what is it about poetry that lends itself to 

prayer and, more specifically, postsecular prayer? I will explore the poet’s capacity to 

simultaneously adopt and challenge established forms; poetry’s and prayer’s mutual 

interest in the ineffable and in the gaps in both our knowledge and the language we use to 

express ourselves; and parallels between the way poetry imagines language and the way 

the Abrahamic tradition conceptualizes God.  

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and 

without him not one thing came into being” (John 1.1-3). So begins the Gospel of John. 

This passage presents a theological question: what is God in the absence of language? 

Here, at the beginning of creation, the Word precedes God, at least until the text assures 

us that the two are both present at the beginning and then posits that the two are one and 

the same. God is the Word and everything that God has created has come into being 

through the Word, through language, without which God could create nothing. This 

capacity to create through language is passed down to humans in the biblical tradition, 

but likewise exists outside the Bible. Indeed, the “beginning” is when, by/in language, 

we, as human communities, first speak ourselves and each other into being. We employ 

language, through naming, to make sense of the world, to make the world, and to make 
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ourselves in the world. Naming, the act of creating through language, occupies a 

significant role in the biblical text of Genesis – things are named into being – which 

allows for the eventual positioning of language as co-creator in the Gospel of John. For 

the poets I have selected, but for bpNichol especially, the role of language in the world, 

the space it occupies in poetry, and the way prayer navigates it all play a crucial role. 

This role is explored in terms of form, in terms of content and its necessary and natural 

fragmentations and connections, and in terms of the position language occupies in the 

poet’s/prayer’s consciousness. For Nichol, however, the Word is but one aspect of 

language and is not metonymous for language as it is in biblical tradition. 

Thus far, my thesis has focused on poetic content that establishes the poems 

discussed within the realm of prayer, but the content, at least as it has been examined 

here, could be conveyed just as easily in another genre, like fiction. So what is it about 

poetry, and specifically the lyric, beyond content that lends itself to prayer? After all, 

while the fiction McClure discusses deals with postsecularism, he does not discuss 

prayer. Rather, McClure describes postsecularism as a newfound lifestyle, and while he 

often addresses self-exploration, he does not address the centrality of self-exploration to 

prayer. Even Paul T. Corrigan’s PhD dissertation, which deals specifically with 

postsecular poetry, does not take up prayer as a point of focus. I will therefore explore 

how form plays a role in poetry as prayer and how Nichol simultaneously adopts and 

pushes the boundaries of form in his prayer poetry, producing postsecular poetry while 

also illuminating the lyric as a postsecular form. I will then examine Nichol’s 

engagement with the ineffable in language, the way he both gestures at existing gaps and 

creates (through linguistic fragmentation) other productive gaps in language. Through 
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these techniques, he develops new connections, to produce prayers rich with a 

multiplicity of meaning. Finally, I will explore how Nichol’s speakers situate language as 

God, or a god, to produce a postsecular “god” or divine Other to whom anyone can pray 

and to whom any prayer may already be addressed. Language offers a home for 

everyone’s prayers, whether those prayers are addressed to the Self, to the/an Other, or to 

a divine Other. It offers itself as a space that is simultaneously each and all of these.  

 

1. Form 

In the first chapter, I cite Zaleski and Zaleski, who assert that the search for 

divinity is the search for self-knowledge, before discussing the prayer of self-directed 

contemplation and lamentation. While the poetry of Mary Szybist proposes a non-stable 

Self, bpNichol, in The Martyrology, takes the fluidity of Self, with its radical 

fragmentation, even further, rendering self-knowledge as indefinitely deferred, making 

the search for self-knowledge, through prayer, a lifelong process. While I would argue 

that the poetries of both Szybist and Louise Glück exemplify lifelong processes of prayer 

(as lamentation, contemplation, petition, and so forth, as these various forms of prayer 

appear throughout their poetic careers), the sheer duration of The Martyrology as a 

continuous poem produces a transcendence of, or a departure from, the lyric form; at the 

very least, this form is challenged in The Martyrology series in ways that it is not in the 

works of Szybist and Glück. 

The term “lyric,” as noted in the introduction, is a slippery one for a form that, 

while containing some elements that have remained more or less consistent over time, 
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also evolves gradually, thus rendering many understandings of the lyric inexact. The 

slipperiness of this term makes it an excellent formal style for both bpNichol and a 

postsecular prayer project. Because of its openness to various poetic conventions, 

adopting, as it does, from other forms, it reflects the multiplicity and polyvocality of 

postsecular prayer. This multiplicity makes it attractive for Nichol’s poetic project; 

however, despite its openness, Nichol continues to push against the few remaining 

boundaries that, in the contemporary context, continue to be agreed upon as defining the 

lyric. This suggests that any formal boundary is too restrictive for what Nichol seeks to 

achieve. His project demands a radical openness that draws on lyric conventions when 

necessary while also incorporating conventions from other forms. Nichol, for example, 

brings into his lyric poetry the exhaustive length of the epic. My three chosen poets all 

adopt and adapt the lyric form to express their prayer poetry, though Nichol (like many of 

the language poets of the twentieth century) pushes the lyric’s boundaries – and therefore 

its inexactness of definition – the furthest. Throughout The Martyrology, Nichol jumps 

from one lyric form to another, from verse to concrete poem, or merges two lyric forms 

into one, collapsing the sonnet into a prose poem. His poetic project is as multiple in its 

manifestations as the postsecular project is polyvocal. 

The lyric has been used as a vehicle for prayer since early Hebrew texts. The 

Book of Psalms, for example, is composed of numerous forms of prayer, including 

lamentation and contemplation. The lyric is also a frequent vehicle for prayer because of 

its songlike qualities and its interest in the Self. The Self, after all, is generally at issue 

within the space of prayer, whether it is personal prayer, which concerns the Self, or 
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communal prayer, which concerns the Self in relation to a whole. In describing the 

workings of the postsecular, Michael Kaufmann posits that 

postsecular thought stems from a desire to resist any master narrative – whether it 

be a supersessionary narrative of secularization, or a triumphal narrative of the 

return of religion. Postsecularism attempts to qualify these master narratives in 

several ways: (a) complicating our understanding of the terms ‘religious’ and 

‘secular’ by deepening our awareness of the ideological, cultural, and historical 

valences of those terms; and (b) complicating our understanding of the 

relationships between the religious and the secular by moving beyond any model 

that posits too stark a binary opposition and towards models based on co-

existence and co-creation. (68-9) 

Here, Kaufmann shows how postsecularism resists any absolute narrative that may be 

offered by religious or secular communities. It aims instead for nuanced understandings 

of the various complex factors that form the lives and understandings of people in 

society, while doing away with us-versus-them frameworks. While Nichol blurs the 

distinction between the secular and the religious (likewise preferring a more nuanced 

approach to lives lived), I am more interested in how The Martyrology takes this 

understanding of postsecularism and applies it to the lyric form, thus pushing 

postsecularism beyond the content of practice to suggest that the form of practice 

likewise requires postsecularization. As postsecularism seeks to identify and adopt the 

valuable aspects of religion while attempting to do away with “the fierce enclosure of 

consciousness identified with fundamentalism and its political militancies” (McClure 19), 

so The Martyrology recognizes the productive capacities of the lyric to deliver one’s 
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prayers while it also challenges strict enclosure and breaks open and democratizes the 

lyric just as postsecularism breaks open and democratizes religion. 

 Furthermore, form can be as crucial to meaning as is content. Amy Hungerford 

suggests that 

[t]he writers I take up . . . espouse, and write about, belief that is anything but 

contentless. Yet I argue that to examine the functions of belief in their work is 

once again to discover form as such at the center of their religious imaginations. 

(108) 

Hungerford makes this assertion in relation to a discussion of belief in meaninglessness, 

which does not apply to The Martyrology, but I will extend her idea that content is not the 

most important aspect of postsecular work and will argue that form plays at least as 

crucial a role in postsecular prayer poetry as it does in postsecular fiction. Indeed, form 

and content are inextricably linked, and by manipulating form, one is able to alter the 

way content is delivered and understood. In some cases, adopting and breaking open a 

form allows for not only new formal possibilities, but also new possibilities to convey the 

content of the outward appeal of prayer. 

In Nichol’s poem “Some Nets,” the speaker, addressing the concept of 

synecdoche, claims, 

(*) and poetry is like this too (*) / or can be, shouldn’t be, contains those 

smug assurances that the whole thing is (*) containable (gIFTS) 

The speaker takes issue with the idea that the whole of anything can be contained, within 

or without poetry, containment being a common feature of the lyric as moments can be 

viewed as “contained” within brief poems, even when those moments otherwise resonate 
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beyond themselves. The Martyrology disturbs this dimension of the lyric by appropriating 

the introspective and emotional qualities of the lyric, while pushing the lyric into a 

lifelong/serial form and therefore doing away with its seeming enclosure. Beyond broad 

questioning of the lyric in the instance of “Some Nets,” Nichol creates a plurality of form 

by incorporating line breaks as slashes into the otherwise block text so that it 

simultaneously functions as a prose poem and as verse. The poem also functions as two 

to three poems at once, layering two voices that appear to exist temporally separate from 

each other (indicated by the use or non-use of italics) and also speak separately. This 

layering of voices is exemplified in the opening lines of the poem, when the poem’s 

speakers voice separate, though at times intersecting, narratives: 

three days after (*) the lightning hit it / or the beat, (*) check this, i can 

play around it, with it, there / what's left of (*) the barn (*) still smoulders 

in the sun / unresolved (*) notes or chords, should've been of wood, 

(*) paper, burning / sending clouds of smoke across (*) the highway / dislocating  

(gIFTS) 

 

These voices appear simultaneously on the page, interwoven, while occasionally being in 

agreement with each other (as when the one speaker’s “…wood, / paper, burning” segues 

into “sending clouds of smoke…,” which actually continues from the previous italicized 

passage) and therefore establishing a third pursuable narrative trajectory. By 

interweaving voices in this way, Nichol endows the poem with a plurality of meaning. 

This employment of multiple forms is a tendency throughout gIFTS: Book(s) 7& 

(as well as the whole Martyrology series). According to Nicole Markotic, 
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The excessive commotion of language and change in gIFTS breaks down the idea 

of separate genres. Enclosing all these diverse forms within the same ‘book’ 

suggests the impermanence of fixed formal structure locked onto an individual 

page. (189) 

The rampant diversification of form, albeit emerging from Nichol’s adopted lyric 

tradition, undermines the authority of lyric formal partitioning, opening it up to a 

plurality of possibilities of inter-formal play, even while maintaining the lyric’s more 

static traits of self-reflexivity/introspection and the exploration of emotion. This 

diversification is significant for Nichol’s postsecular prayer poetry; Nichol shows that the 

form of prayer should be as open-ended and plural as its postsecular content and 

postsecularism itself. For Nichol, we cannot do away with the tyranny of enclosed 

doctrine while maintaining the singular, enclosed nature of the form(s) through which 

prayer and/or doctrine are communicated. A culture of pluralism demands not just a 

plurality of content, but also a plurality of formal structures enabling the various 

utterances of prayer. 

 The formal enclosure of the traditional lyric poem is far from adequate to navigate 

or convey a life’s worth of contemplation, lamentation, and petition. As a lifelong 

project, The Martyrology thus demands that the form of the poem transgress enclosed 

formal boundaries. This transgression is exemplified by the fact that the poem not only 

occupies an entire book but even transgresses that form in various ways – by becoming 

serial it challenges the enclosedness of the book form, like the traditional lyric poem, 

which cannot contain a life in prayer. The seriality of The Martyrology need not be 

explored here, as it is already well documented (with Stephen Scobie asserting “It has 
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become not just a long poem but a life/long poem” (106)). gIFTS also challenges the 

book form by including at the end of the main text a suite of contemplative poems that 

deal with anxieties surrounding the deteriorating body and approaching mortality. These 

poems, Nichol instructs, “are to be / ‘interleaved into the final bound / copy of Martyr 7 

&.’ – bpNichol” (gIFTS). This suite begins with the “first” poem titled “body paranoia: 

initial fugue,” while the other four poems, of the same title, are abbreviated to “bp: if.” 

The full title sets up a plurality of meaning within itself by using the term “fugue,” which 

in psychiatric discourse refers to the loss of awareness of one’s identity, associated with 

hysteria and resulting in flight from comfort, while in musical terminology it refers to a 

phrase in a musical composition that is taken up conversationally in interweaving parts. 

This title posits the speaker’s body paranoia, while simultaneously telling the reader that 

this is the first instalment of a compositional conversation, where the speaker’s body 

paranoia results in the loss of his identity. The shortened titles then reference the poet, bp, 

and the hypothetical and open-ended “if” that follows. Meanwhile, the sameness of titles 

signifies a ritual quality, where body paranoia comes to be meditated upon in repeated, 

albeit contentually divergent acts of prayer. 

 These loose poems, all of (more or less) the same title, are given to the reader in a 

packet at the end of the book’s first edition to “interleave” as they choose throughout an 



 

100 

 

already formally diverse collection.4 This formal choice works not only to move away 

from the enclosed lyric and standardized book forms, but to cede certain elements of 

formal choice to the reader, thus rendering form a collaborative process between writer 

and reader, prayer and receiver. By inviting the reader to choose where to place the 

speaker’s contemplative and occasionally lamentive prayers, Nichol recognizes the 

already plural aspect of prayer, which always occurs between a Self and an Other. 

Beyond simply recognizing this plural aspect, Nichol builds an assumed plurality into the 

form of the prayer/poem itself, which tells the reader/receiver that they are collaborators 

in this process, allowing the reader to participate in the prayer and thus make that prayer 

their own. Being allowed to choose where in gIFTS to situate the “bp: if” poems, the 

reader is able to decide where they understand questions of body paranoia and anxieties 

about endings and mortality to fit in the broader collection. This transfers the 

contemplative practice of the poems into the hands and minds of the reader(s), providing 

them the opportunity to think through why and when a particular prayer might be uttered, 

as well as the opportunity to work through their own potential body paranoia and anxiety 

about endings. By breaking with the neat, enclosed structure of the individual book, 

Nichol produces a plurality of potential outcomes that can derive from individual prayer 

poems. He allows them to be read and understood in relation to a multiplicity of other 

 

4This aspect of the text is entirely denied to the reader in the second edition ebook/pdf, while in the second 

print edition the pages are already interleaved (though still moveable) and the page indicating what to do 

with them is omitted, as though the publisher decided it was a message to them and not to the reader. 
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poems that remain stationary within the text. By providing moments that are transferable 

by choice/whim, he also allows the reader to come to their own understandings of the 

long poem as a whole. 

 The form of the book, which Nichol challenges, inevitably raises the question of 

endings. This question is implicit in certain notions of life; that because there is a 

beginning of life, there is also an absolute end to life, i.e. death. In one of the “bp: if” 

poems the speaker proposes, 

say 

the whole thing ends 

 

say 

you're frightened 

of the whole thing 

ending 

 

. . . . . . 

 

say n't 

 

n't ready 

 

n't ready to die (gIFTS) 
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This passage speaks to the speaker’s anxieties about both their life, and about the lifelong 

prayer/poem that must eventually end. While Nichol said repeatedly that The 

Martyrology was finished, he continued to write new installments, repeatedly deferring 

its ending. As Scobie states about the project, “while it may come to an ending, it can 

never come to a conclusion” (106). Indeed, it only came to an end when Nichol died 

during production of the ninth installment, Ad Sanctos, a musical collaboration between 

Nichol and Howard Gerhardt. However, as Markotic posits, “the lack of a formal 

structure which suggests, and provides, ending (eg: Fall, Winter, Spring … (sic) Summer) 

resists closure” (185), so while The Martyrology does eventually come to an end, it 

never, as both Markotic and Scobie posit, comes to a conclusion. This is very much in 

keeping with how I described the postsecular prayer of healing that I identified in the 

work of Szybist, which – while addressing, and providing tools to cope with, the pains 

and anxieties of the present – defers any concrete resolution. Ending a text indicates 

closure, and a practice of prayer defers closure by regularly seeking out that which needs 

addressing; bpNichol’s formal choice to refuse endings, or at least conclusions (while 

positing numerous beginnings), thus indicates a desire to perennially navigate that which 

brings one to pray in the first place. To achieve this effect, The Martyrology series 

indicates, one must apply the same process of postsecularization to the form of the prayer 

that one applies to its content. 
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2. The Fruitful Gaps in Language 

 Prayer is often about putting faith in the ineffable, putting faith in that which 

cannot be fully understood or expressed. Indeed, “[t]he story of prayer is the story of the 

impossible: of how we creatures of flesh and blood lay siege to heaven, speak to the 

Maker of all things, and await, with confidence or hopeful skepticism, a response” 

(Zaleski and Zaleski 3). It is not necessarily that by reaching out to the ineffable our 

prayers will be answered, but that by reaching out to, speaking to, and exploring the gaps 

in our understanding we might come closer to understanding those gaps – or at least find 

some comfort or meaning in/despite the gaps inherent in human language and 

understanding. Poetry is frequently interested in similar gaps, in attempting to express or 

speak to the ineffable, in exploring and making connections in the spaces that the gaps 

provide. Zaleski and Zaleski, speaking to the “fusion of aesthetics and spirituality” in Zen 

art, posit that “the same spiritual-aesthetic principles might lend themselves to poetry. 

Who would think that words could express the wordless? That language could point 

beyond itself to the silent, eternal matrix from which it and all else springs?” (222). And 

yet, that is often what both prayer and poetry seek to do, with Nichol being a prime 

example of one who explores the gaps in and beyond language, their significance, and the 

ways in which connections and meaning are produced in the gaps of language and 

understanding. Not only does Nichol explore the well-established gaps of language,5 but 

 

5 This exploration occurs in his frequent play with punctuation. It also occurs in this excerpt from 

“Scraptures: 6th Sequence,” where breaking “nowhere” into its component morphemes turns it into a 
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he also fragments language to draw attention to the unseen gaps and to produce new gaps, 

both of which result in new connections amidst the process of active fragmentation. 

 Nichol’s language play gives voice to the aspects of language that tend to get 

pushed to the margins. In And our faces, my heart, brief as photos, John Berger posits 

that “[t]he boon of language is that potentially it is complete, it has the potentiality of 

holding with words the totality of human experience . . . It even allows space for the 

unspeakable” (95, Berger’s emphasis). In Berger’s estimation, language does not, as 

Zaleski and Zaleski suggest, point beyond itself; rather, it contains all things insofar as it 

is able to define them while also holding, or remaining open to, that which cannot yet be 

defined. The unspeakable does not necessarily mean that which is outside of language, 

simply that which is not overtly voiced in speech-based and written language – breaths, 

spaces, punctuation, and so forth are all components of language – and an emphasis on 

the Word can overshadow and subsume all other aspects of language. Nichol is deeply 

suspicious of the authority given to the Word, to written language. He constantly 

unsettles the Word, fragmenting words into smaller words and letters, as well as 

fragmenting sentences, undermining the authority of syntax in an effort to democratize 

language by deconstructing the superstructure that has been built up around language (a 

superstructure analogous to that of the Church, which systematizes and claims authority 

 

statement on saint reats absence, then a statement on his presence, then a question on where to locate him. 

The excerpt concludes by answering that question, returning to its initial statement of saint reat’s absence: 

“you are nowhere nowhere now / here now there now where now where saint reat nowhere” (gIFTS) 
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with regard to God). This unsettling allows the marginalized aspects of language – pre-

linguistic thought, the body, the image, uttered sound, and so forth – to once again be 

brought to the readers’ attention if not “voiced.” 

This expression of marginalized aspects of language appears, to the extent that it 

can, in The Martyrology – in “St. Anzas IX,” for instance, when the speaker chants “Sing 

Sing Sing Sing Sing Sing” (gIFTS). This expression is further emphasized in many of 

Nichol’s other projects – including his concrete poems (throughout The Martyrology and 

beyond) and comic book poems (e.g. Captain Poetry), as well as his vocal performances 

with The Four Horsemen, where an array of vocal sounds but no words are produced. 

This foregrounding of overlooked aspects of language is significant for postsecular 

prayer poetry as it underscores postsecularism’s emphasis on democratization; 

postsecular prayer seeks to release language from the tyrannically doctrinal grip of the 

Word, opening language back up to the plurality of its expressions. As McClure asserts, 

“the extraordinary does not speak in the totalizing language of dogmatic theology; . . . its 

promptings are partial, or plural, or only imperfectly decipherable to human ears” (16). 

McClure’s statement applies more generally to the way human language is structured and 

endowed with authority (it would not be a stretch to imagine those working at the OED as 

a “priestly class,” canonizing pieces of language). The extraordinary does not speak in a 

totalizing language; it speaks in a plurality of utterances and when necessary breaks with 

the authoritarianism of syntax. Nichol, in his attempts to speak (to) the extraordinary, 

pursues as many paths as he can, which invariably leads him into the gaps in language – 

fruitful spaces for contemplation. 
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 In The Martyrology, the saints alone already fragment language; by breaking up 

words beginning with “st,” the speaker produces unexpected meaning and creates a locus 

for his prayers. Most of the saints are derived from the fragmentation of “st” words. 

According to Scobie, saint reat, who can be read as being derived from “street” (applying 

Nichol’s logic of “speech // eech to / each” (Martyrology Book 2)), “is not connected with 

‘street’” (111, Scobie’s emphasis). Rather, the saint is derived from an act of evolving 

language play in “Scraptures: 4th Sequence” that goes “‘a tree’ to ‘as treat’ to ‘has treat’ 

to ‘HA!!!!!!!    St. Reat’” (Scobie 111). Though this is saint reat’s origin, the obvious 

association of “saint reat” with “street” should not be discounted, especially when taking 

into consideration the shared abbreviated form of “saint” and “street.” The origin of 

“saint reat” as revealed by Scobie can also metaphorically be compared to a street, since 

street simultaneously connects and fragments space much as “saint reat” is created 

through linguistic fragmentation and connection. Saint reat, being the most commonly 

appealed to/invoked saint in Nichol’s work (“one of the main characters” (Scobie 111)), 

could be considered the speaker’s “household saint,” a saint who embodies connective 

avenues in language and notions of language play through fragmentation, gaps, and 

deferral in language. In the poem “Scraptures: 6th Sequence,” the speaker prays to saint 

reat in a prayer/poem of simultaneous lament and contemplation: 

ah saint reat. let us begin with the mornings. you braid your syllables into 

words and your words into sentences, tenses of meaning i become lost in. 

you are verb and noun and i am lost in the mystery of you. syntax is the 

ax you destroy me with. the cutting edges of your breath sever my links 

with the past. leave me the spaces to breathe in. (gIFTS) 
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In this stanza, the speaker posits that saint reat, despite possessing the tools for language 

play, also wields the system that structures written language. The speaker suggests that 

the imposition of this system is, in some ways, a destructive force. By asserting that 

“syntax is the / ax you destroy me with. the cutting edges of your breath sever my links / 

with the past,” the speaker indicates that syntax intervenes in a process of fluid linguistic 

evolution by introducing artificial breaks that sever one’s capacity to make natural 

connections. By appealing to saint reat to “leave me the spaces to breathe in,” the speaker 

gestures at the natural gaps in language that provide respite, space for contemplation. 

These gaps are denied by the notions that a strictly linear written language can weave 

meaning into a perfectly cohesive and enclosed, authoritative whole. The Martyrology 

works to undermine this notion. 

 While the speaker fails to break with proper syntax in this passage, he engages in 

more radical play elsewhere, stating, 

saint reat do not. this damned land has no vision. words spoken grow 

which are god’s only. end. where are you saint reat? i have no words. 

there is nothing. and. your syllables damn this land of sentences. i break 

letters for you like bread. i smash sounds. you are nowhere nowhere now 

here now there now where no where saint reat nowhere. i have broken 

my rhythms for you and changed my symbols, pierced my breath with 

clauses & to where? to here? saint reat beware. eir i invoke you. the beast 

in my soul becomes sound to be lost in the echoes of your passage. a 

sage. saint reat. (gIFTS, “Scraptures: 6th Sequence”) 
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In this passage Nichol engages, to a much greater extent than the previous passage, in 

syntactical play, omitting punctuation in some cases and adding periods in unexpected 

places that disturb syntax and force the reader to pause and consider multiple possible 

meanings. These meanings rely on the sentence ending where the period is placed, but 

they also continue beyond the period to produce multiple, simultaneous outcomes (from 

“words . . . are god’s only,” to “. . . god’s only end,” etc.). In reaching out to saint reat 

here, the speaker draws attention to his fragmentation of language, which he suggests is 

done for saint reat during the outward appeal, in order to bring about saint reat’s 

presence. While saint reat does not become present, nor respond in a way that the speaker 

is aware of, the speaker is able to work through saint reat’s absence in the fragmentation 

of words, which, like letters, he breaks for saint reat “like bread.” Indeed, as Graham 

Sharpe posits, “It is through the ‘wreck-creation’ of language and its construction that 

meaning comes to be revealed for the poet” (36). Thus, rather than succeeding at 

invoking saint reat’s presence, the speaker works through his relationship with the absent 

Other and considers what this relationship, as well as his relationship with language, 

mean to him. This feat is accomplished through the gradual evolution of his language 

play that sees new connections formed where fragmentation occurs, such as in “St. Anzas 

IX” when the speaker states, 

say cred. 

‘cred.’ 

i-ble. bi-ble. two bulls in a field. bib loss. 

all this spittle, this drool lord. (gIFTS) 
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Here, “sacred” is broken to produce “say cred,” which over two lines turns into 

“credible” and through gradual evolution into “bible,” which then, like sacred, is broken 

down to its component parts and reread as “two bulls.” After this gradual evolution, the 

speaker returns to the earlier morpheme with “bib loss.” The speaker associates this bib 

with spittle and drool, which emerge from the mouth. “Drool” is then associated with 

“lord:” that which emerges from the mouth occupies the space of prayer and is associated 

with the divine Other. Not only are new connections made in the act of fragmentation, 

but in doing so the speaker gestures at gaps that cannot immediately be spoken but can, 

through language play, be revealed. 

 By gesturing at the gaps in language, the speaker attempts to express and reach 

out to the ineffable, which – much like saint reat who never fully appears for the speaker 

– we can never fully define even when we are convinced of its existence or presence. For 

the true believer, belief in the ineffable may be enough, while the atheist may reject the 

ineffable outright and the scientist may seek out ways to prove or disprove that which 

presently resides in the ineffable. Postsecular prayer poets like Nichol posit that there are 

ways in which the ineffable can be reached out to and explored, regardless of whether the 

ineffable can ever truly be known and regardless of whether Abrahamic or other notions 

of God refer to a “real” being. In “St. Anzas IX,” the speaker muses 

it is that way, the say of praise, prayer, one to 

an other, taken on what base? eight? ten? 

belief? a counting. double entry of address. 

addressing who cannot be named or placed. 

somewhere beyond this space 
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these marked surfaces define, defaced, 

divine presence a pressure 

which the pen’s tip’ll trace. 

y.o.u. you. (gIFTS) 

The passage opens with the speaker discussing how he perceives prayer to function; it is 

an act of reaching out to “an other,” which, by dint of potentially requiring belief, is an 

abstract or even divine Other. He then goes on to describe a relationship of prayer with 

the ineffable Other “who cannot be named or placed / somewhere beyond this space.” 

Here the speaker gestures at the ineffable Other, simultaneously asserting their existence 

as well as the impossibility of their full articulation.  

For the believer, this ineffable other would be a god, but for the postsecular poet it 

is something beyond the Self and beyond definition. As is the case for the believer, this 

something can be gestured at and addressed, and even if it does not appear to respond, it 

can receive our prayers. As Sharpe asserts, “The difficulty lies, of course, in attempting to 

go beyond the word through language. And while we may simply want to write off this 

effort as a failure of The Martyrology, it is an effort which influences both the content, 

form and style of this work” (33). This failure is not unique to The Martyrology; it is a 

necessary failure of language with its built-in inability to adequately describe and define, 

and The Martyrology, through deliberate failure, reveals this failure in language. 

Although, as Sharpe suggests, Nichol does not succeed in going beyond the word in his 

written language, this failure is also implicit in religious prayer where the praying subject 

can never be certain of either the efficacy of their prayers or the reality of their receiver. 

In addressing the way in which this failure to reach beyond words influences the content, 



 

111 

 

form, and style of Nichol’s poems, Sharpe shows how the poetry is layered with the 

elements of doubt and faith that characterize sincere prayers – a feature I discussed in my 

reading of Szybist. 

Furthermore, Sharpe’s observation emphasizes that poetry is the perfect vehicle 

for postsecular prayer, in that poetry like prayer routinely gestures beyond words in 

language, despite the fact that one of the primary ways we are taught to articulate the 

world is through spoken and written language. As Hungerford observes, “What one 

observer might see as the gap in a person’s logic, . . . I see as a whole world of belief, 

belief in the nonsemantic powers of language. This is a world where religion and 

literature collaborate” (xx). While Hungerford refers to fiction, it is this power of 

language that Nichol highlights throughout The Martyrology. Language’s nonsemantic 

powers reside in, for example, phonic and corporeal language, as well as the spaces and 

breaths contained in spoken and written language. Look again at the final three lines of 

the above passage of “St. Anzas IX:” “divine presence a pressure / which the pen’s tip’ll 

trace. / y.o.u. you.” The juxtaposition of a fragmented with a whole “you,” suggests that 

through the act of writing, the poet is able to evoke, allude to, or somehow describe 

divine presence, but that divine presence simultaneously compels, or pressures, the poet 

to do it. Ultimately, “you” is the ineffable; “you” is the Other, is everyone/thing that is 

not the Self and which one can never fully know. The punctuation between each letter of 

“you” also works to visually reinforce this idea of radical alterity, it creates physically the 

conceptual gaps in “you” that indicate the ineffable. This act of concurrently gapping and 

connecting the letters of “you” highlights a simultaneous alterity and connection, 

suggesting that the ineffable is not necessarily ever distant; it is present in everyone we 
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know and in all our interactions, which rely on an incomplete understanding of the 

universe and the language we use to describe it and our place within it. 

In inhabiting linguistic gaps and engaging in the fragmentation of the established 

semantic order, Nichol addresses the ineffable even though he can never quite reach it. 

This active recognition of the ineffable, or that which resides therein, is the recognition 

that there is something beyond and potentially greater than the Self. It is the recognition 

that there are unseen or overlooked connections in language, which are plausibly 

reflected in the surrounding world and universe. Despite our current inability to utter 

them we can at least produce written language that through its articulation of a beyond in 

language can at least produce in the mind an understanding of the possibility of a beyond 

this. It is the acknowledgment that especially that which is beyond comprehension, 

experience, or articulation deserves respect, to be considered sacred. This recognition of 

the ineffable is similar to prayer’s reach beyond the Self, its attempt to transgress the gap 

between Self and Other when it is only through the Self that we can truly understand the 

world, as well as existence and meaning therein. There is still significance in the gesture 

even if/when it is doomed to failure. Even though we can never fully reach the ineffable, 

in having faith that there is something beyond our grasp, we can at least gesture at it; we 

can address “you” in all the fragmented completeness of that “you.” 

 

3. Language as God 

 At this point, we might ask who is “you?” Where are the poet’s prayers directed, 

as well as the prayers of the postsecular individual? Where can one find a site to which 
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one can direct one’s prayers when God, as such, is not an option? In his blog entry, “How 

to Pray if You’re an Atheist,” former pastor Jerry DeWitt describes useful ways for the 

non-believer to pray. When it comes to where one should direct one’s prayers his “best 

suggestion is to find a true friend with whom to share not only your innermost thoughts 

but your life” (Life). This recommendation falls short for various reasons, including being 

restricted to praying when your prayer’s receiver (friend, therapist, or what-have-you) has 

time, as well as the complicated prospect of finding an individual you can readily open up 

to about some of the potentially most troubling parts of your life. Often, one needs a more 

abstract site to which one can direct one’s concerns before one feels ready to convey 

them to a real human, where the prospect of judgment or lack of understanding is always 

a possibility. There needs to be a more anonymous and abstracted receiver. In the chapter 

on Szybist, I propose that even if/when the speaker is praying to a divine/abstract Other, 

they are likewise praying to themselves. However, in postsecular poetry, the speaker also 

prays to language, which therefore comes to be situated as a god, particularly in the case 

of The Martyrology. While a number of critics of Nichol’s work gesture at this idea, few 

seem willing to fully commit to the position that Nichol situates language as the divine 

Other. Roderick W. Harvey states that “language becomes the mystical instructor of the 

poet, an idea explored at length in The Martyrology” (26, my emphasis), while Frank 

Davey edges even closer by suggesting that language leads invariably “to the complex of 

meaning associated with ‘Lord’” (245) or the divine Other. However, Davey fails to 

consider that Nichol is suggesting that language is “Lord,” that for Nichol language takes 

the place of a capital G god. By positioning language this way, and not steering clear of 
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implications of religiosity that attend positioning language as God, fruitful postsecular 

possibilities arise in how we understand, talk about, and interact with language. 

While Harvey views language as that which binds and destroys creative artists by 

its own force, I argue that it is instead the systematization of language, like the 

systematization of God through religious superstructures, that binds and destroys creative 

artists (30). Indeed, Nichol pushes for a democratization of language that resists the 

ultimate authority of the Word but still understands language as creator. This 

democratization posits the Word as that to which we pray in order to effect change in the 

world. Harvey repeatedly conflates language with the printed or uttered word, while not 

considering that language goes well beyond these into the language of the body, the 

language of speech and non-speech sounds, image-based language, the more technical 

languages of mathematics and film, and so on. Nichol engages with various if not all of 

these language practices (especially when considered in terms of the whole Martyrology 

series), but Harvey separates a number of these examples from language, arguing that 

Nichol is proposing a break with language, when in fact he is calling for a questioning of 

the authority and systematization of the written and spoken Word. John Berger, writing at 

around the same time as the final installments of The Martyrology, is one of few who cuts 

right to the idea of language as god. He asserts that 

[p]oems are nearer to prayers than to stories, but in poetry there is no one behind 

the language being prayed to. It is the language itself which has to hear and 

acknowledge. For the religious poet, the Word is the first attribute of God. In all 

poetry words are a presence before they are a means of communication. (21-2) 



 

115 

 

Understanding language this way has positive implications for postsecular prayer, 

providing an abstract Other that can be immediately identified in the human lexicon and a 

site to which one can direct one’s prayers without subscribing to notions of a religious 

god or relying on another person. Language is aptly addressed as a divine Other insofar 

as it functions as co-creator of all things (including, as I established in the introduction to 

this chapter, in the Abrahamic tradition). Language is created by humans who in turn use 

it to create themselves and the world around them. Language, then, functions as an ideal 

manifestation of a postsecular “god.” 

 In “Scraptures: 6th Sequence,” the speaker prays to saint reat (the saint who, to a 

greater extent than any other of the saints, embodies language): 

. . .         i have 

given my soul to you – the heart of my vowel love. you have replied with 

consonants and taught me the wisdom of ways. oh there is not one i 

would take now without knowledge of the other. to walk down again and 

again as drunk i have staggered into many poems to find you there know- 

ing each time i will know you better” (gIFTS) 

While this passage is directed at saint reat, it is likewise directed at language, as saint 

reat, like all of Nichol’s saints, stands in for “language itself” (Scobie 117). In this 

passage, the speaker prays to a “you,” and while “you” is indeed saint reat, the prayer is 

expressed in terms of elements of language, and the wisdom and knowledge received in 

the act of prayer is likewise derived from language. Repeatedly, the speaker assures us, 

he has entered poems “know- / ing each time i will know you better,” as though repeated 

encounters with potentially varying manifestations of written language allow the speaker 
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to know versions of language’s multiplicity in a manner similar to the way the practice of 

prayer, or encounters with a perceived divine Other, brings the religious subject closer to 

knowing God. 

In “Talking About the Sacred in Writing,” Nichol asserts that 

I think it’s the activity of language itself, which is different in each language 

space you enter. I have a profound belief in that as a sacred activity – that is to 

say, something goes on. . . . [O]nce I respect that activity of language, then 

through the language I am literally led to things that I would not arrive at 

otherwise. (234, Nichol’s emphasis) 

In praying to language, one is able to find some clarity for the Self. This prayer puts faith 

in language to provide clarity or guidance, but this clarity/guidance is only achieved 

through faithful and rigorous engagement with language. As Berger suggests, 

One can say anything to language. This is why it is a listener, closer to us than 

any silence or any god. Yet its very openness can signify indifference. . . . Poetry 

addresses language in such a way as to close this indifference and to incite a 

caring. (95) 

Once again, Berger posits language as a perfect substitute for God, but like the 

Abrahamic God, language can be experienced as remote and unresponsive. This 

remoteness is specifically addressed and reduced in the realm of poetry. As Berger 

suggests, the specific way that poetry addresses language “incite[s] a caring;” this is 

because of its capacity, particularly in the case of the lyric, to engage the individual 

reader and “speak[. . .] to the immediate wound” (95). In approaching language with 

faith, the poet can enter his own and various other poems knowing that each time he will 
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come out “know[ing] you better” than before. Engaging with poetry, particularly 

language and other formally radical poetries, demands of the reader that they navigate 

and assess their relationship with language rather than simply consume information 

through language. To approach language as Nichol does establishes a foundation for the 

reader to come to a similar faith in language. 

 The speaker of “Scraptures: 6th Sequence” submits to language, giving himself 

over to its phonic qualities:  

. . .       you are the key to the ravelling in my brain, the delicate 

fingers to enter the passageway of my trains of thot. i am no longer whole 

without you. i have passed the point of refusing you to find myself misus- 

ing you. i would understand this now saint reat. there is no song beyond 

this. a hymn to your praise. no understanding beyond the fact of your 

presence. (gIFTS) 

In this passage, the speaker gives himself to language, opening himself up to its 

transformative power while recognizing the way in which he, as well as all other things 

he can perceive, is constructed in language. Existing in language and having faithfully 

given himself over to it, he acknowledges that he is “no longer whole / without you.” To 

deny language at this point is to deny the whole network that has constructed him, 

through which he understands himself. In saying, “there is no song beyond / this,” the 

speaker posits that the utterance of prayer from the Self to the Other involves a phonic 

component, while also suggesting that song is prayer and prayer is song. As in Sufi 

tradition, song is how we access divinity, and we therefore cannot omit the phonic 

qualities of language, language that transgresses words, in our attempts to reach out to the 
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divine Other. The concluding moment of this passage, “no understanding beyond the fact 

of your / presence,” speaks directly to Berger’s assertion that in “poetry words are a 

presence before they are a means of communication.” It also speaks to the ineffable 

nature of God and language, which can both be experienced as a presence without ever 

being fully understood or communicated. 

 Language, however, like God in the postsecular thinker’s estimation, requires 

redemption from the strict authoritarian superstructures that have been erected around it. 

In particular, it must be redeemed from the limitation of language to the Word, a 

limitation that denies the multifaceted, democratic nature of language as a living, 

communal, and more-than-verbal space. In short, language, like religion, must undergo a 

process of postsecularization – a process that will not just see language situated as god 

but will open language to anyone who chooses to direct their prayers towards it, those 

who understand language as god and those who are open to God as language. As Scobie 

notes, “given the multiplicity of language, this whole myth can . . . be read in another 

direction, and The Martyrology can be seen as a drama of the continuing redemption of 

language” (118). This multiplicity of language reflects the multiplicity of conceptions of 

God and therefore finds parallels in postsecularism’s understanding of religion’s need of 

“redemption” from enclosed doctrine and dogma. In “St. Anzas IX, the speaker laments, 

you is one & the same – outside i, prayed to, cursed 

even, uneven, this relationship, what 

relationship when no one’s listening, no voice 

to be heard, only this firing of synapsis, ganglia 

at play (“St. Anzas IX) 
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Here, the speaker addresses the seeming absence of the prayed-to, questioning whether 

there is in fact a relationship between the prayer and the prayed-to, before asserting that it 

is “only this firing of synapsis, ganglia / at play.” This turn suggests that the divine Other 

is perhaps nothing more than imagined, existing exclusively in the brain; therefore, when 

the speaker prays, he is only praying to himself. However, the brain is likewise where 

one’s capacity for language – verbal or otherwise – resides, so in the act of addressing the 

divine Other one simultaneously creates that Other. This understanding of the divine 

Other, who is language, leads the speaker to understand, near the poem’s end, that 

“divine presence [is] a pressure / which the pens tip’ll trace,” (gIFTS) indicating an 

awareness of the act of divine-Other-creation that takes place every time language is 

appealed to in the act of prayer.  

Shortly after the above passage, the speaker chants “Sing Sing Sing Sing Sing 

Sing” (gIFTS), an appeal to move toward the more phonic qualities of language during 

the act of prayer. This appeal to the phonic qualities of language is a prominent way by 

which Nichol attempts to redeem language. Indeed, for Nichol, “The poet’s task of 

redeeming the language through sound is . . . seen as one of the bases for the larger 

human community” (Scobie 124-5). The Martyrology, and Nichol’s work more broadly, 

proposes that we have put too much emphasis on and given too much authority to the 

written Word, in the same way that religion has given too much emphasis and authority 

to the Church (or other religious superstructures). We therefore need to re-acquaint 

ourselves with the plurality of language. We need to redeem the phonic and corporeal 

aspects of language (much as Sufi Islam, as noted earlier, attempts to reach God through 

song, dance, poetry, etc.) to democratize language in the way that postsecularism 
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proposes we democratize religion. By democratizing language in this way, while also 

situating it as creator-of-all-things and that which is prayed to, Nichol and other 

postsecular poets lay the foundation for language to be understood as both god and God. 

This provides a site whereby religious, secular, both/and, and neither/nor individuals can 

pray individually or communally, in interfaith, non-faith, and inter/non-faith contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

Form, as I noted, is inextricably linked to content and meaning, and it deserves be 

taken into serious consideration when examining a poetic work. In The Martyrology, 

Nichol simultaneously adopts and challenges the lyric form (and the more specific forms 

contained therein), finding its capacity for introspection and emotional register highly 

productive for the postsecular prayer poem, while breaking with the more enclosed nature 

of the conventional poem, pushing the boundaries of the lyric to create not just a long 

poem, but a serial long poem. By doing so, Nichol endorses the qualities of the lyric that 

are conducive to traditional understandings of prayer, while suggesting that lyric forms 

must also undergo a process analogous to the postsecularization of religion. Nichol’s 

interrogation and multiplicity of form break open the lyric to suggest that we must do 

away with the authoritative tyranny of formal exclusivity in order to challenge the 

dogmatic nature of enclosed doctrine that postsecularism also challenges. Furthermore, 

Nichol’s engagement with the ineffable, with the gaps in and beyond language, 

demonstrates poetry’s capacity to signify, in a similar way to religious prayer, a beyond – 

a beyond of language, of Self, and so forth. While Nichol’s attempts to express the 
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ineffable inevitably fail, they succeed at highlighting languages inability to ever fully 

define that which is outside the Self, as well as religious prayer’s inability to ever confirm 

that the divine Other has been reached. This renders not just prayer/poetry, but all 

attempts at communication in language acts of faith. Finally, Nichol situates language as 

a divine Other, and in so doing shows how language can function as a postsecular god, 

one who can be prayed to by the secular and the religious alike. This conception of 

language has productive implications for the secular individual who is engaged in 

personal prayer and seeks a site towards which to direct their prayers, while providing a 

way to approach communal prayers so as to involve multiple faiths and/or non-faiths. 

Language comes to occupy the position of creator-of-all-things and can concurrently be 

understood as both a religious god and a non-religious creator and receiver of prayers. 
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Conclusion 

 

 I opened this thesis with a reference to the inappropriate deployment of the term 

“prayer” by complacent politicians. However, prayer need not be the cynical deferral of 

action that “Our thoughts and prayers are with the families” has come to represent; it can 

function as an essential part of a process towards healing on a personal and communal 

level. For this to be the case, prayer must not be treated as an end in and of itself. For 

prayer to be useful for larger communities than exclusively religious groups, it must 

furthermore be divorced from purely religious understandings. Prayer and divinity must 

be rendered postsecular. The poets this thesis explores all lend voice to a burgeoning 

postsecular sensibility that has only gained momentum since bpNichol’s earliest poetic 

utterances of prayer were put to paper. This postsecular sensibility seeks productive ways 

of navigating an increasingly uncertain world while resisting the constricting binary of 

secularism and religion. Prayer, being a tool for navigating an uncertain world, is a 

productive concept for postsecularism to explore. As prayer is often performed in 

response to uncertainty, this exploration must begin in doubt. 

 Questions of doubt could have been explored in relation to any of my three 

chosen poets, not just in relation to Mary Szybist in the chapter on personal prayer 

(chapter one). Not only is there a long tradition of prayer involving doubt in religious 

communities, but postsecular prayer is a particularly good home for doubt. Because doubt 

derives from the gaps in our knowledge and wisdom, it can be a productive both for those 
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who do not believe in a god and for those who do but who lack absolute certainty. Prayer, 

being concerned with the questioning and transformation of the Self and community, 

requires an element of doubt – if one does not doubt oneself at all, or the world around 

oneself, why must anything be changed? Furthermore, inhabiting doubt in relation to 

one’s own understandings of the world can lead to a questioning of one’s prejudices, 

leading the secular to see the value in religious prayer, as we see in Szybist’s “Holy,” and 

leading the religious to see the value of avoiding subscription to a singular affiliation. 

 The possibility for radical introspection emerges from this space of prayer-

oriented doubt. The speaker, or the one who prays, seeks to better understand one’s Self 

in all one’s motivations, mental processes, and actions. Here, doubt-fuelled introspection 

is not backward-looking but is rather a questioning that looks forward, leads to the 

possible. One examines what one feels needs to change then shifts towards questions of 

how to go about making that change. This introspection works as part of a ritualization of 

doubt, where the exploration of one’s doubt repeatedly leads one to further introspection, 

to achieve better understandings of the self and find ways of making the changes that one 

desires. This process leads to and is part of a broader program of healing, where to 

understand and accept oneself, deeply and fully, even while seeking change, is a crucial 

part of both coming to terms with one’s place in the world and learning to cope with the 

overwhelming and the traumatic. 

 Communal postsecular prayer (chapter two), while also dealing with the questions 

of healing taken up by personal prayer, seeks to acknowledge the Self as part of a 

community. This community transgresses the neat boundaries separating the religious 

and secular and further entrenches understandings of the Self as part of a broader 
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network of universal connectivity. Glück’s poetry pushes for an opening up of doctrine in 

order to foster a greater sense of pluralism and the possibility for collaboration and 

community development despite differences of religious affiliation and worldview. In her 

unique deployment of pronouns, Glück first establishes a community of individuals who, 

in their distinct roles as speakers, speak as separate Is. She then moves to an I of 

humanity, where the individual speaks to universalized experience and comes to 

represent a broader whole. Finally, Glück deploys the We, where the speaker is the 

broader community, or at least representative of it. This variation and evolution of 

pronoun usage posits the human subject as individual, yet an aspect of the greater whole 

of humanity, asserting that while we are and can remain individual in ourselves and our 

experiences of the world, there will always be ways in which we are connected to a 

broader human experience and community. By drawing on multicultural resources and 

attempting to speak to basic human experiences, or relationality, Glück mends rifts 

between seemingly disparate communities through the act of postsecular prayer. In doing 

so, she asks the reader to understand themselves as part of a broader human community 

that transgresses doctrinal boundaries, even as adherence to a doctrine is otherwise 

maintained. 

Because of poetry’s capacity for language play and its longstanding interest in the 

divine and the ineffable, it is perhaps the best literary genre to function as a vehicle for 

prayer. Lyric poetry provides an expansive variation of formal styles with which to 

deliver one’s prayers. Nichol (chapter three) in particular foregrounds formal 

proliferation in his poetic prayer project, employing numerous lyric forms throughout The 

Martyrology: Books 7&, while also challenging some of the most fundamental tenets of 
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the “lyric” as an umbrella term. The fact that poetry has a well-established history of 

contributing to the formulation of prayer but is not inherently religious, makes it a fitting 

avenue into prayer for the religious, the formerly religious, and the lifelong secular 

individual. Furthermore, because lyric poetry offers both a well-established formal 

tradition and variation and formal contestability, it provides a structured entry-point into 

postsecular prayer while also offering the capacity to tailor one’s prayers to one’s needs 

and understandings of the shape and movement of language and world. 

Lyric poetry’s formal capacities are not the only reason poetry is particularly 

suited to prayer; poetry and prayer have always had an interest in that which is beyond 

speech: the ineffable, the divine. Nichol illuminates how verbal language can never quite 

express that which is outside the Self, how one can never fully reach the Other. It is, 

however, the attempt itself, the reaching out to communicate, to understand or be 

understood, that matters. This is how we may learn to avoid transgressions against one 

another and to build community, despite our inability to ever fully reach the Other. 

Communication is an act of faith. 

 In order to pray, it is useful to have a site to which one can direct one’s prayers. 

Finding such a site often proves difficult for secular individuals but can be facilitated by 

real-world listeners such as intimate friends or therapists. This possibility, however, 

assumes that one has the resources to meet with a therapist or that one has friends 

accessible and intimate enough to function as the receiver of one’s prayers. In either case, 

finding auditors for one’s prayers requires an abundance of trust and the ability to 

construct one’s prayer schedule around the availability of another. Sometimes an abstract 

site for one’s prayers is more suitable, and here, a postsecular understanding of god 
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becomes helpful. Indeed, a postsecular discourse can be achieved in prayer through the 

establishment of a postsecular god, a divine Other that is manifested in language. 

Language is, in many ways, already how we understand the world, how the world is 

created in our minds and how we create ourselves. Any act of creation, human-made or 

otherwise, is simultaneously created in language through acts such as naming, narrating, 

indicating, gesturing, describing, and defining. Positioning language as the divine Other 

not only produces a site to which secular individuals can direct their prayers, but it also 

allows the religious individual to understand god as language. This is especially true in 

the Abrahamic tradition where, according to Genesis and the Gospel of John, language 

and God are already cocreators of all things. When language functions as the divine 

Other, not only is the divine Other made available to the secular individual but the 

religious person may also find new possibilities for collaborative prayer emerging in the 

form of interfaith and postsecular dialogues, further contributing to communal prayer and 

collaboration. 

 Prayer has long been considered the exclusive domain of religion, but its healing 

capacities, manifested in explorations of the Self and its relation to the Other, can 

likewise benefit the secular individual. Establishing an inclusive and pluralistic 

postsecular prayer tradition can facilitate this end and can break down unnecessary 

interpersonal barriers and push us all to understand prayer better and approach it more 

productively. Many secular individuals, like myself, were raised in prayer cultures and 

developed intimate and productive relationships with the act of prayer. Shedding our 

religious affiliation should not necessitate shedding the healing, uplifting, and communal 

rituals that we learned in the context of religion, nor bar us from conversations on prayer, 



 

127 

 

religio-cultural text, or the divine in which we can all share insights. We must reclaim 

prayer from the religious exclusionists and political opportunists; reclaim it as a human 

ritual whose qualities of self-examination and outward communication are meant to spur 

further action and open up new opportunities for growth and change.  
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