
praise for Contemporary Catholic Poetry

The best thing about this carefully curated collection is that the poems gathered 
herein are anything but pious hymns and odes; rather, they address the concrete 
particularity of the everyday and the mystery of grace in a broken but beautiful 
creation. That’s what makes them Catholic: the faith that inhabits these poems isn’t 
sprinkled on top; it glows from within and illuminates the world around us.
—Gregory Wolfe, Publisher, Slant Books, Author of Beauty Will Save the World

Bravo! This is a remarkable introduction not only to contemporary Catholic poetry, 
but to poetry in general. The poems are carefully chosen, consistently powerful, and 
truly catholic in their range. The introductions are engaging and useful. Rare is the 
book that’s ideal as either a gift or a textbook. This one is.

—Mike Aquilina, Chairman of the Board, International Poetry Forum, 
and Author of Rhymes’ Reasons

What an extraordinary collection of poets has been brought together here by April 
Lindner and Ryan Wilson in this profoundly moving panoply of twenty-three 
American voices covering the past seven decades, each in their way paying homage 
to the deep spiritual and existential concerns that haunt us all. Read it, friends, page 
by page by page, soak it all up and take in the music and pathos and beauty of what 
real poetry has to offer us.

—Paul Mariani, Author of Deaths and Transfigurations, The Mystery of It All, 
and All That Will be New

This is the definitive anthology of contemporary Catholic poetry in America and 
an important contribution to American letters more broadly. While deserving 
celebration among Catholic readers, the poets represented here merit much broader 
recognition. The wonderful poems in this anthology will delight, challenge, and 
move anyone interested in poetry.

—Lee Oser, Professor of English, College of the Holy Cross; 
Immediate Past President, Association of Literary Scholars, Critics, and Writers

 
Selective, startling, judiciously arranged—Contemporary Catholic Poetry is quite 
simply a gift to lovers of poetry, whatever their religious beliefs. 

—Micah Mattix, Poetry Editor, First Things, Professor of English, 
Regent University, Co-editor, Christian Poetry in America Since 1940



This anthology should be a standard assignment in every Catholic school in the 
English-speaking world. From Julia Alvarez and Dana Gioia to James Matthew 
Wilson and David Yezzi, we have the most superb verse by poets eager to speak of 
human affairs through a Catholic lens that takes in the full range of despair, doubt, 
joy, love, uncertainty, death, and faith. “I conjure the perfect Easter,” one of them 
writes; “I am the Angel with the Broken Wing,” says another; and “Nightly angst, 
ennui, and gloom / Refine the human need for some perfection,” says still another. 
These are thoughts given in eloquent words that young Catholics should ingest 
throughout their high school career. So, let’s go, diocese superintendents: you now 
have a tool to make English a thoroughly Catholic experience. Use it.

—Mark Bauerlein, Senior Editor, First Things;
Author of The Dumbest Generation Grows Up

If the words “contemporary” and “Catholic” anywhere in proximity to the word 
“poetry” raise your eyebrows in alarm at fears of low artistic merit or dubious faith, 
April Lindner and Ryan Wilson’s anthology Contemporary Catholic Poetry will 
challenge these assumptions in unexpected ways. With its wide array of prolific and 
award-winning poets and its expert preface tracing the development and flourishing 
of Catholic poetry in Europe and America, this collection will be one that teachers, 
editors, poets and poetry lovers alike can return to time and again to be fed by 
mastery of form, image and narrative and be strengthened with hope in an unbroken 
continuum for the Catholic Intellectual Tradition.

—Mary Ann B. Miller, Founding Editor, Presence: A Journal of Catholic 
Poetry; Professor of English, Caldwell University
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Welcome, All Wonders:  A Preface

Welcome, all wonders in one sight!
     Eternity shut in a span,
Summer in winter, day in night,
     Heaven in earth, and God in man.
Great little one! whose all-embracing birth
Lifts earth to Heav’n, stoops Heav’n to earth. 

—Richard Crashaw 

  What Do Poems Do?  

Amid the global pandemic and many upheavals of 2020, news broke about 
a team of archaeologists, led by a professor from Exeter University, who 

had discovered, deep in the Amazon rainforest of southern Colombia, an 
eight-mile-long wall of stone covered in artwork from more than 12,000 years 
ago. Among the tens of thousands of paintings are depictions of long-extinct 
Ice Age flora and fauna, such as the mastodon, and of masked human figures 
dancing, hand-in-hand, likely in some holy ritual forgotten eons ago. Many 
more of the paintings are simply images of a human being’s hand: innumerable 
human hands from 10,000 years before the birth of Christ, from roughly 9,000 
years before the siege of Troy represented in Homer’s Iliad. Those humans who 
pressed their muddy hands against a stone wall so long ago are nameless now. 
Their entire civilization remains a mystery to us. And yet, their handprints, 
elaborate geometric designs, and exquisite paintings reveal to us glimmers 
from a lost world, each image speaking in a dazzling silence for its maker, 
illuminating our imaginations with the tacit assertion, “I was here.” 

In addition to its astonishing size, the wall has another remarkable feature: 
some of the paintings are at such a great elevation that they cannot even be 
viewed from the ground. How did anyone get up that high, that long ago? 
Why were these paintings made? Why climb to such perilous heights to leave a 
handprint? No doubt, archaeologists and art historians and all sorts of scholars 
will be studying this magnificent monument for centuries to come, and we 
shall be learning more and more about a vanished civilization. 
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Among innumerable other questions raised by such a miraculous archeological 
discovery is this one: why do humans take such pains to make art? Ultimately, 
such questions lead us deep down into that darkling realm where we must 
consider what it is to be a human being. For our present purposes, however, we 
might begin by delimiting the question: why do contemporary human beings 
make poems, and why should contemporary humans read poems? For more than 
two thousand years, questions of what poetry is, how it works and ought to work, 
why it’s written, and why it should be read have nettled poets, readers, scholars, 
and critics. Before we address the role of poetry for people today, we should first 
consider yet another question: what do poems do? 

Poems represent the world and the people who inhabit it: they introduce 
us to plants, animals, human characters, and highly specific places. They show 
us striking images that may be familiar to us or entirely eldritch, tell us about 
experiences that might be akin to our own or quite different from our own. They 
delight us, seduce us, inspire us, instruct us, mock us, condemn us, console us, 
and mourn us. They challenge us, protest against us, and, sometimes, they 
baffle us. They celebrate the glories of the created world and its people, and they 
commemorate momentous occasions; they also curse the cruelty and the horror 
of the world and its people, and they lament catastrophes. They imagine other 
people’s lives and other worlds. They invoke deities and absences. They also 
speak intimately of heartfelt truths, describe local haunts, and address ordinary 
people directly. They meditate on living, on dying, and on the passage of time. 
They tell us stories, they tell us lies, and they tell us stories that reveal the truth 
through lying, to paraphrase the great painter Pablo Picasso. They enchant us 
with beauty and appall us with terror. Above all, poems remember. Each poem 
is, on a fundamental level, an act of remembrance, a kind of handprint pressed 
against the wall of Time. 

With this in mind, we may shift to ancient Rome to consider our question 
about what poems do. The Romans of antiquity used a single word for the 
poet and for the prophet: vates. What do the poet and the prophet have in 
common? If we follow St. Thomas Aquinas in thinking of prophecy as that 
which reminds us of what we have known but have forgotten, perhaps the 
linking of the poet and the prophet will not seem so outrageous. Hundreds, 
if not thousands, of the world’s best-loved poems belong to the memento mori 
tradition, the “remembrance of death” tradition. Why? This is so because we 
are always forgetting our own mortality. Drive down any interstate through 
any major city, and you’re likely to encounter any number of drivers speeding, 
fiddling with phones, weaving in and out of lanes, and generally demonstrating 
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that they are not particularly aware of their own mortality or of the mortality 
of others. Then again, many more of the world’s best-loved poems belong to 
the carpe diem tradition, or “seize the day” tradition, dating back, at least, to the 
Roman poet Horace’s Ode i.11, published in 23 bc, the source of that famous 
Latin tag. Why? Not only are we always forgetting our mortality, but we’re 
also always being distracted from our purposes, drifting into procrastination, 
frittering our time away with unimportant concerns, watching silly YouTube 
videos, and so forth. Abstractly, we all know that we will perish and that we 
must make the most of our time on earth; however, in an immediate sense 
we are always forgetting this knowledge. We too frequently lack the spiritual 
discipline to keep these basic truths before the mind’s eye. Consequently, a 
great many poems have reminded us, and continue to remind us, of these 
truths which we know but are always forgetting. 

Because the human being is so forgetful, the memorization and recitation of 
poems have long been valued for their cultural functions. For instance, consider 
the oral Sumerian traditions passing along the Gilgamesh before it was written; 
consider the function of the Sutras, or of Homer’s great catalogues; consider the 
rhapsodes we meet in Plato, or the Old Norse skalds and Anglo-Saxon scops 
passing along the Beowulf. Consider the vibrant and often violent world of the 
Tang dynasty as recorded by Tu Fu, or the extraordinary delicacies preserved 
in Bashō’s haiku, or the rubicund and puckish realm of Chaucer’s England. 
Times change, and the cultures of specific places change along with them, but 
poets seem always to be fending off forgetfulness. In all these poets, in fact, 
a version of meter, or measurement, has been retained to help us remember. 
Of course, what a given culture is in danger of forgetting shifts, and poets 
must shift accordingly, but poets are always reminding individuals of their era, 
and most especially reminding themselves, of those truths in danger of being 
forgotten, and poets are always attempting to give these reminders memorable 
form, enchanting form. 

One of the things human beings are always forgetting is that the world is 
greater than any individual’s idea of it. The world is more complex, more 
manifold, more mysterious than any mortal mind can fully comprehend, as is 
the human individual. And yet, in our desire for power and for comfort, we often 
forget this wildness, this elusiveness, this uncapturable quality. I am reminded, as 
readers familiar with the Buddhist tradition might be, of the “Diamond Sutra,” 
in which the Buddha guides Subhuti toward a transcendence of his limited vision 
of reality. I’m also reminded of Euripides’s great play The Bacchae, in which King 
Pentheus over and again tries to imprison the wild god Dionysus; of course, no 
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prison can hold that fertility god from the East, and ultimately Pentheus is ripped 
limb from limb by the Bacchae (as a fertility god would traditionally be ripped 
limb from limb) in a paradoxical reversal, or peripeteia. In short, we deny the 
wildness of the world at our own peril. As Henry David Thoreau once wrote, 
“I’ve never met a man who was fully awake.” Indeed, we drift into a kind of sleep, 
go about in a sort of somnolence, unaware of the cosmic drama unfolding around 
us and equally unaware of the spiritual drama stalking the boards and chewing 
the scenery within each of us. In this world of superabundant variety and bright 
vitality and fluorescing flux, we find ourselves, of all things, bored, for we forget 
the superabundant variety and vitality and flux and replace that reality in our 
minds with an illusory image of the world as a familiar and fully determined 
thing. We are, in fact, bored not with the world, but with our image of it, a 
reductive image which becomes commonplace. 

What is too easily beheld is hardly seen. The fragile blossoms of our thoughts 
and words float upon a dark and fathomless river, yet we mistake the blossoms 
we can hold for the river we cannot. We become, in short, superstitious. The 
vocation of the poet, the calling of the poet, is perhaps first a call to awaken, a call 
to seek out that wildness, that strangeness of being which we can encounter only 
when we escape the prison of our own ready conceptions, when we slip through 
the bars of our customary habits of mind. And one of the most important 
reasons contemporary humans write poems is to make contact with that world 
outside the jailhouse of the rote routine, to reach out toward those wonders we 
have suspected, have sensed, maybe even have known, but cannot hold, cannot 
continually remember, those rare and miraculous moments of revelation. 

So, having reflected on what poems do, we might now ask: why should any 
contemporary human read poems? The successful poem, like the successful 
magic trick, is a revelation more about the audience than about the artist. As 
the great theologian Jacques Maritain points out, all human beings possess the 
“poetic faculty”—the desire to make something beautiful—however, for various 
reasons, few human beings pursue the “poetic art.” Ideally, poems articulate 
insights available to all human beings, guiding the audience toward new vistas, 
new vantage points from which we can discover truths new to us, see afresh old 
and familiar truths, and glimpse the promises of eternity from our foothold in 
the temporal. 

In fact, the great Roman poet Horace, who was Poet Laureate during Rome’s 
aetas aurea, or “golden age,” tells us in his epistolary Ars Poetica that the aims of 
poetry are aut prodesse…aut delectare, “to delight or to instruct.” As it happens, 
the best poems both delight and instruct us in some way. The successful poem 
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must somehow interest us, charm us, draw us in, cast a spell on us before it can 
lead us toward any discovery. Poems want to give us language with which to 
express and understand ourselves. 

If a poem can delight you in the way a painting you love delights you, if a 
poem can enchant you, it entices you to pay attention to it, and to yourself, in 
a way that we’re unaccustomed to doing. It asks you to stop, to put aside your 
busy schedule and your daily routine, and to linger, to relish the delectable 
savor of it, and to think about why it’s so delicious to you. “Wow,” you might 
say, “I like this. But why do I like it so much?” In the case of a painting, your 
eyes may devour the lines or the colors, or a striking figure. In the case of a 
poem, you may roll lines around on your tongue like a dollop of honey, or you 
may, like Emily Dickinson, feel as if the top of your head had flown off in a 
moment of wild discovery. But only when you are enchanted, only when you 
are enraptured by the flavor of the work will you be inclined to pause, and to 
consider what has so enraptured you, and why—what is it in you that responds 
so powerfully to such a thing? 

Far too often, contemporary Americans come to think they don’t like poetry 
because they are erroneously led to believe that poetry is about ideas. It is not. 
There are ideas in poems, usually, and there are emotions, but of foremost 
importance is the relish of poems, the sudden, immediate “yes” that the right 
words can conjure. What’s more, every good poem ever written was written, 
in a sense, for you: good poets don’t write to be obscure, or difficult, or to run 
up footnotes like a score in some video game. No, good poets don’t write to 
torture high school students and college students of the future. They write 
with the hope of bringing readers of their time, and of the future, delight, and 
perhaps a bit of instruction, too. Behind most good poems is a sound love of 
the world, of its things and peoples and places. Poems ask you, too, to pay 
attention to what was so loved as to be rendered lovingly for you, for all created 
things pass away. Imagine if some talented artisan made an exquisite crystal 
chandelier for you; that’s something like a poem. It has its use: it can illuminate. 
However, a crystal chandelier is not one of those hideous fluorescent lights 
that are acquired cheaply; rather, it’s a kind of illumination that is a gift, a 
beautiful gift whose function and beauty are inseparable. While all sorts of 
subtle patterns and meanings might be wrought into such a fancy chandelier, 
probably you’d rejoice just to have a beautiful light-source in your house. Just 
so, poets would like you to admire their craftsmanship, and to study their 
intricacies, but most of all they want to give you an illuminating gift. That gift 
is a token of remembrance. 
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  The Development of Catholic Poetry  
in England and Europe

To place this collection in context, we should consider its poetic ancestry, 
as it were. The earliest English poem extant, “Cædmon’s Hymn,” composed 
miraculously by a cowherd working for the monastery at Whitby, comes down 
to us via the ad 731 book Ecclesiastical History of the English People by the 
Venerable Bede, a Catholic monk. Monasteries played important roles in other 
Old English masterpieces such as “The Dream of the Rood” and the Beowulf. 
Despite his lampooning corruption within the Church, the first great English-
language poet whose name we know, Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1340s–1400), was 
Catholic, as was the visionary Margery Kempe (1373–1438?). The roots of 
English language poetry reach deep into the rich soil of the Faith.

The Catholic Church and England had a long, if at times uneasy, alliance. 
Under King Henry VIII and his Tudor successors, Catholics found England 
to be increasingly hostile. When King Henry VIII married Anne Boleyn in 
January of 1533, banishing his wife Catherine of Aragon to Kimbolton Castle, 
he set into motion his own provisional excommunication. As Caesar said, 
upon crossing the Rubicon, Alea iacta est, “The die is cast.” In 1534, King 
Henry declared himself, via Parliament’s passage of the Oath of Supremacy, 
the head of the new Church of England, institutionalizing a separation from 
Rome while also demanding that his subjects swear an oath of loyalty to his 
new church. Those who refused the oath faced imprisonment and execution. 
The fate of Catholicism in England and the fate of Catholic literature in the 
English language were altered forever, formed by the need to flourish in a 
hostile environment.  

Under the reign of Henry’s successors, religious divisions in England grew 
deeper still, a river of blood coursing through them. Elizabeth I went so far 
as to decree that being or harboring a Catholic priest in England was a crime 
punishable by death. Following years of torture, St. Robert Southwell, a Jesuit 
priest and author of the much-celebrated poem “The Burning Babe,” suffered 
terribly for the crime of being a Catholic priest on English soil. In 1595 he was 
“drawn to Tyburn upon a hurdle, there to be hanged and cut down alive; his 
bowels to be burned before his face; his head to be stricken off; his body to be 
quartered and disposed at her majesty’s pleasure.”

Given the tyranny of the time, Catholicism in England withdrew into the 
shadows, Catholic writers being forced either to hide or renounce their faith. 
Raised a Catholic and taught by Jesuits, John Donne renounced Catholicism 
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and published Ignatius His Conclave in 1611, a skewering satire against St. 
Ignatius Loyola and the Jesuits. Shakespeare, who was raised by Catholics and 
whose father had taken a vow of fidelity to the Catholic Church, seems to 
have kept private his adult religious loyalties, though saints appear frequently 
in his writing and the Catholic doctrine of Purgatory is of significance to his 
masterpiece Hamlet. Ben Jonson converted to Catholicism while imprisoned in 
1598 and returned to the Church of England only when even more stringent 
anti-Catholic laws compelled him to do so in 1610. Alexander Pope, generally 
thought the greatest English-language poet of the eighteenth century, was a 
Catholic. But between Pope and the nineteenth-century Jesuit priest Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, no major Catholic poets are to be found in the English 
language. Certainly, the dearth of Catholic poets during this time may be 
attributed in large part to the tyrannical anti-Catholic laws in England, which 
caused many Catholics to flee England and resettle in more hospitable countries 
on the European continent. 

  The Flourishing of European Catholic Poetry  

Catholic poetry on the continent fared quite differently. During Elizabeth’s 
reign in England, Spain experienced its literary Golden Age, highlighted by 
Catholic poets such as Fray Luis de León, St. Juan de la Cruz, Luis de Góngora, 
and Lope de Vega, the “Spanish Shakespeare” and inventor of the three-act 
tragedy. Around the same time, French poetry flourished with the literary 
movement La Pléiade, featuring Catholic poets such as Joachim du Bellay and 
Pierre de Ronsard. Catholic dramatists such as Molière and Racine dominated 
the seventeenth-century stage. In the nineteenth century, Catholic poets 
Charles Baudelaire, Paul Verlaine, and Arthur Rimbaud stood at the forefront 
of French letters.

It was not only these French writers who paved the way for Catholicism’s 
return to prominence in English letters. In 1829 the Roman Catholic Relief Act 
repealed many of the oppressive anti-Catholic laws in England, making it much 
less unpleasant for Catholics to live there. The High Church Anglicanism of 
the Oxford Movement in the 1830s and 1840s sought to restore some Catholic 
traditions to the Church of England, and St. John Henry Newman’s powerful 
and public conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1845 broke significant ground. 

Meanwhile John Ruskin’s influential writings and lectures at Oxford helped 
to bring about the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group deeply influenced by 
Catholic Italian poets and artists of the Middle Ages, especially Dante Alighieri 
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and his circle. In The Renaissance (1873), Walter Pater explored his devotion 
to beauty—especially the beauty of works by Catholic artists like Botticelli, 
Luca della Robbia, and Michelangelo. This devotion also opened a passageway 
for spiritual exploration, as chronicled in Pater’s masterful novel, Marius 
the Epicurean (1885). In the novel, the protagonist Marius is drawn to the 
mysteries and rites of the early Catholic Church by their beauty. Combined 
with the relaxing of anti-Catholic laws, the cult of beauty blazed the trail by 
which writers of the Decadent generation would wend their way to Rome. 

Across the Atlantic, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow also broke ground on 
behalf of Catholicism. From its inception, the United States harbored strong 
anti-Catholic biases that influenced the work of most major nineteenth-
century writers. Despite such biases, Longfellow’s cosmopolitanism 
and polyglotism led him to study deeply the languages and literatures of 
traditionally Catholic nations such as France, Spain, and Italy. His knowledge 
of other cultures also led him to believe that “Every human heart is human,” 
as he wrote in his 1855 epic The Song of Hiawatha. As Professor of Modern 
Languages at Harvard, Longfellow went so far as to found The Dante Club, 
and even published the first American translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy. 
He had written powerfully against slavery and against the United States’ 
horrific and dehumanizing treatment of Native Americans: in translating 
Dante’s masterpiece in the 1860s, he implicitly took a stand against America’s 
long-standing anti-Catholic sentiments. What’s more, Longfellow initiated 
a grand tradition of Dante scholars at Harvard, including Charles Eliot 
Norton, the Spanish philosopher George Santayana, and T. S. Eliot, whose 
lifelong devotion to Dante shaped Modern literature and opened the way for 
Catholic literature to thrive in mid-twentieth-century America. 

As it happens, the so-called “Catholic Moment” in American literature 
would begin in London, England, where a young T. S. Eliot, abroad and 
working on his doctoral thesis in philosophy, would meet Ezra Pound. 
Both Pound and Eliot would go on to pursue projects deeply influenced 
by Dante, that greatest of all Catholic poets. Pound and Eliot promoted a 
vision of the literary work as a whole which is more than the sum of its parts. 
They believed that every part in a work must partake in a pattern that gives 
increased resonance to each constituent part. The resonating parts then give 
greater resonance to the whole. No line or passage has its meaning alone, no 
matter how beautiful. In a masterwork of literature, all parts, and all patterns, 
must work together, as they do in the towering cathedral of genius that is 
Dante’s Divine Comedy. 
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   The Catholic Moment in American Literature  

Oddly enough, this Dantesque conception of literature—adumbrated 
in ancient lyric poets like Sappho, Catullus, and Horace, and in the great 
epics—resides at the core of what contemporaries generally call “The New 
Criticism.” This term is a kind of phantasm, conjured by a long-standing 
misreading of the preface to Understanding Poetry by Cleanth Brooks and 
Robert Penn Warren. Contrary to common belief, the so-called New Critics 
did not advocate ending literary study with the text itself; they advocated 
beginning literary study there. New Critics such as Eliot, John Crowe 
Ransom, and Ransom’s students Brooks, Warren, and Allen Tate promoted 
a vision of the poem as a work whose parts should all partake in patterns 
and whose parts and patterns should all work in harmony. That is, the New 
Criticism was thoroughly Dantesque. Indeed, Allen Tate and his wife, the 
novelist Caroline Gordon, both converted to Catholicism. The generation of 
writers who grew up reading Brooks and Warren’s textbooks not infrequently 
converted to Catholicism. And a number of cradle Catholics found this 
prevailing Dantesque aesthetic conducive to their own writing. 

The result was the Catholic Moment in American literature. Between 1944 
and 1969, Catholic writers received the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book 
Award for poetry and fiction nine times. Twice was a Catholic named Poet 
Laureate of the United States (then called the “Consultant to the Library of 
Congress”). A host of Catholic writers enjoyed renown in this period: Daniel 
and Ted Berrigan, John Berryman, Robert Fitzgerald, Isabella Gardner, Julien 
Green, Josephine Jacobsen, Jack Kerouac, Robert Lowell, Phyllis McGinley, 
Claude McKay, Thomas Merton, John Frederick Nims, Flannery O’Connor, 
Walker Percy, Katherine Anne Porter, J. F. Powers, Kenneth Rexroth, Allen 
Tate, Hisaye Yamamoto, and many more. 

But for more than a half-century-since 1969-no practicing Catholic has 
served as US Poet Laureate. Only a handful of Catholic writers have won the 
Pulitzer Prize or the National Book Award. Many esteemed contemporary 
writers were raised as Catholics, are “cultural Catholics,” or bear some 
influence from Catholicism; nonetheless, that brief Catholic Moment, during 
which the American public treated the theology of the Catholic Church 
respectfully, can seem like ancient history. 

Welcome ,  Al l  Wonder s :  A  Pre fa c e
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  The Sacramental Vision of  
Contemporary American Catholic Poetry

  
Whether or not a Catholic Renaissance is forthcoming in America remains 

to be seen. Nevertheless, the variety of poets and poems in this anthology 
demonstrate that Catholic poetry is very much alive. In this volume, readers 
will find poems about figures drawn from ancient mythologies and figures 
drawn from Hollywood movies, poems about nature and poems about art, 
poems about violence and greed and hatred along with poems about mercy, 
humility, grace, and love, poems about the things of our contemporary lives 
and poems about the afterlife. Moreover, readers will encounter poems that 
deploy a variety of styles, schemata, and forms. There are outspoken poems and 
reticent poems, poems of minimalism and poems of extravagant figuration. 
There are narrative poems, Surrealist poems, historical poems, performative 
poems, and poems of prayer. There are prose poems and poems written in 
traditional forms such as the sonnet, the sestina, and terza rima, that form 
invented and given its most perfect iteration by Dante in his Divine Comedy. 

Dante depicts Beatrice Portinari as a human embodiment of God’s love, 
just as the God Who is Love assumed human embodiment through the kenosis 
of Christ. This realization of the divine within the mundane is, perhaps, the 
key to the entire Renaissance. Recalling that God, upon making the world, 
said it was good, and that He “so loved the world,” as John 3:16 has it, “that 
He gave his only begotten Son” to it, Dante and the artists of the Renaissance 
strove to depict the eternal within the temporal, the universal within the local. 
The Platonic division between the pleroma—literally the “realm of fullness” 
but often rendered “the realm of forms”—and the kenoma, or the realm of 
“emptiness” where human beings live, was bridged when Christ entered into 
history. As a result, all things and creatures and human beings and human acts 
take part both in time and in eternity, in world history and in sacred history: 
reality itself, therefore, becomes sacramental, and all being becomes a wonder. 

Amid the great variety of poems in this book, the reader will find a consistent 
commitment to this vision of reality as sacramental. Underlying these poems 
is an acute awareness that this world is a wonder, that each moment of every 
human being’s life is a wonder. These poems ask us to slow down, to pay 
attention not only to the poems themselves but also to our own lives and the 
lives of others, to live more fully in the brief while that we are here, to make the 
most of each moment we’re given—to welcome, in short, all wonders. 

—Ryan Wilson



Notes on the Text

The selections for each poet have not been organized chronologically. Rather, 
the editors have sought out aesthetically pleasing arrangements of selections 
that, in some cases, span decades and numerous volumes. 

The date following each poem is the date of the poem’s first publication 
within a full-length collection. 

Several of the poems include epigraphs, dedications, and the like. In some 
cases, formatting for these materials has varied from poem to poem throughout 
a poet’s career, or even within a single book. For each such poem, the editors 
have followed the formatting of the text as it appeared in the most recent book 
publication of the poem.  

Similarly, some poets begin each new line with a capital letter; others use 
capital letters only for proper nouns or for the initial word of a new sentence. 
Some poets alternate between these methods. In every case, the editors have 
followed the capitalization of the poem as it appeared in its most recent book 
publication. 

In a very few instances, the editors have emended typographical errors that 
appeared in poems’ original book publications. 

Occasionally, the editors have included footnotes. If a footnote is drawn 
from the author of a poem, the author’s note is credited. 



Editorial Notes

In putting together an anthology of Contemporary Catholic Poetry, an 
editor must first determine what is meant by each of the constituent terms. 
How does one define what is contemporary and what isn’t? Similarly, how does 
one determine if a writer is a Catholic writer or not? Finally, how does one 
define poetry? These questions are more complex than they may, at first glance, 
appear to be. 

In determining what constitutes Contemporary Catholic Poetry, we should 
perhaps begin with the first term: Contemporary. The editors of this anthology 
have included only writers born in 1950 or afterward. Why should 1950 be 
the dividing line? First, several leading figures in contemporary Catholic poetry 
were born in 1950: Julia Alvarez, Maryann Corbett, Carolyn Forché, Dana 
Gioia, and Marie Howe. We agreed immediately to include these poets, and 
their common birth year of 1950 provided a logical boundary. Nonetheless, 
setting the dividing line at 1950 required the exclusion of several wonderful 
poets, some of whom happen to be acquaintances or friends of the editors. 
For instance, the editors very much admire the poems of William Baer (1948), 
but he is excluded. If we were to include Mr. Baer, why not also include the 
marvelous poet Paul Mariani (1940)? And if we were to include Mariani, why 
not the equally marvelous Samuel Hazo (1928)? Of course, if we were to include 
Prof. Hazo, who was publishing books in the 1950s, why not John Berryman 
(1914–1972), Robert Lowell (1917–1977), Phyllis McGinley (1905–1978), 
or Allen Tate (1899–1979), all of whom were also publishing in the 1950s? 
Without distinct boundaries the anthology’s contents might have expanded 
exponentially, resulting in many fine writers of our time having their selections 
greatly diminished or excluded. While Baer, Mariani, and Hazo all continue 
to publish terrific books, which the editors encourage readers to seek out, the 
most practical, if lamentably imperfect, decision was to set the dividing line at 
1950. 

In considering the Catholicism of the poets included, the editors have 
assumed a similarly practical position. By the Church’s own doctrine, anyone 
baptized into the Roman Catholic Church is a Catholic; however, a great many 
writers who were so baptized have openly repudiated the Church and do not 
recognize themselves as Catholics. Respecting their own assertions of religious 
identity, the editors have not included such writers. Rather, we have included 
only writers who have not publicly and categorically disavowed Catholicism, 
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who are writing from within the context of their faith. The editors have not, of 
course, in any way attempted a kind of Inquisition: we have not, for instance, 
checked attendance records at Mass. Nor have we made specific Catholic 
content a criterion for a poem’s inclusion, although we were pleased to note the 
myriad ways the Church has left its mark on the imaginations of these notable 
contemporary poets. 

One question remains: how does one define poetry? While the definitions of 
poetry are seemingly innumerable, many of them worthy of long contemplation, 
we felt it would be imprudent to make this anthology in the image of any 
particular aesthetic manifesto. We have featured prose poems, free verse poems, 
and poems adhering to inherited forms. We have featured outspoken political 
poems and quietly personal poems, performative poems and meditative poems. 
In short, we have featured those poems we consider the strongest by the selected 
writers. To that effect, we have not shied away from choosing longer poems, 
which are so often omitted from anthologies. 

Contemporary Catholic Poetry is not monolithic. The poets in this anthology 
do not share an aesthetic style, a political vision, a socio-economic background, 
a racial background, or a geographical background: “In my Father’s house there 
are many dwelling places” (John 14:2). Indeed, the editors’ ambition has been 
to bring attention to and to extol the variety of contemporary Catholic poems 
and poets, confident that wonderful treasures may be found in all the dwelling 
places of our Father’s house. 

Inevitably, some readers may quibble with the exclusion of a certain poet 
or the inclusion of certain poems; for whatever faults may be found in this 
anthology, the editors assume responsibility. We have done our best, in putting 
together this anthology (from the Greek anthos, or “flower”), to assemble a 
bouquet pleasing both to Catholic readers and to the general reading public. In 
short, we give this book in the spirit of a gift, and we hope it will be a welcome 
one. 

R.W.
A.L. 

Edi to r ia l  Not e s




