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A cold coming we had of it

Just the worst time of year 

for a journey, and such a journey......

So starts an Eliot poem I often come back to at this time of year – Journey of the Magi.  It is a reflection on the physical and mental journey made by those three kings.  Like all of Eliot's published works it is of the highest quality – after all Eliot received a Nobel prize for literature.  But it is not academic or esoteric.  There is deep imagery with resonances from throughout literature in this as in many of Eliot's poems, but it does not alienate those who like myself are ignorant of much of the work Eliot refers to. Instead the deepness draws one on.

Journey of the Magi is typical of Eliot's work, but it is not the best known.  That honour goes to 'Old Possums book of Practical Cats', otherwise known as the source of the musical 'Cats'.  But the poetry is sooooo much better.  Listen to the rhythm of  'Skimbleshanks'

There's a whisper down the line at 11:39

When the night mail's ready to depart

Saying 'skimble, where is skimble, has he gone to hunt the thimble?

We must find him or the train can't start........

This was my introduction to poetry, my Dad' reading from his copy of  'The Complete Poems and Plays of TS Eliot' .  The words go deep into my soul for that reason as well as the wonderful resonances they bring.  It is worth noting that CS Lewis (the Narnia stories) and JRR Tolkein (The Lord of the Rings) were both Eliot's contemporaries in English Academic literature in the mid 1900s.  They were not only the giants of English literature of the last century, but they were each committed and reflective Christians.  Eliot and Lewis were both Anglicans, and Tolkein was Catholic.  Much of Eliot's work reflects that Anglican perspective.  

In later life Eliot moved from poetry  to plays, and 'The complete....'  contains all his  plays, including 'Murder in the Cathedral', a dramatisation of the death of Thomas Becket in 1170.  Of course, this is more than a simple telling of a story, but a reflection on the formation of the Anglican Church, and the tensions between Church and state, as well as the challenges of living a faithful christian life.  But I have to say that the Eliot's plays have not held a huge appeal for me.  What I find amazing is the breadth of  types of literature that Eliot produced. From light, to serious, poetry and plays.  And then (not included here) there is the academic  work on literature, including a 'definition of culture'.

I have saved the best for last - Little Gidding from Eliot's Nobel prize winning work 'Four Quartets'.  I have been to Little Gidding twice, once in the same summer I started on the road to ordination, and I returned last Summer.  It is the former home of  a leading light of the English Reformation.  It is a beautiful, tranquille spot in an English countryside which has often lost any claim to tranquillity.  The poem is deeply spiritual, indeed it is a reflection on the nature of spirituality, of prayer.  Find a seat, clear your mind, and listen

.................If you came this way, 

Taking any route, starting from anywhere,

At any time or at any season,

It would always be the same: you would have to put off 

Sense and notion.  You are not here to verify,

Instruct yourself, or inform curiosity

Or carry report.  You are here to kneel

Where prayer has been valid.  And prayer is more 

Than an order of words, the conscious occupation 

Of the praying mind, or the sound of the voice praying.............

