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 Undiluted Genius
 - commemorating Patrick Kavanagh

 Michael Murtagh

 Why are we commemorating Patrick Kavanagh? Why are we
 naming him? Why are we remembering the man? We are doing
 these things because first of all he was a genius, undiluted genius,
 a man raised up. He said himself that genius needs to be diluted
 before it is palatable. Many smaller minds found the man and his
 message unpalatable. He was also a prophet. He held a mirror up
 to his people, to his society and to his time. He made inspired
 observations and said great things. He said uncomfortable things.
 He had insight. He had a gift of words and his record of rural life
 in the middle decades of last century is brave and true and
 genuine. He was also a comic, a comic who dealt with and lived
 with much that was tragic. This was not tragedy as the dramatic
 or sudden but the weak, wishy-washy way of true tragedy as he
 observed sharply. He believed, of course, that comedy and tragedy
 were related. He also had a profound spirituality. Some say he was
 a mystic. He certainly understood the Christian message and there
 is a great deal of natural theology in his writing. I don't claim him
 for the Church or for Catholicism. He reminded us wisely once in
 his writing that, 'the dead will wear the cap of any racket'. He was
 neither anti-clerical nor pro-clerical. One story tells of a priest
 who called to him in a patronizing tone asking, 'How is the
 poetry?' He replied with a put-down asking the priest how were
 the Masses. 'Small men in large roles' he once wrote of priests.

 In a short series of letters to his sister Celia who was a
 Presentation nun, Patrick Kavanagh occasionally bares his soul
 and reveals something of his spirituality and of his sense of voca
 tion. The letters were written in the early 1930s. They have been
 recorded and published by Patrick's sacred keeper, his brother
 Peter. Patrick wrote to Celia, 'you couldn't do better than read real
 poetry; 'tis more religious than prayer but there is too much sen
 timental bunk being talked on the subject.' Later he wrote,
 'I'm sending you some of my published poems. I hope you find
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 something lovely and holy in them. Unless you find a "thing
 which is beautiful" in them they are useless to you - the Holy
 Breath. Poetry is a piece of earth in which the Holy Ghost is man
 ifest.' This understanding of poetry as a glimpse of the beatific
 vision, as a spark of celestial fire, as a burning bush, was to inform
 Patrick's sense of vocation as a poet. His letters are full of family
 information, social comment, craic, observation and homely
 details. They are also sprinkled with spiritual gems, even bor
 rowed ones, such as when he wrote, 'now when I have said all
 this, I think of what old John Tauler said, Jesus cannot speak in the
 temple of thy soul till those that sold and bought therein are cast
 out of it.' In 1934 he wrote to Celia, T believe you pray a lot and
 now let me utter a little heresy, I think quite a lot of the praying
 (orthodox) has no more spiritual value than a dipper's bath.'
 Patrick Kavanagh's spiritual struggle is reflected in a letter that he
 wrote to Celia just before Christmas 1934: T think you are telling
 Lucy something or other about my not frequenting the sacra
 ments. For some years I haven't been a Catholic but I am one now.
 This profession of faith is my Christmas gift to you. Without faith
 it is impossible to be a poet and the faith of a Catholic is a lovely
 living flame.'

 Later Patrick wrote, 'maybe I'll enclose a couple of my love
 poems ... not obviously religious but still deeply religious. That's
 another thing. Lots of deliberately religious writing has no real
 spiritual beauty at all. That's why many avowed Catholic writers
 leave one cold.' His devotion to the Holy Spirit and to Our Lady,
 if not his grasp of theology, is reflected in his last line of that
 letter. 'May all lovely things of the Holy Spirit and his mother be
 yours this Christmas.' Patrick Kavanagh could also poke fun at his
 own practice of religion in his home parish. In late 1935 he wrote
 to Celia, T'm a pillar of the Church it seems. This is my second

 month collecting at the door. Possibly I'll become a voteen
 through time but from this fate, Lord deliver me.' I wonder was he
 thinking of that famous prayer of St Teresa of Avila, 'From silly
 devotions and sour faced saints, Good Lord deliver us.' In early
 1936 Patrick wrote to Celia, 'thank you for your prayers. I know
 you have prayed for me.' In early 1937 Patrick could write, 'look
 ing back on 1936 I thank the giver of gifts, and I hope that for all
 of us this New Year will be rich with blessings of the Holy Spirit.'

 Patrick's comic side emerges on a visit to London when he
 wrote to Celia, 'London astonishes the newcomer but I hit back by
 not being astonished - Crossmaglen on a big scale!' Patrick had
 an audience with the Reverend Mother of his sister Celia's con
 vent and community. She revealed to him that she had a brother
 who was a canon of the Church and parish priest of Crossmaglen.
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 This was probably Canon Joseph McEvoy. Patrick replied by say
 ing that he did not know her brother and added, 'but I expect he
 knows me'. The dialogue between Patrick and Celia was a dialogue
 of one vocationer to another. My own interaction with Patrick
 Kavanagh is stamped with something of the same character.

 The truth and the universality of Patrick Kavanagh's vision and
 wisdom are not just of interest to poets or to academics. In my
 work as a pastoral priest I find myself using his poetry regularly.
 His beautiful images of the Trinity written in the lines of the epic
 poem 'The Great Hunger' beat St Patrick's shamrock hands down
 any day:

 Yet some times when the sun shines through a gap
 These men see God the Father in a tree,
 The Holy Spirit is the rising sap,
 And Christ will be the green leaves that will come
 At Easter from the sealed and guarded tomb.

 Who else but Patrick Kavanagh could write about a 'pregnant
 tabernacle'? Who else could sum up the mystery and the sacra

 ment of the Eucharist by writing or saying 'O Lord, this is what
 you have done for us. In a crumb of bread the whole mystery is.'
 I quoted that on my ordination card.

 I use the words of Patrick Kavanagh regularly in funeral homi
 lies. His poetic tributes to his mother and father are often used as
 communion reflections. 'The flower is in the seed,' he wrote. This
 is not a new image but he puts it most plainly, simply and suc
 cinctly. I use his words to people who are grieving. He wrote, 'we
 do not architecture our grief. Sometimes people feel that they
 should be grieving in a particular manner or form. I try to tell them
 as Kavanagh did, that grief is spontaneous and personal. There are
 no plans. There is no blueprint. I use another line of his when
 people feel stricken by grief or by any other strong emotion. 'Lie
 at the heart of the emotion, time has its own work to do.'

 Patrick Kavanagh's image of God was sensible, profound and
 yet simple. He was very brave in his writing about God and about
 his faith in a milieu that was reticent about any verbal demonstra
 tion of faith other than in the chapel. Only Patrick Kavanagh could
 write about God as, 'beautiful, beautiful, beautiful God' in the
 poem, 'The One'. He was ahead of his time in speaking truthfully
 of his discerning the divine primarily in the feminine impulse. He
 wrote many times about the Holy Ghost or the Holy Spirit decades
 before devotion to the Holy Spirit became more fashionable or
 more common. His spiritual trademarks were, for myself, his
 humility before the creator God, his humour and his sense of the
 gaiety of God and of his holiness. I believe that these three Hs,
 humility, humour and holiness, are the foundation of the whole
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 spiritual life. His detachment, his 'not caring in the right not car
 ing way' allowed him to disregard all that was not worthy of
 regard. 'Forget the men on Brady's hill. Forget what Brady's boy
 may say.' 'We begin by being simple,' he noted, 'and we plough
 through many complexities and affectations only to return to
 simplicity in the end.'

 Patrick Kavanagh also understood the human condition very
 well. He began, he said, from the sound basis of failure. His
 anthropology or his sense of what it was to be human was pro
 found and sharply observed. He deplored the effects of pride and
 all the pretension and pomposity that flow from that original sin.
 He knew what it was to be weak, wounded and fallen. He
 described sin as like a cartwheel with a piece broken or missing
 that was bound all around by the iron hoop of grace. It grated and
 faltered every time the flaw in that cartwheel touched the ground
 but God's grace kept it together and moving. Patrick Kavanagh
 despised spiritual fraud. He wrote of the necessity of seeing our
 selves, 'as small as we really are and as great as God has made
 us'. To the pretentious he wrote, 'you haven't got a chance with
 fraud, you might as well be true to God'.

 He understood that no individual has a monopoly on suffering.
 He wrote,

 We are not alone in our loneliness,
 others have been there and known
 griefs we thought our special own.

 Again he wrote, 'is any suffering useless and is there anyway
 home except through it?' For those who believe in the Christian
 creed and cross the answer is, of course, 'no.' One of my favourite
 images of the God of suffering is put in words by Patrick

 Kavanagh in the poem 'Lough Derg'. Kavanagh wrote of the God
 who 'delights in disillusionment'. We all know that God. We have
 all met the God of disillusionment many times. In my own
 moments of disillusionment I read this poem, 'Beyond the
 Headlines' to myself.

 Beyond the headlines
 Then I saw the wild geese flying
 In fair formation to their babes in Inchicore

 And I knew that these wings would outwear the wings of
 war

 And a man's simple thoughts outlive the day's loud lying.
 Don't fear, don't fear, I said to my soul,
 The Bedlam of Time is an empty bucket rattled,
 'Tis you who will say in the end who best battles.

 Only they who fly home to God have flown at all.
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