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Introduction

I was born in Tehran in 1989; my first two languages were Farsi and English. My third was Arabic, but Arabic gets an asterisk because I never really spoke it, I just learned to pray in it. Arabic was a private tongue reserved for God, God’s own tongue, and I understood that if I spoke it to God earnestly, mellifluously, it would thin the membrane between us.

Today I have no idea what I mean when I say God, and I say it a lot.

The earliest attributable author in all of human literature is an ancient Sumerian priestess named Enheduanna. The daughter of King Sargon, Enheduanna wrote sensual, desperate hymns to the goddess Inanna: ‘My beautiful mouth knows only confusion. / Even my sex is dust.’ Written around 2300 BCE, Enheduanna’s poems were the bedrock upon which much of ancient poetics was built. And her obsession? The precipitating subject of all our species’ written word? Inanna, an ecstatic awe at the divine.

A year after I got sober, I learned from a routine physical that my liver was behaving abnormally, teetering on the precipice of pre-cirrhosis. This was after a year of excruciating recovery, a year in which nothing harder than Ibuprofen passed through my body. If it’s this bad after a year of healing, a nurse told me, imagine how bad it must have been a year ago when you quit.

My earliest formulation of prayer was in Arabic, that beautiful, mysterious language of my childhood. I’d be called away from whatever trivia book I was reading or Simpsons episode I was watching to join my family in our ritual of collectively pushing these enigmatic sounds through our mouths. Moving through the postures of devotion in our kitchen, watching my older brother, my mother, my father, I had no idea what any of it meant, but I knew it all meant intensely.

When I got sober it wasn’t because I punched a cop or drove my car into a Wendy’s or anything dramatic like that. I had a dozen potential bottoms that would have awakened any reasonable person to the severity of the problem, but I was not a reasonable person. The day I finally lurched my way towards help was a day like any other. I woke up alone on my floor still drunk from the night before. I remember taking a pull or two from the nearly empty bottle of Old Crow bourbon by my mattress, then searching for my glasses and car keys. Finding them, I calmly drove myself to help.

Sappho was by all accounts one of history’s greatest poets, but the entire corpus of her work burned with the great Library of Alexandria, so today we only know her through the bits other writers quoted. We know that in Fragment 22 she wrote:


because I prayed

this word:

I want



but we don’t have the entirety of the poem preceding it, her ‘because’ hanging there to explain some now unimaginable consequence of desire.

If my liver function was still so erratic after a year of healing, then at the end of my active addiction I must have been near some sort of Rubicon from which there could be no return. Some awareness permeated my dense fog of destruction. That awareness might have been bodily, the way an iron deficiency sometimes provokes in someone an unconscious desire to eat dirt. It might have been fatigue, a cumulative sense that the status quo of my living had become untenable. Or it might have been something else. I’ll never know, which I think is the point.

From a poem of the Nahuatl people:


This flesh, this clay of ours, is starved and trembling.

And we, poor prisoners of our stomachs!

There is nothing we can do.



A common formulation states that prayer is a way of speaking to the divine and meditation is a way of listening for it. Poetry synthesizes these, the silence of active composition being a time even the most sceptical writers describe using the language of the metaphysical, saying ‘such-and-such a phrase just came to me’, or ‘those hours just flew by’. And then reading, a process through which dark runes on a page or strange vocalizations in the air can provoke us to laugh, weep, call our mothers, donate to Greenpeace or shiver with awe.

It is wrong to think of God as a debt to luck. But I could have died, and then I didn’t. I haven’t. When so many around me, like me, did and have.

One of the questions you can ask a poem is: to what do I owe my being here? Li Po: ‘I sing, and moon rocks back and forth; / I dance, and shadow tumbles into pieces.’ Gabriela Mistral: ‘Sleeping, we made journeys / and arrived at no place’. Is it any wonder my former loadout of addictions, all narcotic, were sublimated into this new set of poetic obsessions and compulsions?

My working definition of sacred poetry rises directly out of my experience as a child praying in Arabic: earnest, musical language meant to thin the partition between a person and a divine, whether that divine is God or the universe or desire or land or family or justice or community or sex or joy or … As with my early prayers in Arabic, a one-to-one denotative understanding of the language isn’t important – what matters is the making of music and the sincerity of the making.

When I was getting sober, I found no easy prayers, no poems to sing me well. What I did find was that, during the early days of my recovery, when sobriety was minute to minute – white knuckles and endless pacing and cheap coffee by the pot – poetry was a place I could put myself. I could read a book of poems and for an hour, two hours I didn’t have to worry about accidentally killing myself. I could write a poem and the language for what was happening would just come to me. Hours would just fly by.

Rabi’a al-Basri, writing in the eighth century CE:


Kings have locked their doors

and each lover is alone with his love.

Here, I am alone with You.



My active addiction was a time of absolute certainty – certainty of my own victimhood, of my convictions, of what I was owed by a universe that had split me from the land of my birth and dropped me into an America that was actively hostile to my presence. That certainty destroyed whatever it touched, corroding my own life and the lives of people who loved me. In recovery, when I threw myself into poetry, I was drawn to poems that were certain of nothing, poems that embraced mystery instead of trying to resolve it. Yeats:


The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand.



Today the great weapon used to stifle critical thinking is a raw overwhelm of meaningless language at every turn – on our phones, on our TVs, in our periphery on billboards and subways. So often the language is passionately absolute: immigrants are evil, climate change is a hoax, and this new Rolex will make you sexually irresistible. Poetry opposes these things, asks us to slow down our metabolization of language, to become aware of it entering us. Sacred poetry teaches us to be comfortable with complexity, to be sceptical of unqualified certitude. In reminding us that language has history, density, integrity, such poetry is a potent antidote against a late-capitalist empire that would use empty, vapid language to cudgel us into inaction.

It is impossible to separate the part of me that is an addict-alcoholic from the part of me that experiences spiritual yearning, just as it’s impossible to separate the part of me socialized as a Muslim American man. The same organ that wants me to drink controls my breathing and the contractions of my intestinal muscles. That same organ also reads the Quran and the Tao and the Psalms. It processes images of a rubbled Damascus, of a drone-struck wedding in Iraq. It also desires my spouse’s touch, and marvels at the stars. There are no partitions between these realms of my consciousness, which is why my conception of sacred poetry includes not only explicitly metaphysical poets like Rabi’a and King David, but also poets like Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetaeva, Edmond Jabès, Mahmoud Darwish and Lucille Clifton, poets for whom an exploration of the divine necessarily included explorations of the body and the body politic.

The great Persian poet Hafez wrote: ‘Start seeing God everywhere, but keep it secret.’ I still have no idea what I mean when I say God, but I see it everywhere. I mean it intensely. I write poems and, yes, books about it. I read about it constantly, which seems, counter-intuitively, only to deepen its secret.

I wanted to make this anthology because I wanted all these texts in one place. I claim no objectivity. These are 110 of my favourite attributed poems, texts that have been variously important and useful and illuminating for me across my living. Many will no doubt scan the table of contents and object to the omission of their favourite poet of the spirit, asking, ‘Why Adélia Prado instead of Carlos Drummond de Andrade? Why Dickinson instead of Whitman?’ Sometimes, the answer is boring: a finite permissions budget. But more often, such decisions are purely a function of which poets and poems have felt most essential to me, Kaveh Akbar, in my one vast and unprecedented life. I will say it again: I claim no objectivity.

Given this confession, though, I will say it was a goal to try to at least make a pass at accounting for the vast complexity of the human project of spiritual writing. Not to represent it, which, again, would take an Alexandrian Library or two. But to try to show confluences, overlaps of time and tone. In this anthology you’ll find, for instance, that Dante Alighieri was born while Rūmī was still alive and writing. Or that ‘American spiritual poetry’ didn’t begin with Dickinson or Whitman or anyone else writing in English, but with the Meso-American and Native people who inhabited the land that would be later called ‘America’, passing their sacred texts along for centuries. Relative to how long those texts were a part of the earth’s spiritual history, Anglo-American texts are relatively brand new; the texts within this anthology are curated in rough proportion to that fact.

To flatten the project of ‘spiritual poetry’ to a bunch of white Romantic and Metaphysical poets is to erase the Bhagavad Gita, to wash away Li Po and Rabi’a and Mahadeviyakka and Teresa of Ávila and Bashō and Nâzim Hikmet. It’s a colonization, one that erases not only the bodies and lands, but actual spirits. To the extent that there is any grand unified curatorial theory governing the content of this book, it exists in opposition to the colonial impulse.

Another load-bearing belief at work here: it’s impossible to separate a spiritual poetics from the body that conceives it. Consider this moment from the Popol Vuh, the sixteenth-century Mayan creation narrative:


It was simply the pure spirit

and glinting spark of insight

of the Framer and the Shaper,

of Sovereign and Quetzal Serpent,

of She who has borne children,

and He who has planted them,

that framed and gave them shape.

They looked like true people,

and true people they became.

They spoke and they conversed.

They looked and they listened.

They walked and they grasped things,

and they held them in their hands.

They were excellent people,

well made and handsome.

They appeared with manly faces

and began to breathe,

and so they became



Often explorations of the divine move outwards with the language used to relay them – as our attention travels beyond our immediate bodily stations, so too do our voices, so too does our breath. The Arabic word ruh means both ‘breath’ and ‘spirit’, as does the Latin spiritus.

Collected here are 110 voices, each orbiting what G. K. Chesterton called the ‘vertigo of the infinite’, what Lucille Clifton called ‘the lip of our understanding’. Not all of these poems are drawn from antiquity. Even today, when irony is the default posture of the public intellectual, many poets remain relentlessly sincere in their explorations of spiritual yearning (and spiritual doubt). Inquiries into the divine still connect contemporary poets to their ancestors. In one poem, the twelfth-century Kannada poet-saint Mahadeviyakka writes:


When the body becomes Your mirror,

how can it serve?

When the mind becomes your mind,

what is left to remember?



In her ‘Astonishment’, written over 800 years later, the twentieth-century Polish titan Wisława Szymborska seems almost to pick up where the ancient poet left off, wrapping question after question around the immobilizing strangeness of being anything:


Why after all this one and not the rest?

Why this specific self, not in a nest,

but a house? Sewn up not in scales, but skin?

Not topped off by a leaf, but by a face?



The mission of this anthology is to organize these connections – not to gather poets around geography or race or gender or belief or historical period, but instead around a shared privileging of the spirit and its attendant curiosities. In this way, readers might begin to hear a kind of conversation, one that has been ongoing for forty-three centuries and counting, a conversation into which countless young poets begin whispering every day.

Of course, no spirit lives in a vacuum. Some poets included in these pages, like Edmond Jabès, Anna Akhmatova and Nâzim Hikmet, fortified their spiritual poetics with blistering social critiques. Such poets, Carolyn Forché writes in Poetry of Witness, ‘don’t easily extricate morality, ethics, the sacred, and the political. For them, it’s not possible to think of these as isolated categories, but rather as modes of human contemplation and action which are inextricably bound to one another.’ An attuned permeability to wonder compels the curious poet to rigorously examine their stations, both cosmic and civic.

For other poets like Sappho, Rūmī and Adélia Prado, divine and erotic loves braid together, creating a fully embodied devotion. Martin Buber wrote that God could be found only in other people – these poets would seem to agree. Consider Rūmī, who wrote:


The stars will be watching us,

and we will show them

what it is to be a thin crescent moon.

You and I unselfed.



Or Prado:


The brush got old and no longer brushes.

Right now what’s important

is to untangle the hair.

We give birth to life between our legs

and go on talking about it till the end,

few of us understanding:

it’s the soul that’s erotic.



The idea that ecstatic experience might (or must!) include the body is central to these poets; a quick glance at a dervish’s whirling or a yogi’s contorted meditation or shuckling during Jewish prayer will reveal several theological expressions of the same idea.

I have tried to account for these and countless other perspectives within the pages of this anthology. But comprehensively cataloguing forty-three centuries of spiritual writing is a fool’s errand – there’s too much to read in this or any lifetime, much less to accurately account for. Again, in just the thirteenth century alone, Mechthild of Magdeburg, Rūmī and Dante were living at the same time, gasping at the same stars – the mind reels!

Thus this anthology does not aim to represent holistically the entire corpus of human spiritual writing (the size of such a collection would be measured in libraries, not pages). Instead, it will attempt to call forth pivotal samples from my own reading and discovery that might present for readers a scale model of an ongoing human conversation. Other anthologies of sacred poetry have been mostly Eurocentric or male-dominated, in both poets and translators. This anthology aims to achieve a more universal perspective, privileging no single belief system or vantage point. In curating the anthology this way, I hope to advance for inspection a modest study in how poets across time and civilizations have wrapped language around our species’ constant collective unknowable obsessions – doubt, the divine, and the wide, mysterious gulfs in between.

Kaveh Akbar, Indiana, 2022





Enheduanna

Twenty-third century BCE

From ‘Hymn to Inanna’

Sumer

Translated by Jane Hirshfield

The Sumerian priestess Enheduanna is the earliest attributable author in all human literature. The daughter of King Sargon of Ur, she spent her life as a priestess to the goddess Inanna, writing hymns and epic verse. Despite being composed forty-three centuries ago, certain themes from her work has themes – ecological decimation, exile, God-hunger – that feel uncannily contemporary. Indeed, the centre of her poetic atom, the precipitating subject of all our species’ writing, seems to be confusion, bewilderment, and a dizzy stagger at the divine.







Lady of all powers,

In whom light appears,

Radiant one

Beloved of Heaven and Earth,

Tiara-crowned

Priestess of the Highest God,

My Lady, you are the guardian

Of all greatness.

Your hand holds the seven powers:

You lift the powers of being,

You have hung them over your fingers,

You have gathered the many powers,

You have clasped them now

Like necklaces onto your breast.




Like a dragon,

You poisoned the land –

When you roared at the earth

In your thunder,

Nothing green could live.

A flood fell from the mountain:

You, Inanna,

Foremost in Heaven and Earth.

Lady riding a beast,

You rained fire on the heads of men.

Taking your power from the Highest,

Following the commands of the Highest,

Lady of all the great rites,

Who can understand all that is yours?




In the forefront

Of the battle,

All is struck down by you –

O winged Lady,

Like a bird

You scavenge the land.

Like a charging storm

You charge,

Like a roaring storm

You roar,

You thunder in thunder,

Snort in rampaging winds.

Your feet are continually restless.

Carrying your harp of sighs,

You breathe out the music of mourning.




It was in your service

That I first entered

The holy temple,

I, Enheduanna,

The highest priestess.

I carried the ritual basket,

I chanted your praise.

Now I have been cast out

To the place of lepers.

Day comes,

And the brightness

Is hidden around me.

Shadows cover the light,

Drape it in sandstorms.

My beautiful mouth knows only confusion.

Even my sex is dust.







Unknown

c. 2100 BCE

‘Death of Enkidu’, from The Epic of Gilgamesh

Babylon

Translated by N. K. Sanders

The Epic of Gilgamesh shapes all epics to come, including being a clear influence on The Iliad and The Odyssey. In fact, certain scenes from Gilgamesh are almost directly mirrored: a magical woman who changes men into animals, dangerous trips to the Underworld. Though the hero Gilgamesh himself is presented in the text as ‘two-thirds divine’, the death of his beloved companion Enkidu shows that communion with a friend can be its own divine.






This day on which Enkidu dreamed came to an end and he lay stricken with sickness. One whole day he lay on his bed and his suffering increased. He said to Gilgamesh, the friend on whose account he had left the wilderness, ‘Once I ran for you, for the water of life, and I now have nothing.’ A second day he lay on his bed and Gilgamesh watched over him but the sickness increased. A third day he lay on his bed, he called out to Gilgamesh, rousing him up. Now he was weak and his eyes were blind with weeping. Ten days he lay and his suffering increased, eleven and twelve days he lay on his bed of pain. Then he called to Gilgamesh, ‘My friend, the great goddess cursed me and I must die in shame. I shall not die like a man fallen in battle; I feared to fall, but happy is the man who falls in the battle, for I must die in shame.’ And Gilgamesh wept over Enkidu. With the first light of dawn he raised his voice and said to the counsellors of Uruk:


‘Hear me, great ones of Uruk,

I weep for Enkidu, my friend,

Bitterly moaning like a woman mourning

Weep for my brother.

O Enkidu, my brother,

You were the axe at my side,

My hand’s strength, the sword in my belt,

The shield before me,

A glorious robe, my fairest ornament;

An evil Fate has robbed me.

The wild ass and the gazelle

That were father and mother,

All long-tailed creatures that nourished you

Weep for you,

All the wild things of the plain and pastures;

The paths that you loved in the forest of cedars

Night and day murmur.

Let the great ones of strong-walled Uruk

Weep for you;

Let the finger of blessing

Be stretched out in mourning;

Enkidu, young brother. Hark,

There is an echo through all the country

Like a mother mourning.

Weep all the paths where we walked together;

And the beasts we hunted, the bear and hyena,

Tiger and panther, leopard and lion,

The stag and the ibex, the bull and the doe.

The river along whose banks we used to walk,

Weeps for you,

Ula of Elam and dear Euphrates

Where once we drew water for the water-skins.

The mountain we climbed where we slew the Watchman,

Weeps for you.

The warriors of strong-walled Uruk

Where the Bull of Heaven was killed,

Weep for you.

All the people of Eridu

Weep for you Enkidu.

Those who brought grain for your eating

Mourn for you now;

Who rubbed oil on your back

Mourn for you now;

Who poured beer for your drinking

Mourn for you now.

The harlot who anointed you with fragrant ointment

Laments for you now;

The women of the palace, who brought you a wife,

A chosen ring of good advice,

Lament for you now.

And the young men your brothers

As though they were women

Go long-haired in mourning.

What is this sleep which holds you now?

You are lost in the dark and cannot hear me.’



He touched his heart but it did not beat, nor did he lift his eyes again. When Gilgamesh touched his heart it did not beat. So Gilgamesh laid a veil, as one veils the bride, over his friend. He began to rage like a lion, like a lioness robbed of her whelps. This way and that he paced round the
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