
TI-IE EARTI--i LA1v1P: 

JAMES I(. BAXTER'S SEARCH FOR 

A HUMANIST CHRISTIANITY 

Cl-IRISTOPI-IER P. PARR 

A thesis s11bn1itted in partial fulfilln1ent of 

the require1nents for tl1e degree of 

Master of Arts in Re1igious Stds, 

University of Canterbury, ]979. 



ABSTRACT 

James K. Baxter has long been recognised in this country 

as an important poet., and this study sets out to show that he 

was also important as a creative religious thinker, especially 

because of his insights as a poet and writer. His most notable 

contribution to religious thought was his search for a 

'humanist Christianity'. In this thesis I argue that Bax~er's 

life and activity as a poet to a great degree influenced and 

informed that search and its results, and that from his poetry 

and religious thought there is much we can learn about 

'humanist Christianity' and its possibilities. To begin with, 

I examine Baxter's understanding of the term, certain problems 

that his writings present a study of this type, and a brief 

account of events in his life relevant to his religious thought. 

I then proceed to show how Baxter understood the relationship 

between poetry and Chri~tanity and how that relationship was 

experienced in his own case in ·the influence of his poetic insight 

on his religious faith and search. Firstly, I examine his 

~efence of poetry and art against their religious critics, and 
I 

how he considered art could contribute to human religious 

understanding. Then I consider two important areas in which his 

poetic insight had a direct influence on his search for a 

'humanist Christianity' . In his sensitivity to human suffering 

we find a crucial impulse towards a compassionate, humanist 

faith; while in his deep consciousness of death lay the need 

to find a realistic but not cynical understanding of the 



relationship between life and death, which he discovered with 

the help of Maori culture. As a poet Baxter was also deeply 

concerned with human disorder, in all its forms - both with 

understanding it, and with remedying it where possible. This 

led him to seek a Christianity which can allow for human disorder 

but also recogni~e the possibility of growth. This hope is 

particularly evident in his sense of the sacramental universe, 

which is studied in detail because of its importance for 

'humanist Christianity'. 

Having established the relationship between his poetry and 

his 'humanist Christianity', and given substance bd. his 

understanding of this concept, I then discuss a central theme of 

Baxter's: his protest against Puritanism. In its refusal to be 

sympathetic to the negative and sinful in human life, and in its 

callousness and judgmentalism, Puritanism is essentially the 

antithesis of what Baxter meant by 'humanist Christianity'. 

Therefore his protest against Puritanism is especially i;nforrnative 

about that concept. In order to clarify the idea of 'Puritanism', 

I trace its historical development in terms of Baxter's attacks 

on its various stages and manifestations. Whilst he 

~holeheartedly accepted the myth of the Fall, he rejected the 
I 
doctrines of Calvin and his followers, and this forms the bulk 

of his attack on religious Puritanism. His: critique of 

secularism, materialism, monotonous conformity and joylessness 

effectively expresses his opposition to social Puritanism. The 

problem of human sexual \t y then provides a case-study. of the cx:mflict 

between the tolerance of 'humanist Christianity' and the 

repressiveness of Puritanism, showing Baxter's hope for a 

realistic and compassionate "theology of sexuality". As a 
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conclusion, the final chapter looks at the lTerusalem 

community and writings as the culmination of his 'humanist 

Christianity', discussing four aspects of the community which 

round out Baxter's understanding of that concept. Thus this 

study shows not only what Baxter meant by a 'humanist Christianity' 

but also how for· him the Jerusalem community was the fullfillrnent 

of his search. In1doihg so, it provides a cor~rehensive 

introduction to his religious thought. 
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THE EARTH LAMP: 

JAMES K. BAX'l'ER' S SEARCH FOR A HUMANIST 

CHRIS'l'IANITY 

"If, as the Catholic thinkers have always 
taught, the Fall was not complete, and 
the natural man, though wounded, is still 
the earth lamp who holds the oil of 
grace - then the only viable solution 
is a difficult humanism ... " 

- 'Conversation with an Ancestor' 

(The Man on the Horse) 



PREFACE 

When I first conceived of this thesis, I had in mind 

a thoroughly comprehensive study of James K. Baxter's religious 

thought, as it was expressed in his many writings and 

conversations. However, this soon appeared to be encyclopedic 

in its proportions, so I decided on the more modest aim of 

studying his religious thought in terms of a particular theme 

or motif. After reading the Baxter corpus right through, the 

thing that suggested itself as his particularly creative 

contribution to Christian thought seemed to me to be what he 

himself called his 'humanist Christianity'. So I decided to 

examine that topic and leave such elements as his Roman 

Catholicism and implicit mysticism to those better suited to 

studying those areas. Nohe.theless, even a study of his 

'humanist Christianity' was likely to be monumental, so further 

limits on the topic had to be established. Firstly, Baxter's 

drama was omitted, largely because at the time of writing it 

is inaccessible (only six of the twenty five plays listed in 
\ 
Doyle's book are in print). Secondly, I abandoned the idea of 

drawing on another major but disparate source of Baxter's 

thought: memories people had of his tireless conversation, and 

personal mementoes of things he had done or written for them, 

since neither the thesis format nor time limits really permitted 

such an undertaking. I also decided to focus on his thought 

after 1958, the year of his convers ion to Roman Catholicism, 

since that event established the specifically Christian nature 
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of his religious thought. But the remarkable range of that 

thought could be seen in his gradual development towards a 

distinctly 'humanist Christianity', evidenced here in the 

examination of what I call his search for a 'humanist Christianity' 

My desire to concentrate especially on Baxter's poetry was 

eventually fulfilled by the recognition that his poetic impulse 

to a great degree influenced and informed his search for a 

'humanist Christianity', and often vividly expressed stages in 

that search. Nonetheless, his prose statements, from criticism 

and reviews to letters and devotional works, remain an 

indispensable part of his religious thought, and essentially 

complement the poetry. The full subject of this thesis, then, 

might be expressed thus: an examination of James I<. Baxter's 

search for a 'humanist Christianity' as expressed in his 

poetry and prose, especially from 1958 till his death, with 

particular emphasis on the relationship between his 'humard.st 

Christianity' and his life and work as a poet. I hope, however, 

that this thesis offers an informative introduction to his 

religious thought as a whole, without doing violence to either 

the spirit or letter of what he wrote and what he believed. 

In the course of writing the thesis I have received help 

and support from many different people, and I would like to 

express my gratitude to all of them, in particular the fo::i.lowing: 

my.lecturers, Colin Brown, Dick Corballis, and Howard McNaughton, 

for their advice and encouragement in the early stagc-)s of the 

thesis; Barbara Lyon, the University of Canterbury Reference 

Librarian, for her patient help with reference material; 
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Vincent O'Sullivan and Frank McKay for their time and 

informative answers to my questions; John Geraets, for 

access to his disertation and the discussions that arose from 

that; and Jacquie and Hilary Baxter for their kind encouragement. 

Also, I wish to thank my parents for their help and support, 

especially my father for his useful suggestions with parts of 

the text; and Andrea, who has read, typed, and checked much 

of the text, guided me through numerous infelicities of diction, 

and patiently accepted frequent inconveniences and difficulties. 

Finally, three people made essential contributions to the 

final shape of the thesis: Father John Weir, who gave me his 

time, access to personal materials (especially Baxter's 

correspondence to him) , and also valuable suggestions, encoura.ge

ment, and help; and my two long-suffering supervisors -

Dr Peter Simpson, who provided practical assistance with Baxter's 

writings, and offered much needed criticisms of the early drafts; 

and Dr Jim Wilson, to whom I am especially indebted for his 

enthusiasm, endless patience, and essential advice on all points 

of the thesis. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

IN'J'RODUCTION: JAMES K. BAX'rER AS POE'l~ 

AND RELIGIOUS THINKER 

1. THE POET AS RELIGIOUS THINKER 

This thesis is a study of a poet's religion: more 

specifically, of the direction that James K. Baxtet''s poetic 

insights and intuition gave to his Christian faith. It has 

long been recognised that Baxter's poetry is persistently 

religious - but equally important for an understanding of man 

and his work is the recognition that his religious faith was 

profoundly influenced by the discoveries of his poetry. 

Moreover, as I intend to demonstrate, much of the insight of 

his faith remains as a significant and creative contribution 

to Christian religious understanding. It is not my intention 

to argue 'here that Baxter's reputation should really be that of 

a ~eligious figurehead - prophet rather than poet. !n fact, 

essential to this thesis is the recognition that Baxter is 

primarily important as a poet(l). Nonetheless, many of the 

most consistent themes and concerns of his writings were clearly 

religious ones(2), and several of his books are either written 

on religious subjects or with religious considerations very 

much in mindi. Taken as a whole, th~y present us with a 

i These range from Six Faces of Loy_~ and Tl}_9q_ghts ab_~l!-: ___ thg_ 
Holy Spirit through The Flo.vering Cross to J·cx:usalem Da.ybook 
and 'I'FwMi:t11 on the Horse. 
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significant body of ideas for serious consideration as 

religious thought. 

It seems quite reasonable therefore to sugqest that, 

as well as a poet, Baxter was (for want of a better term) a 

"creative religious thinker" _, "r_eligious thinker" rather than 

"theologian 11 because his exploration and expression of religious 

ideas was intuitive and experiential, rather than a disciplined 

academic examination of religious concepts within prescribed 

doctrinal limits; and "creative" to indicate that in certain 

areas it seems to me Baxter's understanding and/or expression 

of religious realities went beyond that of his fellow Christians, 

so that. we may think of certain ideas as distinctively his, and 

may feel challenged to consider them carefully and in depth. 

Nonetheless the primacy of his poetic activity is kept in view 

throughout this thesis, especially in my emphasis on his poetry 

as the source of much of his "creative religious thou9ht"(J), 

and often as its most vivid form of expression. 

Baxter's religious thought benefited (and suffered) from 

the same qualities as did his poetry: his inventiveness, his 

unconventionality, his cornrnittment to life and to his beliefs, 

and the great diversity of his interests and ideas. As a layman 

he did not feel bound by the need for orthodoxy, while as a 

poet he was deeply committed to the diverse experience of human 

life and to the insights and problems that that brought. 

Consequently there is a terrifying wealth of material to consider 

under the heading of his "religious thought". In this study I 
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have chosen to concentrate on one theme which runs right 

through his poetry and religious thought which will, I hope, 

do justice to the range and diversity of that thought and will 

indicate Baxter's significance as a formidable and creative 

religious figure. That theme, taken from a phrase he used 

himself on several occasions, is his search to find and establish 

a "humanist Christianity". It would be foolish to claim that 

either this theme or my study of it can cover all there is to 

be said on Baxter's thought - there is in fact much that is left 

unsaid, especially about his Roman Catholicism. Nonetheless, 

I believe that the essence of his creative contribution to 

Catholic and Christian religious thought i~ to be found here, in 

his search for a "humanist Christianity". 

2. HUMANIST CHRISTIANITY 

The term "humanist Christianity" first appears in his 1955 

prose lectures entitled The Fire and the Anvil, and it is still 

present in Thoughts about the Holy Spirit, published after his 

death by Futuna Retreat House in Wellington. Obviously Baxter 

was not the first to desire or formulate a humanist form of 

Christianity, but he made some very important contributions to 

this stream of Christian thought. Both the general temper of 

his religious writings and particular elements in his faith 

(for example, his use of Maori concepts, his animistic sense, 

and the conclusions he drew from his conflict with Puritanism) 

are distinctively "James K. Baxter's", and are advances in the 
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search for a humanist form of Christianity beyond what has 

been said before. In part my intention in this thesis is to 

give ·them some of the recognition and consideration they 

demand. As well as that, by considering his search for such 

a faith I hope to show the complex nature and comprehensive 

range of this poet's religious vision. So in the central 

chapters the discussion of each topic looks at the gradual 

modification and development of his position as he moved 

towards the formulation and establishment of a "humanist 

Christianity". But before continuing, I should first clarify 

what James K. Baxter meant by "humanist Christianity". This 

ca!} best be done by turning to four passages from his writing 

which, taken together, will get us the working definitj.on which 

we need at this stage. 

Baxter's 1967 play The Devil and Mr Mulcahy was one of 

his head-on attacks on religious Puritanism, especially in its 

New Zealand context, and in his informative introduction to 

the play he gives his most concise description of 'humanist 

Christianity'. Of Mr Mulcahy, Baxter says: 

Mulcahy is actually presenting ... a humanist Catholicism 
which allows for human disorder and growth. 

{D&MrM., p. (ix); my emphases) 

Baxter accepted whole-heartedly the doctrine of the Fall, and 

saw that one of its consquences is that order and disorder, 

good and evil are often inextricably mixed in our earthly life. 



- 5 -

Moreover, he regarded attempts to separate the two by censoring 

or at least repressing what is evil; disorderly or threatening 

as not only unrealistic and inhumane, but often even disastrous. 

A humanist Christianity should be capable of allowing for 

disorder and difficulty and evil, even while it strives to 

establish order and goodness and peace. How Baxter understood 

this faith which tolerates disorder and yet enables growth was 

expressed metaphoribally by him in the last year of his life. 

At the beginning of Thoughts about the Holy Spirit he distin

guished between what he called the 'deism' of a Christianity 

that emphasises man's relation to God, and the I hurna.nism' of a 

Ch~\stianity concerned with man's relation to man. He put this 

distinction in the form of an allegory: 

... On one side of the mountain the pines grow. They 
rise up high and stately, like the pillars of a 
c'.athedral. We are aware of a religious· solemnity in 
their shadow ... But below the pines nothing can grow. 
One finds only pine needles and dog manure. 

On the other side of the mountain grow th,a broad
leafs. ~hey do not rise so high. Their branches 
spread out horizontally and much dead material falls 
to the forest floor. The scene is not a tidy one. 
But saplings grow up among the rotten wood and fallen 
leaves, and the broad-leafs shelter them with their 
branches. 

The pines are an image of deism. The broad-leafs 
are an image of humanism ... 

('I'll§_, p.7) 

The broad-leafs lack the impressive decorum and solemnity of 

the pines. Yet despite the degeneration and disarray in which 

they live, it is possible for other plants to flourish in the 

undergrowth because of the nourishment. and protection the 
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broad-leafs afford. It is precisely their untidiness and lack 

of order that enables the new growth in the forest. Baxter 

looked for a similar tolerance and encouragement of human 

growth in Christianity, and even raised the question: "Was the 

Lord Jesus a pine or a broad-leaf?" (op.cit). His answer is 

·a telling justification of his own religious faith, and 

implicitly another repudiation of Puritanismi: 

The evidence of the Gospels leads me ~o the conclusion 
that he was a broad-leaf and the pines felt obliged 
to kill him. 

(ibid.) 

Moreover, Baxter recognised that the key to the humanism of 

the broad-leafs is the Christian principle of love. To return 

to the introduction of his play, he says of his ambivalent and 

humanist Catholic character, Mr Mulcahy: 

It is aroha, the tribal love, that leads Mulcahy 
to extend his adult knowledge and pragmatism t0 
an adolescent who is being driven mad. 

(ibid.) 

So here from the beginning we also see Baxter's humanism as a 

reaching out of love (aroha, as he was to interpret it) to 

human disorder and distress. 

In his reply to fellow-poet Owen Leeming' s L~nc1f al3:_ review 

of The Rock Womanii, Baxter contrasts a 'Catholic humanism' to 

i As we are about to see, Baxter equated Puritan Christianity 
with the pharasaism alluded to here (see p.7). 

ii Owen Leoming, "And the Clay Man: Reflections on ' 1rhe Rock 
Woman'", Landfall 97, p.9-19; replied to by Baxter, Landfall 98_ 
p. 210-21~·-



- 7 -

"the Church Pharisaic - or equally, the Church Jansen:i_stic, 

the Church Monoli-U1ic, the Ornrch Diff .:Ldent'.1 ~ Writing when he had 

been at Jerusalem for over a year, he speaks of 

... my clumsy labours to undo the harm the Catholic 
Church does to her young, and to support and ini i ate 
a heart-centred Catholic humanism ... My loathing for 
Pharisaism increases in proportion to my sorrow on 
behalf of those who deform themselves and the Church 
as they struggle in the Pharisaic trapii. 

Puritanism (and Jansen.ism, its Catholic avatar) tries for a 

strict censorship of disorder, doubt and impurity through rigid 

categorizations of thought and actions, and stern discipline 

of the will. Baxter associated this legalistic and ethical 

rigidity with biblical Pharisaism and believed that, like all 

other rigid codes and regulations, Pharisaic Puritanism 

militates against the individual. In effect, it rejects the 

wholeness of each person's humanity by seeking to repress what-· 

ever is disorderly or deficient or misguided, rather than trying 

to reshape that personality in its entirety and bring it to 

completeness. And because of its rigidity, it violates love, 

in that it is intolerant of human variation and complexity. 

More often than not its victims are young people, as Baxter 

well knew from Jerusalem. And we see in this passage that it 

was Baxter's concern for individuals, and especially those who 

suffer or are in any way "deformed", that directed him towards 

i op.cit., p.211. 

ii ibid., p.211 & 212 (my emphases). 
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a Catholicism which can find room for such individuals without 

trying to censor or repress their errors and defects first. 

The search for this faith was very important to him. He v;rent 

on in the passage to say! 

If I ever came to believe that the Church Pharisaic 
was truly the Catholic Church in her essence and 
subjectivity, I might indeed remaJ.n an undenominational 
Christian, but I could not remain a Catholici. 

1This indicates clearly his determination to uphold a Christian 

humanism over and above his adherence to any one particular 

denomination in the Church, and his belief that Roman Catholicisi11 

and a humanism that is sympathetic to human suffering and 

confusion are not, or need not be, irreconcilable. Consequently, 

humanism does not necessarily mean the abandonment of Christian 

principles and moral order, any more than true Catholicism 

demands an unsympathetic repudiation of all that is not 

'righteous' in human nature and action. 

The fourth and final statement is the longest and was made 

before he was received into the Roman Catholic Church. It 

arises in The Fire and the Anvil, his 1955 lectures on modern 

ii 
poetry (FA, p.45-8) , in a discussion of creative freedom, and 

the desire of some readers of literature "to prune, purify and 

make polite" what they read (ibid., p.46). First he indicates 

what he calls 'total vision' in a poem by St John of the Cross, 

in which the poet-mystic includes "the response of the entire 

man, spirit and animal, conscious and subconscious" (~_~_id. , p. 4 5) • 

i 
ii 

op.cit., p.212. 

Also available in Q_I:itic, p.41-3. 
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But he concedes that, since the early Church, the example of 

the Spanish saint has been the exception rather than the rule: 

The moral vision of early Christian asceticism was 
gained at a loss - neglect of, and even contempt 
for created things, and a fear of natural animism. 
The Devil was credited with more than his due. 

( ibid . , p . 4 7 ) 

The result was that 

... man's creative energy, and those works which are 
not necessary to salvation ... remained on the whole 
outside the Church's sphere, and emerged with the 
Renaissance as secular aesthetic humanism. 

(ibid.; my emphases) 

Even at this early stage of his career, Baxter was concerned 

that this failure of the Church to include humanist values 

ih its framework was detrimental to itself as well as to its 

members: 

Lackinga Christian humanism, men have turned to an 
agnostic and atheistic humanism for an understanding 
of their problems. 

(ibid., p. 48) 

In effect, the Church, through neglecting the humanist 

perspective, has cut itself off from the people it should most 

be talking to, and who need it most: 

A cut and dried division between Christian and humanist 
tradition can scarcely be made; the development of 
each has been affected by the other, if at times only 
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in reaction. But the narrower Christian apologists 
have inclined to regard much humanist literature as 
'the wisdom of the children of darkn0ss 1 ; and 
writers such as Nietzsche and Voltaire have opposed 
Christianity as much for its curbing of energetic 
free speculation as for its ethical preoccupations. 

(op_._cit.) 

From these quotations we can see that it was Baxter's 

commitment to people and their sufferings, struggles and 

difficulties that led him to seek a humanist form of Catholic 

Christianity. This term does not mean, as is often said, that 

~ne relinquishes all moral judgement and striving; but a 

Christian humanism tries to understand the human predicament 

and its countless individual forms, and to speak to individuals 

within that predicament, rather than necessarily seeking to 

remove the individual from his or her predicament before speaking. 

In short, people, whether 'righteous' or 'sinful', are regarded 

as more important than moral laws and categories. 

What this whole discussion from The Fire a.nd the Anvil also 

shows is that Baxter's poetic vision was a vital influence on 

his search for a 'humanist Christianity'. His deep sympathy 

for people and their sufferings vitalised both his poetry and 

religious life, as. did his commit ment to the limited but 

immediate and particular experiences of earthly existence. These 

things led him towards a faith that could include the 11 total 

vision 11 of humankind, and could come to terms with the positive 

and negative aspects of human nature. It is, then, a central 

theme of this study that, far from accentuating his religious 

thought over his poetry, Baxter's work and insights as a poet 
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directly influenced the course of his search for a 'humanist 

Christianity', and this is reflected in the structure of the 

various chapters. 

Having clarified certain central terms used in this 

thesis, I must now outline its gener~l structure and explain 

how the topics discussed in the main chapters relate to Baxter's 

concept of a 'humanist Christianity'. To begin with, this 

introduction deals with some of the problems involved in 

studying his religious thought, and includes a brief sketch of 

related biog-raphical details. Chapter Two then looks at 

Baxter's discussion of the problem of the poet's claim to 'truth', 

~nd at his defence .of art and poetry against their Christian 

(very often Roman Catholic) critics. In effect, Baxter is 

concerned with reconciling his own insights as a poet with the 

Church's doctrinal claims to revealed Truth, to allow that the 

artist and poet may have a contribution to make to human and 

even religious Knowledge. This is important ·co his humanist 

Christianity because so much of that search was influenced by 

his work and insights as a poet. Following his defence of the 

poetic enterprise, the next two chapters will examine particular 

concerns in his poetry that contributed to his humanist 

Christian vision. Chapter Three is a study of the poet's 

attitudes to suffering and death, which shows us how he 

understood the human condition, and what Christianity has to 

say to that condition. In my opinion, an examination of a 

writer's attitudes to suffering and death often reveals how he 

or she understands human life, and what sort of attitudes 
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(sympathetic, critical; activist, passivist; cynical 

optimistic, pessimistic; and so on) the artist takes towards 

his fellow human beings. In Baxter's case they were experiences 

which he wished to face honestly and fully, and in answer to 

which he sought a Christianity that would be sympathetic to 

people faced with those experiences. Chapter Four takes up the 

issue of a Christianity which "allows for human disorder and 

growth" (op.cit.), looking at several topics in his writings 

where Baxter explores the movement from disorder to growth in 

human experience. In particular, it examines the poet's gradual 

discovery of a sacramental vision, the very positive sense of 

God's presence in and through Creation, and. the implications of 

that for a humanist Christianity. 

The next chapter is a detailed discussion of Baxter's 

protest against Puritanism, a form of Christianity which refuses 

to be sympathetic to the negative and sinful in human life, and 

instead harshly insists on cond~mning or repressing them. He 

regarded it as a religious philosophy which is antithetical to 

humanist Christianity: callous, Phar saic, judgemental, and 

ul~imately unchristian, and moreover the cause of such human 

suffering in the name of a misguided "righteousness" . .More 

generally, he considered it to be the origin of most of the 

defects he saw in our modern Western society (especially in 

New Zealand), which he diagnosed as depersonalised, centralised, 

and desacralised (see JD, p.53; AT, p.6). The concluding 

chapter concentrates on four salient features of his community 

at Jerusalem, which was a practical experiment in a "heart-
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centred Catholic humanism" (op. ci:t") i. From that can be seen 

the importance of the Jerusalem period as the conclusion of 

his search for a 'humanist Christianity', and it sums up the 

essence of that idea. Though this study by no means exhausts 

the question of his 'humanist Christianity', which is complex 

and very widely expressed, I believe it enables a comprehensive 

study of that concept, and provides a worthwhile introduction 

to his religious thought as a whole. In order now to understand 

better the man whose thought we are examining, the next step 

is to outline the major events and influenc~s in his life that 

relate to his religious thought. 

3. THE BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND rro BAXTER'S RELIGIOUS THOUGH'I' 

James K. Baxter's imagination was shaped by three special 

forces very early in life: the wild, bleak and rocky coast of 

South Otago near which his family lived in the small town pf 

Brighton, his highly educated but rather distant and Victorian 

mother, and the impressive figure of his father: a Quaker, 

pacifist, farmer, and lover of poetry. Out of these early 

influences spring most of the conflicts and impulses of his 

poetry, prose, and religious thought. However, in this brief 

account I must confine myself to the salient features of his 

religious development, which set the stage for the convictions 

and explorations that are the main concern of this thesis. 

i Baxter actually used the word "experiment" himself of 
Jerusalem, in SFL (eh. VI, 'The Love of the Many'). 
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He was brought up in a mixed-denomination but Christian 

household - his background Calvinist, his father Quaker and 

his mother Anglican. All his early collections indicate that 

he took Christianity seriously as a response to lifei, and 

even struggled to 'make it work', but his adolescent scepticism 

resisted theism. Baxter himself has said that at the age of 

thirteen 

I believed in little except some obscure Cosmic 
Principle who did not particularly like me. 

(MH, p.125). 

But in Blow, Wind of Fruitfulness (1948) and The Fallen House 

(1953) there is also the more positive presence of an animistic 

sense and nature symbolism in his thought: 

This was the garden and the talking water 
Where once a child walked and wondered 
At the leaves I treasure, house, the brown ducks riding 
Over the water face, the four winds calling 
His name aloud, and a green world under 
Where fish like stars in a fallen heaven glided ... 

'Virginia Lake' ( FH, p. 19) 

That I hold again the green 
Larch of your body 
Whose leaves will gather 
The.springs of the sky. 

i See 'To the Sun' and 'Psalm of the Defeated' (BTP), and 
'Christmas Poem' & 'Credo under the L~on-throated Sun' 
'in BWF. 
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Your mouth was the sun 
And green earth under 
rrhe rose of your body flowering 
Asking and tender 
In the timelost season 
Or perpetual summer. 

'Let Time Be Still' (BWF, p.45) 

I believe this sense of animism, of the individual divinity 

of natural objects and beings, remained with him throughout 

his life, especially with his poet-self, and that his religious 

belief always had to be shaped to accommodate it. It was his 

commit rnent to an animistic vision, even as a Roman Catholic, 

which helped make him sympathetic to non-Christian faiths, 

and which also influenced his insistence on the independence 

of the artist's vision from religious dogma. It also underlies 

his sacramental sense of the 'holiness' or spiritual 

significance of objects arid creatures. Throughout his early 

life Baxter's religious views were highly syncret.ic, as all 

this would suggest. Blow, Wind of Fruitfulness reveals a strange 

admixture of animism, Jungian symbolism, 'God' seen as some 

sort of extra-terrestrial power, and nature mysticism,' which 

forms a sort of Pantheistic hodge-podge. Up until 1948 Baxter 

was obviously exploring many religious possibilities. 

But in that year, under the influence of such writers as 

Graham Greene, c.s. Lewisi, and later his Philosophy professor, 

i Bill Pearson has described the influence these writers had 
on himself and Baxter in •~wo Personal Memories of 
James K. Baxter (I)', Islands 3, p.3. 
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i 
Professor George Hughes , Baxter became an Anglican. In his 

review of The Fallen House, Robert Chapman noted in some of the 

poems what he called "the Christian track"ii, but recogniscc!d 

also the precariousness of the poet's faith, at J.east as 

expressed in his poetry: 

Mr Baxter seems to admire and covet belief rather than 
to have itiii. 

As this reservation hints, the late forties and fifties were 

an unsettled period for Baxter,·which saw him moving through 

many jobs, involving himself in various poetical activities, 

living hard and drinking heavily. John Weir has seen this as 

iv a time of "necessary purgation" for the young poet . 

At the same time Baxter's concern with social problems 

increased, partly through his association with poets Louis Johnson 

and Peter Bland(4). Baxter's views were socialistic, as can be 

seen from such poems as 'Crossing Cook Strait' (IPONR, p.58-9) 

and 'Election 1960' (HB, p.51), but he was to become disillusioned 

with political answers to social and spiritual problems. His 

political manifesto, as far as he had one, is probably 

'Pig Island Letters 8', which concludes: 

i See Doyle, JKB, p.31 

ii Robert Chapman, review of FH, Landfall, Sept. 1953, p.212. 
Chapman makes special mention of 'The Hermit' (FH, p.27-8; 
IFONR, p.21) 

iii ibid. 

iv Weir 'The Green Inn', Comment 10, p.26. 
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I set now 
Unwillingly these words down: 

Political action i.n its source is pure, 
Human, direct, but its civil function 
Becomes the jail-·it li..lbour.ed to desi:roy. 

. (PIL, p.10) 

Nonetheless, from this time on Baxter remained ever critical 

of fragmented, materialistic, middle-class society in New Zealand, 

and that criticism emerg·ed reg1.1-larly in his poetryi. Perhaps 

also we should see the small booklet A Walking Stick for an 

ii 
Old Man as a late political manifesto, advocating his own 

brand of militant political action and particularly concerned 

with the feeling of inferiority and frustration of Maoris in 

New Zealand's democracy. 

During 1956-7 a further development occurred in Baxter's 

religious life - he became attracted to the Roman Catholic 

devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, and by 1958 he was visiting 

I h l . 1 ] 1 · . d iii St Mary s C urc1 in Bou cott Street, We. 1.n9ton, every Fr1. ay . 

He became increasingly drawn to Roman Catholicism for various 

reasons (some of which will be discussed in the course of this 

study), and on the 11th of January 1958 he was received into the 

iv 
Roman Catholic Church . 

i e.g. 'Lament for Barney Flanagan', 'Crossing Cook Strait' 
'Ballad of Calvary Street', and throughout the Jerusalem 
writings. 

ii C.M.W. Print, (Wellington), 1972. 

iii A comment made to me by Fr Frank McKay, who got to know 
Baxter at this time. 

iv The date is given in the 'Note on the Author' in Chosen 
Poems (India, 1958). 



- 13 -

In 1958 Baxter also won a UNESCO grant to travel to 

India, and a small volume called ~hoscn Po<=:!~~~ published there 

reveals new Roman Catholic themes in his poetry. However, 

perhaps because of his conversion immediately before, contact 

with Indian culture made relatively little impact on his religious 

thought (or for that matter, his poetry). 

The next seven years were spent in Wellington, during which 

time he sought to clarify and explore his own faith. John Weir 

has suggested to me that Baxter alternated between periods of 

doctrinal and social concern in his faith, and at this stage he 

was very involved in elaborating his doctrinal understanding of 

h 1 . . i 
Roman Cat .o .icisrn . 

:A 

Most of the material I have used from his 

correspo1\enqe with Father Weir dates from this time, and it 

is precisely because of these concerns that it is so useful 

a source for Baxter's religious thought. From this period also 

come the poems in the superbly tough, wide-ranging and even 

collection Pig Island Letters (1966) (5). 

From 1966-8 Baxter lived in Dunedin, first as Burns Fellow 

at Otago University, and then doing diocesan work and teaching. 

These three years were a time of intense and constructive 

activity(6). It is clear from this activity that Baxter's life 

underwent a major revitalisation in Dunedinii_ A new sense of 

i Suggest that THS represents another such phase of doctrinal 
discovery, after the intense social involvement of Jerusalem. 

ii Doyle notes that Louis Johnson had anticipated in a 
Dominion article that the Burns Fellowship might lead to 
a turning point in Baxter's career - Doyle comments that it 
happened, "but not quite of the kind .._,ohnson imagined". 
- Doyle, JKB, p.32-3. 
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purpose combined with a large range of inspirations to make 

him more assured and more widely productive than ever beforei. 

rt seems to me very likely that what Baxter underwent in 

Dunedin is what some psychologists call the 'mid-life crisis'. 

This occurs particularly in creative people, between the mid

thirties and early forties, and it amounts to a thorough 

reorienting of one's life, which involves particularly coming 

to terms with the reality of death. With some it leads to an 

early death, with others to a revitalisation of their creative 

activity, often in directions not previously explored(7). It 

is clear that Baxter fits well the second pattern: within two 

years both his life and his writing were to undergo the radical 

restructuring which occurted at Jerusalem, taking New Zealand 

poetry and social thought into hitherto unexplored territ~ry(B); 

from 1966 on he evinces a much calmer and ready acceptance of 

deathii, and an increasing emphasis on emotiona.l and existential 

detachrnent(9); while the Dunedin writings show him both coming 

to terms with the land and mythology of his childhood, and 

exploring a whole new mythologico-religious framework, namely 

Maoritanga(l0). The catalyst for this 'crisis 1 was undoubtedly 

his return to the world of his youth, Otago, aided by the leisure 

the Burns Fellowship allowed him to respond to his new circum

stances. 

i This productivity included poetry, poetry criticism, social 
critique, religious apologetic and devotional work, drama, 
public speaking, and teaching. 

ii This aspect, a crucial one in the 'mid-life crisis; beczune 
increasingly manifested in Baxter's work c1s a death-wish, the 
desire to die. His early death, at the age of 46, may also 
then be seen as a result of this crisis. 
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At this time a major change occurred in his attitude to 

what he was trying to do in his poetry. He moved very quickly 

from trying to be first and foremost an artist whose prime 

responsibility is to aesthetic criteria, to being a conmrnnicator, 

primarily concerned with speaking· to people in order to persuade 

them. On moving to Jerusalem, he dropped almost all explicit 

attempts to write 11 poetically 11 , for the most pa.rt using the 

remarkably loose structure of fourteen lines spaced in pairs on 

which he could hang almost. anything he wanted to say. C. K. Stea.c:\ 

has traced the process to this form very perceptively in his 

i 
essay 'Towards Jerusalem' . (I say almost all attempts to write 

poetically, because while at Jerusalem he also composed 'sestinas', 

one of the more vigorous verse forms popularised by the 

modernists - see The Labyrinth (p.65f) for a group of them). 

In essence the chang(;! was from poetry to religion, from the 

£unction of poet to that of prophet. In his interview with 

John Weir, he contrasted Jerusalem Sonnets with Pig Island 

Letters: 

... the 'Jerusalem' poems are different. They are more 
uneven. I'm not concerned with their quality, only 
with saying something. i\nd some of them, are good; and 
some of them are not good. This doesn't worry me. 

It is in the light of this shift of intention and vision that 

all Baxter's work from The Man of the Horse on must be seen. 

i Islands~, p.7-18 

ii Weir, 'An Interview with James K. Baxter', Landfall 111, 
P.2 45. 
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The culmination of this crucial period in James K. Baxter's 

career was his decision to abandon his secure and relatively 

conventional life-style and move to Jerusalem, ~ tiny settlement 

on the banks of the Wanganui River. In fact, he considered he 

had received a call to go to Jerusalem. Writing to John Weir 

in a mood of considerable elation and excitement, he said: 

He told me 'Jerusalem' - there is no other Jerusalem, 
this is the Maori Jerusalem, the seed-bed of the 
Catholic faith among the Maoris, now gutted by our 
civilisation ... and the c~1lli.ng Be ga_ve me was in terms 
of Maori. communal life ... 1 

Hovever, having left his wife and family behind in Wellington, 

Baxter first went to Grafton in Auckland, where he set up a 

crash-pad for young people at odds with society. This was an 

• 1· n 1 1 · . ii d l ' t t 'h . h h experJ_ment comrnuna 1. v1ng , an 1.1s con ac _ -c ere w1 t t e 

unemployed brought him in touch with a sense of genuine community 

that he relished. He and Peter Olds, whomoved to Auckland to 

help him, also tried to set up a Narcotics Anonymous group, 

along the same lines as Alcoholics Anonymous, but failed, Olds 

says, because of the junkies' fear of being caught by police 

narcotics agents (11). 

In 1970, Baxter went to Jerusalem, where he spent six 

months in solitary meditation and preparation for setting up 

i JKB_ to JEv~, 17th November 19 6 9. 

ii Fellow-poet and companion of Baxter's since Dunedin, Peter 
Olds, describes his reception at the Boyle Crescent house 
in 'Two Personal Memories of James K. Baxter (II)', 
Islands 3, p.5&6. He notes a change in Baxter from Dunedin 
days, towards open hospitality. 
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This included making friends with the local Maoris. He 

changed his name to Hemi (Maori for Jim) in token of his new 

commitment to Maori values, and during this time wrote 

Jerusalem Sonnets. The community he set up is well documented 

1 b ] d 1 . 1 . d ii in Jerusa em Day ooc, an a so in Doy e's stu y . However, 

after less than a year's existence, bureaucratic pressure and 

1 . I • • • th t th . . . iii t 1e Maori s nusgi vings a e area was acquiring notorJ.ety 

forced Baxter to close the community in 1971 and return to 

Wellington. But in 1972 he reestablished it as a corrununity of 

six people, and lived there till he died. Autumn Testament was 

written at this time. His life style at J·erusalc~n was deliberately 

simple: poverty, hospitality, hard physical activity such as 

gardening, communal love, and a.n emphasis on Maoritanga were 

the principles which Baxter imposed upon himself and fostered 

iv in others • In May 1972 he was inducted into the Maori trihe 

V 
of the Ngati Hau. 

During that year he also underwent some sort of charismatic 

experience "in Masterton ... through the ha::.-ids of an undenomina-· 

tional pastor"(12}, which gave rise to Thoughts on the Holy Spirit. 

i Doyle, JKB, p.154. 

ii ibi~., p.34-36. 

iii ibid., p.35. 

iv cf. Doyle, 'In Quest of the Just City', ARIEL, p.97. 

v Weir, FNZP, p.198. 
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In October 1972, physically exhausted but spiritually 

at peace, James K. Baxter died. He·was given both a Roman 

Catholic burial and a Maori tangi at Jerusalem, where his 

body lies beneath a large tree outside the 'wharepuni' in 

which he had put into action his dream to establish a 'tribe' 

founded on the principle of communal love, 'aroha'. 

Despite his fervent activity and the profound religious 

insights which are the subject of this thesis, at rock-bottom 

Baxter's faith was simple and unsophisticated. In 1961 he 

told John Weir: 

Of God I know so little that you could write it on 
a peach stone - He is Love; He is Jesus Christ;. and 
I trust Him. Do you know, I am so stupid I can't use 
a missal properly ... i 

Eleven years later, in the last year of his life, Baxter 

expressed his very simple credo to another priest in terms of 

five articles of faith: that "Jesus is Goel"; that we must 

"join in the ritual meal and sacrifice'' (i.e. the Eucharist); 

that we must do "works of mercy" to attain union "with the 

Lord Jesus in this world and the next"; that Christ's 

Polynesian face should be recognised and understood, not 

obliterated by the European face; and in that last year he 

added the fifth requirement of belief in the Holy Spirit as the 

source of all power to do good (THS, p.5). It was on this very 

simple apprehension of the Christian faith and of his relationship 

with Jesus Christ that the achievements of his religious vision 

-----------------·-·---

i JI<B to ~~~' 11th March 1961. 
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were basc~d. 

James K. Baxter was undoubtedly an extraordinary man. 

It is a surprising fact that almost all those who have 

written about him have referred to whatever personal contact 

they had with him. He had a compelling personality which 

seemed to demand a personal response, not just to what he 

said or wrote, but to the man himself, and the influence of 

this human impact on what is written about Baxter will be 

felt for a long time, not least perhaps in this studyi. What 

struck me most about him was his speech, .which seemed to draw 

images and metaphor out of the air unceasingly, so that it was 

always precise, concrete, and fascinatingly vivid - Pearson 

has called it his "Endless image-spinning talk 11 ii, and 

O'Sullivan recalls "its clarity and care to avoid abstraction '1 iii. 

Towards the end of his life, his conversation itself ex.pressed 

his sense of 1~th, of the sacramental, and of poetry, which 

explains to some degree the tone and the 'poetry' of Jerusalem 

Sonnets and 'Autumn Testament'iv_ 

But there were less satisfying aspects of his personality. 

One was his tendency to overt self-dramatisation, of which Baxter 

was himself aware, and which O'Sullivan says will be "the 

i My interest in Baxter dates from when I met him personally, 
very briefly, in 1971. It was a fascinating experience, and 
my admiration for him has increased as I have become more 
familiar with his thought and poetry. 

ii Pearson, ?p.cit., p.4. 

iii O'Sullivan, JKB, p.42. 

iv C.K. Stead particularly has examined this very perceptively 
in his article 'Towards Jerusalem: 'l'he Later Poetry of 
James K. Baxter' in Islands 3. See also O'Sullivan, JI<B, 
Chapter 5. ·------
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permanent discomfort of criticism and biography'' of the poet(l3). 

Undoubtedly it was to some degree part of Baxter's drive to 

mythologise experience: as O'Sullivan has pointed out(14), 

Baxter tended to identify himself with certain situations and 

myths, and this is a crucial aspect both of his mythologisinq 

and of his desire 'to avoid abstractions', to make things 

concrete. However, O'Sullivan is not the only reader to find 

his occasional identification of himself with Christ a little 

excessive. 

But the .reservation of greatest importance for this study 

of Baxter's humanist Christianity is one which O'Sullivan has 

stated thus: 

There is little in Baxter's thought, from start to 
finish, which could be taken for a genuine celebration 
of lifei. 

The gloom which we shall see dominates Baxter's first book 

lingers till the last, although by no means unrelieved{15). 

There are occasions throughout his poetry when it seems earthly 

life holds no satisfaction for him whatever: 

.... the man {or rather his relic) in this glass case 
Endured some kind of alienation equal 
To yours or mine ... what is human smells of grief: 
His breath entered our lungs when we were born. 

- 'The Museum Skull' (BC, p.81) 

i O'Sullivan, ibid, p.17. 
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I had to learn early 
How to beu.r the yoke that rests on the back of the living 
The grief of all who travel beneath the sun, 
.... Tobe is hard for the living. 

- 'On the Shortest Day of the Year' 
(Lth., p. 67-8) 

I am tired of what is called life, 
This torture room. 

- 'The Fiery Shirt' 
(BC, p.84) 

O'Sullivan has commented that all too often Baxter had a 

tendency to reduce all "delight in the moment ... to a momenta 

mori"i. 'At Napier' (IFONR, p.62) provides a vivid example of 

this: the poet cannot enjoy sunbathing without obsessive 

thoughts of death, mortality and (most morbid of all) sex! 

Alcoholism perhaps accounted for some of this gloom(16), and 

so too did various pressure from childhood and adolescenceii. 

Suffice it to say that, while Baxter's religious journey sought 

out a humanistic faith in its sympathy for and cornrnittment to 

all living creatures, this negativity towards earthly existence 

remains throughout his work as an ever-present cross-current and 

source of tension. 

i O'Sullivan, JKB, p.16i although I think O'Sullivan sees 
Baxter as more gloomy and negative than any other 
commentators do. 

ii For instance, the impact on his imagination of the wild 
South Otago Coastline (see above p. 13 . . ) , and his 
experience at school (see p.88-9). 
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4. THE PROBLEM OF INCONSISTENCY AND COHERENCE 

One of the major problems that arises in dealing with 

Baxter's work is the (sometimes alarming) amount of inconsistency 

or sheer contradiction in his statements, particularly on 

social and religious topics, and I feel this needs some 

consideration here. 

Firstly, I think it must be recognised that we are not 

dealing with a neat, naturally cohesive body of work(17). 

Baxter was not, like Tillich, a systematic thinker whose work 

is deliberately structured; nor was he, like W.B. Yeats, a 

writer who intended an overall structure to be implicit in his 

writing as a whole, as well as in the individual parts. His 

prose publications parti.cularly are expressly related to specific 

circumstances(18). So we must accept that some unevenness will 

occur simply because of the varied and 'incidental' nature of 

the parts of the corpus. 

It may be asked, then, whether a systematic examination of 

his work (such as this) may not do undue violence to his thought 
\ 

(or vice versa!). Certainly I think one must allow for some 

roughness in Baxter's thought, and for the difficulties which 

that sets for a study like that, but it need not be an 

insurmountable obstacle. Much the same problem is encountered 

in a similarly diverse and unsystematic writer like S~ren 

Kierkegaard or Martin Buber, and commentators have not been slow 

to examine their thought systematically. The answer lies, I 
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think, in following some theme which lies like a golden 

thread in all the works, because it is the persistent 

preoccupation. The thread which I find and which interests 

me in Baxter is, as already explained his search "to support 

and initiate" a humanist Christianityi. 

Nonetheless, there is still the difficulty of inconsistencies 

or direct contradictions on certain points, and these are not 

uncommon in Baxter. In some ways he did nothing to avoid it. 

Admitting that his use of the dramatic "I" in some poems led to 

contradictions, Baxter asserted: 

Of course there are contradictions - that is the drama ... 
' l' ' d. ' l ' h 11 Men Just 1ve in contra 1ct1ons, t1at s t e nature of man ·. 

There are, I suggest, two good reasons for inconsistency 

in _Baxter's thought, and the above statement points to one of 

them. As a poet and writer Baxter sought quite deliberately to 

give expression to the full range of human thought, impulse, 

and experience as best he could. But at different times one 

form of experience or one side of an argument would capture him, 

and he would express this, without necessarily trying to 

balance it, in order to do that one side full justice. This 

happens in his oscillating statements on sex, or in the tension 

between the moral and the amoral, or the theist and atheist 

i Baxter's reply to OWen Leerning's review of RW, Landfall 98. 

ii Baxter's interview with John Weir, Landfall 111, p.243. 
Baxter also glosses 'Poem for Colin-12' (JS, p.20), to 
answer this question. See also p.248, where he quotes a 
Karl Shapiro Poem in this context. 
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in his thought. He admits it from the outset of his essay on 

contraception in The Flowering Cross (FC, p.99). 

One aspect of this matter is that Baxter's personality was 

remarkably self-contradictory. At least two commentators have 

noted how closely connected are the inconsistencies in his 

personality and in his writing. Charles Doyle, who knew Baxter 

particularly in the late 50s are early 60s, comments 

Not merely a complex personality but a divided one, for 
most of his adult days he was a walking war between an 
acute sense of the sacramental and a bundle of 
appetitesi; 

and, with the Jerusalem period in mind, Vincent O'Sullivan asserts 

... it is absurd to argue for consistency in Baxter. 
The Puritan disgust with the natural world 1 the 
Franciscan love of all creatures, alternate and combiD~ 
in the later Baxter with sometimes splendid intricacy11 • 

O'Sullivan implies here that such contradiction may in fact be 

a virtue, since it underline the existential fact that "Men ju-st 

1 . . d. t· 11 iii 1ve in contra 1c ion 

The other major reason for Baxter's inconsistencies is that 

he was often writing for a particular audience, and he would 

often write in a way that most suited that particular audience. 

Such an approach is understandable, if one allows that "there 

i Doyle, JKB, p.163. 

ii O'Sullivan, JKB, p.39-40. 

iii Baxter, op.cit. 
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are two sides to every story", and that what may suit someone 

at an advanced stage of development may not suit someone less 

advanced (and vice versa). This suiting what is said to whom 

it is said can be seen in the essay on Mary in The Flrnv·ering 

Cross, addressed specifically to Roman Catholics, in Six Faces 

of Love, the radio talks in which the me~~age of Jerus~lem 

Daybook is made more universally palatable, and in 'Literature 

and Belief' in The Man on the Horse, which is more reverential 

towards the Catholic clergy and official Church views than 

would have been likely if the audience had been a non-Catholic 

one. If one recognises this aspect of what he says (it is 

usually not hard to identify the audience) such biases, being 

deliberate, need not detract from what is saidi. 

But, having recognised this, there are still situations 

where Baxter may, I think, be charged with inexcusable 

inconsistency or poor argument, and I will myself point out 

some of these blots on his overall work. Since every thinker 

can be critj_cised, and almost all are inconsistent at some stage 

or other, this observation does not, of course, preclude Baxter 

from serious or sympathetic consideration. His contribution to 

human thought remains considerable, and such inconsistencies 

and conflicts will no doubt enhance his interest for present and 

future generations of readers, as they have done in other thinkers 

before him! 

i On at least one occasion Baxter, speaking of his tendency 
to adapt his expression to his audience, has talked of his 
"chameleon temperament" 
-- JBK to JEW, (undated) 1969 (from Jerusalem). 
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Finally, we should also keep in mind that at times 

Baxter's discussion of an idea is inconclusive, or that a 

direction is hinted at and then not followed up. This is 

yet another example of the unsystematic nature of his thought. 

My conclusion after dealing with several such passages is 

that often Baxter is showing us the way or offering us a 

particular direction that he perceived, but without thinking 

it through to the end himself, and typically without solving 

his own ambiguities and uncertainties about it. It is now up 

to us, as his readers and fellow human beings, to take up the 

leads he has offered and continue from there. It is partly 

with that in mind that I have undertaken this study of his 

"humanist Christianity". 



CHAPTER TWO 

'l'HE VIEW FROM THE GROUND : 

CHRISTIANI'l'Y l\ND 'l'HE ARTIST 

As already stated in my introduction, James K. Baxter was 

a poet, and much of the impetus for his sec1rch for a 

humanist Christianity, and for his religious thought in general, 

comes from his activity and insights as a poet. It seems 

sensible, therefore, to begin by examining how the poet saw the 

relation between his poetry and his faith, or in the broader 

terms in which he sometimes discussed this question, between 

art and Christianity. This chapter, then, will be concerned 

with Baxter's discussion of religious truth and artistic truth, 

and with his defence of the independence of the artist from 

religious or any other dogma, an independence he felt the Churct1 

often tries to destroy. At the same time, it will also consider 

his understanding of the function of art and poetry, and how he 

thought the insights of the artist may contribute to our 

religious knowledge and understanding. 

Perhaps partly because of his Puritan upbringing, Baxter 

felt very acutely the problem of justifying the validity of 

art and poetry to their religious critics. The problem is a 

familiar one for Christian writers and artists, though Baxter 

may have found some significant answers to it~ It centres on 

a dispute over claims to 'truth': while artists claim that 

they can perceive the 'truth' and give it quintessential 
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expression, the Church maintains that the 'truth' is ultimately 

to be known only through "revealed" religion, and that it is 

the true channel of this revelation, and the final (earthly) 

arbiter of truth and falsehood. Hence the Church's rather 

troubled relationship with artists. Baxter himself, in a talk 

given to Dunedin seminarians entitled 'Literature & Belief' (1), 

referred to "the Church's lack of enthusiasm when confronted 

with a novel or poem", and alleged that "a negative view of 

art is part of the Catholic heritage" (M.H, p.48-54). To be 

fair, I think it should be made clear that Baxter's remarks 

really apply to the p'ost-Reformation Church, and even more to 

the Church after the Industrial Revolution, when it lost contact 

with the down-to-earth realities of village life. It would be 

hard to think of a European pre-Reformation artist who did not 

enjoy healthy support from the Church, and, in the English 

tradition at any rate, the tolerance of writers who were believers 

and even clerics is encouraging (I think of Chaucer, Shakespeare, 

Donne, Herrick, and Southwell, to name a few). However, it 

must be admitted that this situation degenerated after the 

Reformation, making the Church vulnerable to Baxter's criticism. 

It should also be added that this antipathetic tendency 

is not limited in the Christian Church to 'the Catholic 

heritage'. Among Protestant Churches, those with Puritan, and 

in more recent times Fundamentalist leanings are particularly 

negative and suspicious in their attitudes to art(2), and as a 

whole the post-Reformation Churches' record of toleration of 

art is not good(3). Historically, the Church has tended to 
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define the artist's role as being to express and elaborate 

given truths within traditional confines, and not to supplement 

Church doctrine \vi th independent insights ( 4) . In that way it 

has defended its claim to "truth" against the potential threat 

of artistic heresies, but at the expense of the artist's 

independence of thought and inquiry. 

As a Roman Ca.tholic poet, Baxter had somehow to come to 

terms with this conflict. He did this primarily by seeing it 

as a question of perspective. The essence of his argument is 

that the artist has something to tell us about our lives which, 

although it may be at variance with the Church's doctrine, 

nonetheless has its own validity and significance, coming as 

it does directly from individual human experience. The purpose 

of art, therefure, should be understood as being to give 

expression to this individual experience and perspective. He 

put this point very cogently when he wrote in a letter to 

John Weir: 

I am just beginning to realise -- there is no such 
thing as a Catholic poet -- meaning, our Catholicism 
does not free us from an ounce of the burden of 
darkness, burden, weight, pain, of -the world we live 
in. The Faith gives us of course an entirely accurate 
aerial view of the countryside over which we have to 
travel, but in the poem, as in all relationships, we 
have to cover the ground yard by yard on foot1 . 

This passage presents clearly the two perspectives involved: 

the Church's overall view, seen from the standpoint of eternity, 

i JKB to JEW, 12 August 1959. 



- 35 -

and the artist's more intimate, ground-level view of things. 

To extend Baxter's metaphor a little, the Church can see a far 

greater rc~£l_ge of the countryside, showing us its genera_l layout 

and the different kinds of topography, vegetation and landscape 

through which we must travel. But the elevation necessary to 

gain this wide-ranging view hinders a full perception and 

appreciation of the step-by-step detail of the terrain. The 

two views, therefore, effectively complement each other. However, 

whilst in general Baxter valued the Church's ability to give its 

aerial view and sense of overall direction, more often than not 

he emphasised that the artist has a necessary role in expressing 

the ground-level perspective. The artist's 'view from the 

ground' recognises the limited, relative nature of the individual's 

perspective and experience, but despite that (or even because of 

it) can offer its own significant view of human existence. The 

Church, Baxter argues, should not assume therefore that its 

point. of view is the only valid one. 

Nonetheless, Baxter's statements on the relation of art and 

Christianity to •truth' are not unequivocal or entirel.y consistent. 

Much of this ambiguity arises from the development over the 

years of his experience of the relationship between his own 

poetry and faith, as can be seen from the change in his attitudes 

to the authority and magisterium (teaching office) of the Church. 

In the first few years after his conversion, Baxter regarded the 

emphasi.s on Church authority as a particular strength of Roman 

Catholicism (the 11 accurate aerial view" letter quoted above was 
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written in 1959, the year after his conversion). He even 

recorded that this emphasis had been a contributing factor to 

his conversion, although his explanation of this involves a 

spuriou~: distinction between 11 opinions II and 11 belief 11 : 

... the Protestants asked me to have an opinion; 
the Catholics asked me to believe. And I could see 
that the only possible certainty on matters which 
lay beyond the reach of human reason nmst come from 
belief. And in that instant I bowed to the magisterium 
and I believed. 

( FC , p. 10) ( 5) . 

This acceptance of the magisterium may seem surprising, but 

Baxter's popular reputation as a non-conformist and maverick 

should not be allowed to obscure the value he put on authority 

and obedience to authority. On the one hand, he was not beyond 

conflict with the Church over some of its rulings, nor deterred 

from redefining and extending certain ideas and Christian 

principles beyond their traditional interpretations. But on 

the other, he showed great respect for and obedience to the 

Catholic principle of Church authority, and this must be 

recognised. For instance, he professes dependence on God's Law 

for the establishment of ,Jerusalem ('Letter to Eugene' , Lth, p. 5 7; 

cf. 'AT 30' , AT, p. 2 8) , and in 'Conversation- in a Garden' (Lt.h, 

p.61) he advises a young girl: 1'obedience / Is pleasing to God 

and suitable for a woman/ Under seventeen". To ignore this 

emphasis on authority would be to misunderstand Baxter, and 

certainly to underestimate a salient feature of his religious 
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understanding. The authority of the Church's teaching gave 

his faith a certainty he felt it otherwise lacked, as we see 

when he compares what he says about the Blessed Sacrament with 

what theologians may speculate: 

But my own safety rests in the magisterium, the teaching 
authority of the Church Herself. 

(FC, p.176) 

Elsewhere in The Flowering Cross, in discussing· "The Church and 

the Alcoholic", he distinguishes between "my fallible voice" 

and "the infallible voice of the Church" (ibid., p.18), and 

in his essay on homosexuality he pleads for much greater sympathy 

for and acceptance of homosexuals as people, but he still seems 

to accept the Church's ruling that homosexual acts themselves 

are sinful (ibid, p.76-8). Similarly, in discussing the 

unemployed he appeals to Church authority, pitching Pope John 

XXIII against Rob Muldoon! (ibid., p.47-8). Clearly, then, 

in matters of doctrine and belief, Baxter valued the Church's 

absolute authority and guiding hand, "the rock of the rnagisteriurn 11 

as he called it (ibid., p.10). 

This dependence on the magisterium is also felt in his work 

as a writer, but there the picture is rather more complicated. 

In the late fifties and early sixties his faithfulness to 

traditional doctrine, and the symbolism and language in which 

it is expressed, interfered visibly with his ability to write 

poetry. John Weir has told me that for a while Baxter was 
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worried that as a Catholic he could no longer write as a poet, 

and his early correspondence with Weir shows him wrestling 

with the problem of the validity of the poetic art for the 

.cornmit-L<3d Christian. Some of his most valuable answers to 

that problem come from that correspondence. But in the mean

time he wrote many very poor and unsuccessful Christian poems, 

some of which have survived for us in his various collectionsi. 

Not everyone rejoiced at Baxter's conversion and its consequences 

for his poetry. Alistair Campbell recalls that the combined 

effect of his drying outand his conversion was that 

Almost overnight, Baxter, the gayest and most amusing 
of the company, became a solemn bore, and for a while .. 
his verse staggered under the iron weight of the crossii_ 

However, as he thought his way out of this predicament 

and became more versatile in his art, he learnt how to handle 

religious themes in his poetry convincingly and well, as the 

Pig Island Letters collection shows. Part of what was involved 

in this was the shaking off of his dependence on the Church's 

authority, at first as a writer, and then more generally as a 

Christian c6nfronted with present-day problems. By breaking 

that spell he opened up his poetr~ and thought to new experience 

and thus to new insights. The result is that, following his 

move to Dunedin in 1966, Baxter made advances that are important 

.both for literature and religion, not only in this country but 

i See p.43 - 45 below, for a discussion of a few of them, 
and the difficulties they show. 

ii Alistair Campbell, "Impressions of the earlier Baxter", 
~a21dfall __ .l07, Sept 1973, p.184. 
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indeed anywhere. By the time of his transition to Jerusalem, 

and it is evident in The Man on the Horse {1967) as well, he 

actually felt it necessary to challenge the Church over its 

judgements, in order to witness to the Christian message and 

vision in secular New Zealand. In particular, he criticised 

the intolerant spirit and inflexible manner with which the 

Church applied much of its teaching, especially on· social and 

moral matters. An example of this is the published letter to 

a priest written near the end of his lifei, which reflects his 

distinction between the Church's 'aerial view' and the 'view 

from the ground'. He makes it clear that he will resist the 

Roman Catholic Church's rulings on abortion until it becomes 

more tolerant and sensitive to the plight of women in our 

society: 

When you open your presbytery to the unmarried mothers, 
and let them hang their nappies on the holy statues -
when you encourag·e nuns to join the Women's Liberation 
movements - when you start a campaign to induce people 
to rent large houses, three families together in each 
and pool their financial and social resources - then 
I will listen to you with both ears, Father. 

Till then I will take it that you have no actual interest 
in saving.foetuses from death or their mothers from 
insanity -11 

Baxter do_esn't exactly contradict the Roman Catholic opposition 

to abortion, but he considers that the Church is viewing the 

i Originally published in The Dominion Sunday ~imes, 30 April 
1972, and reprinted in JKB: 1926-1972, pp.86-91 

ii ibid., p.91. 
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problem from such a lofty height that its pronouncements, 

when converted into action, are often selfsatisfied, 

intolerant and inhumane. Hence the poet's suggestion that 

the priest should learn what life is like for women before 

he pontificates. The priest's outlook is so dominated by 

the aerial view that he is ignoring the equally important 

perspective of women, 'from the ground'. Such disagreement 

with the Church and its teaching is found in much of Baxter's 

later thought and writing, and was often openly expressed as 

he travelled around the country from Jerusalem. 

The main reason that his dependence on the magisterium 

diminished, I believe, is that Baxter became disillusioned in 

the Church's claim to absolute authority, particularly because 

of its failure both with the Maoris and with the young. At 

the same time he came to have some real "experience of God"i 

through his personal discovery of Christ's "Polynesian face ... ii. 

This disillusionment is particularly noticeable where Baxter 

feels the Church has confound~d the Christian gospel of love 

(aroha) with Jansenistic attitudes of judgementalism and 

p;udery, especially in its approach to society, human relation

ships, and art. Nonetheless, .even at Jerusalem his deep 

respect for members of the clergy and for their insights remained 

evident in his writing(6). 

By now it should be appare~t that Baxter could find no 

easy system to solve the tension between Church authority and 

i Stated in a letter from JKB to JEW, (undated) 1969. 

ii He uses this phrase in THS, p.S. 
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artistic independence. Consquently his ideas underwent 

considerable change during his career, and any given statement 

must be understood within the context of when it was said. 

Nonetheless, I think that by 1966, when Pig Island Letters 

was published and he moved to Dunedin to take up the Burns 

Fellowship, he believed that the Church must bend to 

accommodate the insights of artists, whether Christian or not. 

This seems to me ultimately his predominant attitude, 

as a writer. However, he recognised that this situation also 

makes demands on writers and artists. Having seen how Baxter 

thought of the relationship between Church and art in terms 

of two distinct (but complementary) perspectives on 'truth', 

we must now look at the implications he thought this has for 

poetry and art in general, and for the Church's dealings with 

the possibilities of art. 

From the artist's point of view, then, the problem posed 

by Christianity. is· how to reconcile its 11 universal truth 11 with 

daily human experience. Whereas the revealed truths of 

Christianity give us a view of life sub specie aeternatatis, 

expressed in absolutes and universals, most people must live 

their lives from a temporal and much more limited point of view, 

confronted by relative truths ~nd confusing particulars. Baxter 

picked up elsewhere of 'Some Problems of Catholic Writers', 

(clearly with a mildly ironic glance at Thomistic theology!): 
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(ix) Our religion deals much with classes, essences, 
qualities, ~nerali ties - a philosopher's paradis~ -
but art deals wholly with unique particularities1 . 

•rhe Church's traditional doctrine could not deal in detail 

with the minutiae of life's affairs, yet this is what most 

people are involved with. It is this world which the artist 

inhabits, and he must attend to it in detail. The poet's task 

is to explore life as it occurs, in its givenness and detail 

and finitude, and not presuppose what he finds and what 

conclusions he reaches. For Baxter, to be a Catholic or 

Christian gives the artist no short cut in his exploration of 

life and the country he travels through - "we have to cover U1at 

ii ground yard by yard on foot" : 

A Catholic artist has the duty to show his Protestant 
or agnostic or Communist fellow-craftsman that he is 
concerned with the truth of experience just as they 
are, that he is equally free to form his own 
conclusions, that the Church supplies him with a new 
dimension of knowledge, but in no way casts a shadow 
on his integrity. 

(MH, p.46) 

Theology interprets what is given; art discovers in 
each unique event, however imperfectly, the pattern 
of the Hidden One; but it cannot presuppose the nature 
of the pattern; each work is a new discovery. 

(ibid., p.64) 

What Baxter is saying is that he expects of poems that they 

i Sent by Baxter to Weir in 1965; see Weir, F'NZP, p.231. 

ii op.cit., above, p.34. 
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should be true first and foremost to the experience, the 

occasion of the poem. If within that the poet can discern 

some religious point or lesson, then well and good. But the 

success of religious poetry, like all poetry, depends on its 

faithfulness to the human experience that inspires it. The 

poet must concentrate on the 'view from the ground', and leave 

the 'aerial view' to the Church's teachers and theologians. 

In fact, the quality of his own verse is at times affected 

by how well he remembered this advice. Poems like 'Song for 

Holy Saturday' (Ch.P., p.11), with its trite tripping rhythm 

and uninspired images, or the clotted and melodramatic 

'To God the Son' (IFONR, p.47-8) are very unsuccessful religious 

poetry, partly because he has failed to transmute his religious 

feeling into anything more than traditional religious cliches. 

A quick glance at the words and diction in the second stanza 

of 'To God the Son' shows just that: pride, lust, dust, worm 

of pride, life's grain, crucified, robbed, food, scorn, wounds, 

anger, just, bitter, stone, judgement - these are surely the 

staple vocabulary of the psalms, the prophets, and Christ's 

parables, and Baxter has done nothing to bring them to life again 

in his own poem and experience. Similar faults can be seen 

in 'Easter Sunday' (BC, p.33): 

In pain I stood 

There, torn, and watchect the light flicker, 
Dry-shod beyond the walls of Red Sea water, 

And saw my Pharoah who had feared to die 
Dragged into the deep. The Pharoah I 
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Is dead. Today I watch begin 
The endless prodigies of the sun. 

There is a strang·e mixture in the failed imagery and symbolism 

of this poem: some is hackneyed and therefore dull ( 11 torn", 

"the sun"), while some strains excessively for an effect it 

can't get (the whole conceit of the "P,haroal.1 I" is 1ike tha.t 

for me) . 

Baxter knew the problem behind these failures: the lack 

of precise, concrete experience - what he called "experiential 

i 
knowledge" - in which to root the poem. "Experiential 

knowledge" can be understood as the knowledge or insight of a 

poem which is founded on a concrete experience, and it is 

contrasted in Baxter's thought with knowledge or insight based 

on some external. authority, such as the Church or the thought 

of Carl Jung or Marxism. It is very close to S~ren Kierkegaard's 

distinction between mere "intellectual assentn, and' the 

"appropriation" of knowledge and belief into one's own life and 

being. For Baxter, the poet must express his or her insights 
\ 

from ground of appropriated or "experiential" knowledge, and 

not just from intellectual belief. But in the poems we have 

just looked at he has not been able to do this himself, and 

the result is a clumsy imposition of preconceived ideas expressed 

in thread-bare conventional diction and imagery onto the 

. -to h psychological reality that is supposed to give r1seAt e poems. 

i This phrase turns up in various contexts in critical comments 
by Baxter, and notably in his answers to some questions 
John Weir sent him in 1967, which Weir quotes verbatim in 
his introduction to BC. See BC, p.5, notes (b) & (c); also 
note (9) of this chapter. 
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Where the lesson or philosophy is presupposed, that is, whenever 

the occasion is consciously used and moulded to illustrate a 

preconceived idea, rather than discovering the idea within the 

occasion, the poem is in danger of becoming polemical verse and 

not poetry. Perhaps one reason that Baxter over-estimates the 

Virgin Mary's power to defeat the witch-figure of Delilah in 

i 'Henley Pub', as Vincent O'Sullivan suggests , is that he 

presupposes that power on religious grounds, rather than 

discovering it within the poem. In other words, he has stacked 

the pack beforehand, and the result can be seen as a cheat. By 

contrast, poems like 'Pig Island Letters 13' {PIL, p.16-7), or 

the religious poetry of 'Autumn Testament' succeed through their 

solid grounding of "experiential knowledge", and their 

re-expression of traditional religious concerns in new contexts 

and language. In Ezra Pound's terms, Baxter's religious poetry 

works when he is able to "make it new". Here, by way of exan1ple, 

is 'Autumn 'restament 35'. The daily problems of running the 

Jerusalem ciommuni ty provide the concrete experience of the poem, 

and in this case the Biblical images arerevivified by their new 

context: 

The stove will blaze here in the winter 
Heating the whole room. We still need 

Blankets, money for kai, money for lighting, 
Stones laid on the path between the house and the cottage, 

i O'Sullivan, ,JISI?_, p.27. O'Sullivan is another one who has 
noted, with reference to the earlier poems, the qualitative 
difference between those poems in which Baxter seems to have 
prejudged the conclusion he comes to, and those in which 
that conclusion is soundly based on events truly experienced 
and expressed (ibid., p.17). 



·- 46 -

New iron and paint for tho roof, some window glass, 
Five or six chairs, two doors, a fridge for the meat, 

A verandah beam and spouting -- Good to be poor! 
Without God our boat will sink, 

And that is the way it should be. The blind man hoisted 
The lame man on his back, and then the blind man 

Had eyes, the lame man, legs. By his old habit, 
I'd say, God will let us wait till the boat is sinking 

Then bail it out in a minute. Still that man goes 
Walking on the water and thinking his own thoughts. 

(p.31) 

We can see, then, that the problem of the religious validity 

of art is partly one of how we understand the nature and purpose 

of the artistic endeavour itself. If art must first be true to 

human experience and perception, and if its insights and lessons 

must be in accordance with the experienc0 and perception, then 

both art and it~ creato~as artists must be allowed to remain 

.independent of any creeds or systems of belief which may prejudice 

the material. 

It is, of course, precisely this aspect of art which many 

Christians object to, and which lies behind the Church's 

persistently negative view of art in recent times. But Baxter 

argues that what is at stake is our knowlege of ourselves~~ we 

are (what he calls on several occasions 'self-knowledge'), rather 

tl1an as the Church (or anyone else) wants us to b~ or seem, or 

as we are intended or destined to be. To live responsibly, we 

must accept and understand the condition of life, and know our 

strengths and our .short-comings. And throughout his work we find 



- 4 7 -

Baxter calling our attention to these conditions and facts of 

existence: the ever-present threat and inevitability of death, 

the failure of our country's social ideals, the strengths and 

weaknesses of the Church in action, the constant possibilities 

for and betrayals of love, and the countless manifestations of 

suffering in life. Often the picture is not pretty, partly 

because Baxter was very sensitive to moral ambivalence and the 

insecurity of life. It was not beauty in itself that he wanted, 

but truth - to recognise things for what they are(7). This is 

what Baxter means by 'self--knowledge' . 

Aware, however, of the limitations of art and of human 

knowledge and perception, Baxter did not deny that such self 

knowledge will be incomplete, finite, and at times even misguided. 

Speaking of his own writing, he admitted that 

the insights in the poems are }?its of frag me11tary 
knowledge picked up on a beach1 • 

But even so, such 'fragmentary knowledge' has its validity, 

if :only as a record of the way things seemed at the time, of 

one way of seeing them, and he criticised the Church for being 

unnecessarily demanding and censorious in its attitudes to 

writers: 

We tend to look for error where it would be more 
re"sonable to speak of imcompleteness, and to attribute 
a~ evil intention to writers who are struggling, often 
with inadequate equipment, to formulate a vision of 
human rather than Divine truths. 

(MH, p.55) 

i JKB to ,JEW, 11 March 1961 
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In fact, he wenL further than that, emphasising the danger of 

ignoring the search for 11 human truths" and self-knowledge. 

Discussing a long passage by Cardinal John Henry Newman that 

he quotes in 'Literature and Belief'i, Baxter interprets the 

"positive core of his argument" as being that "an intellectual 

knowledge of evil" may in fact be an advantage in confronting 

evil in the world, rather than a source of temptation or 

corruption. 

One role that art plays is to provide such knowledge by 

holding up "an exact mirror" to actual reality. In typical 

Baxterian fashion, he extends this metaphor mythologically in 

his O\vn comment: 

The face of the Medusa did not turn the Greek hero to 
stone when he saw it reflected in his shield. 'I'o 
throw away the shield of art is a great folly. 

(M.H, p.44) 

Baxter even suggested that God has deliberately left us 

the world of art in which to explore for ourselves creation 

and the nature of existence, without having to be preoccupied 

with the attainment of virtue and salvation. In 'Literature 

and Belief', he raised the question of why Christ makes no 

explicit reference to art in the Gospels, and rejects any idea 

that he was a1.fistically insensitive as "heretical, perhaps 

blasphemous" - his parables alone, "great works of art in the 

i Passage is from Newman's essay 'Duties of the Church 
towards Liberal Knowledge'. 
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mode of the oral fable", prove him to have been an artist 

i 
himself (MH, p.42) . Instead Baxter wrote: 

I think rather that he ignored art on purpose, in 
order to leave the problem to us. It is not necessary 
for any man's salvation that he should know the 
difference between a painting and a tea kettle. Art 
involves a fortunate area of spiritual knowledge, 
or if you like, an intellectual universe, where the 
flames of necessity that permeate all other areas of 
human experience become a shining, not a burning ... 

(ibid.) 

Certainly this suggestion is more speculation than exegesis, 

and it is not without its problems. But it is ~lso a 

significant and intelligent attempt to see a Divine purpose 

in art, as a means of seeking "spiritual knowledge" independent 

of rigorous moral limitations. And typically, Baxter takes 

very seriously the possibilities of achieving such knowledge: 

I think Our Lord left art to us as our playground, 
a specifically human area in which he could try to 
achieve self-knowledge, however painful, knowledge 
of Him, however imcomplete, without the devastating 
weight of the moral imperative ••• 

(ibid., p. 42-3) 

In this way, art is seen as a means for us to discover 

our own home truths, without dependence on or responsibility 

to religious authority, and we can see that Baxter, as an artist, 

i This may of course raise the question of whether the 
Church has truly been faithful to its own founder in 
moving, as we have seen, towards a negative and censorious 
view of art. 
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put great emphasis on art 1 s function to uncover such home 

truths. Doyle quotes two passages which he associates very 

closely with Baxter 1 s writing activity in the early sixties, 

and which give striking expression to the importance he 

attached to this. The first is from a 1963 essay called 

'Writing and Existence': 

Men are sleepwalkers by nature ... We can live for 
years without knowing we are alive ... I think a 
poet is concerned to record, for himself mainly, 
but also for others, those rare moments when he is 
alive and awakei. 

This viewpoint is shared by most if not all artists. Since 

most people are too busy or too dull really to stop and observe 

critically and closely their lives or the world around them, 

many artists see it as their role to examine life intently, and 

to draw attention to what they find. That this can happen only 

in "rare moments", and that is isn't easy when it does happen, 

would be attested to by many others besides Baxter. 

It is not just the observation that is important, however, 

but also the reporting, which is often intended to thrust 

upon us the poet's discoveries about reality. The second passage, 

from the end of a poem called 'An Old Photograph', is a very 

vivid, even violent image of how poetry seeks to force us to 

wake up, to pull us back to reality: it sees poems as 11 Imaginings 

that bait the hook/ 'l'hat drags us up to choke in air"ii. These 

i Originally published in Education, August 1963; quoted in 
Doyle, JK~, p.72. 

ii From Poetry Yearbook 1960; quoted in Doyle, p.72. 
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lines, with their hint that there is some force ("the hook") 

which operates under or through poetry to force us back into 

reality ( 11 air 11 ), and their suggestion that we cannot survive 

in reality ("we cQ_ok~ in air") and don't ordina.rily live in 

contact with it, since the poem-hook must "drag" us up to the 

air, are remarkably dense even for Baxter(B). 

As late as 1972, Baxter was still insisting that poetry 

must express the truth, even if it is unwelcome or painful. 

Reflecting on the adverse reactions to some of the language 

(and anecdotes?) in Jerusalem Daybook, he said 

To write a book is always to do some harm ... Yet I do 
not think the harm done by an honest book will lead 
to the death of anyone's soul. Honesty is like an axe. 
No doubt it hurts the wood to be turned into posts 
and strainers. 

(AT, p.44) 

This statement, in the brigh~, seemingly effortless simplicity 

of the Jerusalem writings, expresses attitudes found throughout 

his life as a poet: his faith in and reservations about art, 

his demand for truth, and his conviction that art and religion 

are not incompatible, though they may not always agree. And 

characteristically he emphasises that, in presenting the 'view 

from the ground', it is the poet's job to be "honest". It is 

in this that the religious validity of art and poetry lies. 

As we have already seen, part of what is involved in his 

"honesty'' is doing justice to one's experience, however incomplete 

and evil. Baxter insisted that in the interest of artistic truth, 
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the poet or artist could not exclude any experience or 

attitude from his consideration simply on the basis of moral, 

religious, or philosophical presuppositions(9). In a letter 

he once suggested that God may demand of some people, as 

poets, that they be "skinless, a living barometer''(lO), which 

implies not only the immediacy and urgency of the poetic act 

of inquiry as he saw it, but also the difficulty and possible 

pain involved in that inquiry. In another context he quotes a 

maxim which explains much of his own poetic activity, and that 

of artists as a whole: 

•.. in the words of the classical poet - 'Homo sum; 
hnrnani nihil ad me alienum puto' - 'I am a man; I 
count nothing human alien to my situation.' 

(FC, p. 8 3) 

In fact, a significant part of Baxter's defence of art is 

his justification of the artist's ventures into the area of 

forbidden experience, and he clearly extends the notion of 

'poeti.c licence' to cover the poet's lifestyle as well as the 

artistic technique! The word that occurs regularly in Baxter's 

discussions of the artist is 'Bohemian' - someone who lives an 

uninhibited, degenerate, even reckless life, who tries to keep 

in contact with his or her unrefined 'natural' self1 : 

••. a writer is obliged to be Bohemian in thought, not 
moralising but mythologising, rediscovering his or her 
own buried natural self. 

(MH, p.22) 

i See particularly !"lH, p.21-2. 
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John Weir has pointed out that there may be nothing accidental 

in the tribulations of poet suffers ("There is a sense in which 

any artist will seek out calamities and privations and feed on 

i them" ) and that Baxter seems not to have feared pain and 

discomfort in life, but rather domesticity and normality: 

If he has haunted Bohemia it can be only because he 
has feared that any other mode of existence might 
choke ~pin him the double source of fantasy and 
truth ).l. 

A sort of hero-figure of the poet as battered and scarred 

natural man and Bohemian appears in his 'Letter to Sam Hunt': 

Dear Sam, this day as I came down 
The steps that take me into town, 
Rehearsing in my head these rhymes 
That hold a mirror to the times, 
A perfect omen crossed my track, 
A garbage-eater, wild and black, 
Pugnacious, paranoid and sly, 
A tomcat with a boxer's eye 
Dripping a gum of yellow pus, 
I thought that he resembled us iii 
Who may write poems well, with luck ... 

Given the way he lives and what he sees, it is perhaps 

not surprising that the 11 tomcat with a boxer's eye 11 , the poet, 

should have a rather different view of life and humanity than 

the priest or middle-class layman. In Baxter's case, it gave 

i Weir, PJKB, p.15. 

ii ibid;cf. p.19. And at AT we find this comment: "My greatest 
dread is that one day [Gocf} may ask me to go back and live 
in comfort." (A~, p. 44) 

iii 20P (no page nor;). The figure of the tomcat and the implied 
analogy to the poet is paralleled (in more detail) in another 
fine poem, "Tomcat" (PIL, p.42: RW, o.61). 
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him a great tolerance of human weakness and failing, and a 

deep compassion for those who suffer - the outcast, the 

underdog, the derelict, the junkiei - largely I think because 

he came to see the moral complexity and ambivalence of life, 

and the pervasiveness of suffering, chaos and death. Probably 

the best picture of the poet's experience of libertinism and 

suffering·, of his awareness of moral complexity and consequent 

tolerance and understanding of human nature is found in a very 

fine poem from 1951, fortunately collected by John Weir in one 

of the posthumous volumes: 

Despair in action, the Goya pictures, were 
Pointed for him: in that context he understood 
His first wife who wore death like a fur 
And the second one who had him taped for good. 

Or a Dostoievski world where good and bad 
Were independent, only the itch of grief 
Absolute. It seemed somehow he had 
Confused Christ with the Impeni+e"+ Thief. 

Being separate from childhood by a crevasse 
Deep as the grave, he would likely teach well; 
Have a soft spot for the tough boy in the class, 
And if he caught them canoodling never tell. 

The big man with a glass of gin and fizz 
Spilling in poems, in open wounds, the shame, 
The importunate horror o:f knowing the world as it is, 
Unpardonable, and loving it just the same. 

- 'Portrait of a Poet' 
(HLDCG, p.31) (11) 

Althou9h such a figure for a poet might be rather perturbing 

i One finds this even in early poems such as "Farmhand", and 
"Returned Soldier" (BWF, p.51&22; IFONR, p.15&8). See 
also Alistair Campbell's comment on the latter in Landfall 
10~(, p.182. 



- 55 -

to a Christian moralist or the guardians of civilisation and 

"culture", Baxter was uncompromising in his belief that the 

poet must violate social morality to retain contact with 

his or her natural self: 

... society cannot be maintained without commonly 
accepted stereotypes of thought and action, and 
the self-imposed task of the artist is to break 
down stereotyy:es · and achieve an individual vision, 
a task which runs counter to the ordinary citizen's 
very real horror of freedom. 

(FA, p.51) 

It is only by such a means that art, by its very nature, can 

continue: 

Art, the mainstay of culture, is not bred by culture 
but by its opposite; that level of hardship or 
awareness of moral chaos where the soul is too 
destitute to be able to lie to itself. 

(MH, p. 17) 

What both these statements are saying is something that was to 

become an insistent theme in Baxter's work especially after 

1966: that the comforts and preoccupations of modern bourgeois 

civilisation are fundarrentally · at odds with truth, whether it 

is the truth or art, or religion, or the social and moral life 

of "community". But that is something we shall examine in 

greater depth in chapter five. 

As we can also see from 'Portrait of a Poet', ~axter 

recognised that the modern poet may be confronted by a profound 
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religious perplexity. In 'Literature and Belief' he has a 

very interesting discussion of numerous Catholic writers, and 

expresses particular sympathy for those who demonstrate "the 

mystery of belie£ held in dereliction"
i

, those who

... write among the ruins of this terrible century, 
tormented by the loss of the Sacraments, an 
inextinguishable belief, their own scabs, and a 
gift they dare not abandon. 

{MH, p.59) {12). 

Elsewhere Baxter noted the Church's failure to attract or retain 

this century's artists, and suggested why: 

In this generation the best Christian artists -
Dylan Thomas? Picasso? - have been mainly heterodox 
or non-religious because the Church has hardly 
understood the void in which modern man _is crucified. 
She has hid her face from the agony of her Divine 
Master. But these by intui-t.:j.on have seen Him and 
known Hirn as the Hidden One 11

•

By neglecting and even repressing that necessary source of 

'the view from the ground', the artist's insight into human 

experience, the Church has cut herself off from the source of 

truth about "this terrible century", and thus lost contact 

with those whom she is meant to serve. Baxter's discussion 

of Christianity and the artist argues consistently that the 

Church must reassess its concept of art, and of art's relation 

i 

ii 

See MH, p.57-61 (quotation, p.60). 

'Some Problems of Catholic Writers {xiv)' op.cit., (my 
emphases). Arguably, such figures as Bultmann, Tillich 
and the Liberation theologians, not to mention others like 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta and Albert Schweitzer, have not
been  blind  to  this  void  and  agony. 
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Part of what is involved in that reassessment is that 
nw.b-1 

art not presuppose solutions and explanations not offered by 
A --------

the evidence of experience, especially if they are not 

compatible with experience(13). To expect art to express 

readymade answers is to misunderstand its method and function: 

... art is not apologetics. To expect this of art 
is to nullify its true function. 

(MH, p.46) 

Baxter emphasised this by asserting the agnostic nature of all 

art, Catholic and otherwise: 

All art is agnostic; not by one's choice, but the 
nature of th� act of natural contemplation that precedes 
and contains a work of art. A Catholic artist, like 
a Catholic scientist, must not go beyond the �atural 
evidence that his life and the world proposes 1 . 

Only when this is acknowledged can art do what it is truly 

capable of doing - hold up a mirror to reality as seen 'from 
. ii 

the ground' . That is one reason why Baxter believed that a 

moralistic approach to art is largely unhelpful and obstructive 

- because it mi.sunderstands the nature and purpose of art. The 

other is that he whole-heartedly agreed with Cardinal Newman 

that it is rather misguided to require 'fallen' humans to 

create 'unfallen' art in a 'fallen' world. As Newman said, in 

i 

ii 

�f, p.63 (cf. ibid., p.25, Weir in Landfall 98, p.203, and 
O'Sullivan in Jl<B, p. 42) . 

See below, for Baxter's discussion of art as a mirror 
 (Next  page)
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the passage quoted by Baxter in 'Literature and Belief': 

'It is a contradiction in terms to attempt a sinless 
Literature of sinful man.' 

In what may be his definitive statement on art, truth, 

and religious moralj_ty, Baxter again used the mirror image to 

discuss art's relation to reality. In an interview with 

John Weir published in Landfall, Baxter says 

the poet is a man who holds up a mirror to what is 
happening. It's the truthfulness of his ~irror which 
is valuable - the moral element in the poem is its 
truthfulness. Many people misunderstand this and think 
that one can just give a message, but the.poem, I 
think, is a mirror. That's the way it is 1 • 

Later in the same interview, Weir asks Baxter if there is a 

11 necessary conflict between moralism and art". In his reply 

Baxter draws on _the distinction made by the French Catholic 

philosopher Jacques Maritain between the prudence of the artist 

and that of the bourgeoisie. These two will always be in 

conflict, and, while the moralist usually gives voice to the 

prudence of the bourgeoisie, the poet must assert his own 

brand of prudence, since he is writing 

•.. to communicate truthfully, and t+uth can be 
terrible. That is his morality. Truth can be 
terrible, but I'll speak truthfully. It is necessary 
tl1at some voices should simply say what they think 
they know. 

(!bid., p.246) 

i J.E. Weir, 11 An Interview with ~Tames K. Baxter", Landfall. 111 
(Sept 1974) p.242 (My emphases). 
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This states in quite unequivocal terms Baxter's defence of the 

artist's 'view from the ground'. In effect it sums up Baxter's 

claim that art must be independent of religio-moral interference, 

and emphasises the necessity of the artist's role. Further

more, it explains much of his conflict with the moralistsi, and 

some of the antipathetic reactions his poetry aroused! And 

as we shall see in later chapters, his express preference for 

the 'prud~1ce of the artist' rather than that of the bourgeoisie 

was echoed in his vehement repudiation of bourgeois values in 

the last few years of his life. 

Once this view of art, as summarised in the interview, is 

realised, the common pitfall of writing propaganda rather than 

true religious poetry will be easier to avoid. It will also 

gain for the Church and for the poet a more exact sense of the 

human predicament. As he said many years earlier: 

It is not commonly realised how much religious poetry 
falls into the category of propaganda. A conventional 
.stereotyp2. of religious idealism is substituted for a 
vision of the real world. . . The Christian doctrine of the. Fe~\\ 

sholA\d. f"l-'\o.Y.e. a Christian poet more real and exact: he or she 
should be able to present a life-size portrait of Fallen 
Man. 

(FA, p.29-30) 

In effect Baxter sees precisely that feature of art which so 

often meets with objection from religious circles, namely its 

disregard for moral strictures, as its peculiar strength. This 

i One entertaining product of this conflict is 'A Little 
Letter to Auckland Students', HLDCG, p.64-6. 
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is what he means when he comments that one can benefit from 

"the experience of sinners as well as the example of saints" 

(MH, p.45). 

This com_rnent brings us to the heart of the problem of 

artistic truth and Christian truth which I outlined at the 

beginning of the chapter. That problem turns upon whether 

human beings can discover 'truth' for themselves (as "sinners"), 

or whether they are largely, or entirely, dependent on God 

actively to reveal the truth to them (through "saints"). A 

whole range of answers may be found in orthodox Christian 

theology, but it seems to me that any individual believer will 

make their choice on the basis of their interpretation of the 

relative Immanence and Transcendence of God. On the one hand, 

God may be seen as utterly Transcendent, as 'Wholly Other', 

demanding, terrible, and stern even in His Love, and therefore 

primarily Judgmental in His relationship with the world. In 

that case the aHswer is usually that, to learn any significant 

truth, humankind is entirely dependent on God. This outlook 

underlies the position enunciated by Augustine of Hippo 

(interpreting St Paul) and crystallised by Calvin, that without 

God's grace man can know and do nothing good nor true, and that 

God dispenses grace, as He wills, only to the small number of 

elected faithful. This is basically the position adopted by 

the puritans and Jansenists and their descendents, and it is 

having a popular run among present-day Evangelicals. As we shall 
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see in chapter five, this attitude bedevils the whole area of 

humanistic endeavour in Christianity, largely because it denies 

that anyone outside the flock can do anything worthwhile. 

On the other hand, there are those, such as the liberal 

Catholic, Orthodox and Anglican Churches, who (sometimes in 

order to de-emphasise His 'l'ranscendence, sometimes simply to 

balance it) put the emphasis on His Immanence. They tend to 

have a more 1 sacram~ntal 1 view of the universe,.which means (as 

we shall see in chapter four) that the physical universe is 

seen as a potent and even necessary vehicle for spiritual reality, 

and that God's presence and action can be discerned throughout 

the whole universe, and not just those parts of it that are 

'unfallen' or 'saved'. Thus we can benefit from either sinner 

no+ 
or saint, since God's love, acti6n and grace are necessarily 

A. 

excluded from certain sorts of people. This outlook also tends 

to assert that human beings have considerable independe.no.e 

to discover 'truth' through their own efforts, and to choose 

freely whether or not to participate with God in working for 

the good and true and beautiful. 

Not surprisingly, virtually all modern artists who remain 

orthodox Christians tend towards this second point of view, for 

unless they are happy simply to go on regurgitating already 

Divinely revealed Truths (which, as we have seen, is a course 

Baxter rejects outright), they must believe that they have at 

least some measure of independence to discover some truth, for 

themselves and all humankin~. James K. Baxter is no exception. 
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In fact, although at times he felt very keenly God's 

Transcendence; throughout his creative religious thought we 

find implicitly or explicitly his rejection of the former 

view and its consequences. At the end of his life he expressed 

the whole perplexing problem with remarkable lucidity: 

There are two ways of looking at God. 

A man or woman may feel that beyond all creatures, 
beyond our fellow beings,. . . beyond everything, 
God exists .... 

Yet God is not only alive in thereness, beyond us -
He is also alive in hereness, among us. 

A deist may see God as a Power behind the universe, 
unconnected with man. But a Christian believes that 
God is also our Brother 

- that He became us, by becoming a member of the human 
race .... i 

In a less conciliatory passage, drawing I think on the image of 

the mythological Tree of Knowledge, Ygdrasil, he writes at the 

end of 'Pig Island Letters 13' (PIL, p.17,; RW,. p.46): 

••. diving deep, the downward swimmer 
Finds fresh water rising up, 
A mounded water breast, a fountain, 
An invisible tree whose roots cannot be found; 

As that wild nymph of water rises 
So does the God in man. 

Perhaps his most explicit theological-type statement of God's 

i SFL, (no page nos), eh. VI 'The Love of the Many', (p.40). 
(NB: Since SFL has no page numbers, those given in the 
notes are my own numbering. The chapter number and title 
will also be given.) 
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nearness to us comes in his gloss of Colossians 1:27 in 

Thoughts about the Holy Spirit: 

Nobody is excluded from the Christian secret. It is 
for all peopl0s: Christ is in you (not "can be in you") 
because by his life and death and resurrection he 
united himself to all men. The assent of the believer 
is the positive recognition of an already existing 
relationship. The assent does not create Christ in 
his soul ... Christ is already there. 

(p.16) 

What the assent does is allow the Holy Spirit to vitalise the 

seed of Christ plan-led by His death in the soul of all people. 

This insight is of course distinctively Catholic, and helps 

us see why Baxter sought, as he said at Jerusalem, "a heart

centred Catholic humanism"i. 

The essence of Baxter's defence of art and its 'view from 

the ground' is that the artist should be allowed to be independent 

of moral, religious or philosophical restrictions, and that any 

artist from any persuasion may offer insights which might be 

significant for humanity. As he said in an early discussion 

of this issue: 

i 

•.. to have an effect on the course of modern secular 
thought a Christian apologist has to recognise that 
Karl Barth, or the Council of Trent, have not said the 
last word about human nature, and that Dost-<?ievski or 
even Sartre may shed light on our problems 1 i. 

(FA, p. 48) 

See eh. l , p • 7, for this statement (my emphasis). 

ii cf. his comments in the Landfall interview, op.cit., p.241-2. 
'11his reference to Sartre is mildly ironic in view of his 
comments on the French writer in 'The Buried Stream 1 

(BC, p. 39) 
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Nor was he entirely pessimistic about the Church's position. 

This concluding statement from 'Literature and Belief' 

embodies no doubt the hope of the humanist Christian for his 

own branch of Christianity: 

It seems that a negative view of art is part of the 
Catholic heritage; but I do not see this situation 
as unchangeable, if Catholics are prepared to learn 
the natural contemplation, to approach the thought 
of others in a spirit of charity, and endure the 
conflict that CDn:E.s with self-knowledge. 

(M.H, p.54-5) 



CHI\.TER THREE 

THE POET'S VISION: 

SUFFERING AND DEATH 

It is now necessary to examine in more detail what it 

was Baxter saw 'from the ground', and how it affected his 

search for 'a humanist Christianity'. This chapter discusses 

his view of the conditioni of human existence: the pervasive 

presence of suffering and death in a world that is seen as 

largely hostile to human life. Then the following chapter 

shows how, given the presence of chaos and disorder in life 

since the Fall, Baxter nonetheless asserts the possibility of 

growth and goodness beyond the disorder. The main thrust 

of this chapter is a dialectical one. On the one hand, as 

we shall see, Baxter saw the world as a harsh and even hostile 

environment for human life, a view expressed throughout his 

poetry, and explained in part by his own early experiences of 

life. Consequently, 'suffering' and 'death' are two of the 

most persistent themes of his poetry, and no study of Baxter 

can afford to ignore them, because they are central to his 

understanding and interpretation of life. On the other hand, 

rather than becoming cynical and negative about human life, he 

was very sympathetic to suffering humanity, and was committed 

to improving as far as possible the human lot. The effect of 

these two points of view was that he sought a Christianity 

which could truly take account of suffering and death, 

recognising the negative in existence but affirming nonetheless 

the positive value of human being. This led him, as I will show, 
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to a 'humanist Christianity'. 

'Death' is probably the most pervasive single theme in 

his writing, and its formative influence can be seen throughout 

his work and his life; while 'suffering', from being 

something of an unpleasant mystery to him as a youth, became 

a major influence on the course of his later lif~ and thought(l). 

But these the.nes are also very difficult matters to discuss, 

because Baxter expressed many different points of view about 

them, and these cannot always be reconciled with one another. 

In his poetry we find determinismi, stoicism, fatalism, 

nihilism; confronted by suffering and death we find him 

ii 
expressing both outrage and sadness , defeat and hope, awe 

and terror; God is seen as indifferent to and also passion

ately identified with those who suffer; at times He is the 

Source or Cause, at other times the Remover or Redeemer of suffer

ing, and variolrnly the scourge and the succour of the afflicted. 

Death is found as an obsession in Baxter's writing: sometimes 

it is an excuse for writing poor poems or ending aimless ones( 2), 

sometimes a source of profound existential truths; sometimes 

it is something deeply desired by him, at others it is a sign 

of human defeat, worthlessness, mystification - or even great 

hope in human existence in general. 

i It is perhaps surprising to find a strong statement of 
determinism in his work as late as 1967, but that is at 
least part of the implication of 'The Wheel' (BC, p.69). 

ii Weir has noted Baxter's tone of sadness (especially in FH) 
on occasions when he considers how death breaks up the -
"tribe" and disrupts the happiness of comradeship - Weir, 
MWM, p.246-7; PJKB, p.70. 
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The great virtue in this complexity is that Baxter was 

able to express, sometimes astonishingly well, a vast range 

of human responses to death and suffering, which were often 

profoundly religious. But the difficulty for the commentator 

is to try to discern some overall shape in these responses 

and the thoughts and words that arose from them, and to decide 

on Baxter's priorities in his beliefs and statements. The 

problem largely arises because Baxter is not concerned with 

dealing with either death or suffering in any systematic or 

philosophical way. Instead he is usually recording his 

psychological and emotional (and sometimes religious) responses 

to these things in a variety of different moods and circum-

stances, 
r\O+ 

and these recordings will transmute easily into neat 
f\ 

systems of thought. Nor should they, as poetry; but in 

seeking to clarify religious belief and understanding it is as 

unwise to leave reason out of account as it is to ignore 

emotion or instinct, and it is one purpose of this study to 

organise Baxter's expressed ideas into a rationally and 

thematically clearer pattern. We mu,;t therefore examine the 

salient aspects of his responses to death and suffering, in 

order to discern what ideas and attitudes he has offered in 

his work. 

The most persistent of Baxter's attitudes to suffering and 

death in his writing is that they are an inevitable feature of 

all existence on earth. This does much to give his work that 

air of gloomy pessimism which I noted in the introduction. 
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Beyond the Palisade displays an almost obsessive concern 

with death, mcnfu.li ty, and the triviality of human existence -

rather extraordinary themes for a teenager's first collection. 

Such lines as these (from a poem rather ironically titled 

'A Child is Born') demonstrate, despite the conventionality 

of the diction, his youthful fixation with death: 

Though death him slay at last 
Here is new Man; 

Though death him slay at last 
We thus began, 

We'll thus be clay again ... 
(p.21) 

Further evidence can be found in the number of titles implying 

death: 'Cry Mourn', 'Death of a Swan', 'Death of a Man', 

'. The Killing of a Rabbit' , 'For Burial in Ground' . He had an 

almost Elizabethan sense that death makes life seem futile: 

••• no refuge, 

No refuge is there from the flame that reaches 
Among familiar things and makes them seem 
Trivial vain .... the mountain embrace 
Were a death dearer than freedom or freedom's flags, 

(p. 9) 

In 1954, he combined his sense of death and futility in a 

remarkably concise, poignant poem which identifies death as 

'The First of Many Griefs': 
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The first of many griefs 
for such as live by pain 
was never love of girls 
but that old men 

not hardy and not wise 
nor famed by singers; 
whose lives are blacksmith's pride 
or green fingers; 

for whom mute iron spoke 
and leaf sought sun; 
should under earth fall 
not to be known again. 

(BC 1 p.13) 

In a 1967 poem about his family, entitled 'A Family Photograph 

1939', he focussed on this fixation with death in his own 

self-portrait: 

I 1 in my fuggy room at the top of the stairs, 
A thirteen-year-old schizophrene, 
Write poems, wish to die ... 

(MR, p.127; RW, p.67) 

However, this grim view of death was soon to moderate. By the 

time of his third book, The Fallen House, he is able to see 

life and death as inseparable companions in a fundamentally 

paradoxical existence: 

It is the rain streaming reminds me of 
Those ardent showers, cathartic love and grief. 
As I walked home through the cold streets by moonlight, 
My steps ringing in the October night, 
I thought of our strange lives, the grinding cycle 
Of death and renewal come to full circle, 
And of man's heart, that blind Rosetta stone, 
Mad as the polar moon, decipherable by none. 

(FH, p.22; RW, p.15) 
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It is a curious and significant fact that a surprising 

numbc!r of poems in that volume end with phrases which combine 

life with death, or birth with age and time: see for instance 

'Poem by the Clock Tower, Sumner' (p. 20) , 'Rocket Show' (p. 22) , 

'Song for an Old Soak' (p.25), 'On Lyttleton Harbour' (p.26), 

and 'The Glass Door' (p.44-5). And it is not unusual to find 

the poet preferring death to life, seeing it as something more 

attractive than the struggle of earthly existence. Expressions 

of a death-wish, or at least enchantment with death, can be 

found throughout Baxter's writing. The early poem 'Odysseus' 

(BWF, p.24) ends with the line "Death is more deep than love: 

death is my spirit now"; while the much later poem 'The Gale' 

(Rns, p.51) muses rather wistfully, "Freedom by death is the 

chosen element". Two of the best expressions of death-wish in 

his poetry are these: 

As a man 

Grows older he does not want beer, bread, or the 
prancing flesh, 

But the arms of the eater of life, Hine-~ui-te-po, 

With teeth of obsidian and hair like kelp 
Flashing and glimmering at the edge of the horizon. 

- 'East Coast Journey' 
(PIL, p.24) 

There's no road back 

To the dream time, and I endure instead 
This hunger to be nothing. I supplicate 
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Dark heaven for the peace of that woman they 
Lifted out of the breakers yesterday ... 

\</ct.5 • • • • . 'I'o 
She rolled by the undertow. 

/\ 

and fro 

This I understand. Sister, remember 
Us who wrestle yet in the coil of life's hunger. 

-Shingle Beach Poem 
(Lth, p.27) 

Weir has discerned a similar theme in 'Waipatiki Beach' 

(PIL, p.25-5; RW, p.48-SO)i. In one of the more interesting 

instances of the death wish in his poetry, in 'Ferry from 

Lyttleton' (Lth, p.59), Baxter gives a very Freudian motivation 

for the desire for death: 

Always the feeling comes 

That one might leap over the side 

And sink in the cold water. Not, I think 
A desire to kill oneself 

But a longing to go back and rest 
In the waters of the womb. 

However, I see this as an example of that. ability of 

Baxter's to express many different attitudes and points of 

view of which I spoke earlier. More usually his death-wish 

seems to be a straight-forward desire to escape 11 the coil of 

life's hunger 11 ii, or to be with his Maker in a happier 

i See Weir, ~M, p.148; PJKB, p.31 

ii Last line of 'Shingle Beach Poem', quoted above. 
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environment. Moreover, despite the relative peace and 

affirmation of his later thought on death (which I will 

discuss towards the end of this chapter), his obsession with 

death as literary theme and existential fact remained with 

him till his death, as did his dissatisfaction with earthly 

life as opposed to the paradises of Eden and Heaven. 

This last point, sharpened to the conviction that the 

earth and the conditions of human life are a very harsh 

environment in which to have to live, is a kind of broad 

philosophical backdrop to his work as a whole. A poem from 

1944, written when he was only eighteen, speaks of "Earth 

the inhuman amphitheatre Chaos 11 ('In Monochrome', stz 4, Lth, p.9) 

- a line whose strange irregular rhythm and syntax are as 

unsettling as the thought itself. This vision of earth is 

present throughout his poetry. One cannot help noticing the 

gloom of Beyond the Palisade with its pervading determinist 

outlook, and the poet's mood is generally fatalistic, occasionally 

nihilistic. Such lines as these are typical: 

Uncontemplative clouds forever move 
For skies cannot earth's suffering burden see ... 
While man the hawk and man the hare 
Pursue their unrelenting passage here: 
Are born, beget, and die. 

'Hawk and Hare' stz 3 
(BTP, p.23) 

And rivers leaping with immense inertia past gorge 
and derrick 

Why do you speak from your opaque blindness 
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Not of life not of snow but a swollen harshness 
Showing an eye-universe inanely inately blind? 

+11(1,l 

- 'O Lands see in the Light of an 
Inhuman Dawn' stz. 3 

(BT}:_, p.13) 

Baxter has said at the age of thirteen 
I\ 

I believedin little except some obscure Cosmic 
Principle who did not particularly like me 

(MB, p.125) 

• lj"" 
and arising out of this a strong sense of human vulnerability 

I\ 

before an essentially hostile (or at best, indifferent) 

universe. This sense runs right through his first two books. 

It emerges again in the last stanza of 'To A Jet Pilot' 

(written after he became an Anglican), which in diction and 

attitude sounds extraordinarily Calvinistic:i 

No man is metal. The cowering houses under 
Your thunderbird are wounds to prove you liar 
And vulnerable flesh - they cradle·the tinder 
Text of mortality, and God's fire. 

(PU, p.10) 

The moderation of his attitude to death that occurs 

in his later writings is not paralleled in his view of the 

i Verbally and technically thi~ passage has a strong affinity 
with Robert Lowell's early verse, and he too has been seen 
as essentially Puritan in vision. It is possible that 
Baxter had read Lowell at this stage, since the latter's 
Poems 1939-48 was published by Faber in 1950. 
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earth's inhospitality. In many later poems such as 

'At Akitio' (IFONR, p.67-8) and 'Waipatiki Beach' the 

natural world is presented as a harsh and uncompromising 

environment: 

Bare earth, bare sea, 
out 

With~fingers crack open the hard ribs of the dead. 
(PIL, p.25; RW, p.48) 

In a mid-sixties poem 1,•;rhich very successfully combines the 

heavy sententious address of the earlier rhetorical poems, 

and the economy, control and complicated rhythms of his later 

work, Baxter imagines the sea-tide as a devouring kraken:ii 

do not 

Expect the sea to break its own laws, 

Or any Venus to be born 

Out of the gulf's throat ...•... 
••...•....•...... As night comes 

You will hear from the lighthouse the foghorn speak 
With a shuddering note, and watch how the kraken's wide 

Blinding tendrils move like smoke 
Over the rock neck, the muttering flats, the houses. 

- 'The Kraken' (Lth, p.36) 

i 'In Monochrome' (stz 4) , ~th, p. 9. 

ii The kraken is a mythical sea-monster said to appear 
off the coast of Norway. (O.I.D.) 



- 75 -

If nothing else, these lines present in a subtle yet vivid 

manner a vision of the sea as uncompromising and pitiless 

in its disregard for human desire, construction and life. 

That vision is not uncommon in the treatment of nature in 

his poems. But in Jerusalem Daybook he uses a natural image 

even more pointedly to suggest our predicament in these 

surroundings: he depicts man as 

••. a crab on the seabed 
under the bladderweed 
not able to shift the pain'. 
of being what he is-

(JD, p. 29) 

Clearly, his early sense of this hostile environment remained 

with him throughout his life. John Weir has suggested that 

in Beyond the Palisade this vision of nature was largely a 

reflection or "projection" of an adolescent's experience of 

society as hos"tilei, but the fact that he never 'out-grew' 

such a vision suggests, as I have argued, that it went much 

further than that, that in fact he always saw earthly life, 

at least to some extent, as inherently hostile to humanity. 

In many ways he regarded this hostility as the cause of 

most human and moral evil and consequent suffering. This is 

the implication of his admirable exegesis of Tam O'Shanter's 

journey past previous occurrences of death in 'The Man on the 

Horse': 

i See Weir, PJKB, p.21 
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The man on the horse is ... uncovering the tribal 
calamities - death by accident, death by smothering 
snow, death by infanticide, death by suicide. The 
common factor in each is one of helplessness in 
the face of internal or external destruction ... 
... Burns recognises in them not chiefly the fault 
of those concerned: ... he recognises instead 
the unanswerable weight of the human condition itself 
wfi.-:i.ch breeds a deep dread, compassion and catharsis. 

(MH, p.109; my emphases) 

More suco:u-ictly_ , the second of his epigrammatic 'four worcls 

i above love ' reads: 

It is life not the lover 
that strips us to the bone, 

and that sentiment is echoed often, 

in his play The Band Rotunda: 

he 
as when says of the "methoes" 

1, 

"Their central problem, as for us, is.the 
incommunicable weight of life itselfii. 11 

In fact at timeshe used the affliction of alcholism as a symbol 

or analogy of "the affliction of being alive and being 

humaniii 11 , particularly in his plays, and in dramatic poems 

like 'Concrete Grady' and 'Henley Pub'. He once said: 

i This deligl:tfully unli terary effort is a manuscript in 
John Weir's possession, written c. 1968, and mentioned 
in Weir, FNZP, p.207. 

ii Doyle quotes this in JKB, p.147. 

iii Doyle, JKB, p.110. 
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J: am myself a member of the great tribe of 
drunks who hold a mirror to the world of chaos 
we inhabi t.i ·, 

and chaos was certainly one quality he frequently ascribed 

to the world, as in the image of the waves in the poem in 

ii 
that name . 

It is an important feature of Baxter's life and faith 

that, while he felt the inescapable affliction of earthly 

life so keenly, he did not become embittered, cynical and 

dour. In fact, he was always remarkably sympathetic towards 

those who suffered, and his commitment to the removal of 

suffering often took him into controversial and unconventional 

areas. He always believed that we must work to eradicate evil 

and alleviate suffering wherever possible, rather than adopt 

a fatalistic, uncaring attitude. His social protest poems 

from the fifties and sixties, such as 'Crossing Cook Strait' 

(RW, p.25), and more personal ones like 'Elegy for an Unknown 

Soldier' (IFONR, p.16; RW, p.11), both demonstrate this 
' 

commitment. And in the year or two before Jerusalem, despite 

his statement in The Man on the Horse that "the Leftist ethos 

has long since been blunted and fragmented by politicians and 

other dreary men" (MH, p.127), he was so distressed by the 

economic injustice and social unhappiness he saw in New Zealand 

i Baxter's Introduction to The Band Rotunda, p.vii. 

ii. RW, p. 83-6. Cf. Weir's interview with Baxter, Landfall 111, 
p.-242-3. 'Chaos' is discussed in more detail in the no':-~ 
chapter. 



- 78 -

cities that, by his own account, he nearly became a Marxist 

(AT, p. 5) • Towards the end of Autumn 'J'estarnent he says of a 

visit to Auckland: 

The towns are becrnning intolerable to me. I 
cannot stay in them long without beginning to 
ask for the help of Father Lenin. . . l 

(!_\T, p.44) 

As can be seen from 'Autumn '1.'estament 18' (~_!, p. 23), however, 

the economic materialism of Marxist-Leninism ultimately 

dissuv.ded Baxter from abandoning his Catholicism for Communism, 

despite the admiration he felt at tirnesfor "Father Lenin". 

However, in a sonnet from letter to peter olds(4), he expresses 

crudely but strikingly his vision of the peaceful revolution 

of humanism and communalism which he believed could regain for 

his fellow countrymen dignity, justice and humanity: 

The revoluticin doesn't need guns; 
It happens whenever a man arrested for being 

Out of work, and booted into the meat wagon, 
Begins to laugh instead of squaring his fists; 

It happens whenever a screw in Paremoremo 
Walks out of his job instead of standing and watching 

Twenty men bumming a boy. It happens 
When the owner of the restaurant sits down with a 

moneyless customer 

i In fact, he does invoke Father Lenin in that bitter urban 
poem 'Ode to Auckland' (OA, p.18), and as early as 1965, 
in a poem called 'The Strike', he had imagined that 
"Lenin's bright bones/ In the air assembled, instructed/ 
Us." (BC, p.51). 
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To pass the time of day. It happened for me 
Lately at 'l'aumaranui, when I stood on the 

grass of rnarae 

Beside one kuia, and said to her, 
'When I am beside you I know that the earth below 

'My feet is our mother. It gives me a sense of peace.' 
The revolution happens when the eyes begin to open 

at last. 

Indeed, as a Catholic and Christian he was emphatic that 

the Christian response to moral evil, whether caused or 

suffered by others, was to seek to transform and remove it 

by love. He condemned the C<:)nsorious attitude to moral evil 

which desires simply to expunge or reject evil-doers as "Very 

far fror,1 the Christian approach to evil" i (SFL, p.31 and 33) , 

and, in contrast argued that we must follow God's example, 

shown in the person of Jesus Christ: 

God's response to evil is to overcome it with good. 
Christ is the lover of man ... he puts his arms 
around the sick soul and makes it well - he puts 
his arms around the dead soul and brings it to life. 

(§FL, p.32) 

In fact, Baxter states quite clearly in The Six Faces of Love 

that love and_mercy are the only answers he had found all his 

life to the problem of pain and evil (SFL, pp.6 and 37). 

It was these principl~s he set to work in the Jerusalem 

community, one purpose of which was to give troubled individuals 

1.:-,•h~.Y\+ 

i See also my chapter on Puritanism, since Baxter associated 
such attitudes with Puritanism especially, which is a 
major reason why he so fervently opposed that brand of 
moralistic Christianity. 
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on condemnation rather tl1an redemption. Moreover, one of 

the great achievernents of Baxter's Jerusalem theology is 

that he interpreted this "love" as aroha, the communal love 

of the Maori tribe, believing that through a theology and 

life-style of communalityi, we could overcome the "three 

chief scourges of the urban culture" - depersonalisation, 

centralisation, and desacralisation ii 
(AT, p.6) • In 

The Six Faces of Love, Baxter sought to summarise very simply 

the Christian motives for his Jerusa1em community, and he 

explains aroha there as the "Love of the Many": 

If we are 
is in the 
Himself. 
sunlight. 
tolerant, 

looking for God on the human level, it 
Love of the Many that He hides and reveals 
The Love of the Many is like air or 
It is understanding, peaceful, unpossessive, 

prepared to suffer for and suffer ~ithiii. 

It is my conviction that Baxter's deep commit rnent to the 

alleviation of social injustice and unhappiness and thetr 

consequences for individuals led him directly to Jerusalem, 

where he sought an alternative to the causes of evil and 

suffering in modern Western secular society, as he understood 

them, and where he put into practice his concept of a 

'humanist Christianity'. 

i He uses the phrase "a theology of communality" to open 
Jerusalem Daybook (p.1), and John Geraets chose it for 
the title of his thesis. 

ii This is discussed at greater length in the final chapter. 

iii SFL, chapter 4, "The Love of the Many", (p. 41). 
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But as a Christian thinker and poet, he also sought 

to explain the presence of suffering in relation to his 

faith, and particularly in relation to Jesus Christ Himself, 

and Baxter's contribution to this difficult theological 

problem is worth noting. To begin with there are occasions 

when he draws our attention to the positive value of suffering: 

for instance, in these lines from an early poem, 'Wild Bees': 

But loss is a precious stone to me, a nectar 
Distilled in time, preaching the truth of winter 
To the fallen heart that does not cease to fall. 

( FH , p . 2 3 - 4 ; . RW, p • 16 -1 7 ) 

It is through the experience of loss that we gain k,now_lege -

a knowlege of the fall and sadness and deathfulness of our 

lives. This emphasis on suffering's positive aspects develops 

especially after Howrah Bridge and Other Poems, published 

shortly after Baxter became a Roman Catholic, and there is 

another fine example of it in his essay on the sufferings of 

Purgatory, which he sees as a sort of penance, the purpose of 

which is to 

i 

bring those parts of our souls which have been 
deadened by sin fully to life again. Inevitably 
this change involves suffering; but the suffering 
is perhaps best regarded not as a negative and 
punitive happening, but, as it were, as something 
analagous to the returning of blood and life in a 
paralysed limb. i 

(FC, p.139) 

~ cf. his depiction of Puratory as an operating theatre, 
ibid., p.144. ~ 
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Such a concept does nothing to solve the vexed problem of 

why pain should be a necessary part of gaining wholeness 

and life, but it emphasises Baxter's belief to that effect 

and does offer a way of seeing some sorts of pain positively. 

His contribution to a Christian understanding of pain 

and suffering is also evident in his ideas on how Christ is 

involved in human suffering. Perhaps the most interesting 

aspect of Baxter's thinking on suffering was his elaboration 

of the belief that Christ is mysteriously bound to all those 

who suffer through partici~ation of their sufferings. The 

German existentialist theologian Paul Tillich has expressed 

this belief and its importance for Christianity masterfully: 

It is the greatness and the heart of the Christian 
message that God, as manifest in the Christ on the 
Cross, totally participates in the dying of a child, 
in the condemnation of the criminal, in the disin
tegration of a mind, in starvation and famine, and 
even in the human rejection of himself. There is 
no human condition into which the divine presence 
does not penetrate. This is what the Cross, the 
most extreme of all human conditions tells us 1 • 

Baxter in fact saw this as a reciprocal relationship: 

through His Passion Our Lord experiences the suffering of 

others, while those who suffer participate through those 

sufferings in His Passion and Crucifixion. Baxter regarded 

Our Lord's Passion not simply as a historical event but as 

an ever-present reality, acted out continually in the 

i Paul Tillich, The Boundaries of our Being, 
1963/73), p.40. 

(Fontana, 
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confrontation between God 1 s goodness and the world's evil, 

especially human evil: 

Christ dies again in each soul that sins mortally: 
no man lives or dies outside the pattern of His 
Passion ... i 

The other side, Christ's sharing in human suffering is 

expressed by Baxter in terms very like Tillich's, but local: 

When He shared in the Garden the pain of the men 
who rot in Porirua, or in His dereliction the pain 
of those who choose madly to be separate from Him, 
was this a mere 'historical event'? I do not believe 
it to be soii_ 

Christ is, he believes, 

mysteriously bound ... to any man who suffers or 
has suffered or will suffer. 

(ibid.) 

This belief arises again and again in his work: in a phrase 

like "the daily crucifixions of the modern world" (MH, p.60), 

which clearly implies that he sees the suffering of fellow human 

beings as a sort of mystical re-enactment of the Crucifixion; 

and when he recounts how, when at Jerusalem he was walking along 

reciting the Stations of the Cross, his truckie friend Rex told him: 

i 

ii 

JKB to JEW, 
PJKB_, p. 50; 

J·1rn to JEW, 

17th October 1961; 
MWM, p.203. 

29th May 1961. 

see also Weir, 
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The gristle's gone from my hipbone, 

'When I lie down in bed the bones pull 
Out of their socket.' He drives on through the dust. 
I keep him in mind through the Carrying of the Cross ... 

( 1 AT 26', AT. p.27) 

The force of this idea, and how far Baxter was prepared to take 

r 
it, is demonstated in one of his most powerful political protest 

(\ 

poems, 'The Infant of Biafra', which blasts Kiwi apathy to the 

plight of Biafra in the late-sixtiesi: 

The deathsheads of Biafra 
Are haunting Bellamy's 
Where scotch and soda trickle down 
The necks of old MPs 
And some men talk of justice 
But most of the Credit Squeeze. 

The starved eyes of Biafra 
Observe the women who 
Buy toys for their own children 
Enough to stock a zoo 
And plan for a trip to Sydney 
When the business deal goes through. 

The dark bones of Biafra 
Will never leave our door 
Because all things are joined in Christ 
And the rich must feed the poor 
Or lie like broken dummies 
In Hell's department store. 

The Dead Child of Biafra 
Will lie on Christmas Day 
In the cribs of all the churches 
Upon the rotting hay 
For those who did not feed Him 
But threw His Life away. 

(HLDCG, p.94-5) 

i I am taking the liberty of quoting a large amount of the 
poem because I think the impact of the Christ-image gains 

its impact from its gradual introduction into the poem. 
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The poet pulls no punches in his total identification of a 

starved child in a war-torn Third World country - a figure 

all too often treated with ignore or callous disregard by 

people in more fortunate countries like New Zealand - with 

the child Jesus at Christmas time (usually pictured romantically) 

and the dead Christ. Such statements demonstrate Baxter's 

commitment to and deep compassion for anyone who suffered in 

any way, whether physically, spiritually or morally. Seeing 

Christ suffering in the sufferings of others brings into sharp 

focus the· frequent Christian C-::!Xhortation to "see Christ in one's 

i fellow men 11 , and that is a principle to which Baxter at times 

gave vivid expression. Its influence is probably also felt more 

directly in his faith, since it is very likely, as Weir has 

hintedii, that Christianity attracted Baxter precisely because 

it has at its centre a suffering God (Christ). This is the gist 

of these lines from 'Autumn Testament': 

King Jesus, after a day or a week of bitching 
I come back always to your bread and salt 

Because no other man, no other God, 
Suffered our pains with us minute by minute 

And asked us to die with him. 
- 'AT 21' (AT, p.24) 

But in the case of believing Christians who suffer there 

i Baxter himself makes this exhortation in the very moving 
final paragraph of AT: 'Letter to Colin', AT, p.48. 

ii See Weir, PJK~, p.52. 
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is an added dimension. For their sufferings are "the 

completion of Christ's sufferings" on the Cross (THS, p.15; 

my emphases} - the Passion thus remains historically present 

for them: 

The completion of Christ's sufferings through 
his members is a mystery that involves all 
Christians .•. The suffering of the Christian is 

part of Calvary. 
(THS, p.15, commenting 
on-Colossians 1:24} 

I take it that it is my duty as a Catholic, in my 
minute and shadowy and fragmentary life, to enter 
as fully as I am able the area of the Passion: 
to participate in it ... to offer up a headache, a 
humiliation, any pain at all, in union with it i 

Furthermore, our sufferings can achieve meaning and value 

otherwise inaccessible, through union in this way with Christ's 

own (ibid.) (3). It is this belief that underlies Baxter's 

almost masochistic acceptance of suffering and discomfort once 

ii he moves to Jerusalem , for acceptance of suffering now takes 

on·what is really mystical signicance. But as early as 1962 

he had said, "love and suffering are the bread of the Christianii,., 

and Jerusalem was in many ways an acting out of the same 

principle. 

Unfortunately, Baxter did little to solve the problem of 

i ~KB to JEW, 29th March 1961. 

ii In 'Poem for Colin - 3' (JS, p.11), Baxter describes his 
practice of mild flagellation, and in an undated letter 
of 1969 he told John Weir he had had the guidance of"a 
most kind and intelligent director ..• - a Dominican" in 
taking up this practice. 
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why suffering exists and therefore why all this should be 

necessary at all - but we shall have more to say on that soon. 

Nonetheless his statements and ideas enlarge our religious 

understanding of suffering, because of his own appropriation 

of Christian insights into thotperplexing experience, and his 

ability to trans].ate them into the contemporary and local 

situation. Added to this is the poet's felicitous use of 

language to express vividly and directly important but often 

difficult ideas. 

Given his sense of human vulnerability in this chaotic, 

hostile world, and the great sympathy displayed throughout his 

poems with those who suffer and are afflicted, one might well ask 

how Baxter came to have such an acute sensitivity to human 

suffering. Unlike many twentieth-century poets, Baxter did not 

have some terrible experience of suffering (physical or mental) 

which might direct his thoughts there. But we can point to 

several very real experiences that could well have contributed 

to his sensitivity to suffering. Firstly, he seems to have felt 

very keenly his father's maltreatment and ostracism at the hands 

of the military and society in general, for being a conscientious 

objector during World War I: 

When I was only semen in a gland 
Or less than that, my father hung 
From a torture post at Mud Farm 
Because he would~~ill. The Guards 
Fried sausages, and as the snow came darkly 
I feared a death by cold in the cold groin 
And plotted revolution. His black and swollen thumbs 
Explained the brotherhood of man . .-. 

- 'PIL 8' (PIL, p.10) 

JRB to JEW, 9th February 1962. 
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His father was also an early influence on Baxter to concern 

himself ·with human suffering and social injustice. Earlier 

the poet had written, in 'To My Father': 

We have one aim: to set men free 
From fear and custom and incessant war 
Of self with self and city against city -
So they may know the peace that they were born for 
And find the earth sufficient, who instead 
For fruit give scorpions and stones for bread. 

(IFONR, p. 4) 

Having survived "a death by cold in the cold groin", Baxter 

then had to endure a fairly unhappy time at school. From the 

age of nine Baxter attended Quaker·boarding-school, here and 

in England, which he found a harsh environment in which to 

grow up. Rather surprisingly, Baxter once said, 11 0bjectively, 

I remember my childhood as a happy time", but went on to say 

that his imaginative recollection of it was somewhat different: 

.•• a sense of grief has attached itself to my early 
life, like a tapeworm in the stomach of a polar bear ... 
Yet the sense of having been pounded all over with 
a club by invisible adversaries is generally with me, 
and has been with me as long as I can rememberi. 

In a poem about ~is school in England he describes his school

mates thus: 

i 'Notes on the Education of a New Zealand Poet', (MH, p.121). 
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... those small angular companions, 
Handlers of the penis and the pen. 

Hard to forgive them oven now, 
Precursors of the adult nightmare -
Franey, Nero of the dormitory, 

Holmes, with the habits of a jaguar 
And the.sleek animal hide, 
Waiting in the bend of the high stone stair. 

- 'School Days' (Lth, p.14) 

So school gave him an immediate introduction to the world of 

suffering, "the adult nightmare" mentioned here. 

After he left school alcoholism was to cause him a good 

deal of trouble, and pain. During the late forties and 

fifties, after leaving school, he led a fairly Bohem~~n life, 

and from the age of seventeen to twenty-eight, Baxter was an 

alcoholici. Alistair Campbell has recalled him in Wellington~ 

this time as 

.•. a poet whom quick success had made impatient and 
arrogant. He was brilliant and spoiled and 
intolerable. Worst of all neither one's booze nor 
one's woman was ever quite safe from himii ... 

The effect~ of his experiences of alcoholism can be seen in 

several ways from this time on: in his awareness of human moral 

weakness and complexity, a deep compassion for underdogs and 

outcasts in society, and his fondness for eccentric alcoholics 

in his poems and plays, especially those on social themes. 

i Baxter told Weir this. See Weir, MWM, p.18. 

ii Alistair Campbell, 'Impressions of the earlier Baxter' 
Landfall 107, p.181. 
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Weir also suggests that alcoholism was the source of 

"certain qualities of violence, tension and nightmarish 

imaginingr:;" in the poen/, and points to his struggle to 

overcome it as the cause of some of the more turgid and 

ii unsuccessful poems in In Fires of No Return (1958) . 

From these personal experiences of Baxter's, we can see 

that for him suffering was not just a matter of the imagination, 

and nor was it limited just to physical: Baxter was as much 

concerned with mental, emotional and spiritual suffering as 

with physical pain. I think that in actual fact the greatest 

affliction Baxter felt in earthly life was our separation from 

God, and the inhospitability of the earth and suffering of life 

were reaJ.ly extensions of this enforced "unreality.": 

-In the long run,. what is our deepest sorrow here on 
earth, .... Whether we know its real cause? 

It is surely to be enmeshed in unreality, .... cut 
off from the truest life of all because we cannot 
see Him. 

(FC, p.144)iii 

It was this "shadow of unreality" (ibid.) he lamented often in 

later lifeiv, while his many statements of death-wish already 

noted and the world-weariness in parts of Pig Island Lettersv 

i Weir, PJKB, p.13; in MWM, he quotes 'Tarras Moon' (7H, p.42) 
as illustration of this - p.20. 

ii Weir, MWM, p.193. 

iii cf. 'Song to the Father' (stz 1) in THS, p.9-10 & Lth, p.71-2 

iv For instance, this is I think what Baxter means by "separate" 

V 

in the phrase "the cramp of lifelong separate pain" at the 
end of 'Arriving in Dunedin' (Lth, p.33). 

e.g. 'East Coast Journey', p.24; 
'Postman', p.45. 

'At Rotorua', p.28; 
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seem 1argely to arise from impatience wi.th that separation 

and "unreality". 

There is, however a troubling corollary to this view 

of the hostility and utireality of earthly existence, which 

is that God is causally responsible for the presence of evil 

in Creation, and for some circumstances which appear evil or 

cause suffering. Baxter almost never discussed the philosophical 
tf"o'o\e,,, .. ,:~ (,11: ,•·•. ~;r, 1 •:>.;Y-C('.,• ... , .. , ,){ : 1 '-:>'. 

way; his was al0ayi'the poetid and Prophetic response of the 

God-troubled man, aware both of human suffering and experience 

of evil, and of God's apparent succour, indifference, and 

cruelty. But what is implied in Baxter's attitude is that God, 

who is Creator and Sustainer of the world and who even sought 

to redeem the world by that mysterious process of Salvation 

through His Son, has not in fact altered any of the circumstantial 

or existential conditions of human life, which appear to have 

always been built into that life, if not from the beg·inning, at 

least since the Fall. It is important to realise that Baxter is 

not just saying that life isn't always a bed of roses and is 

sonetirres a bit unpleasant and even nasty, but that it is 

positively inimical to human existence. Also (and this point has 

not been made by those commentators keen on the Fall-themei) it 

must be realised that Baxter doesn't show much interest in the 

culpability of Adam and Eve ( that is, humankind)· in the Fall -

the evil of the world seems as much inherent in existence itself 

as the result of some initial human misbehaviour or sin. The 

i See chapter 5, p.155f. 
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implication is then that God has deliberately put us in a 

world which unhappily separates us from Him, that is often harsh 

and confusing, and which involves us in much moral embarrassment 

and ambiguity. 

On some occasions God's responsibility is made explicit, 

as in the conclusion of 'Henley Pub': 

J·ehovah' s sky 
And earth like millstones grind us small. 

(PIL_, p.38; RW, p.60) 

In one passage he says that, when he gave up being the 11 happy 

pagan 11 of his youth, he had to be careful 

.•. not to condemn what God after all had planted 
in the depths of our natures - knowing (as He must 
know, everything) that many tensions and disorders 
would rise from its presence there. 

(FC, p .171) 

~1at is the more considered, abstract pole; by Autumn Testament 

God's role in his daily difficulties is faced with a mixture 

of bemused humour and occasional pique: 

He has saddled me again 
With the cares of a household ..•• 

~s •••. Down at the Mass 
Today, Francie told me to, I took Communion 

I\ 

cursing gently 
'£he Joker who won't let me shuffle my own pack. 

('AT 29') 
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By his old habit, 
I'd say, God will let us wait till the boat is sinking 

Then bail it out in a minute. Still that man goes 
Walking on the water and thinking his own thoughts. 

('AT 35') 

Unfortunately space does not allow me to discuss the degree of 

orthodoxy in this view of God and evil, or what it might imply 

for Christian thought. But we do get glimpses of an explanation 

of God's apparent terribleness and destructiveness which is 

rather sterner than that of the ordinary preacher! (4). 

letter to John Weir he wrote that God 

... divides us from our satisfaction in whoever 

In a 

or whatever we love, and so opens a gap for Himself 
in our livesi. 

Likewise he suggested that God has deliberately denied us, 

h h 1 th 1 t . 't ' th' l'f ii t roug cea- , any as ing securi yin is 1 e . God the 

destroyer may remove the security, comforts and human loves 

which God the creator has granted, in order to force us to 

take account of Hirn, to retain some room for Him in our lives. 

There is much experience of evil and pain that such a view 

cannot account for, but it is certainly an orthodox explanation 

of some suffering, and has been popular with the more world-

negating strainsof Christianity with which Baxter occasicnally 

shows an affinity. 

i JKB to JE~, 21st March 1965. 

ii See FC, p.61. 
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All in all, these various attitudes to evil, death and 

suffering add up to a fairly pessimistic (though not despairing) 

view of life, and by now it should be clear that Baxter saw 

hardship, suffering and death as inescapable consequences of 

living, knitted into the very fabric of existence. They were 

experiences with which he constantly wrestled. I have already 

noted that death was something of an obsession with him, and 

it is possible to trace through his work a line of continuous 

struggle to come to terms with it, and to discover what attitudes 

to adopt towards it. What was eventually to grow out of this 

rather dark, pessimistic vision with its occasional brooding 

on death was an insight which gives his later work that strange 

and profound mixture of deep sorrow and insistent affirmation 

on which much of its reputation deserves to be based. Very 

significantly for his thought and writing, in his last few years 

Baxter came to see both death and suffering as leading to life, 

discovering the perplexing truth that life and death are 

inextricably bound together, and that each leads to and informs 

the other. Inklings of such a thought were there from very 

i 
early on, as we have seen in the case of The Fallen House, but 

by the time of the Jerusalem writings ~11 the polarities of 

life are being seen as fused and inter-related: life and death, 

joy and suffering, comfort and afflic tion(S). This acceptance 

of life's complexity, and the affirmation which results, is 

i See above, p.69-70. 
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particularly noticable in the change that occurs in his 

attitudes to death. I want to examine this now in some detail, 

sinCE' I believe it is very revealing both about his acceptance 

and affirmation of life, and more generally about the role of 

Maoritanga in Baxter's search for a humanist Christianity as 

a whole. 

This shift to a much more positive and peaceful view 

of death in Baxter's work is largely the result of the influence 

of Maori thought and conduct. The gradual influx of Maori 

references and culture into his writing is not easy to trace, 

but there is an abrupt increase corresponding to his move to 

Jerusalem, and I have discerned an increase in allusions to 

Maori culture through the writing of the sixties(6). The 

crucial statement on the theme of death is his essay in 

The Flowering Cross called 'The Maori View of Life and Death', 

and its accompanying illustrative poem 'Tangi' (FC, pp.56-67). 

There he contrasts Maori and Pnkeha (including Catholic) 

attitudes to death, very much to the disadvantage of the latter. 

The crux of the matter comes from his own experience of a 

Maori funeral, a 'tangi': 

Recently I had the privilege of attending a Maori 
tangi, a gathering where the friends and relatives 
of a man who had died came together to farewell 
him and to share their grief and hope and love. 
Afterwards, meditating on the occasion, it occurred 
to me like a_ belated thunderclap what the main 
difference is between Maori and European society. 
Maori society has accepted death as the centre of 
life, as a source of grief and of communal 
transformation. 

(FC, p.63; my emphases) 
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It is this recognition of "death as the centre of life'', and 

its corollary that death is a communal experience shared by 

the living and linking the living to their dead, that Baxter 

had firmly embraced by the time of '-Terusalern. It is an insight 

present in Christianity but, as Baxter notes, almost forgotten 

in our society: 

Even before Christianity the Maori tribes had 
grasped a secret (explicit for us in the Mass) 
which our own society is in great danger of losing, 
if it has not already lost it. 

(ibid.) 

It is true that the Church presents the mystery 
of death to .her. members by a communal and 
sacramental ritual on Ash Wednesday ... 
I see it as a communal acceptance of death within 
a sacred context. 

But in the streets outside our churches, when we 
return there with the mark of the ashes on our 
foreheads, there is rarely any such recognition. 

(,l, 1 .. 
. ; ) 

In fact he goes on to chastise pakeha secular society for its 

unbalanced fear of death: 

I have often felt that our secular society's flight 
from the very idea of death is profoundly neurotic 
•••• It is the quality of panic in the face of a 
universal human destiny that seems to me neurotic 
and ill-based. It is natural for the human heart 
to shrink from the unknown ..• But panic is another 
thing. 

(ibid., p.63-4) 

This whole discussion is echoed in various comments and 

poems written after 1966, which reveal the profound change in 
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in his own attitude to death. For instance, he recalls 

the "most definite and real spiritual link" between the 

living and the dead mentioned above in speaking of the 

taniwha in Jerusalem Daybook: 

I think the taniwha is an atua, a spirit ... His 
existence belongs to matewa, the area of dreams 
and omens and hidden spiritual relationships to 
the dead and the living and .non-human environment. 

(J"D, p. 52) 

Two poems in particular take up the ideas in this essay. 

The earlier, 'Man, You will Be Dust' (BC, p.63), which dates 

from about the same time as the article, again criticises 

pakeha attitudes from the Maori standpoint. Firstly, Baxter 

implies the life-death paradox in describing a grave as "the 

earth's black vulvB;,frrembling under rain". Then by depicting 

the pakeha as forced to assume Maori roles by death, the poet 

implies, almost polemically, that .the ·Maori understands death much 

better than he ever did: 

suddenly 
You are an ancestor 

Who never wished to be one. Death is a kind of life 
As the Maori understood it, 

And you who struggled all your life against it 
Became a Maori. Stilt-walking 

Pakeha, without words or money 
You die, man! 

But also implicit in this poem is Baxter's distinct preference 

for Maori social attitudes, which recognise communal relationships 
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and the comparative worthlessness of "words or money". 

Near the beginning of his Flowering Cross essay (p.56-7), 

Baxter postulates "the pos:=,ible case" of a Maori worker in 

a refrigerator-making factory, whose aunt has died and who 

wants three days off work for the tangi. The boss, a Catholic 

pakeha, isn't at all keen and implies he should only have half 

a day, or a day at the most, off work. Baxter then seeks to 

explain this clash in attitudes: 

When the man's aunt died, the spiritual resources 
of the Maori communal group had to be gathered 
together, partly in order that nothing should be 
lacking in mourning for the dead, partly so that 
the living should be able to meet and experience 
the crisis of death in an atmosphere of communal 
warmth and brotherhood. Spiritually this is a 
more important obligation than the production of 
twenty refrigerators ... " 

(FC, p. 5 7) 

This communal experience of death is also central in a strange 

poem, one of the Five Sestinas written in his early days at 

Jerusalem, which I take to be a meditation on the values of 

the Maori marae. Towards the end he envisages a young man, 

"Brother to one of the local children", returning from Wellington 

to the marae for a tangi: 

•.. Back to the marae 
He comes, and the fantails flutter their wings, 
And the children at the tangi will shout and clamber 
Over trestles, with a noise of welcome, 
And tears around the coffin for one of the grown-up 

children, 
Who comes to his mother's house on a visit, 
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Their town cousin, making a longer visit, 
To join the Old ones on the edge of the marae 
Whose arms arc bent to cradle their children 
Even in death, as the pukeko's wings 
Cover her young. The dark song of welcome 
Will rise in the meeting house, like a tree where 

birds clamber 

Or the Jacob's-ladder where angels clamber 
Up and down .... 

- 'The Dark Welcome' (Lth, p.69-70) 

Having introduced that rather out-of-place Christian Biblical 

image, he uses it to emphasise again that the Maori communal 

relationship, focussed on the marae, includes the dead.as well: 

Thus the dead can visit 
The dreams and words of the living, and easily come 
Back to shape the' deeds of the marae ..•. 

(ibid. , p . 7 0 ) 

However, this relationship is denied modern Western man because 

he lacks any equivalent to the marae. In his talk 'Conversation 

with an Ancestor', Baxter suggests that death is closely allied 

to what he sees as the necessary Christian "spirit of destitution", 

and after quoting Teilhard de Chardin at length, he points both 

to the possibility of this conversation with one's ancestors, 

and to its difficulties for us: 

•.• one comes to see the dead as one's destitute 
brothers and sisters, hidden in the silence of God, 
to whom one may speak, and receive an imperceptible 
reply - no longer as robbers and enemies. But this 
is difficult for modern man. He has no ancestor, 
no tribal matrix that will carry him in its love 
through the narrow gate of dissolution, and beyond 
it. 

(MH, p.27) 
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One of the purposes of Jerusalem, I will argue, was to point 

the way to a regaining of this "tribal matrix". 

Turning to the Je~~alem writings themselves, we find 

his thoughts on death shaped very largely by Maori beliefs, 

though he retains, of course, such Catholic beliefs as 

Purgatory and the Resurrection. Strangely, many 

references to death a.re about fea:f ~{;Ji'· the dead, 
/\ 

of the 

but it is 

clear Baxter feels that fear in a very Maori way, consciously 

aware of the presence of the dead, which is both a negative 

and positive thing. In 'Autumn Testament 6 1 (AT, p.17-18), 

"the dead" are associated with "The darkness of oneself" and 

"A ser1se of danger". But at the same time the recognition that 

this "danger" is the presence of the dead, and their reminder 

to us that we "will c~rtainly each of us one day return// To 

our mother the grave", is sufficient, it seems from the poem's 

tone, to allay the poet's fear while also assuring him of an 

inescapable fate. In an earlier poem from Jerusalem Sonnets, 

which echoes his statements quoted above on the "spirit of 

destitution" and the Maori dimension of "matewa" (here called 

"the middle of the .Maori night// Where dreams gather"), his 

initial unfamiliarity with the approach to the dead seems to 

accentuate his fear and uncertainty, (though he is also 

dramatising the difficulty of the "spirit of destitution"): 

The moon is a glittering disc above the poplars 
And one cloud travelling low down 

Moves above the house - but the empty house beyond, 
Above me, over the hill's edge, 
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Knotted in bramble is what I fear, 
Te whare kehua - love drives, yet I draw back 

From going step by step in solitude 
To the middle of the Maori night 

Where dreams gather - those hard steps taken one by one 
Lead out of all protection, and even a crucifix 

Held in the palm of the handwill not fend off 
Precisely that hour when the moon is a spirit 

And the wounds of the soul open - to be is to die 
The death of others, having loosened the safe coat 

of becoming. 

- 'Poem for Colin - 6' 
(JS, p.14) 

The pain and awkwardness of this experience is largely absent 

from this account he gives in Jerusalem Daybook of his visit 

to the Jerusalem graveyard, which I will quote at length because 

it is remarkable for the extent to which the Christian poet 

has now embraced Maori attitudes to the dead. It is also 

remarkable that he repeats the moral of the earlier poem, 

but now he is more at peace with the thought, evidence of that 

peace which I believe the Maori insights brought him: 

Before I go inside the broken fence to the graveyard, 
I speak to those who are inside it - 'He manuhiri 
au, ko taku haere e te haere o aroha.' 

It is the salutation of the poor man at the gate 
of the pa, the one who has no credentials. This is 
the pa of the dead, and I think they do receive me. 
I kneel on the wet grass, beside the concrete tomb 
of the kaumatua, the Maori elder who lived in the 
house before us, and say prayers, both in Maori and 
in English, praying that the souls of the Maori dead 
may have light and peace, and asking them to bear 
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with our stupidity and put the coat of their 
aroha over us. (i) 

'I am a stranger. My coming here is motivated by 
love.' The people of the pa may permit my body 
to be buried in this place. Then, when Te Atua 
raises our bodies from the dead, I will be able to were 
look for a moment at the faces of those who~oone of 
my bone and soul of my soul .... 

'Ko te aroha i Te Ariki' - 'Where love is, there 
the lord is.' It is so also among the dead. And 
we cease to fear the death of the body as we slowly 
recognise that to love is to die the deaths of all 
men along with them ..• 

( JD , p . 13 -14 ) 

The presence of 11 The Maori dead", and his insistence on the 

communal experience of death, were integral parts of Baxter's 

life and writing at Jerusalem, so much so that when for instance 

he goes up to the church at night to pray alone, "the whole 

empty pa and the Maori dead// Are present ('Poem for Colin 14', 

JS, p.22). This contrasts very strongly with the attitudes to 

death and the dead in a 1967 poem written while he was at Naseby 

among his own Calvinist forebea~s. There his initial reaction 

seems to be superstitious, and then very Puritan in its sense 

of death as an individual's private experience characterised as 

"The settling of an ancient debt// A quarrel with God" 

('The Dead', BC, p. 70-1) • The Jerusalem writings stand as a 

direct repudiation of the fearful, brooding mood of this poem 

and of many earlier statements on death in his poems. 

i The alert reader may also notice that these prayers to 
the Maori dead are very similar to the standard Roman 
Catholic practice of praying to the saints for their 
blessing. So, as one might expect, there is some cross
fertilisation between Catholic and Maori religions in 
Baxter's faith. 
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Most crucial for a study of Baxter's humanist Christianity 

is the fact that he believed, and to a considerable degree 

demonstrated, that these insights and customs which he admired 

so much in Maoritanga were quite compatible with Christian 

belief. Indeed, in some case~ they even recovered principles 

now almost lost to view in Christianity. In 'The Maori View of 

Life and Death' he hinted at several points of concord, as when 

he said: 

I see in the Maori view of the dead a natural 
intuition that rises towards the Catholic awareness 
of the unity of the dead and living in the Mystical 
Body. 

(FC, p.64) 

But he warned at the same time that this "Catholic awareness" 

is itself likely to meet in our own society with 

.•. the unconscious aversion of many who fear 
both death and the dead with a concealed profoundly 
neurotic self-concern. 

(ibid.) 

He also suggested that the greenness of the branches worn by 

the mourners at a tangi "may indicate ... a faint foreshadowing 

of the Resurrection, an intuition that death is not wholly 

death ... " (ibid.). Important also is his assertion that "The 

tribal view of death can easily be grafted to the tree of 

Christian knowlege 11 (ibid., p.65), something he continued to 

explore, as we have seen, while at Jerusalem, taking his lead 

quite explicitly from Maori belief and practice. 
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In fact, I think Baxter was quite right in believing 

that these Maori beliefs are compatible with the Christian. 

The affinity of the prayers to the dc~d with Catholic prayers 

to saints, of the wearing of green branches to the hope of the 

Resurrection, and of Maori affirmation in the face of death with 

the Ash Wednesday ritual and Christian belief in the Resurrection 

have already been noted. We should also add to that the 

similarity between the 'tangi' and the Celtic 'Wake', where 

grief is likewise shared and shed communally; and also between 

the sense of the presence of the dead on the marae and the 

Catholic fellowship of the saints, in earlier times celebrated 

particularly on All Saints Day. Nonetheless, Baxter also shows 

that the insights of Maoritanga can amplify and enrich Christian 

understanding of death, which is a positive and original 

contribution of his religious thought. 

All in all, what Baxter gained from the Maori view of 

death was the realisation that death need not be a source of 

disillusionment, dread or despair, but that there is a very 

positive meaning to the intuition of "death as the centre of 

life''. It did not remove his occasional fear and obsessive 

concern with death, but it did diminish them, and it also held 

out to him a practical alternative to a society whose secularism, 

lack of community, and panic in the face of death, had come to 

revolt him. His response to this alternative, as we have seen, 

is an important part of his search for a humanist Christianity. 
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Furthermore, this paradoxical fusion of life and death and 

of the other polarities we noted earlier, goes further than 

just his thoughts on death. Vincent O'Sullivan has very rightly 

said that this concept goes to the very heart of Baxter's life -

to his understanding of God Himself: 

The important feature of his thinking, in his 
last five years, was that the same God held both 
delight and terror; what a man attempted to 
relate to was both his creator and destroyer. 
'Christ is my peace, my terror, my joyr my sorrow, 
my life, my death, but not my security1 ' ... 

In fact, O'Sullivan sees this as 

•.. the terminal point of Baxter 1 s thought, where 
all aspects of his writings converge. To his own 
satisfaction, and along a route signposted, so to 
speak, with some of the best poetry he wrote, Baxter 
now located despondency and illumination in the same 
place. The emphasis is .•. on the God who encompasses 
within Himself such extremes ... The fullness of God 
is also the emptiness of nadaii. 

To some degree, the concept of "the God who encompasses within 

Himself such extremes" is implied in the Christian doctrine of 

Christ's Passion and Resurrection. Typically, Baxter tended to 

emphasise Christ Crucified rather than Christ Risen. But in 

the Jerusalem writings the Crucified Saviour is usually associated 

i O'Sullivan, JKB, p.45-6. 
thoughts on this theme. 
is from JO, p.15. 

See also ibid., p.50-1 for more 
The passage us-ed in this quotation 

ii QJ?..cit., p.51. Nada is a word Baxter borrows from Ernest 
Hemingway and uses in his poem ''rhe Cold Hub' (RW, p.52) 
to express the idea of 'nothingness'. 
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with the hope, love, and affirmation that in Christianity 

is founded on the conviction that after his Crucifixion Christ 

rose from the dead. So th~re are several poems which include 

the image of a cross or crucifix (sometimes particular images 

that he remembers or knows), and usually these poems express 

the paradox of life-in-death-in-life through a complex inter

weaving of different moods, of death with life, happiness with 

sorrow. Here, for instance, is 'Poem for Colin - 13': 

It is not possible to sleep 
As I once did in Grafton 

Under the bright candles of a poor man's wall, 
Under the delicate Japanese image 

Of the Man dying whose arms embrace the night -
Lying curled in rough blankets, perhaps alone, 

Perhaps not alone, with the great freedom 
Of a river that runs in the dark towards its mouth -

Oh treasure of the poor, to be 14ved! 
Arms and eyes I shall not see again -

It is not possible to sleep 
The sleep of children, sweeter than marihuana, 

Or to be loved so dearly as we have been loved, 
With our weapons thrown down, for a breathing space. 

Such poems recall Baxter's thought on Christ's involvement in 

our suffering, heightened to the point where he can say 

••. suffering becomes an unmistakeable sign of the 
presence of the Risen Christ in the world. 

{THS, p.16) 
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But Baxter went further than this, to the point where, 

as O'Sullivan says, "what a man attempted to relate to was 

both his creator and destroyer 11 (op.cit., my emphases). 

Significantly, Baxter chose to present this notion through a 

Maori religious concept: 1 Wahi Ngaro 1 , borrowed from certain 

Maori creation chants, and a prominent motif at the beginning 

of Autumn 'restament. To the Maori it signified the void from 

which Creation emerged. Baxter's use of it is a little vague, 

but at the least it means both that void (which for him is a 

coalition of Maori and Hebrew-Christian myth), and also the 

nothingness, the 'dark night' in which the ego must be extinguished 

in order for us to experience God: 

11 Wahi Ngaro: the void out of which all things come. 
That is my point of beginning. That is where I find 
my peace." 

(A'I', p. 5) 

- Wahi Ngaro, 

The limitless, the silent, the black niglt:. sky 

From which the church huddles like a woman 
On her hillock of ground -

'AT 4' (AT, p.16) 

My father has suggested to me that Baxter is_ rediscovering here 

that experience of God known to perhaps the greatest English 

mystical poet, Henry Vaughan (1622-1695), which he expressed in 

his famous poem 'The Night',especially the last stanza: 
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There is in God (some say) 
A deep, but dazzling darkness; As men here 
Say it is late and dusky, because they 

See not ai all clear 
O for that night! Where I in him 
.Might live invisible and dim. 

There is certainly a remarkable affinity between these two 

poets' visions, but there are also a couple of points where 

the two diverge. He seems to sense Wahi Ngaro as very 

immediate, and also as intimidating as well as desired, a force 

that combines creation and destruction. So his attitude to 

it is characteristically ambivalent, though rather vague. In 

his thesis, John Geraets throws some light on this concept in 

a very perceptive interpretation of 'Autumn Testament 5' 

(AT, p.17), and concludes that Wahi Ngaro is the void "where 

self-consciousness forgets itself''. In that poem, both the 

ducks on the river, and the "sprig of wild wet mint" that 

Francie can add .to the tribe's cooking-pot p~ovide brief moments 

of selfconscious-lessness. But the rain interrupts that, and 

the poet find himself for a while in Adam's place, a shamed and 

i 
vulnerable ego. In this case, Wahi Ngaro seems to be akin to 

that ideal found in the mystical thought of most religions, the 

state of undifferentiated equanimity where there is neither time 

nor space, self nor other, where dissolution and eternal being 

seem to merge. 

i John Geraets, A Theology of Communality, p.35-6. I am 
indebted to John Geraets for this interpretation of a 
poem I have always found rather intractable. 
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This interpretation seems to be reinforced by the abrupt return 

to the ego at the beginning of the next poem: 

The darkness of oneself returns 
Now that the house is empty .... 

(AT, p.17) 

Much of Autumn Testament is infused with Baxter's desire to 

lose "the darkness of oneself" in the darkness of God, 'Wahi 

Ngaro'. It seems to me that Baxter had somehow anticipated 

his impending death, as both the mood and title of Autumn 

Testament imply, and by then his death-wish had become quite 

consistent with his own faith. In their separate studies, 

Vincent O'Sullivan has tended to emphasise Baxter's negntive 

mood and statements, and John Geraets his more affirmative ones. 

I consider that, difficult as it is to inaintain the tension, we 

must recognise that Baxter incorporated both the negative and 

positive in the one vision, which will no doubt continue to 

intrigue and frustrate his readers for a long time to come. 

In conclusion, we can see that James K. Baxter's attitudes 
\ 

to suffering and death were complex and often ambivalent. I 

have dwelt on the subject at length because I believe that his 

ideas are very instructive, and an important contribution to one 

of the most difficult areas of Christian thought. Throughout 

his treatment of suffering and death is the tension between his 

pessimism about human life, and his positive commitment to that 

life. But it also gives us considerable insight into the 
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humanist thrust of Baxter's Christianity, mediated through the 

determinedly human-oriented vision of the poet's 'view from 

the ground'. Baxter not only felt very keenly the harshness 

of the conditions of life, he also had an intense awareness 

of human suffering and perplexity in the face of death, and his 

determination to come to human tennswith these things is an 

important feature of his 'humanist Christianity'. 

So too are the conclusic:ns he came to. In response to 

suffering, be believed that we must go to whatever lengths are 

needed to expose and try to remove the practical causes of 

suffering (and in many ways the_Jerusalem conununity was his 

own demonstlcltion of that). He also sought a theological 

understanding of Christ's role in our human sufferings, which 

tries to make suffering comprehensible-_ and bearable once it 

is seen in a religious context. His response to death was 

more complex, but largely through the influenQe. of Maoritanga, 

he came to see that life and death are inseparable . . and that 

death may have affirmative as well as negative implications for 

human existence. In particular, the doctrine of Resurrection 

came to have added force for him, he rediscovered the 

desirability of the communal sharing of the experience of death, 

and ultimately came to see, through the concept of 'Wahi Ngaro', 

that death and dissolution may in fact be included in the being 

and creativity of God. Thus, far from trying to eradicate the 

negative or at best paradoxical aspects of suffering and death, 

he discovered that they are inseparable from life, and this 

insight remains as an essential conclusion of his 'humanist 

Christianity' . 



CHAP'11ER FOUR 

THE POET'S VISION: 

DISORDER AND GROWTH 

We have seen how Baxter's apprehension of the hostile 

earth, human suffering, and death mediated through poetry 

greatly influenced his search for a humanist Christianity. 

I now want to look at another influence on that search which 

is also directly connected with his poetic activity and insights: 

namely his concern for a Christianity which "allows for human 

disorder and growth"i. Baxter was emphatic not only that human 

suffering and death could be seen affirmatively as well as 

negatively, but that human life as a whole is a difficult but 

inescapable mixture of order and disorder, chaos and creation, 

destruction and growth. In fact, a very important part of his 

activity as a poet was his exploration of ways in which "human 

disorder and growth" are inextricably mixed, and this had a 

profound effect on his religious thought. In particular, he 

insisted that Christianity should accept the presence. of 

disorder in human life and seek, through tolerance and love, 

to transform it into good. As well as that, it should recognise 

that the presence of disorder does not preclude the possibility 

of growth: the harsh world may also possess some of God's 

i Introduction to D&MrM, p. (ix), discussed above, ch.l, p.4. 
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goodness, the degenerate may also be "the earth lamp who holds 

the oil of grace"i. It is these insights which the poet brought 

to his religious search that we shall examine in this chapter. 

One way in which Baxter understood the contribution of 

art and artists in human life is conveyed in his concept of 

ii 
'art as therapy' . An important function of art, be believed, 

is to expose and diagnose "human disorder", or if ·you like the 

"illnesses" of human nature, and, by proposing cures, to contribute 

to the possibility of human growth. In the fifties, Baxter 

tended to emphasise the importance of art as social therapy, and 

the artist as a "physician of his society' (RTP _(1952), p.15). 

This is reflected in his own output of poems on social themes in 

the period covered by Poems Unpleasant (1952) to Howrah Bridge 

and Other Poems (1961), including such classics as 'Ballad of 

Calvary Street' (HB, p.53-4) and 'Crossing Cook Strait' (IFONR, 

p.58-9). And although he didn't insist that every poet should 

abandon personal themes for social ones, or should at the least 

declare some social philosophy, he did consider that "the protest 

of the socially minded critic" against poetry whi·ch steadfastly 

ignores social issues is "justifiable" (RTP, p.16). He also 

vehemently defended the poets of his own generation who wrote 

social criticism against the objections of the Allen Curnow 

generation that they were not writing "poetry". So the function 

of poetry to expose social disorder and contribute to social 

growth was important to him, and this concern with social issues 

i MH, p.21. See also pp.131, & 161-2. 
ii See MH, p.67, for this phrase and its accompanying discussion. 
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remained in his work, though its form changed along with his 

poetry. In the late poems {those in Ode to Auckland, for 

instance) we can even see it putting considerable strains on 

his writing. Significantly, many of the poems he wrote in the 

sixties which ostensibly deal with particular individuals, real 

or imaginary, are in fact discussing things applicable also to 

social problems (as in 'Thoughts of a Remuera Housewife', 

'The Girl in the Bookshop', and 'Great-Uncles and Great-Aunts'), 

and the notion of "art. as therapy" is clearly evident in such 

poems' exploration of the inter-relation between social and 

psychological pressures in the human personality. By the time of 

Jerusalem Baxter's writing had become very varied, but we find 

social concerns being raised throughout it (though with varying 

success), whether it is in the neat sonnets of Jerusalem Sonnets 

and Autumn Testament, the verses and prose passages of 

Jerusalem Daybook, or the rathe~ strident untidy structures of 

Ode to Auckland and Other Poems. And of course Jerusalem itself 

was not just a response to the complex demands of his individual 

personality, but also an attempt to find a new society, and a 

challenge to the old one. 

A particularly interesting example of poetry as social 

therapy is the rather astonishing poem 'Thief and Samaritan' 

(HLDCG, p.39). Written in 1954, it presents the thief's side 

of the story which was "omitted" from the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, and has application to both Christian and social issues. 

It is a fairly knotty poem, but the gist of it is that the thief 
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too was a victim, who acted from pain, hunger and hopelessness: 

You, my friend, fallen among thieves, 
The parable is harder than we suppose. 
Always we say another hand drives 
Home the knife, God's malice or the gross 
Night-hawking bandit, straddled Apollyon. 
We are blinded by the fume of the thieves' kitchen. 

To be deceived is human; but till deception end 
What hope of a bright inn, Love's oil and wine? 
One greasy cloth of comfort I bring, friend 
Nailed at the crossroad - I, thief, have seen 
The same dawn break in blood and negative fire; 
Your night I too could not endure. 

Friend, stripped of the double-breasted suit 
That left no cold out - if by falling stars 
Love come, with ointment for your deadly wound, 
Carry you up the steep inn stairs -
What should a thief do, footloose and well, 
But rape the landlord's daughter, rummage in the till? 

Search well the wounds, friend: know to the quick 
What pain is. Thieves are only taught by pain. 
And when, no longer sick, 
You sit at table in the bright inn, 
Remembering the pain you may sing small, dine 
On a little bread, less wine, 

(1954) 

This poem challenges all sorts of cosy Christian attitudes about 

the connection between sin, society, and human action, in the 

context of one of the best-loved Gospel stories. It also reminds 

us that Baxter consistently believed that Christianity is not a 

cosy, secure religion, but a faith lived on the precipice, or 

"Nailed at the cross-road" (ibid). But more broadly, it presents 

a perspective on human disorder and violence which is instructive, 

and even therapeutic, for society in general. 

But perhaps more dominant in his own work and thought was 
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the application of the therapy of art to the individual 

personality (though, as I have already hinted, this is not a 

cut-and-dried distinction). Baxter made a very useful comparison 

at a time when he was clearly und~r the influence of C.G. Jung's 

thought, between this therapeutic function of art and that of 

the dream, and it makes clear how he conceives of 'art as 

therapy': 

the dream is therapeutic, a bringing to the surface of 
-those events in one's own experience or the experience 
of the tribe which have been pushed underground -
deaths and births, crises, initiations, violations and 
reconcilings. i 

(MH, p.67) 

This is exactly how Baxter saw art and poetry. As depth

psychologists have delighted in telling us, much of our experience 

is repressed, forgotten, or negl~cted by our conscious mind, or 

else it is something we try to escape from rather than face. What 

the poet does is expose such experiences (and the repression 

techniques), and examine them in the light of day. Although this 

may put as much pressure on the poetry as it does on the poet, 

Baxter nonetheless insists that it is the poet's responsibility 

to do it: 

Agonies, desires and dilemnas which the housewifely mind 
has cast out on the rubbish heap must be unearthed and 
exposed to the sun; along with those sexual, aggressive 
and anarchistic motives which enter uneasily the drawing
room of verse .... 

(FA, p.23) (1) 

i cf. Doyle, JKB, p.113 ('Poet as Hero'). 
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Only then can we gain the self--knowledge and understanding 

necessary to live authentically in a world that is often 

chaotic, confused and unpleasant: 

A poet cannot avoid the task of exploring and under
standing the private hell which lies just below the 
threshold of his own mind. I doubt if he can 
understand ... the modern world ... if he has not first 
done this. 

i 
(MH, p .12 8) 

Explicitly then,· Baxter tells us that the poet's determination 

to expose that disorder of human life is essential for any 

personal growth or development to be possible. He always valued 

especially those poets whose work was indeed a bringing-to-the

surface of those experiences of "deaths and births, crises, 

initiations, violations and reconcilings" (op. ci t.) - Thomas Hardy 

and Robert Lowell in their wrestling with the predicaments of 

life and faith, Robert Burns in his comm.it ment to the experiences 

of the tribe, St John of the Cross in his discovery of God in 

all sorts of human experience. To face up to these realities is 

one of the greatest contributions of poetry, and at one point 

he emphasised its value in enabling others to do the same: 

another man's poem may act as the detonator to set 
off various land-mines of buried experience in oneself. 

(RPNZ, p.29) 

It is hardly a wonder many people consider art a risky, painful 

and even dangerous enterprise! Hardly a wonder, too, that at 

i One should recall here Baxter's quotation "from the classical 
poet 11: 'r. am a man; I count nothing alien to my situation' 

( see  above  p.  52  )
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times the Christian church, and especially its Puritan wings, 

could not cope with the revelations of such poetry. Yet 

Baxter replied that what the poet is giving us is "a life

size portait of Fallen Man" (Ffl:_, p.30), one which neither the 

Church nor anyone else should try to ignore or censor. By 

recognising the disorder that is part of human existence since 

the Fal.l it becomes possible to recognise both our plight, and 

the opportunities growth and redemption. So the picture is 

not as tormented and negative as these statements so far suggest. 

In fact, part of the therapeutic value of poetry is that it can 

resist this disorder and contribute to growth. Charles Doyle 

has pointed out, taking the first line from Baxter's poe~ 'Postman' 

(~IL, p.45), that the poet is also one who can survive and 

overcome this chaotic and painful reality: 

Yet it is the poet who survives his own crippled and 
crippling humauity, ... whose vocation it is to set a 
bound to chaos 1 • 

Chaos is an element in existence that became important to 

Baxter in the work of the sixties. He sees it as something which 

both art and religion must face up to, and suggests that the poet, 

through his act of structured creativity, can help overcome it. 

His most explicit discussion of this idea comes in his Landfall 

interview with John Weir. Quoting 'The Waves' (RW, p.83-6), 

Weir suggests that "a fundamental anarchy seems to rest at the 

centre of your way of life", and Baxter replies, 

i Doyle JK~, p .114. He 'interprets this as one implication of 

lpig Island Letters 9'. 
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_ •• ·c-1 I think that what is expressed there is the 
fu~~mental anarchy at the heart not of a way of life 
chd~en but of life itself not chosen. It is there, 
anyway, ut the hearto·f every m,;m-~life ... That 
Chaos is inside the human heart1 . 

But Baxter then related it to the process of Creation, for the 

chaos is the disorder of creation and creatures not yet made 

complete: 

We are in the process of being created: we are not 
fully formed creatures. And this anarchy is very 
painful to us, perhaps the most painful thing in the 
world - to know that one is a heap of Chaos being made 
into something. 

(ibid.) 

Weir than asks whether a poem "civilises that Chaos", and Baxter 

answers: 

It does not civilize it 7 but it gives it a form. It 
gets as near as possible. It has a great respect for 
this Chaos, this potential, and doesn't try to 
mutilate it, and tries to hold up a mirror to it. And 
then the poem has strength because it is true. 

(ibid.) 

Again, as we saw in chapter two, we find art called on to reflect 

the truth as the artist sees it. But more than that, it is 

called on to participate in the Creation, which imposes a form 

or shape on disorder and anarchy. His poetry enables the poet 

to master and come to terms with life's anarchy or, as Doyle puts 

it, 11 to set a bound to chaos" (Doyle, op.cit.). In this 

i J.E. Weir, 'An Interview with James K. Baxter' in Landfall 111, 
Sept 1974, p.248-9 (my emphases). 
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discussion of it, chaos is more the formlessness and disorder 

of the raw elements of life, including our own personal lives 

which are themselves still "taking shaJY2 ", rather than active 

disintegration. But there is a glimpse of something more 

sinister when he speaks of "the fundamental anarchy at the 

heart ... of every man's life", for he goes on to make a more 

troubling but unfortunately unfinished statement: 

The horror of moving into the area of fundamental 
anarchy is the horror that the writer ... 

(ibid.) 

Anyway, even without that hint, it is clear from other contexts 

that for Baxter chaos is also something more threatening ._- • the 

tendency of things in life to disintegrate, to fall apart, to 

resist cohesion. In my opinion, this more des-tructive idea is 

epitomised in his remarkable poem I Thoughts of a Remuera Housewife 1 

(PIL, p.33-4; fW, p.57-8), an internal monologue of a suburban 

housewife doped up on tranquillisers(2). The poem conveys an 

incredible sense of two currents moving in opposite directions 

and pulling each other apart - in fact, the poem manages to 

embody chaos and disintegration without being destroyed by it. 

On the . b·ne hand is the drugged woman, her quiet, assured, over

calm voice, her total lack of hysteria; but on the other, told 

to us by that quiet voice and hinted at by the punctuation 

breaks (dashes and dots), is a world going to pieces around her, 

and taking her mind with it: her daughter's horse accident, 

her unlovable husband, her adultery (and her lover's infidelity), 
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her own life's meaninglessness. The calmness and silence of 

the poem is, quite simply, sterility and death, the domain of 

Pluto, and she is, as she herself says, going "quietly, 

quietly through// the dark mirror to his world/ of chaos and 

the 9rave. 11 (st. 1-2; my emphases). This poem is one of 

those that ranks Baxter as a poet of world class stature, 

because it is a profound, real, and superbly crafted expression 

of external and internal human disintegration. Even traditional 

symbols of integration and organization - the family, mythology, 

music, and love - are involved in and actually contributing to 

that breakdown. What Baxter has done is to discover, in 

himself and in the figure of a suburban housewife, that reality 

which he calls chaos, and he has then conveyed it to a further 

human audience through his poem, thus maste·ring the form of the chaos 

without denying either its actuality or force. 

This reality and experience of chaos is an important 

example of the kind of insight which Baxter derived from being 

a poeti, for it is not one that is really found in or is 

readily compatible with the orthodox Christian view of creation 

and life(3). What is particularly unusual, and threatening, 

about it as far as orthodox Christian analysis of existence is 

concerned is that Baxter discerns it "at the heart of every 

man's life"ii_ Christianity has usually conceived of evil as 

a sort of persistent invasion from outside (usually mythologised 

by Satan and his devils) or as an ever-present flaw or breach_ 

i Other poems with this theme are 'In Monochro~' and 'House 
Painting' (Lth p. 9&35) 

ii Landfall interview,(op.cit., my emphases) 
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in-the-wall (original sin), but Baxter sees chaos as something 

at the actual centre of existence. It seems also that he was 

aware of its centrality much earlier, for in a poem recalling 

himself, eighteen years old, boozed up, and destitute, he 

describes it as the 'cold hub', nada (nothing): 

... A sense of being at 
The absolute unmoving hub 
From which, to which, the intricate roads went. 
Like Hemingway, I call it nada: 
Nada, the Spanish word for nothing. 
Nada, the belly of the whale; nada; 
Nada, the little hub of the great-wheel ... 

- 'The Cold Hub', stz 3 (PIL, p.29; 
RW, p. 52) 

In existentialist terms (and Baxter comes very close to explicit 

existentialism here, with his reference to Hemingway's 'nada'), 

the cold hub of 'nothing' is non-being, the pit or vacuum that 

threatens to destroy or disintegrate whatever exists. Another 

image that. he uses for chaos, which also implies this idea of 

a vacuum, is "the lion's den 11 , and he makes a direct assertion 

o.£ the power of poetry to resist chaos in two famous lines which 

use this image: 

... The poem is 
A plank laid over the lion's den. 

- 'PIL 9 1 (PIL, p.12; RW, p.43) 

There is something here of both the determination and fragility 

of poetry in the face of threatened disintegration, which is 

amply illustrated by the poem already discussed and by the much 
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less successful 'Henley Pub' (PIL, p.37-8; RW, p.59-60). The 

poet does not claim that the human struggle with chaos and 

disorder will always be successful, but he does assert the 

need to engage in that struggle - not by repressing the chaotic, 

but by finding some means of growth from it.· So in his poetry 

we find him coming to terms with chaos: acknowledging its 

existence, and through the act of creativity, trying to impose 

some shape and understanding on it. Through engaging in 

that struggle he also gains insights for his Christian faith; 

he becomes aware of the existence and nature of chaos, which 

is not a conventional part of the Christian analysis of 

existence, and he is also able to suggest its relationship 

both with what we commonly understand as 'evil' (that is, 

destruction and disorder), and with the idea of the ongoing 

f t . i 
process o crea-ion . 

But Baxter also discerned more positive connections 

between disorder and growth in human experience, in effect 

arguing that we should not let the presence of disorder 

distract us from the goodness and worth of the people, 

situations and things around us. An example of this insight 

in action is Baxter's rather controversial belief that the 

degenerate or derelict is nearer God, or has usome special 

grace"ii denied the secure, respectable believer, precisely 

because of his dereliction. In his or her involvement in 

i The idea of the Creation as an ongoing process is the 
central insight of Process Theology, and it is also 
discussed in Existentialist philosophies as the concept 
of 'Becoming' . 

ii See Doyle's treatment of this point for an interesting 
discussion of that particular phrase - Doyle, JKB, p.80. 
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human disorder, and awareness of chaos and falleness, the 

degmerate has access to the possibility of growth and the hope 

of restitution which is not available to those who cannot 

recognise their common human plight. While Baxter himself 

associates this belief with its most famoug: proponent, 

novelist Graham Greene (MH, p.79), and draws attenu.ion to its 

prese_nce in 'Henley Pub' (ibid.) i, several other commentators ii

predictably (and rightly) link this claim with what they are 

fond of saying is the fundamental theme and myth of Baxter's 

oeuvre - the Fall of Man and the Loss of Eden iii. I myself

feel that, while they are to some degree right in making that 

link, this idea penetrates more of his religious thought than 

just that one myth. It is bound into his increasing rejection 

of insensitive, materialist, loveless society, and does much 

to explain his love for the alcoholics, junkies and drop-outs 

which culminated in Jerusalem. It is involved in his idea of 

the artist being a Bohemian to retain his vision and knowledge 

of the 'natural man'. it is also part of his belief that 

poverty and detachment from material things are integral 

featuresof the Christian life, and that love shares in the 

sufferings of others - which explains, for instance, a passage 

which might have come as something of a shock to readers of 

i Other prominent uses of it in the poetry are: the coda 
of 'Barney Flanagan' (IFONR, p.42-3; RW, p.23-4) the 
'Concrete Grady' sequence (HLDCG, p.54-8); and the last 
stanza of 'Pig Island Letters l' (PIL, p.3; RW, p.37). 

ii viz. Doyle, JKB, p.115 & 153, and "In Quest of the Just 
City", ArielS, p.87; Weir, Landfall 98, p.201 (ref. to 
"Wild Bees"); and W.H. Oliver in his entry on 'LITERATURE 
- POETRY: The Contemporary Scene' in the Encyclopedia
of New Zealand, vol. II, p.342.

iii For a more thorough discussion of this line of criticism,
 see  below,  p. 155. 

I 
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The Tablet: 

... it may be helpful to keep in mind that a man who 
is filthy in person, ill-clothed, and without full 
control of his bodily or rrental functions, is in fact 
an afflicted man, and thus very likely to be nearer 
to God than one is oneself. 

i (FC, p.23; my emphases) 

It is also part of his belief that faith and belief in God is 

no cut-and-dried thing but, especially in this unhappy century, 

is often tenuous and troubled. When man in his material self

sufficiency and apparent security is so apt to ignore God, 

awareness of one's wretchedness and sin is a virtue, a sign of 

God and of the perfection that is so glaringly absent. Baxter 

expresses this excellently in a letter to Maurice Shadbolt which 

accompanied his first version of 'Pig Island Letters l': 

' 

... at a certain point (a secret point no one else can 
determine) any guilt ceases to be the sign of alienation 
from God and becomes the sign of dereliction, of the 
state of being-broken, the des~~ir that is no despair 
because God is hidden in it ... 11 

This is again Baxter's respect for the "mystery of faith held 

. d 1 · . 11 iii in ere 1ct1on . And it shows that the moral driving-force 

behind his religious faith was acceptance of the conditions and 

capabilities (good and bad) of humanity, rather than demands 

for the ideals of respectability and purity and steadfast 

i On the matter of the afflicted and their relation of the 
sufferings of God in Christ, see the previous chapter, p.82f. 

ii Quoted in Doyle, JKB, p.78. 

iii See the previous chapter p.56. 
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conviction. That this conflicted with conventional Christian 

emphases on morality and righteousness is both typical and 

deliberate, but I hope it is now clear that it was no shallow 

amorality. It was rather an attempt to make allowance for 

"human disorder and growth'', and we shall see that its effect 

was to direct his religious thought away from judgmental 

moralism, and towards the more difficult goals of love and 

understanding. More than this, it implied a view of life and 

hurna.ni ty which, while it recognises their defects, is nonetheless 

determinedly positive. 

It should be evident by now that Baxter saw life as morally 

complex and ambivalent, but that both as a poet and as a 

Christian he was convinced that we must allow for the experience 

of disorder in life, while striving to encourage constructive 

growth wherever it might to found. This is one of the definitive 

elements in his 'humanist Christianity'. He refused to turn 

his back on suffering and death, evil and disorder. But in both 

his poetry and religious writings he insisted that these are 

not the whole story - suffering and death are not always 

intolerable, disorder can lead to growth, those who seem morally 

disreputable or reprobate may turn out to be "jewels hidden in 

a ball of mud" (JD, p.43). And there is no more illuminating a 

demonstration of this positive acceptance-of the ambivalence 

of life than his expressed sense of the Immanence of God, and 

his encouragement of a more sacramental view of life. For, 

although it may have appeared in the last chapter that the poet's 
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sense of earthly existence as harsh and hostile was almost 

unrelieved, that impression must be balanced by one which is 

in fact more important for his 'humanist Christianity': that 

God's presence is made real for us in and through the created 

world. It is this sacromental view of life which I now want 

to examine in some depth. 

The sacramental view, as I have already explained it, 

extends the Incarnational element of Christianity (that, as 

St John's Gospel puts it, "the Word was made flesh: and dwelt 

i 
among us") throughout the created world, and perceives God as 

revealed not just in the person of Jesus and the Scriptures, 

but in the physical created universe. The world reflects and 

even contains something of its Creator's goodness, beauty and 

divinity, and one of the things artists and writers can do is 

make us aware of such reflections. This in turn should provoke 

in us reverence for the world, and a deeper sense of God's 

relation to us and of us to Him. A desire for such a theology 

lies behind many of Baxter's statements. 

The main impetus for this, naturally enough, came from his 

p;etic work and sensibility. In those remarkable early lectures 

in The Fire and the Anvil, he noted that a major characteristic 

of the artist is: 

a love of the world, and a wish that it should respond 
to this love. Every good poem is in a sense a love 
letter to the world. 

(FA. p. 70) 

i John 1:14 
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And, as with all other loves, the lover must value the beloved 

as something ultimately precious. So, for the Christian artist, 

the love of the world becomes an instance or reflection of his 

or her love for God. The only problem being, as Baxter pointed 

out in the same lectures, that there is inherent in Christianity 
m 

something of a stubling-block to such a relationship: 
!\ 

There is always an element in Christian thought which 
is, in fact, Manichean - the old dream that man's 
freedom is to be found by release from his body, rather 
than by acts of prayer and labour in a material world. 
It sets its face against the unity of flesh and spirit, 
and hence against the unity of an art form. 

(FA, p.46) 

What Baxter wanted to do was reassert the "unity of flesh and 

spirit", to rediscover as a living principle in our whole 

approach to life, and not just carefully designated corners of 

religious ritual, the sacramental truth that the physical world 

is the essential vehicle of the spiritual. What led him to this 

was his recognition that the implicit religious assumptions of 

poetry are animistic. In his early lectures on Recent Trends 

i~ New Zealand Poetry he said: 

Animism is an essential factor in the artist's view of 
the world ... The loss of the animism of the child and 
the savage is probably the greatest privation we must 
suffer in a materialist technological civilisation. 

·And conversely the greatest gift that the arts have to 
offer is a linking of this submerged animism with our 
immediate affairs. 

( RTP, p. 7) 

He concluded that "a spontaneous animism lies at the roots of 
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good nature poetry" (ibid.), and it is this quality he admired 

in Alistair Campbell's early poetry (ibid., p.8&10). The same 

is true of some of his own poetry, for instance in 'The Earth' 

(perhaps in conscious imitation of pagan animism, this being 

from the Catullus sequence from Runes), when he describes a 

waterfall as 

..• the white 
Cataract or goddess 

Leaping two thousand feet from Lake Quill 
Down to the green womb 
Of the bush below 

(Runes, p.8, my emphases) 

Doyle has discerned a similar religious impetus in Baxter's 

drama: 

.•. the focus of drama, for Baxter, always comes back 
to the nature of selfhood, which is why he considers 
all drama "religious", for he felt that all self
projections were manifestations of the gods within, 
a showing forth from "the incurable pantheism of the 
human soul" .•. i 

The same commentator has recorded the poet's description, from 

a lecture given at Auckland University in 1963, of how he saw 

"the natural paradise" which lies at the heart of the animistic 

vision: 

i Doyle, JKB, p.148. His quotations ona taken from 'Some 
Possibilities for New Zealand Drama', one of the Hacken 
Library Manuscripts, reprinted in Critic p.212-220 
(see p.215). 
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A sense of absolute value in what is happening; a 
sense of bei.ng in relation to other people and to 
things; a sense of endless possibilities of 
fruitfulness; and above all, the habit of natural 
contemplation, of letting the mind rest upon, draw 
nourishment from, the images of nature perceived as 
an organic whole - as far as svch a condition is 
possible after the Fall of Man 1 • 

There is a great sense of presentness here - that what is 

happening now is important, good and fruitful; and there is 

a feeling that life has an underlying wholeness and unity, 

rather than being fragmented and discordant. This gives rise 

to a profound intuition of the sacredness of the creative earth 

itself. It is obvious that Baxter cherished this vision, or 

at least envied it, since he also recognised that the collective 

calamity we call the "Fall of Man" has removed its reality 

from our grasp. Nonetheless, as an ideal, something that holds 

out to us a possibility and a goal, this concept of the "natural 

paradise", and particularly the idea of "natural contemplation 11 (4), 

was an important motivation for his sacramental theology. As 

we have seen already, a form of primitive animism was an early 

• I 1· . d 1 ii stage in Baxter s re igious eve opment . And as a Christian 

he retained a strong sense of God's presence in Creation, as this 

cautious and rather conventionally worded statement from 

The Man on the Horse shows: 

The whole visible creation, which we are bound to 
believe is the work of His Hands ... shows magnificent, 
delicate and exquisite art in every detail. 

(MH, p. 42) 

i ib~d., p.75-6. 
ii SPP ;ihnvP. r.h _ l . n.111.-S~ 
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Initially, then, it was his poetic activity itself, 

with its implicit animism, that drew Baxter to a sacramental 

view of the physical world. Not surprisingly for him, it was 

not long before he found a mythological means of expressing 

his sense of the sacred earth, in Gea, the Greek name for the 

Earth-Mother. She becomes a very prominent figure in the 

poetry of the sixties and is, I think, worthy of some detailed 

attention. As is true of many of Baxter's favourite mythological 

figures (Venus and Adam are others), there are times when he 

uses her as little more than a personification of a natural event, 

in this case the motherliness of the earth itself: 

So 
on Gea's breast, the broad nurse 
who bears with me, I think of 
adolescence ... 

- 'At Day's Bay' (PIL, p.41)

Now the steel hawk is turning towards, 
That pale blue monster, the undrinkable ocean. 

My mother Gea below me is undressed 
Showing her stretchmarks got by long childbearing; 

One should not look ... 
i

- 'Air Flight North' (Lth, p.43)

Little is implied here beyond the mythological notion that the 

Earth is our Mother
ii

_ John Weir, in glossing 'Waipatiki Beach' 

i 

ii 

One can see in this quotation Baxter's incessant mythologising: 
the aeroplane is a "steel hawk", the sea "That pale blue 
monster", and the earth "My mother Gea". 

cf. his reference in 'Winter in Jerusalem' to "the hill / ¼1ho 
is  our  mother"  -  clearly  Gea  again.  ( Lth,  p. 65).
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(PIL, p. 25-6; RW, p. 48--50), has unravelled her mythological 

ancestry and clarified a rather peculiar reference in that 

poem to "the oldest Venus": 

Who is Venus? Because of the context she could scarcely 
be Aphrodite of the Roman pantheon. She is, in fact, 
one of the faces of Hecate, that 'manifold mother'. 
In this poem she is Gea, the Earth, sister of Uranus 
the Sky, daughter of Elioun the All Highest Lord of the 
Phoenician pantheoni. 

Baxter was undoubtedly aware of Gea's exalted divinity, 

and it•seems to me his quite deliberate intention to imply that 

the earth is indeed as sacred as the Greeks believed. Moreover, 

in his talk 'Conversation with an Ancestor', he also linked this 

specifically with his demand for a humanist vision in Christianity, 

seeing both as bound up in the question of God's Immanence and 

relation to the world. Hence this pivotal statement: 

If, as the Catholic thinkers have always taught, the 
Fall was not complete, and the natural man, though 
wounded, is still the earth lamp who holds the oil of 
grace - then the only viable solution is· a difficult 
humanism which works towards an understanding of the 
passions without being overthrown by them. In that 
case, art does not have to be abandoned ... It turns 
perhaps on the ancient bond - The earth is the Lord's 
and the fullness thereof - which a Naga triwsman may 
understand better th~n a diplomat of the United Nations, 
who, in the person of his fon:fathers, tore out the 
communa.l vision of those who love the sacred earth ... 

(MH, p.21; last emphases mine) 

i Weir, MWM, p.149. 



- 132 -

Slightly further on in the same essay during a discussion of 

his own poem 'At Ararnoana', Baxter explains his sense of the 

"sacred earth" as being 

the least demanding and most suppotling reality, Gea, 
the earth herself, the oldest of the tribe of gods. 
The sandhill cone is her breast, the mats of cutty
grass cover hera.ncicnt vagina -- my words, if they 
are to make sense, depend on her and return to her 
as the symbo:J-ic ground of existence - without her I 
feel lost ... 1 

(~!i_, p.25) 

But we also get a glimpse of the poet's reservations about 

Gea's divine efficacy when he continues 

... yet because all men die she can only comfort, 
never save ... man is not a creature of earth, his 
renewal can only come out of the storm, out of the 
void, out of the depths of God. 

(ibid. , p . 2 5- 6 ) 

Likewise, Weir raises the question of Gea's relation to qod in 

Baxter's faith, in his discussion of 'The Hollow Place': 

On the waste low headland 
Below the road, above the plunging sea, 
I would climb often around the crumbling face 
Where flax bushes precariously 
Gave something to grip: then I'd stand 
Alive in the hollow place 
That meant .... well, I must describe it: ... 
•..... I did nothing there; 
There was nothing to do but listen to some greater I 
Whose language was silence. Again and again I came 

i The reference to his words returning to Gea 
is picked up in the poem Weir discusses in the passage 
earlier, viz: "the oldest Venus/ ... The manifold mother 
to whom my poems go/ Like ladders down ... " - 'Waipatiki 
Beach', ?p.cit. 
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And was healed of the daftness, the demon in the head 
Ancl the black knot in the thighs, by a silence that 
Accepted all .... 

(PIL, p. 31) 

This is Cea, whose gift is as Weir says, "the healing silence 

1--- i 
of nature", and whom "lies the harmony of all creation" . And 

1, 

Weir continues: 

It might appear that Baxter is advocating some form 
of pantheism as in his earlier versesii, but as a 
convinced Catholic this could scarcely be unless there 
is a dichotomy in his attitudes to God and the world. 

(ibid.) 

Weir tries to solve this dilemma by appealing to the 'At Ararnoana• 

passage just quoted, that Gea, unlike God, "can only comfort, 

never save". But he overlooks Baxter's use of the word "heal" 

perhaps she cannot save, but hers is, as Weir himself says, 

a "healing silence" (op.cit.; my emphases). Nor need there be 

any problem in this if Baxter sees the earth and nature as not 

utterly fallen, as retaining some original goodness or sacredness 

- ,as indeed he does. (Further to the statements already noted 

is this gloss of an as-yet-unpublished poem, 'The Rabbits' , which 

he sent to Weir: " ... we can delight in the holiness of those 

creatures who cannot rebel, who possess perhaps on earth what we 

will possess after the resurrection ... "ii~ . 

i Weir, MWM, p.154 

ii It is surely arguable, on the strength of his arguments 
discussed earlier, that Baxter is advocating some form of 
animism - but he would deny thatthis poetic animism is 
incompatible with Roman Catholicism. 

iii Weir, ~~~:!:_ t. , p .155, quoting from Baxter's article 
'The River', N~Z.Listener, 14 October 1966 (my emphases). 
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If this is the case, then the Earth may offer, as God's good 

creation, some peace, some consolation as God intended (just 

as He intended its bounty), and in fact Gea may be commensurate 

with the Immanence of God in Creation. Thii would seem to be 

clearly implied in a statement of Baxter's Weir quotes a 

little further on, that Gea helps us 

..• by the company of our other brethren, plants and 
animals ... to rest our hearts on the created mystery 
which contains God's indwelling. 1 

This surely is a clear statement of a conviction that God really 

is mystically present in Creation - a conviction conveyed 

mythologically through the nature-goddess figure of Gea; but it 

is not so much pantheistic as a recovery of the all-too-often 

neglected emphasis in orthodox Christian theology on God's 

Immanence ( 5) • 

Fortunately, Baxter also gives us clues as to how he 

unde:i::stands Gea's "healing", her protection and consolation. 

Here is a "silence that/ Accepted all" (my emphases). Else-

where he describes an old woman he knew as a boy, who seemed to 

him a Gea-figure: 

Earth, great trees, a nature saying 'Yes' 
Beyond all bargains ... 

I'd say, He.Kate taught 
Me to act, fight, groan, give. 

- 'The Goddess' 
(BC, p.57) 
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The Earth's gift is that it accepts us purely as we are, 

"beyond all bargains". However, unlike God (Father and Son), 

who is eternal and who can save and renew us, Gea is changeful 

and .impermanent. Therefore at best she can only heal and console 

and accept, but not make new again. At one point, in the 

persona of a husband acidly observing his wife, the poet actually 

expresses distaste at this indiscriminating acceptance, as if 

there were something immoral or gross in it: 

To my eroded 
Sight she resembled the earth itself, the long-haired 
Daughter of Zeus who likes whatever happens 
Because it happens to her. 

- 'Husband' (L~, no page nos) 

But I think this is just an expression of Baxter's uncertainty 

over a conviction that, for several reasons, he couldn't fully re-

solve. Certainly, to find a less ambivalent sense of the 

earth's sacredness we must move beyond the mythological symbol 

of Gea, to the theme of the sacramental earth in his Jerusalem 

w~·itings. 
i 

What we find there is a much more explicit statement of 

God's presence within creation. The problem with seeing the 

Earth as Gea is that it still implies some sort of separate deity 

- Gea is an expression of the "sacred earth" as a mythological 

deity coexistent with, and therefore separate from the Christian 

God and Christ. But what Baxter was moving towards is that 

earth and humankind and natural events gain their sacred quality 
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from God Himself, through the relation of Creation to Creator 

(what Tillich calls "beings" and "the ground of being") . It was 

a theology. he reached (though tenuously) in the Jerusalem 

poetry and prose. There were various pressures in his life 

at this time towards this line of thought: his deep 

dissatisfaction with middle-class New Zealand society, his 

changed poetic which allowed the possibility of including any 

experience in his poetryi, and his intensifying quarrel with 

Puritanistic elements in both church and society. In particular, 

he insisted that much of the evil and dehumanisation of modern 

industrial civilised society arose directly from its having lost 

ii a sense of the Earth's sacredness : 

Depersonalisation, centralisation, desacralisation: 
the three chief scourges of the urban culture. . .. 

lll (AT, p. 6; my emphases) 

If we are to rebuild the sacramental universe our 
civilization has shattered to pieces - I see no way 
of doing it except by sharing the things we possess. 
Then we are using them as God wishes them to be used. 
. (9FL, p.42) 

This theme emerges clearly in the social criticism of 

The Man on the Horse, for instance when he is discussing 

education: 

i See above, ch.l, p.20 
in the poetry from JS 
"poetic" subjects and 
as grist to his mill, 

. There is a very noticable change 
on which stops trying to distinguish 
materials. Baxter treats anything 
yet seldom does the poetry suffer. 

ii We should· r6call his co~ments on this as early as 1955 in 
R'l'P, (p.7, quoted above, p.127 ), and also in 'Conversation 
,nth an Ancestor', in the "earth lamp" passage (see above p.112 

iii He says much the same thing at the bottom of JD,p.53. 
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'rhere are two types of learning which seem to be 
mutually exclusive - the first being a discovery of 
a sacred pattern in natural events; the second the 
acquisition of the lens of abstract thought, which 
sees nothing sacred in heaven or on·middle earth. 

(~H, p.132) 

Also, in discussing a passage of nature lyric in Burns's 
j 

'Tam O'Shanter', he shows he well knew the particular theological 

battle he was engaged in: 

... the rainbow is an evident image of the spiritual 
element in sensory pleasure - an intuition known to 
the pagan and possible for the Catholic, but which, 
once grasped, shatters the universe of Calvin at a 
single blow. 

(MI_:!, p.106) 

As we shall see, such a shattering was a major aim of the late 

Baxter, and his poetry was one way he set about it. In fact, 

images revealing "the spiritual element in sensory pleasure" 

had, like mythologising, always been a feature of his poetry, 

as in these lines form the early poem 'Let Time Be Still': 

That I hold again the green 
Larch of your body 
Whose leaves will gather 
The springs of the sky. 

(IFONR, p.12) 

Or, in a late poem, 'To My Father in Spring', written with 

his father's death in mind while he was visiting his family in 

Otago, where he says he will 

•.. mourn the fishing net 
hung up to dry, and walk with 
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you the short track to the gate 

where crocuses lift the earth. 
(Rns, p.29) 

A strong· emphasis on deliberately discerning "the spiritual 

element in sensory pleasure" and the "sacred pattern in natural 

events" was an important part in the sacramental vision that 

Baxter fostered while at Jerusalem. One of the things that 

helped him towards this was the animistic and communal nature 

of Maoritanga, particularly the Maoris' sense that everything 

exists in a sacred relation to everything else (evident 

especially in the concept of "mana" and in Jv'aori conununal society) , 

and the animistic belief in "atua'', the spirits and gods in 

nature. An interesting instance of this can be seen in his 

fondness for the 'taniwha' near Jerusalem. His earlier treatment 

of the taniwha, in 'Poem for Colin - 25', is fairly elementary: 

it clearly represents the spiritual aspect of the Wanganui river, 

the "sacred pattern in natural events" ( "'rhe brown river, te 

taniwaha, flows on ... 11 -line 1), and at the end it is bluntly 

contrasted to the tourist jetboats on the river, symbols of 

modern desacralised technology. But in Jerusalem Daybook (which 

significantly also ends with a long poem 'In Praise of the 

Taniwha') he has refined his understanding of the taniwha 

~onsiderably, and talks of it in the context of going for a 

swim in the Wanganui River: 

I feel the water boiling and plucking at my body. 
I associate it with the taniwha, the water dragon, the 
personified spirit of this area of the river. I ask 
him to protect us, to extend to us the relation of 
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manuhiritangai, the sacred relation of the host 
to the guest or stranger ... 

The taniwha at Jerusalem had his home beside the 
bridge that goes over a small tributary ... 

He is the protector of the people. There are three 
taniwhas on the river, and he is the good one. There 
has never been a drowning in his vicinity ... 

I think the taniwha is an atua, a spirit, a 
principle in nature and the human soul. His existence 
belongs to matewa, the area of dreams and omens and 
hidden spiritual relationships to the dead and the 
living and our non-human environment. When the jet
boat roars up the river tb Pipiriki, it is no friend 
of the taniwha ... 

(JD, p.51-2; my emphases) 

We can see here the living, the dead, the non-human and the 

supra-human all drawn into the mutual community of being, part 

of the principle of communalism that is the focus of this book. 

But so far he has not added much to the Maori animistic vision. 

The elaboration comes when he contrasts this to desacralised 

technological civilisation, symbolised this time by a dam: 

At one time the Government were [sic] thinking of 
building a hydro-electric dam on the river ... An old 
Maori lady expressed her opinion on the matter. 'If 
they build the dam,' she said, 'the taniwha of the 
river will destroy it.' 

I think she was quite right. I would not expect 
to see a huge water lizard rise up to push the dam 
over. But when the sons of the bureaucrats and the 
engineers who built the dam were swallowing countless 
tabs of LSD, and when their wives and daughters were 
getting shock treatment iri the mental hospitals, it 
would be precisely the disappearance of the dimension 
of matewa that would be shrinking their skulls and 
driving them crazy ... The revenge of the taniwha, the 
desecrated life principle, is invisible but no less 
potent on that account. 

(ibid., p.52) 

i See eh 6mJerus~lem, for further discussion of manuhiritanga, 
p.222-.3. 
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This marvellous passage shows two very important things about 

Baxter's sacramentu.l vision, both learnt from the Maori though 

founded in his own Catholicism. The first is .the extent to 

which he is prepared to go to assert the sacred relation that 

exists between all things, the non-living, the living, and the 

dead. Secondly, it demonstrates that the sacramental vision 

does not need to be crudely superstitious, nor animism simply 

mag·ical. To see the river, the dam, its engineers and constructors 

and their families, drugs and mental hospitals, and the whole 

natural environment, as bound together by the figure and presence 

of the taniwha is, I think Baxter shows here, a comprehensive 

and powerful religious vision. Furthermore, the "desecrated life 

principle" is surely what Christianity is used to calling the 

Creativity, Goodness and Love of God for His world. But here it 

is seen in the concrete physical terms of the poet who has fused 

primitive mythological animism and its belief in the taniwha with 

the sacramental vision of the Catholic Christian - a conglomerate 

that Baxter called his "Maori Franciscan" Catholicism. What has 

thus been gained fo.r our vision of God is that God's Holiness 

is not something abstracted and distant ("Wholly Other 11 ), but 

immanently present, infusing our world - and that not just in 

vague mystical terms, but in the very concrete terms of belief 

in 'atua' and those principles "in nature and the human soul" 

(ibid.) which the atua signifiesi. Equally important, what has 

been gained for our vision of humanity are the two dimensions of 

communality (not just of humans, but of all beings and their 

i Baxter also refers (very briefly) to 'atua' when speaking 
of a gift of a greenstone pendant from his son, in.~ p.6. 
But it tells us little more than that he takes belief in 
'atua' seriously. 
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ground) and of 'matewa' (which surely has links with the 

Jungian notion of the psyche and with the "natural self" of 

man, both favourite concepts of the earlier Baiter1 ). I think 

Baxter's verdict on those who have destroyed this splendid 

sacramental vision, whether the bureaucrats and businessmen 

by their action or the Puritans by their theology, is his 

statement in the paragraph quoted above: "Those who turn the 

world into a desert have to suffer the pains of the desert" 

(op.cit.). 

Baxter's sacrarnentalism was greatly influenced, and refined, 

by what he learnt from the Maori world-view, and clearly he 

came to believe that the Maori had much to offer the Christian 

in this regard. One anecdote I heard him tell more than once 

to emphasise the sacramental nature of sharing, was that if 

someone with a packet of cigarettes came into the room where 

there was nineteen others and, taking one, proceeded to offer 

one to each other person in the room, he would not be surprised 

if the empty packet should then burst into flames, because it 

would now be a sacramental· objectii_ In this story Baxter 

asserts the sacredness of the object both in its own right, and 

also through a direct though implicit relationship with the 

ultimate source of sacredness, the ground of our being, God. 

It is this second part that is the progression in his understanding 

beyond his idea of Gea, for now the earth and its creatures are 

i See particularly his frequent references to them in MH, 
passim. 

ii Baxter actually uses this anecdote in SFL, chVI, (p.42) - and 
the ending has been changed slightly. There he would not be 
surprised if the packet "became radio-active, and shone in 
the dark", but the point is the same. 
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seen as sacred not for what it is only ("the least demanding 

and most suprX)rting reality" - MII, p. 2 5) , but through the direct 

presence of the power of God. And it was the insights of Maori 

spiritual~ty which I believe brought him to this point. In 

one poem, Baxter expresses his sense of the sacred earth in a 

clearly Christian context, but in a way that seems to owe much 

to the Maori understanding of 'atua' (Christ is called "Te Tama", 

which means "the Son", and the world "belongs II to Him as His 

dominion, just as the trees, for example, are Tane's dominion 

in Maori mythology). In 'Poem for Colin - 4' he recounts how 

he ran to the top of a hill: 

... nor did I pick up one 
Cone or stick, thinking - 1 They belong to Te Tama 

In whose breast the world is asleep' ... 
(JS, p.12) 

On other occasions, he expresses himself in much more 

conventionally Western and Christian terms, though nonetheless 

what he says challenges all those who have desacralised the 

world, whether by their theology, philosophy or action. To 

"reb.rild the sacramental universe"(SFL, p.42) we must be able 

to see anything for what is it, and also potentially as a gift 

and demonstration of God's qlory: 

Trees are trees, hills are hills, men are men. There 
is no supernatural nimbus to tell us that God is 
present with and within.his creat~on. Yet it is 
precisely then that the right t~ought, the right 
response, springs out of the void of the heart, and 
it is 'prayer' to clean a drain or swear at some good 
friend. 

(AT, p.5) 
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In such an understanding of God's presence, salvation means 

more than just the justification and sanctification of the 

individual believer before God - it entails God's merciful 

and saving action throughout Creation, in both the human 

and natural world. In one passage Baxter speaks of this 

greater redemption from its signification in nature (which, 

in its "maternal richness", again recalls Gea our Mother) 

His mercy is perfectly signified by the sun and the 
calm autumn trees loaded with fruit and the great 
cliff of tree-ferns that rises mound after mound behind 
this house. The maternal richness of nature is part 
of the redemptive equation which our measuring, grabbing 
mind can never grasp. 

(AT, p.43; my emphases) 

Finally, there are two poems in the Jerusalem writing which 

demonstrate most eloquently and simply, with almost no hint of 

controversy, the sacramental vision which we have been discussing, 

and the realisation of Baxter's desire for "the unity of flesh 

and spirit" (FA, p.46). In the first, 'Poem for Colin - 18', 

he ·writes that he has planted some sunflowers, 

And they will turn their wild pure golden discs 

Outside my bedroom, following Te Ra 
Who carries fire for us in His terrible wings ... 

••. the angels who keep 
The very stars in place resenmle most 

These green brides of the sun, hopelessly in love 
With their Master and Maker, drunkards of the sky. 

(JS, p.20) 

By now this mixture of poetry, nature mysticism, animism and 
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Christianity should come as no surprise, and its implications 

will be readily recognisable. So we find it again (this time 

Maori animism is replaced by Greek animism) in 'Autumn Testament 

30', a beautiful and deceptively simple poem, whose them$shift 

almost without your noticing it: 

Simply for bowing one's head in a little matter, 
Strange that so great a peace should come! 

I find that the flower like a star beside the power pole 
Is made up of thirty separate flower-heads, 

Each one a different blossom - why, I can't say, 
But the light of God shines out of them, 

The delicate pure invisible light I have not 
Seen since I left Grafton. In those days 

I'd climb the hill on the Domain 
Before dawn, when the leaves were cold as iron 

Underfoot, and talk with the trees -- this one 
Thinking she was ugly in her narrow dress of ba.rk, 

That one a woman who'd had many children --
The tree nymphs -- their great beauty made me tremble. 

(AT, p.28-9) 

Keeping in mind all that has been said in this discussion, I 

want to leave this poem to speak for itself. 

Not that that is the last word on Baxter's sacramentalism 

-it would be positively misleading to claim that Baxter's thought 

reached such a neat conclusion! In the previous chapter I showed 

that his sense of the universe as an environment hostile to 

human being lasted throughout his life, and this remains an 

alternative theme to his sense of the sacramental universe. For 

instance, in a late (1968) poem, he addresses the Earth, Gea, 
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'Old nurse, foul nurse, 

Why do you kill your children? Why do you treat 
A man no better than a worn-out shoe? 

- 'Words for a Poet' (BC, p.100) 

What has been said in earlier chapters bears repeating -

Baxter's attitude to the earth was always ambiguous(6). Perhaps 

he best expressed his vision as a balanced whole not in his 

late writings but in a marvellous poem written when he was still 

an Anglican in the early fifties: 

For us the l~nd is matrix and destroyer 
Resentful, darkly known 
By sunset omens, low words heard in branches .•. 

Sky's purity, the altar cloth of snow 
On deathly smruni ts laid; or avalanche 
That shakes the rough moraine with giant laughter; 
Snowplume and whirlwind -- what are ·these 
But His flawed mirror who gave the mountain strength 
And dwells in holy clam, undying freshness? 

- 'Poem in the Matukituki Valley' 
(IFONR, p.22-3; my emphases) 

Ambiguity is an almost inevitable result of that "flawed mirror". 

And further t.o that, I would argue as I did in my introduction, 

that what Baxter does is offer a vision of the sacramental 

universe that points the way for us to explore and develop, rather 

than a neat well-packaqed theology for us to adopt. (Moreover, 
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if Vincent O'Sullivan is correct in saying that in his last 

i few years Baxter saw God as both creator and destroyer , then 

perhaps it would have been valid for Baxter to see th~ 

sacramental universe as the "flawed mirror" of both these 

aspects of God - something he didn't reach, but which we might 

reach for him, or reject.) Personally, I think this is one 

of the most interesting and constructive areas of Baxter's 

religious thought, because it reunites humanity with the natural 

world and with its Creator, in its Christian context, without 

ignoring the difficulties involved in that. Hence the exhaustive 

study I have given it. 

Following from the sacramental vision and its attraction 

for this poet is an aspect of Baxter's thought and writing which 

has been implicit throughout this discussion. In simple terms, 

it is the importance of concreteness for Baxter. It is something 

that the sacramental vision gave to his understanding of God 

and God's action and presence in the world: for example, the 

fruit trees and tree ferns were for him a concrete sign of God's 

mercy. This is a very simple yet interesting example of how his 

poetic vision influenced his religion. An important feature of 

Baxter's poetic art was the vividness and concreteness of his 

imagery, and the readiness with which he translated universals 

and generalisations into concrete mythological terms. This 

characteristic in fact carries over into his discussions of 

religious matters, as any and every page of Jerusalem Daybook and 

i See O'Sullivan, JKB, p.45-6, and my discussion in the previous 
chapter, p .105f. 
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Autumn Testament shows. Two critics have made very useful 

statements about this in reference to his earlier poetry. 

Charles Doyle, commenting on the beneficial. effect that 
ho..~ 

concentration on "concrete experiences" in The Fall.en House, 
" 

observed that 

Since Baxter is primarily a maker of parables and 
perceiver of myths this adherence to the concrete 
is vitally necessary. He is not a poet of ideas, 
but of mythologised events ... His parable-making 
and mythologising methods imply teaching and imply 
archetypes behind incidents. Concreteness, therefore, 
is of the essencei. 

And C.K. Stead pointed very sternly to the detrimental effect 

the loss of this concretenESs had in some of the poems in 

The Fires of No Returnii_ Suffice it to say that both comments 

have application well outside the particular volumes discussed, 

and that Doyle's in particular illuminates one of the exceptional 

strength.s of the J'erusalem writings, as any number of passages 

l iii 
SlOW . 

However, this emphasis on 'concreteness' is more than just 

a stylistic matter - it is a declaration of faith by the poet 

that this actual world can embody and express the truths the 

poet perceives. It is a recognition of the world and personal 

i Doyle, JKB, p.62 

ii C.K. Stead, review of IFONR in Landfall 13, (March 1959), p,88 

iii See, for example, the discussion of the taniwha (op.cit.), 
the parable of the man in the corrugated iron tank (JD, p.2-3), 
and the triplet of poems about friends in 'Autumn Testament' 
('AT 24, 25&26', ~T_, p.26-7). 
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experience as possible sources of insight, and the use of the 

things and acts of that world to express such insight. This 

valuing of 'concreteness' may be implicitly a very religious 

act, and it is often so in Baxter's work. What we have seen 

repeated in the past three chapters is this poet's conviction 

that the immediate, the subjective, the present reality, and 

the concrete experience of the individual are necessary and 

valid sources of truth and understanding - for Christians as 

much as any one else - and that those things are also the most 

reliable means of expressing the eternal truths of religion. 

By now it should be clear then, that this emphasis on the concrete 

and present and physical is an essential aspect of Baxter's 

'humanist Christianity'. 

Throughout this chapter we have seen Baxter's drive away 

from an obsession with human disorder, sin and helplessness, 

towards the discovery of a sense of wholeness and growth. 'rhis 

sense asserts God's commitment to His creature, and demands 

that we love our fellow creatures, rather than treating them with 

contempt and censure. So we find again the impulse towards 

tolerance, affirmation and love which is the spirit of humanist 

Christianity. However, to throw such things into sharper focus, 

we must now turn to Baxter's confrontation with a form of 

Christianity that is inimical to his own "heart-centred Catholic 

humanism", namely Puritanism. 



CHAPTER 1',IVE 

BEYOND CAL.VARY STREE'r: 

Bl\.XTER' S PROTEST AGAINS'I' PURI'l1ANISM 

The themes of the preceding two chapters - a Christianity 

which offers an effective response to suffering and death, and 

which allows for human disorder while encouraging growth - can 

be seen as coalescing in Baxter's protest against Puritanism. 

The Puritan vision of a demanding and judgmental God, of human 

culpability for suffering and death, of human depravity and 

incapability of doing good, and of the bodily functions -

especially sexuality - as the evidence of this depravity; is 

effectively the religious antithesis of the 'humanist Christianity' 

Baxter sought. Moreover, it is a vision he found all-too-pervasive 

in both Church and society, so that, as the humanist vision of 

his own faith developed, Puritanism and its values persistently 

recurred in hi~ works as targets of criticism. This critique 

of Puritanism, and the constructive alternatives he offered to 

it, provide much of the detail and elaboration of his search for 

a humanist Christianity, and one main pu·rpose of this chapter 

is therefore to examine the important insights which resulted 

from this conflict. 

However, one major difficulty in discussing Puritanism, 

which I have found particularly noticeable in literary contexts, 

is the extreme vagueness of what is meant by the term, 

'Puritanism'. The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Chu~ch 
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even declares: 

The term 'puritan', which never had a precise use, 
ceased to be applicable after 1660 1 • 

Nonetheless, it has remained in use, even if it has hardly 

gained in precision! More often than not, 'Puritanism' seems 

today to be used as a blanket pejorative term for whatever one 

does not like in certain colonial societies, including 

New Zealand. Although I do not pretend to be able to clear 

away all the confusion, the ·word undoubtedly has a discernible 

if not very precise meaning, and I h6pe to be able to sort out 

some of the imprecision surrounding it. This is best done, I 

think, by following the kind of path Puritanism took historically, 

from a theologically coherent religious belief to a much more 

diverse and even secular outlook which is evinced by certain 

psychological and social attitudes, such as sexual prudishness 

and conformism. Because at tiims Baxter attacks all Puritanism I s 

various stages, it is possible to follow its historical fortunes 

through his writings. 

In the first part, then, I will examine his critique of 

Puritanism on religious grounds, which is largely a dispute over 

whether 'fallen' human beings are also 'totally depraved', as 

Calvin taught. 'l'he second section looks at Baxter's many attacks 

on Puritanism-in-action, and at his observation of its inhumane 

influences on society. And, since sexuality is very significant 

for both Puritanism and James K. Baxter, the third section 

i See Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, ed. F.C.Cross 
< o. u. P. 1~:rs 7) - 'PURI'l'AN, . 
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makes a detailed examination of how, in contrast to Puritanism's 

fervent repression of sex, Baxter sought an interpretation 

of 0.1ristianity which can sympathetically accommodate that 

difficult but inescapable area of human experience. 

1 PURITANISM IN RELIGION 

The religious pole of Puritanism is essentially established 

in the writings of John Calvin (1509-64), and happily, Baxter 

once quoted at length a very pertinent passage from Calvin's 

major work The Institutes in his talk 'The Man on the Horse'. 

It effectively states Calvin's position as a whole: 

11 this perversity in us never ceases, but constantly 
produces new fruits, in other words, those works of 
the flesh which we formerly described, just as a lighted 
furnace sends forth sparks and flame, or a fountain 
without ceasing pours out water. Hence, those who have 
defined original sin as the want of the original 
righteousness which we ought to have had, though they 
substantially comprehend the whole case, do not 
significantly enoug·h express its power and energy. For 
our nature is not only utterly devoid of goodness, but 
so prolific in all kinds of evil that it can never be 
idle. 'l'hose who term it concupiscence use a word not 
very inappropriate, provided it were added (this however, 
many will by no means concede), that everything which 
is in man, from the intellect to the will, from the 
soul even to the flesh, is defiled and pervaded with tlris 
concupiscence; or, to express it more briefly, that 
the whole man is in himself nothing else than 
concupiscence ... " 

(MH, p.92; Critic, p.119-120i 

Concupiscence, otherwise known as lust or worldly delight and 

appetite, is the vice on which Calvin's manichaean Christian 

i· The passage is from Book II, chapter 2, section 8 of 
•rhe Institutes . 
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precursor, Augustine of Hippo blamed the transfere nee of 

original sin in all Adam's descendants(l). What we have here, 

obviously enough, is Calvin's doctrine of the "total depravity 

of the flesh", the coro.llary of which is the rigid doctrine 

of the predestination of the elect. These provide the grim 

vision of Puritanism, and its fundamental religious doctrines: 

the world and the flesh (which includes, as Calvin tells us, 

the intellect and the will) are wholly without righteousness 

and are effectively irredeemable and worthless, so that all 

creatures stand condemned under God's absolutely Holy Judgement, 

except those He has already inscrutably elected for eternal 

life. This is in effect the antithesis of what is meant by 

the term 'humanist Christianity'. 

Baxter occasionally dramatises in his poetry this "inhumane 

crystalline vision" as he called it (MH, ibid.), as when he - .--
says with loaded irony in 'A Small Ode on Mixed Flatting': 

King Calvin in his grave will smile 
To know we know that man is vile." 

( HLDCG , p • 8 7) 

I think he is also alluding to that when he asks of his grand

father, "did you say 'I am Hell'?"i- for if his grandfather 

had fallen prey to the local Calvinist minister and thus the 

dualistic world view of Calvinism (Baxter says" the butcher 

of God's word/ dragged you in half •.• "), then that is the 

kind of opinion he would have been expected to have of himself. 

Baxter was himself well acquainted with that "inhuman 

'J. l 1 ,• I (. ' ' (£· l <- I ,;,LC.. 1...,f(,.<,l'•('I, ·(,1\ :· / .•,(..,.. f'' I,.,.,. ~ J. 
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crystalline vision''. He was born and raised south of Dunedin, 

among the descendants of Scottish immigrants with their 

entrenched Calvinist sub-culture(2). His father, a self

educated farmer of Scots descent, conveyed to him a strong 

consciousness of his Scottish roots. They shared a love of 

Robbie Burns, and Owen Leeming sees distinctly Scottish 

characteristics in his poetry: 

the use of Old Testament imageryi, a certain 
Biblicisrn of language, ... and an un-English 
juxtaposition of raw human behaviour (manual.work, 
defecation~ sex) and metaphysical statement11 • 

Baxter also acquired a strong awareness of the clan, the 

"Gaelic Scottish ideal of tribal unity"(3), from his father. 

Dut his mother's Anglican Victorianism and his father's 

Scottishness also had a less fortunate influence: 

Through both parents he drew on a stern Protestant 
tradition which he reacted strongly against but 
never outgrewiii. 

This early personal experience of Puritanism was a major source 

of the puzzling deep ambiguities in Baxter's thought. As he 

himself said, 

i Robert Chapman has elsewhere noted his predilection in the 
earlier poetry for "harsher and narrative parts of the 
Old Testament". - R. Chapman's review of FH in Land~all, 
September 1953, p.210. -

ii Owen Leeming, 'And the Clay Man?', Landfall 97, p .. 14. 

iii O'Sullivan, JKB, p.3. 
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Much anti-·Puritan writing betrays the ambivalence 
of the man tormented by an unconscious Puritan 
heritage. 

(APNZ, p.33; Critic, p.91) 

- and perhaps that is true of no New Zealand writer as much 

as of Baxter himself. Certainly this ambivalence, the implicit 

puritanism of the anti-puritan, must be kept in mind throughout 

this chapter. 

The harsh and rigid environment of the Quaker boarding 

schools he attended, mentioned in an earlier chapteri; also 

taught him about the rigours of Calvinism, such as Calvin's 

teaching of human 'depravity' thinly disguised as school discipline. 

It is quite possible to see Baxter's conversion to Catholicism 

as a violent reaction to his Puritan heritage - a reason 

paralleled in the similar conversion of the American poet 

Robert Lowell in 1940 - that his reception of Roman Catholicism 

was 

as much a conversion \ to a style of sensibility, a 
way of thinking as it was a conversion to a particular 
religious practice(4). 

This "style of sensibility" included a rejection of Calvinist 

doctrine and society, a firm sense and encouragement of human 

community, and an awareness and openness to the sacramental in 

ii the world . These features of the Catholic sensibility struggled 

in Baxter's personality with his Puritan. heritage for the rest 

i See chapter 1, above. 

ii These various points are discussed in Baxter's case in this 
chapter, eh. 6, and eh. 4 respectively. 
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of his life. 

There is one aspect of that struggle and of his world

view as a whole, which at this point needs very careful 

delineation, because of its bearing on the 'Christian estimate 

i 
of man' implied in Baxter's humanist Christianity. While he 

rejected the Calvinist vision of man, and (as we shall see) 

emphasised the redeemability of humankind, Baxter took the 

Christian doctrine of the Fall of Man extremely seriously. 

A favourite and oft-repeated theme of early Baxter commentators 

is typified in a statement of W.H. Oliver's that in fact 

ii "The Fall is the one myth in his poetry" . Similarly, 

John Weir has commented that -

No other New Zealand writer has expressed as keenly 
as he the conviction that man inhabits a fallen 
stateiii. (5) 

iv Weir has documented this theme at some length , but two pithy 

statements from the poetry- can suffice here as examples: 

••. my inward guardian spoke: All 
Knowledge, my son, is knowledge of the Fall. 

- 'The Flood' (BC, p.40) 

i I have taken the phrase 'the Christian estimate of man' 
from the book of that name by Dr Sidney Cave (Duckworth, 
London, 1944), to denote the question of how Christian 
theology understands humankind's nature and status before God. 

ii W.H. Oliver, Encyclopedia of New Zealand, vol. II, p.342 

iii Weir, PJK~, p.12. 

iv Weir,(ibid.), passim. 
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But loss is a precious stone to me, a nectar 
Distilled in time, preaching the truth of winter 
To the fallen heart that does not cease to fall. 

- 'Wild Bees ' ( RW, p. 17) 

Doyle has suggested that this sense of loss arises primarily 

out of our sense of death, which is itself a consequence of 

the Fall. Indeed, in Baxter's view the Fall has had dire 

effects on our earthly life, as these two statements (one 

from Doyle, the other from the poet himself) indicate: 

Man's mortal condition and his awareness of it -
this is the primary stgn and chief punishment of 
his fall from Eden ... 1 

•.• the greatest single limitation to the human race 
as a result of the Fall of Man is that none of us 
truly understand [sic] the meaning of our own lives ... 

(FC, p .159) 

Just as he is weak on the deeper theological problem of 

why human life is scourged by suffering and evil, Baxter makes 

no clear attempt to explain what is meant by the Fall, beyond 

the notion that somehow our original paradisal state has been 

destroyed, resulting in both human moral evil (which he saw 

as "the proneness of ~in") and "involuntary" or natural evil 

( 18 ) d h 1 h h . dii FC, p. • Nor oes e specu ate on ow or w y it occurre . 

i Doyle, JKB, p.43. 

ii In his review of FH, Chapman suggested several possibilities 
hinted at by Baxter, including one which implicates Calvin 
seriously, but Chapman concludes that the poet "suggests 
them all and wisely settles for none." - Chapman, op.cit. 
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But he is verv harsh on those who refuse to acknowledge the 

reality of the Fall, a refusal he saw as a pernicious fault 

in our modern culture. Weir has noted that, in distinction 

to Frank Sargeson's non-Christian view, Baxter refused to 

accept a meliorist philosophyi, and the disparaging reference 

to 1t1ary Baker Eddy's world of thought II in 'The Last Judgment' 

(Lth, p.24) is an attack on just such a philosophyii_ Baxter 

regarded the failure to recognise the Fall as "the second 

curse, the man-made one" which has been added to God's curse 

of Adam and Eve. Its effect is -

• . . the falsifying and sterilising of life by a 
civilisation that tries to pretend there never was 
a Fall: it is the curse of emotional and intellectual 
blindness ... iii 

But, he continued, "No Catholic need accept this second curse" 

What Baxter is engaged in here is a dispute over nothing less 

than the nature of "reality". He was insistent that the 

iv. 

Catholic and Christian must challenge other world-views, especially 

modern Western secularism, to take account of the Fall. As a 

poet, he saw poems as hand-grenades thrown in the fight against 

i "Baxter would not share Sargeson's conviction that the Just 
City can be founded solely on humanitarian principles. 
Accepting the Christian ethic, he must surely resist a 
meliorist philosonhv that does not take account of the 
Fall". - Weir. M.A.Th., Appendix A. p.3. 

ii Mary Baker Eddy was the founder of the American sect, the 
Christian Scientists. They hold that because God is All, 
sin, evil and death are illusions, and humans, like every
thing else, must be perfect. 

iii JKB to JEW, 19th December 1962 (quoted by Weir, PJKB, p.53; 
M.W.M. p.216). 

iv ibid., but not used in publications in previous note. 
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i 
this second man-made curse , and declared that the Christian 

must give expression to the Fall and its consequences. 

Moreover, towards the end of his life, when his humanist 

Christianity had already found expression in the community 

and writings of Jerusalem, he expressly asserted that recognition 

of the Fall also has a positive, life-giving value: 

The doctrine of original sin is the most peace-giving 
of Christian doctrines. To name the incubus is also 
to recognise that we share the burden in common with 
all men. That is to take the first step on the rojd 
to liberation. 

(AT, p.47) 

It is at this point that we come to the other, equally 

important insight of Christianity: that, knowing what we have 

lost we know what we have to gain, and knowing that we are 

fallen we know also that we are redeemable. This dialectical 

understanding of the Fall and what it means for us, which has 

become jeopardised by the incursions of Calvinist and Jansenist 

theology and which is lost in the Puritan world-view, is 

crucial to Baxter's humanist Christianity: it defines for him 

the status of humanity on earth. It is underlined by him in 

two very interesting statements on art and poetry: 

i 

ii 

Pseudo-Christian art is always angelic in character. 
It persuades that the Fall is wholly reversed· in us; 
whereas in truth our knowledge of the Fall is the 
deepest on eart~, for we know what is lost - and what 
may be regained11 • 

op.cit. 

'Some Problems of Catholic Writers (vi) ', quoted in Weir, 
F'NZP p.230 (my emphases). 
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... the vision of a perfect knowledge, of an undivided 
love, and a sense of dereliction at its unfulfillrncmt, 
are the constant subject matter of poetry; and to 
dismiss them as meaningless is to dismiss the strongest 
aspirations of whicti men are capable, almost to deny 
their humanity. If we had no intuition that the Fall 
had occurred, then indeed the Fall would be complete, 

(FA, p. 71) 

It is our very awareness of the Fall, and our desire for perfection 

and completeness, which demonstrates that the Fall is not total. 

Nor are we dependent, as we are in Augustinian theologies, on an 

injection of God's 11 grace 11 to reach that awareness, for Baxter 

speaks of our 11 intuition 11 of the Fall. In his talk 'Conversation 

with an Ancestor', the poet revealed some details about his 

'other self', 11 my collaborator, my schizophrenic twin, who has 

always provided me with poems II and who goes by the name of Timothy 

Harold Glass (MH, p.17-20). Significantly, he tells us that 

Timothy Harold Glass is my Pig Island version of natural 
man, that is, in theological terms, the fallen Adam who 
remembers, as if in a dream, his first state. 

(ibid.,p.20) 

We may recall from the last chapter how greatly Baxter valued 

the degenerate precisely because his degeneracy gives him an 

acute intuition of "what is lost - and what may be regained" 

{op.cit.)i. Moreover, Timothy Harold Glass is not wholly 

,degenerate ·- he is a figure of 11 natural man 11 , who "though wounded, 

II (MH, p.2l)ii. is still the earth lamp who holds the oil of grace 

i See eh. 2, p.52-5. 

ii See discussion of this passage below, p .161-2. 
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Baxter was insistent that no-one is without some remnant of 

'original goodness', a belief which lies behind these 

statements from Jerusalem: 

... all who come here come with gifts ... And the 
greatest gift is the person. No person is replaceable. 

(~D, p.43) 

Let us love the true self in each man: that is 
the unborn Christ ... 

(AT, p. 48) 

It is on this perception perhaps more than any other, that 

Baxter's search for a humanist Christianity was consistently 

founded. 

Furthermore, it is the memory of Eden which also compels 

us to regain on earth something of our first state. The 

artist and Christian, Baxter asserts, will be impelled to resist 

"all that is basest in humanity, particularly inertia and 

• di' '"f Iii in -ference . These have their worst form in the bored, despairing 

indifference of the cynic and fatalist, which Baxter found 

t.erribly prevalent in our predominantly puritan society, and which 

he called by its medieval name, 'acedia'ii_ To accept despair 

and indifference is to deny that we can be redeemed, and to 

Baxter that was unacceptable. 

His most telling attack on that attitude comes at the 

i Doyle, JKB, p.92. Also 'In Quest of the Just City', ARIEL 
July 1974, p.87. 

ii See Doule, ibid.; also Pearson, op.cit. (Islands) p.3 & 
Baxter himself in MH, p.24, and 'Elegy for Boyle Crcs-ent', 
Pt 2, Island 1 (Spring 1972), p.26. 
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beginning of Jers_\ialem Daybook, in which Baxter argues that 

a recognition of the intrinsic value of people and a more loving 

and humane life-style can be recovered through a 'theology of 

communality'. Near the beginning, he considers the problem of 

whether human beings are worth spending such efforts on: 

The example of Te Ariki fj:_11e Lord, Christj is 
cheering. He did not despair of his friends, faulty 
as they were. He thought them worth dying for. And 
since Te Ariki is God Himself, none of us need ev~ 
feel God despairs of man. 

I think my friends are wor.th dying for. It is 
rather myself I might despair of, since I know my 
own inpenetrable darkness and weakness. But in that 
matter I am obliged to accept the verdict of Te Ariki, 
who.thought otherwise of all of us ... 

(JD, p.8; my emphases) 

This is the crux of the matter, the point where Calvinism, 

Jansenism and Puritanism have all surely gone awry. If God in 

Christ (Te Ariki) thought us worth dying for (if, as St John 

has put it, "God so loved the world that He gave His only Son 

so that all who believe in Him might not die but have everlasting 

life"), then we must accept His verdict that we are not worthless. 

Hence Baxter's vehement reaction against 11 a theology that 

considers man simply not good enough for God to stomac~' (D&MrM., 

p. (ix)). His own reaction was to embrace a Roman Catholicism 

whi~h acknowledges the Fall, but declares that is is not total 

- no-one is utterly beyond the redeeming love of God. In 1967 

(before, it seems, he was explicitly aware of the Catholic strain 

of the Catholic strain of Jansenismi), he wrote: 

i References to 'Jansenism' and 'Jansenist' suddenly spring 
up in Baxter 1 s writing in 1971, before which he had not used 
these terms ever when clearly speaking of them. See J~, 
p.lOff; 'Correspondence' Landfall 98 (June 1971), p.2Yl; and 
tJw Introcluction to D&MrM. - all published in 1971. 
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If, as the Catholic thinkers have always taught, the 
Fall was not complete, and the natural man, though 
wounded, is still the earth lrunp who holds the oil of 
grace - then the only viable solution is a difficult 
humanism which works towards an understanding of: the 
passions without being overthrown by them. 

(MH, p.21) 

This fundamental conviction that unatural man" is "the earth 

lamp 11 who still inherently retains some of God's grace (what 

we might call 'original goodness) lies at the heart of Baxter's 

Catholic humanism and 'humanist Christianity'. 

This qualified optimism about human nature, the refusal 

to accept that we are utterly lost or wicked, emerges on many 

occasions in his writing. One of Baxter's most famous and 

likeable dramatic creations, the publican Barney Flanagan, was, 

i Baxter told Weir, "my picture of fallen and redeemable man 11 ( 6) . 

And, on another occasion, while discussing the two thieves on 

the Cross, he wrote: 

What of the Unsanctified Thief? He is ... the type of 
the natural man, maimed by original sin and his own .. 

ll rebellions, Esau, our brother, never wholly unblessed . 

In one of the most successfully discursive poems in The Bone 

Chanter, Baxter quarrels with the pe.ssimism of Jean-Paul Sartre: 

... Unwisely I have read 
Sartre on Imagination - very dry, very French 

•.• he teaches us that human choice 
Is rarely true or kind. My children are asleep. 

i JKB to JEW, 20 April 1967. 

ii ibid., 26 October 1961. 
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Something clatters in the kitchen. I hear the voice 
Of the buried stream ... 

... whose watery rope 
Tugs my divining rod with the habit some call hope. 

- 'The Buried Stream' (BC, p.39) 

The "habit some call hope" was eventually to lead to Jerusalem, 

where he tried to show that human choice could be both "true 

and kind". Throughout the Jerusalem writings he mentions 

those who found some sort of happiness or hope while in the 

community, and at one point he comments on the graffiti they 

scrawled on the wharepuni wall: 

The chorus of their chaos becomes a possible Christ 
When the light behind the face begins to shine. 

- 'AT 36' (AT, p.37) 

To discover this "light", this "possible Christ", he had first 

to deny the depravity of man. In that way, a humanist Christianity 

became possible. 

In a talk he gave while at Jerusalem he acknowledged one 

girl's criticism that 

What I learnt about religi9n was - sin, sin, sin, 
Religion was all about sin1 • 

Though he was not beyond emphasising human sinfulness to those 

who refused to see it, his own outlook was more lenient than 

i ~FL, eh. I, 'Love Creating Love'. (p.3). 



- 164 -

that which the girl had been taught: 

.My sympathy with sinners - which could be excessive 
- comes a great deal ... from knowing how hard it is 
for human beings to live quite drily .. I'm sure most 
sin is not from malice but from the fear of drying 
up, freezing to death. They long so deeply for 
paradise: they were never made for this foul, dusty, 
dry arena - :yet here they must wait till after this 
our exile ... 1 

Here we find that his dissatisfaction with our earthly life 

and separation from God discussed at length earlier in this 

studyii, underpins also his deep sympathy with sinners. 

Similarly, he praised and admired Robbie Burn's revolt against 

the "inhuman, crystalline vision" of Calvinism which, as he 

said, was "carried out with superb energy, precision and humour" 

(MH, p.92). He also looked for inspiration from the great 

medieval mystic, poet and Catholic saint John of the Cross, 

whose work, with its "total vision", enables us to say: 

'!'his is substantial man; not a mere ghost blown 
upon by Agape, but the hide, hair, and inward quality 
of the human creature. 

(FA, p. 45) 

Though Baxter may have been less than generous about the quality 

of earthly life, his affirmation of the "quality of the human 

creature" is a major characteristic of his poetry and religious 

thought, and stands in direct opposition to Puritanism, 

i JKB to JEW, 18 August 65, quoted Weir, M.W.M., p.227. 

ii See ch.3, esp. pp. 72f. 
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both religious and secular. 

But is must not be thought that Puritanism is only a 

Protestant phenomenon which Baxter could escape by becoming 

a Roman Catholic. In the 17th century a Dutch Roman Catholic, 

Cornelius Jansen, successfully incorporated Calvin's teaching 

into his Augustinian Catholicism, and thus gave his name to 

that branch which propagates Calvinistic theology. Blaise 

Pascal and Graham Greene are two of Jansenism's more famous 

i adherents . James K. Baxter was as much at odds with Jansenism 

as he was with Calvinistic (and secular) Puritanism. Nor was 

he deluded about the difficulty of opposing these forces. In 

his introduction to The Devil & Mr Mulcahy, he wrote that he 

had received 

a lifelong instruction by my society that Calvinism 
or Jansenism does not die; it merely takes other 
forms, like a body swelling with another kind of life 
as it decomposes. Most of our so-called criminals 
have had a Calvinist or Jansenist formation in early 
life. 'l1heyhate themselves because they think they 
are personally to blame for the Fall of Man. 

(op.cit., p.ix) 

There has actually been some quite lively discussion in 

connection with Baxter's writing on how Jansenist or otherwise 

the Catholic Church in New Zealand is. In his quirky and cynical 

article 'A Discursive Essay about Jerusalem', W.S. Broughton 

i Interestingly in view of my earlier commGnt, ·Baxter, in his 
review of Grahmn Greene's A Burnt-Out Case, calls Greene 
"an unconscious Dualist in the Catholic camp", not a 
Jansenist. This excellent review is dated 1961. (Critic, 
p.204). 
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says that the two main influences on Baxter during his 

Jerusalem phase were Maoridom and Roman Catholicism, and 

comments: 

Baxter's Catholicism, however, was not the puritanical 
Jansenist inheritance of New Zealand Catholicism which 
is. for explicable historical reasons. largely lower
middle-class and long dominated by an Irish priest
hood and teaching order ... The social orthodoxies of 
local Catholicism would have been no more suitable 
for Baxter's world than would the orthodoxies of 
bourgeois Protestant ouritanismi. 

The second point is borne out by Baxter's frequent confrontations 

with his Catholic critics, as we shall soon see, 

The Irish and Jansenist characteristics of local Roman 

Catholicism were also pointed out by Owen Leeming (who was brought 

up a Roman Catholic) in his review of The Rock Woman. Discussing 

Baxter's treatment of adultery in 'Henley Pub' as "~in", Leeming 

says 

He does not distinguish between sin as an inherent 
tendency in man to destructive action (a view I think 
he holds)ii and sin as defined by the rigid Irish-Italian 
ninet~enth-century-orientated Catholicism prevalent in 
New Zealand until recently. This latter 'sin' went so 
far as dooming a man to eternal punishrneijt in hell for 
indulging in 'impure thoughts', i.e., imagining a 
woman's sex. He could hardly do worse in the after 
life if he tortured and massacred a hundred women and 
childreniii. 

i w.s. Broughton, 'A Discursive Essay about Jerusalem', W~rl_i 
Literature Written in English, (Vol.14, No.l), p.72 

ii Leeming is clearly alluding here to 'original sin', and as 
we have seen, he is right in thinking Baxter holds this 
view. 

iii ibid., p.11. 
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Later in the review, Leeming claims that 

Outside of the Irish-Italian tradition, sexual sin 
hardly exists any more for Catholicsi. 

These comments drew strong fire from John Weir in the 

'Correspondence' section of the following Landfall. Weir accused 

the various statements of showing "no moral precision", and 

ii being "ludicrously emotive" and "gratuitiously presumptuous" . 

However, Leeming correctly replied that 

Father Weir disputes my remarks on sexual sin in the 
Irish-Italian Catholic tradition, without offering any 
evidence. On the other hand, I remember perfectly well 
what I was taught (as did James Joyce and as does 
..:1".·ederico Fellini) iii . 

Leeming also defends his singling out of the ''Irish-Italian 

nineteenth-century'' (i.e. Victorian) tradition as being puritan 

in its mentality: 

I have spoken to French, Dutch, German and African 
Catholics for whom sexual matters are a strictly private 
concern to which the idea of 'sin' does not attach. 

(ibid.) 

Leeming is not the only one to attest to the anti-Dionysian, 

Jansenist character of his Catholic education(7), and Baxter 

himself was at times highly critical of this influence, especially 

i ibid., p.11. 

ii Weir, 'Correspondence' , Landfall 9 8, p .19 8. 

iii ibid., p.205. 
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on the young. In The Man on the Horse he recalls the 

unfortunate story of a young Catholic woman who felt herself 

cut off from the Sacraments because she had lost her virginity 

at a "rough party", and he puts the blame for her sense of 

rejection on her Roman Catholic upbringing: 

I suggest that her training must have played some 
part in this morbid attitude. She seemed to regard 
her physical virginity as a symbol of the Faith 
itself, and when it was gone she felt herself cut 
off from the Faith. 

(MB, p.50) 

He also notes how often he has met "young Catholic lads at 

loggerheads with the Church" because they cannot live up to 

the "excessive idealism in the training of the young", which 

sometimes expects "miracles" of them in sexual matters(B). 

The fact that sexuality should be such a stumbling block 

for those brought up in puritan society (both Calvinistic and 

Jansenistic) and that it should be such a measure of puritan 

influence reflects the significance of sexuality for Puritanism. 

This significance arises from the suspicion, distaste and.fear 

of the body and indulgence in physical pleasure which is 

engen<lered by a belief in the depravity and sinfulness of the 

flesh. And it is reinforced theologically by the belief that 

original sin and our darnnability derive from the sexual sin of 

concupiscence. Baxter knew well how Protestants and Catholics 

are united in their repression of sexuality. As he said once, 

I know by experience that to talk about the formative 
or destruct'i ve areas of sexual love, from one's own 
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experience, is to invite immediate martyrdom at the 
hands of the Jansenist~ if the Calvinists have not 
ripped out one's liver first. 

(JD, p. 9) 

So important is the question of sexuality in Baxter's attack 

on Puritanism (both Catholic and Protestant) that it will be 

discussed in more detail as a separate topic towards the end 

of the chapter. 

But it would be wrong to suggest that the only reason 

Baxter objected to Jansenism is that it caused the Church to 

over-·emphasise the subject of sexual "purity". Its influence 

goes much deeper. In 'Literature and Belief' he attacked 

"the ancient theory of diabolical inspiration", because of its 

underlying rationale: 

According to this view, whatever does not belong to 
God is seen as the work of thedevil ... I have a deep 
aversion to this theory, because of its Manichean 
tendency. The devil is tacitly credited with . 
sovereignty over the flesh and intellect of mani. 

( MH , p . 4 8- 9 ) 

This is of course a reference to Jansenist attitudes (though 

as yet unrecognised as such) within the Church. Much of the 

disillusionment with New Zealand Catholicism which Baxter seems 

to have felt towards the end of his life arose from his feeling 

that such attitudes were entrenched in the Church's thinking. 

The Jerusalem writings offer several instances of Baxter's 

i This reminds one of his similar statement in FA, - a prbpos 
of the need for a Christian humanism - that "the Devil was 
credited with more than his due 11 • p.9. 
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ambivalent attitude towards the Church at this time, on account 

of its Jansenist and puritan leanings. Furthermore, as we 

continue to examine this theme of Puritanism, we will see that 

often its attitudes and effects are to be seen as much in 

Roman Catholicism as in Protestantism, although historically 

the puritanism of New Zealand society is more Calvinistic than 

Jansenistic in origin. 

Unfortunately, the theological philosophy of Calvinism 

and Jansenism is not limited to the doctrine of the depravity 

of man and the predestination of the elect. From that basic 

thesis come many other beliefs and attitudes, some of which 

Baxter criticised in religious contexts. One of the greatest 

problems that confronts the Puritan is that of acceptability 

to God. Once one holds that all humans are corrupted and only 

the elect survive God's judgment, and no-one knows till Judgment 

Day who is elect and who damned, anxiety about one's status 

before God (and man) can become overwhelming. As Baxter put it, 

How good does one have to be to become acceptable to 
God? That is the web the Jansenist or Calvinist spins 
for himself. 

( 'l'HS , p. 1 7) 

His own answer is that traditionally associated with the 

Reformation theology of the Protestant Church: 

God loves us, not because we are good, but because he 
is good ...• He accepts us in our spiritual dishevelment ... 

(9) (ibid.) 
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But for the Calvini~t or Jansenist caught in the web there 

is no easy answer, Instead of being "Our Father", God becomes 

"the Terrible Watcher" Baxter came to know during his 

i 
adolescence at school. Convinced that, both as individuals 

and as members of society, human beings are morally corrupt, 

Puritanism becomes judgmental and punitive, and thus its ethics 

become markedly legalistic. Baxter called this tendency in 

the Church "Pharisaism", and feared that it would swamp the 

chances of "the Church becomi·ng human, / As if religion were 

not the cemetery of hope / / But a flowering branch • •••• 11 ('AT 15' , 

ii 
AT, p.22) . His objection to the Church's "Pharisaism" was 

one of the chief reasons for his efforts ''to support and initiate 

a heart-centred Catholic humanism", as we saw when first defining 

'humanist Christianity'iii_ He also pointed often to this 

Pharasaism as a feature of our society, especially in its 

condemnation of nonconformists and those who deviate from its 

rigid sexual code. Another consequence of the Puritan's web of 

anxiety is the 'work ethic', and we shall be looking at these 

various social effects later in the chapter. 

Yet a further unfortunate result of the "inhuman, crystalline 

vision" of religious Puritanism is its joylessness and lack of 

humour and celebration. In 'Ballad of the Quince' he mocks this 

Puritan trait, distinguishing fruitfully between different sorts 

of people: 

i 'School Days', stz 4 (Lth, p.14). 

ii See also 'The Moon and the Chestnut Tree', Pt 3 (JQ, p.18) 

iii Landfall 98, p.211, discussed above in ch.l, p. 6-8. 
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The apple stands for active life, 
Clerk and ploughman, nurse and wife, 

The pear it is contemplative, 
And has, men say, the sweeter taste, 

The merry quince is in-between. 
Lady, let your quinces ripen, 
Poet, gambler, wit or clown, 

And keep away that meddling man 
The old quince-hating Puritan. 

( HLDCG, p . 51) 

In more serious mood he wrote to John Weir: 

To hamper or extinguish joy anywhere is an evil. .. joy 
comes from God and the congruity of His creation -
so a society that turns his creation into a depressing 
jail where all.things jar on each other is offending 
Him by this ... 1 

This social joylessness arises in part from what he once called 

the "dreary ethos of fear and prudence" that pervades a de

·christianised societyii, and which originates,_ in the puritan 

fear of the natural and physical self: 

Fear of the natural self has, all alo~g, been root 
cause of the puritanism Baxter foughtlll. 

Baxter 1 s reaction was to advocate humour as a valuable, 

healthy response to human situations. For instance, considering 

i JKB to JEW, 26 April 1963, quoted Weir, M.W.M., p.217. 

ii ibid., 2nd November 1961. Doyle also points out that the 
"spirit of secularism", as Baxter called it, leads to this 
joylessness. See below, P-182. 

iii Doyle, JK~, p.166-7 
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the adolescent's problem of temptations to sexual 'impurity', 

he recommended "the development of a humourous and cautiously 

positive view of all such natural occasions ... 11 (MH, p.49). 

And more generally, he tells us, 

... I needed to laugh a bit 

Laughter is therapy 
Against God's enmity, 

'rhe One we imagine, the homicidal Father 
Who wants to see us tidy, tucked up and lobotomized! (10) 

- that is what Baxter says in Jerusalem Daybook, and John Geraets 

has emphasised the importance of humour in Baxter's Jerusalem 

theoloqy and the communication of that through the Jerusalem 

writings. ( 11) Certainly humour is a frequent element in Baxter's 

responses to situations both great and small which arise in his 

life at Jerusalem: to deal with his vices, such as cigarette 

smoking and pride ('PC-15 & 36', JS, p.23 & 44), or the social 

problem of dog shit around the wharepuni (JD, p.31-4), or the 

religious problem of exalting God till he becomes too remote for 

most people to relate to (e.g. 'PC - l', JS, p.9). He describes 

how he jokes with his "family" at Jerusalem about his early 

morning farting as "shooting angels": 

The joke is against angelism, against the stained glass 
religion many of them grew up in and reacted against. 
They know I believe in God ... But they consider my 
style untypical of Christianity as they have encountered 
it. 

(JD, p. 2 7) 
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And he recalls "shooting angels" with Bon, a Jewish girl 

"herself very much like an angel", whom he knew in Auckland: 

I would shoot angels outside the AucJ::land Post Office, 
to make this Jewish angel a little less angelic. 

'I've shot an angel, Bon.' 
'You're a terrible old man.' 
'Do you know what they do, when I do that?' 
'No.' 
'They go to the Father, and they ·say - "Father, that 

man down there is shooting our tail-feathers off. What 
are you going to to about it?" and do you know what he 
says?' 

'No, Hemi.' 
'He says - "Fuck off! I've given that man his 

freedom." ' 
These jokes and fables are a dramatised theology. 

I think sometimes they cut right to the bone. 
(JD, p. 2 8) 

Not only were they a "dramatised theology", but also a 

demonstrative attack on the solemnity of an inhibited society. 

It is interesting to discover, therefore, that humourlessness 

and joylessness and a resultant sort of neurotic drabness were 

qualities which Baxter associated most closely with his family's 

life in Otago - not so much his own family (his father always 

appears as a lively soul in the poems), but that of his uncles 

and aunts and forebears. Two early poems about family funerals 

-capture this, the second offering as a sharp contrast a·. final 

image of animal vitality: 

On straight-backed parlour chairs 
The genteel elders sit -
Time and the world's affairs 
Rolled on a ball of spit; 
Airing in one stale breath 
Marriage, birth, and death. 
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Square on the Roman clock 
The weatherdwarfs keep their place; 
Two horses lightning-struck 
And a dead uncle's face 
Stare in the shuttered gloom 
Of a twilight room ... 

- 'The Glass Door' (FH, p.44) 

At an elder uncle's deathbed I read the graph 
Of suffering in the face of country cousins. 

These have endured what men hold in common, 
The cross of custom, the marriage bed of knives; 
Their angular faces reflecting his 
Whose body lies stiff under coverlet. 

Brief is the visiting angel. In corridors of hungen 
Our lives entwined suffer the common ill: 
Living and drying, breathing and begetting. 
Meanwhile on maimed gravestones under the towering 

fennel 
Moves the bright lizard, sunloved, basking in 

The moment of animal joy. 

- 'Elegy at the Year's End', 
stz 3 & 6 (IFONR, p.39) 

It is perhaps these same dead of whom he is thinking when flying 

down to Dunedin, he looks out the plane window and remembers 

How in these parts the dead sleep 
Under rough clay, who will rise up 

In rage and hope at Judgment Day, 
Denying the quiet town, the quiet clouds, 

Their hard, sod-cutting hands, so like our own, 
Bent in the cramp of life-long separate pain. 

- 'Arriving in Dunedin' (Lth, p.33) 

This Calvinistic, Puritan inheritance is recalled and examined in 
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many later poems (of which that is one) such as ''1.'horn' (BC, 

p.97) and 'Guy Fawkes Night' (m~_, p.79)i, which allude to many of 

the features of Puritanism we have been discussing. However 

both these poems have difficulty welding together several allusions 

in very little space. A similar poem, but more coherent and 

lively and so more satisfying, is 'Great Uncles and Great Aunts' 

in Pig Island Letters. In this poem, as in the previous ones, we 

can see that Baxter is exploring through his own family and local 

Otago history the kind of social history of puritanism that is 

true of New Zealand in general. By concentrating on his own 

Scottish immigrant ancestors, he is able to stay in close to 

the Calvinist origins of the puritanism (as in the reference to 

"Adam's dirt" and the couple in the lupins) and therefore point 

to its religious error and philosophical unpleasantness: 

From Black Head to the bar of 
Taieri Mouth, my father's 
uncle scattered lupin seed 
whose branches·. now give cover 
to townbred. couples who ride 
out in cars, on bikes and leave 

pale condoms like balloons, or 
shit among the fibred roots 
that turn the dunes to soil - what 
loose bright female bloom then fights 
out of the bush's storm-wet 
tabernacle~ The colour 

of blood or meditation 
delicately hung, and the 
pollen blown over the wide 
stretch-marked belly of the sea -
Did strong chains in heart and head 
choke back the airy dragon 

i There is some interesting discussion. of this poem in Leeming's 
RW review in Landfall 97 and Weir & Leeming's correspondence 
in Landfall 98 (op,cit.). 
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that feeds on sighs, in those Job
bearded crofters who split logs 
for bluegum fences, and built 
sod huts where now the gale brags? 
Their bannock-meal lacking salt 
grew mouldy - their wives could scrub 

all stains from moleskin breeches 
except Adam's dirt - and so 
the lack ate inwardly like 
fire in piled-up couchgrass too 
green for it, billowing smoke -
a servant-girl's bruised haunches 

up-ended in the barn, heads 
split bloody at the caber-
tossing show - loud pipes, whisky ... 
O Mary, fetch a sugar 
bag of snow to freshen my 
great-aunts in their burning shrouds! 

(PIL, p.46; RW. p.63-4) 

The Scottishness of this South Otago settlement is strongly 

evoked, but the accent is on sex and the acidic effect of 

Calvin's doctrines. Baxter felt very strongly that the Calvinist 

repression of sexuality was a violation of our natural humanity 

(our "natural self") - hence all the images of fertile nature 

in this poem, from the "pollen" and "stretch-marked belly of the 

sea" to the up-ended servant-girl. He makes.the same point more 

succinctly in another poem about his Otago-Calvinist background 

(which has in a later stanza, more young couples entangled in 

lupins!): 

They used to send 
A spring-cart round the sandhills to bring in 

The drunken elders. Toi-toi, marram grass, 
Teach nothing to the narrow church of tin. 

- 'Brighton' (Lth, p.25) 
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Calvinisrn's sterility and rigidity depressed him - the choked, 

sterile landscape that opens this poem conveys his bitterness 

at its effects even, it seems, on nature. Its urban landscape 

is picked up by his adolescent alcoholic perception of central 

Dunedin: 

Lying awake on a bench in the town belt, 
Alone, eighteen, more or less alive, 
Lying awake to the sound of clocks, 
The railway station clock, the Town Hall clock, 
And the Varsity clock, genteel, exact 
As a Presbyterian conscience, 
I heard the hedgehogs chugging round my bench, 
Colder than an ice-axe, colder than a bone, 
Sweating the booze out, a spiritual Houdini 
Inside the padlocked box of winter, time and craving. 

- 'The Cold Hub 1 (RW, p.52) 

This large group of poems about the poet's own family and Otago 

background brings us now to a further facet of Puritanism, 

namely social Puritanism. 

2. PURITANISM IN SOCIETY 

Baxter's search for a humanist Christianity involved as 

much a critique of society as religion and theology. It was 

fundamentally a search for authentic existence, for a way of 

living that does justice to the entire human being, social and 

individual, religious and anti-religious, fallen and redeemable. 

We must therefore look at how his humanist Christianity was 

shaped by this critique of puritan society, especially since 
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that did much to direct his life towards Jerusalem, which I 

regard as the culmination of his search for a humanist 

Christianity. 

We have already seen in the case of Puritanism's strict 

sexual morality and its drabness and joylessness some of those 

religious features which also pervade puritan society, and 

many of his Otago poems show a puritan society still caught 

in the toils of its Calvinist origins. Another.important feature 

of such a society is the celebrated 'Puritan work-ethic', which 

is a conseguencei of the "web of anxiety" about one's moral worth 

which Baxter criticised severe~y.. Faced with this anxiety, work 

becomes a way of keeping out of mischief and of fulfilling one's 

social responsibilities, and a means of hedging against one's 

moral worthlessness. The undesirable effects of this ethic, 

however, are the imposition of rigid work-oriented conformism, 

a subtle materialism, and a deep suspicion of those not "gainfully 

employed". In his later life Baxter was particularly concerned 

at the impact this had on the Maori. 'Poem for Colin - 12' is 

one of the most troubling of the Jerusalem Sonnets not least 

because it implicates none other than Mother Mary Aubert, founder 

of the Roman Catholic mission at Jerusalem, in the pakeha attempt 

to impose the work ethic on the Maori: 

'Mother Mary Joseph Aubert, did you come here 
To civilize the Maoris? -- 'No, my son, 

I came from my native France to these rough hills 
Only to make them Christian' 'Why then, mother, 
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Are the corners of your mouth drawn down, 
Why do you frown a little, why are your old hands folded 

In a rheumatic clench? '-- 'Work, work; 
Without work nobody gets to Heaven' --

'There's no work for the Maori in the towns' 
'Nonsense! There is always work, if one can 

Be tidy, chaste, well spoken' ..... 
(JS, p. 20) 

The implications of this are not happy for a poet attempting 

to reconcile Catholicism with Maoritanga, and to help young 

Maoris alienated from their culture by such pakeha impositions. 

Significantly, at Jerusalem he encouraged the Maori ideal of 

"mahi : work undertaken from communal love", while the duty

and guilt-wracked 'work ethic' remained a constant target for 

his attacks on modern society. 

As already indicated, Baxter regarded New Zealand society 

as fundamentally puritan in its origins and philo_sophy, and 

his criticism of that society is as much on religious grounds 

as ideological ones. In 'Conversation with an Ancestor', for 

instance, he traced the "respectable" bourgeoisie's distaste for 

the Bohemian's exaltation of the "natural man" back to Calvinism: 

After twenty years of doubt and fumbling, I have come 
to_the conclusion that the problem is an intellectual 
one involving the historical development of Christianity. 
The Calvinist thesis that the Fall is absolute a;:id the 
natural man totally depraved has led, by devious byways, 
to a kind of idolatry - a deep reliance, torn still by 
an anguish of uncertainty, on the civilising influence 
of education, culture and the power of the state - as if 
these could eradicate the turbulence of the passions and 
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put in their place an abstract social benevolence. 
Yet the equation never quite works out ... i 

(MH, p.20-1; Critic, p.107) 

Like many other New Zealand writers, Baxter discerned this puritan

inspired idclatry in his own society, and his childhood and 

family made him especially aware of its Calvinist roots. On 

two other occasions in The Man on the Horse he put the blame 

for our social puritanism on Calvini_sm, both times employing 

the image of "bones" to convey the deep but hidden character of 

its influence: 

The society into which I had been born (and indeed 
modern Western society in general) carries like 
strychnine in its bones a strong unconscious residue 
of the doctrines and ethics of Calvinism. 

(MH, p.91) 

All the pressures were on me ... to accept the Calvinist 
ethos which underlies our determinedly secular culture 
like the bones of a dinosaur buried in a suburban 
garden plot - work is good; sex is evil; do what you're 
told and you 1 11 be all right; don.'.t dig too deep :i.nto 
yourself(12). 

:However, al though these values (the list is not, of course 

exhaustive) originated in a religious context, Puritanism became, 

again "by devious byways", secularised and even, _Baxter put it, 

i The "anguish of uncertainty" is, of course, the anxiety 
about one's worthlessness which was discussed above. And 
in my brief discussion of Jerusalem in the next chapter, we 
will see the notion of community, with its 'aroha' or 'Love 
of the Many', which he urged instead of mere "abstract 
social benevolence". 



- 182 -

"determinedly secular" (ibid.) . 'I'he idolatry by which modern 

Western man attempted to counteract his 'total depravity' led, 

Baxter says, to "the loss of the religious and aesthetic vision" 

(ibid., p.21). Doyle quotes in his book a passage from a 

lecture Baxter gave on 'Poetry and Education' in which he defined 

this "spirit of secularism" as one that 

has its own pseudo-sacred canons, derived in the main 
from the social sci~nces; which, though deeply 
hominist, is impatient of individual intuition, fantasy 
or eccentricity; which adheres vaguely to a notion 
of inevitable moral progress among mankind; which 
relies for its evidence on numerical calculations; which 
regards art as decoration or adornment for the museums 
and cemeteries of public culture; which regards the 
State, or agencies of the State, as an ultimate authority 
superior to tribes, families, relgious organizations, or 
the individual conscience. Belief in it excludes belief 
in anything beyond iti. 

Included in this survey can be seen familiar features of 

puritanism: its joylessness, its demand for conformism, its 

emphases on education and respectability. It was this sort of 

secular social puritanism which the first pioneers brought with 

them and which has influenced many of our social patterns and 

institutions. Speaking of its effects on our arts particularly, 

Baxter described the pioneer inheritance thus: 

Our pioneer fatherswhile laying waste to the bushland 
wiped out also the spiritual flora and fauna of 
Polynesian animism, and replaced it, not, as we might 
think, with the highest humanist values and seasonal 
ritual of the Church, but with Douglas Social Credit 
and the Women's Christian Temperance Union. In our 
arts and institutions we have cultivated a narrow 

i Doyle, JKB, p.93. 
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ground - political loyalty; business acumen; 
an admiration (via the Tourist Bureau) of large 
scenery; the community of the hotel bar and 
playing field; the Puritan virtues with their 
accompanying vices .... -- but outside the cultivated 
area remain unexplored the creative powers of man. 

(FA, p.30-1; Critic p.28) 

We have seen in the previous chapter how Baxter sought to defend 

and explore the "creative powers of man" by reinstating in a 

very concrete sense 11 the spiritual flora and fauna of Polynesian 

animism". Meanwhile, he captured very nicely the destr.uctive 

impact of this secular puritan culture on the native animism 

and gaiety of the Maori in a quietly humourous poem, 'The 

Advantages of Dressing Well'. There he points the finger at 

v·ictorianism - elsewhere he had referred to Queen Victoria's 

"frigor Anglicanus 11 (English/Anglican iciness) i - but the values

of prudery, education and materialism implied in it are familiar 

puritan ones (which permeated nineteenth-century Anqlican 

society as much as Catholic or Calvinist): 

When grum Victoria mated with a ghostii

Hadfield went fishing in the tribal waters 
With a bent ploughsha.re - the moko'd elders 
Caught the message - 'Clothes are what count most' 

And put the phallic god in trousers 
Since when a fumbling with buttons is the way 
Of making laws. A dairy culture may 
Get milk from stones perhaps, to father 

The Maori Education Foundation 'l'rust, 
And each be able to sell his brains for bread 
(Treading with L)()lished'. shoes on the face of the dead, 

The willow, the evergreen waiata). 

- 'The Advantages of Dressing Well'
(BC, p.34) 

i 
ii 

'To A Print of Queen Victoria', stz 2 (5'IL, p.48; RW, p.65-6) 
The intriguing word "grum" is what is printed in BC. I suspect 
it is a misprint of "grim", though Baxter might have been 
proposing  an  elision of  "grim"  and  "glum"
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The materialism which Baxter attacks here, and which he 

took up also in a very powerful passage in 'l'he Flowering Cross ( 13) , 

is an unfortunate result of the work ethic. Clearly the best 

_indication of how hard one works is one's success, and what 

better than an accumulation of material possessions as a measure 

of one's success? That at least is the rationale hehind it. 

The converse is a dislike of the poor, and a repugnance towards 

i 
the unemployed because of their "refusal" to work. I recall 

hearing Baxter vehemently attacking our vagrancy law, which make 

us, he said, the only country in the world where it is against 

the law to be poor (he regarded our I & D laws as evidence of 

flagrant materialism); and on one or two occasions in his 

writing he represented the police as holding it to be a "crime" 

to be unemployed {AT, p.8; OAkld, p.16), 

Indeed, he often seemed to regard the police as socially

appointed guardians of our p~ritanism with its standards of 

materialism, prudery and conformism. In 'Reflections at 

Khandallah Baths', he depicts the local policeman thus: 

He is our people's patron saint, 
The playful uncle kind and quaint 
Who wears tatooed upon his breast, 
Whatever is not kn0\.,,11 is best •.• 

(BC, p. 48) 

A similar -sarcasm pervades his references to the police in the 

1 . . ii 
Jerusa em writings • He sees them as tools of a social puritanism 

i viz. Mother Mary Aubert's comments in 'PC-12', above, p.1?9-180. 

ii See eg JD, p.25 & 42-3. 
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~hich prefers to be legalistic and punitive rather than 

loving and helpful. All these points are perhaps best dramatised 

by him in a little story he tells of an old fellow who gets a 

little under the weather and goes to sleep in a timber yard, 

only to find himself dragged up in Court next day with an 

impressive string of charges against him. The charges are 

mostly for breaking social codes about work, property and 

behaviour, since no actual damage has been done. Baxter's 

comment, as in much of his social criticism, is both articulate 

and uncompromising: 

This farrago of bitter nonsense, the persecution of 
the poor, the sick and the old, happens every day 
of the week in our own country. It illustrates the 
gap between legality and morality. 

(MH, p.31-2; Critic p.115-6) 

Here again is Baxter's protest against puritan 'Pharasaism'. 

A humanist Christianity, he maintained, could encourage work 

(mahi) without those too weak to work being persecuted by the 

police and Pharasaic laws. 

Almost invariably, Baxter's social criticism returns to an 

ass~"i.t on the Puritan foundations of our society, the 'Calvinist 

" 
'dinosaur' • When he attacks 

The mighty Bog of social shit 
That has no use for sex or wit 
Or art or hope, but simply is 
Internally 1 ts ow'n abyss ••. 

- 'Letter to Sam Hunt' (20P; my emphases 
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it is puritan society he is attackingi. Its net result is a 

kind of joyless monotony - a theme which Weir has documented 

ii 
well from the poems • As Baxter says of New Zealanders in 

'The Fear of Change', "Our talent is for anger and monotony" 

(Lth, p.40). Its chief feature is boredom, the same boredom 

of religious puritanism we noted earlier -

the acedia of a tribe 
never _gnce happy_, never 
at peace ... 

- 'At Aramoana' (MH, p.24) 

- and it produces people who are passive, compliant, bored, 

lifeless: 

This Nobody, 
Ourself, remains, a perfect citizen, 
Tourist, voter, ice-cream eater, 
Unable ever to wake again. 

- 'Mining Town' (Lth, p.48) 

This whole dismal picture is captured most acutely and 

succinctly in two of the best poems of social criticism written 

in New Zealand, 'The Ballad of Calvary Street' and 'Pig Island 

Letters 2'. The former is one of Baxter's most famous and 

i In the four words underlined, Baxter has, I suggest, isolated 
most succinctly the main elementswhich he believed were 
essential for satisfactory human life, but which social 
puritanism persistently tried to suppress or destroy. His 
defence of each one, which was a significant part of his 
'humanist Christianity', is discussed at some length at 
various stages in this thesis. 

ii Weir, PJKB, p.53f. 
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popular poems, and deals (although again he didn't know it at 

the time) with the Jansenistic puritanism of the Roman Catholic 

lower-class subculture of New Zealand. To isolate each of the 

features depicted would be dreary, since I have already covered 

most of them, so I will leave the poem to stand on its own. 

In my opinion, it gives as g_ood a sense of New Zealand social 

puritanism as is likely to be found anywhere~ 

On Calvary Street are trellises 
Where bright as blood the roses bloom, 
And gnomes like pagan fetishes 
Hang their hats on an empty tomb 
Where two old souls go slowly mad, 
National Mum and Labour Dad. 

Each Saturday when full of smiles 
The children come to pay _their due, 
Mum takes down the family files 
And cover to cover she thumbs them through, 
Poor Len before he went away 
And Mabel on her wedding day. 

The meal-brown scones display her knack, 
Her 19lished'. oven spits with rage, 
While in Grunt Grotto at the back 
Dad sits and reads the Sporting Page, 
Then ambles out in boots of lead 
To weed around the parsnip bed. 

A gigantic parsnip sparks his eye, 
Majestic as the Tree of Life; 
He washes it and rubs it dry 
-And takes it in to his old wife 
'Look, Laura, would that be a fit? 
The bastard has a flange on it~' 

When both were young she would have laughed, 
A goddess in her tartan skirt, 
But wisdom, age and mothercraft 
Have rubbed it home that men like dirt: 
Five children and a ·fallen womb, 
A golden crown beyond the tomb. 
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Nearer the bone, sin is sin, 
And women bear the cross of woe, 
And that affair with Mrs Flynn 
(It happened thirty years ago) 
Though never mentioned, means that he 
Will get no sugar in his tea. 

The afternoon goes by, goes by, 
The angels harp above a cloud; 
A son-in-law with spotted tie 
And daughter Alice fat and loud 
Discuss the virtues of insurance 
And stuff their tripes with trained' endurance. 

Flood-waters hurl upon the dyke 
And Dad himself can go to town, 
For little Charlie on his trike 
Has ploughed another iris down. 
His parents rise to chain the beast, 
Brush off the last crumbs of their lovefeast. 

And so these two old fools are left, 
A rosy pair in evening light, 
To question Heaven's dubious gift, 
To hag and grumble, growl and fight: 
The love they kill won't let them rest, 
Two birds that peck.in one fouled nest. 

Why hammer nails? Why give no change? 
Habit, habit clogs them dumb. 
The Sacred Heart above the range 
Will bleed and burn till Kingdom Come, 
But Yin and Yang won't ever _meet·: 
In Calvary Street, in Calvary Street. 

(RW, p.36) 

The second poem covers much the same territory, though 

less expansively, and is shot through with apocalyptic imagery 

and mythology. I take this feature to be Baxter's expression 

of the current of destiny and spir~ual significance that he 

felt underlies existence and which he saw mythology, archetypes 

and religion as giving us the clues to understand. It is this 

spiritual undercurrent which secularism tries to ignore and 

forget, but Baxter was insistent that this could not be done -

dreams, the subconscious, death and the 'atua' that the animist 
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knows inhabit the world may at any moment interrupt the 

secular illusion, and the apocalyptic imagery in this poem 

symbolises that. ('The Fear of Change' (op.cit.) uses violence 

and apocalyptic images to make even more explicit the conflict 

between the monotony of secular puritan society and his sense 

of the reality of the spiritual dimension). Also significant 

for a study of humanist Christianity is the implication in 

'Pig I~land Letters 2' that this determined neglect of the 

spiritual, religious dimension makes any love virtually impossible: 

From an old house shaded with macroca:rpas 
Rises my malady. 
Love is not valued much on Pig Island 
Though we admire its walking parody, 

That brisk gaunt woman in the kitchen 
Feeding the coal range, sullen 
To all strangers, lest one should be 
Her antique horn-red Satan. 

Her man, much baffled, grousing in the pub, 
Discusses sales 
Of yearling lambs, the timber in a tree 
Thrown down by autumn gales, 

Her daughter, reading in her room 
A catalogue of dresses, 
Can drive a tractor, goes to Training College, 
Will vote on the side of the Bosses, 

Her son is moodier, has seen 
An angel with a sword 
Standing above the clump of old man ·manuka 
Just waiting for the word 

To overturn the cities and the rivers 
And split the house like a rotten totara log. 
Quite unconcerned he sets his traps for possums 
And whistles to his dog. 

The man who talks to the masters of Pig Island 
About the love they dread 
Plaits ropes of sand, yet I was born among them 
And will lie some day with their dead. 

(PIL, p.4; RW, p.38) 
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3. PURITAN ATTI'l"UDES TO SEXUALITY 

Both the poems just quoted evoke strongly the colourlessness 

and sterility of social puritanism, focussing particularly on 

its suppression of any sexual vitality. To conclude my discussion 

of Baxter's repudiation of Puritanism in favour of a humanistic 

Catholic ·christianity, I now want to look at a topic which 

includes both the poet's protest against, and some constructive 

altemativesi to its outlook: namely, human sexuality. Unfortunately, 

I have been unable in this short study to indicate the prominence 

of this subject in Baxter's work, and it must also be emphasised 

from the start there is no more complicated or contradictory 

an area in Baxter's work than this. For instance, his opinion 

of women, individually and generically, covered at different times 

every conceivable attitude, though I believe there is ample 

evidence to show that, despite his hesitant disclaimer in 1965i, 

he was unable to regard women as equal to and as 

fully human as himself until the last year or so of his lifeii_ 

However, for the purposes of this study we must :i7.estrict our 

discussion to his attacks on the puritan repression of sexuality, 

and his appeals for a more positive outlook. The keynote of his 

argument is, I would argue, his statement in Jerusalem Daybook 

i In his preface to his poems in Recent Poetry in New Zealand 
(1965), Baxter said -

"I learnt from Louis Johnson ... that women can also be people. 
This last discovery is one I am still pondering over." 
(RPNZ, p.30; also Critic, p.211) 
It was in fact some time before he could accept Louis 
Johnson's advice wholeheartedly. 

ii I interpret his letter on abortion ('Poet writes to _Priest', 
JKB: 1926-1972, p.86-9D and such passages in AT as 'AT 28 & 
31' as evidence of a breakthrough in his (non-sexual) 
relationship with women. He seems more natural and at ease 
with Francie, Sian & Kat than he had ever been before in such 
relationships, at least as far as his writings show. 
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(which may yet one day be fulfilled) : 

I can hardly claim to know the answers. But I dare 
to hope sometimes for a theology of sexuality which 
does justice to the human situation. 

(JO, p .10) 

The dehumanising effect of Puritanism's obsession with sex 

as evil and its consequent repression of sex drive is well captured 

in the two poems just quoted, It is notably the women - more 

specifically lower-middle-class wives trapped in their houses 

and growing old, scared of both youthful vitality and sex -

through whom he conveys the desiredimplications of guilt, fear 

and unnaturalness in the Puritan view of sexualityi. The 

puritanism of these lower-middle-class housewives is amplified 

through the medium of three other figures in Baxter's writing. 

The first is "the ancient and aggressive god of the kitchen" 

(MH, p.73), no doubt the animus of the "brisk, gaunt woman" 

above, whom Baxter encountered when he asked a female aquaintance 

for her views on 'Henley Pub'ii. He is,Baxter tells us, "preminently 

a god of safety", concerned with the survival of the tribe and 

the protection of a strong social status-quo, so he fosters a 

sort of bush wisdom, teaching one to be frugal., prudent, abstinent 

and xenophobic. For him, sex is particulary suspect, and such 

i See especially 'Calvary St' stz 5, and 'PIL 2' lines 3-8. 
The fact that in both cases it is the woman and mother who 
is so numbed is also indicative of Baxter's occasionally 
mysogynist, often sullen view of the female as moralistic, 
deceitful and even d~structive. 

ii The story of that encounter is recounted in 'The Virgin 
and the •remptress', MH, p.71-4. 
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unruly and fun-loving deities as Priapus, Venus, and Dionysus 

are no friends of his, although 

.•. he has an uneasy truce w{th Eros, the pretty god 
of love,.as long as he stays well-clothed and sings 
in opera ... 

_(MH, p.74) 

Unfortunately, however, this stern and rather humourless 

character was long ago mistaken "for Jehovah. And his power 

of invective , may almost seem to be the thunder of Sinai 11 

(ibid.). His impact on the Maori last century (his heyday, 

when he spoke through the parson and the bureaucrat - MH, p.73) 

. was particularly unfortunatei. His positive value is in being 

"a strong and permanent principle" in society, but unhappily 

his intolerance would also, Baxter says, 11 require me to repent 

not only. ()f my sins but al.so of. my personality" . (ibid. , 

p.74}. 

The mouthpiece of the kitchen god was occasionally 

characterised by Baxter as 'Mrs Grundy', a hard, intolerant old 

bag who wages war on any violator of 'public decency' and 

' • t' ii proprie y . But more insidious perhaps is her silent supporter 

and model, the affluent middle-class bourgeoisie whose adherence 

to the puritan virtues is apparently the secret of her success. 

-The poet portrayed. this third character magnificently in 'The 

Perfect Wife': 

i It is certianly alluded to in 'The Advantages 
of Dressing Well', (BC, p.34) already quoted above, p.183. 

ii See eg. 'A Little Letter to Auckland Students' (HLDCG, p.65). 
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Watching t~at indisputable paragon, 
His wife, dial 8-8-8 on the telephone, 
While the meat softened in the pressure cooker 
And sheets flapped at the window like white sails, 
Observing how the silk and nylon sheath 
Contained her like the shroud of Cleopatra 
In a dry tomb where wheat grains cannot sprout, 
And mediating on her many virtues 
(Her patience with the children, her sweet breath, 
Her durability, her polished nails, 
Her voice that never rose into a shout, 
Her thrift, her .striat obedience to the curfew, 
Her sex presented like a box of dice 
Each Saturday) - ..• 

(L~, no page numbers) 

But if these figures of puritan repression and sterility 

are predominantly female in the poems, he found their male 

counterparts in the university bureaucracies and State Literary 

E'und, and the resultant straggle between the poet and his censors 

is captured in two boisterous and scathing ballads, 'A Little 

Letter to Auckland Students' and 'A Small Ode on Mixed Flatti:r_ig' 

(HLDCG, p.64-6 & 87-90). However both poems are very long, and 

they are too rich with wit, allusion and logical satire to 

deserve shredding by quotation, so I shall leave them to be 

enjoyed by the reader at his or her leisure. 

In short, what Baxter really objected to in the steadfastly 

puritan conscience of all these figures is their unrealistic 

and inhuman attitude to "human disorder"i. As he said of the 

kitchen god: 

The turbulence of the adult mind will al~ays seem to 
him to be the activity of Satan. 

(MH, p. 7 4) 

i This topic is, of course, discussed at length in the 
previous chapter of this thesis. 
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What shocks the kitchen god most of all is the process of 

decaying human relationships, a process the poet acknowledged 

"is shocking, in reality or image" (ME, p.83). It was the 

truth of that· process and its shockingness which he tried to 

portray in poems like 'Henley Pub', 'Thoughts of a Remuera 

•Housewife', and three fairly ugly poems in the Catullus 

sequence in Runes, ''lhe Hymen' ,•-'The:'Change-over' .,: "'The.-Co~t.er-1· w1ch-, (Rnc pp· . . .::., ' . " 

9 & 10). But secular puritan society prefers to avert its 

eyes f,rom such truth. The great i:cony, however, is that, as 

'Pig Island.Letters 2' or 'The Perfect Wife' and many of his 

other poems and plays show, the puritan conscience, through 

its rigidity and inhumanity, often contributes directly to 

that very breakdown. and decay. Thus these poems of Baxter's, 

in their rejection of the puritan conscience, play a significant 

part in his search for a humanist Christianity. 

Not surprisingly from what we have seen, Baxter also found 

and criticised puritanical attitudes to sex in the Roman 

Catholic Church. He told seminarists at Holy Cross College that 

he feared the unnecessary prudishness of some clergy greatly 

damaged the Church's public image (MH; p.41-2), and elsewhere 

wrote more caustically that "The demon of scrupulosity haunts 

every seminary like a bad smell. .• "i In his verse letter to 

Max Harris he recalls meeting Australian and Catholic poet 

James McAuley: 

We shook hands (if I have it right) 
Under the shade of Mother Church 
Who still conducts her ill-starred search 

·Among the intellectual fringe 

i JKB to JEW, 14 March 1962 
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For a new Hopkins, yet will whinge 
If any hobo takes the pen 
To bust the wall of her thieves' den 
Where the ice can clink but never melt 
And all thought starts above the belt. 

- 'Letter to Max Harris' 
(20P, no page numbers) 

McAuley is contrasted with his fellow poet A.D. Hope, "Who 

carves his poems with his prick/ In plain Augustan rhetoric" 

(ibid.). Meanwhile, in 'Easter Testament' (PIL, p.47), Baxter 

for his part felt constrained to "hang my balls and car-coat/ 

at the church door ... " when entering church for Mass. 

Just as he recognised the positive value of the 'kitchen 

god', he acknowledged that the Church's prudishness is often 

simply over-zealous adherence to the virtue of prudence. But 

as he implies in his Landfall interview, the Church's moralism 

tends to be (~o use Maritain's distinction again) "the prudence 

of the bourgeoisie 11 , with close affinities to puritanism and 

'the strictures of the kitchen god. but at odds with the "prudence 

of the artist"i. His own preference was for a more warm and 

tolerant ideal than prudence, which at times could look like a 

Catholic euphemism for prudery. 

It was at Jerusalem that Baxter was really confronted by 

the combined forces of religious and secular puritanism, in an 

unholy alliance between the kitchen god, the Mrs Grundys, 

•prudent' Catholic clergy, and the scandalised affluent (often 

Catholic) bourgeoisie. A passage fro~ 'The Problem of Keeping 

Dogs' is suitably caustic: 

i op,cit., p.246, discussed also above, p.58. 
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when my fellow Catholics complain 
About the lack of an electric fence 

Down the middle of the commune, separating 
He-bodies from she-bodies, and me patrolling it 

With a loaded shotgun -- yes, I do my bun 
Inwardly, inwardly: 

(JD, p. 3 4) 

And he accepts the dogs' company because they are at least 

warm blooded! Earlier in Jersualem Daybook, he explains. 

that the main problem at the community is dealing with the 

false assumptions of outsiders that there is a "free love orgy" 

rampant at Jerusalem, rather than any "explosive sex problem 

of our own" (JD, p.24-5). This is followed by a delightful 

piece of verse, 'The Holy Neighbours', who comprise "Three nuns, 

two priests, nine or ten policemen, II lilld an assorted group 

of Catholic businessmen I Along with their wives" (JD, p.25). 

They are a dramatisation of the people he has spoken of in the 

previous paragraph, haunted by Jerusalem "as a sign of the 

activity of Satan" and assuming "a God-given right to interfere 

violently in the lives of others" (ibid.). 

The formidable social puri tanisrn that ITOtivates "the holy 

neigh .bours''. is seen in a more serious light in two accounts 

in the Daybook (pp.35-6, & 42-3) of girls whose troubles, Baxter 

believes, could largely be alleviated were they able to stay 

at Jerusalem. There they would find friendship, a refuge, a 

i 
chance to sort themselves out. But their parents strongly object 

i This first story (pp.35-6) may be fictional. It certainly has 
close similarities to Teresa's story (pp.42-3), and to the story 
of the girl, quoted in the previous chapter, from MH, p.50. But 
it is also more than likely that theirs are common enough 
experienc~ varying in details but in essence the same. 'rhat 
would give Baxter the material for a "fictional" account. 
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- and in both case::; concern about the girls' sexual morals is 

a major reason. But in Teresa's case there is a painful irony: 

... I did know what was driving Teresa's mother up 
the wall. She was genuinely terrified that her 
daughter might lose her virginity at Jerusalem. 'I'his fear 
was misdirected. Teresa had already lost her virginity 
while living under her parents' roof. At Jerusalem she 
had shown no desire to acquire a boyfriend. She came 
here to lick her wounds ... 

(J12_, p. 43) 

I want to look at these stories at more length in the next 

i chapter • But we can see in both accounts· the destructive effects 

of the confusion, suspicion and "fear of the natural self" that 

pervade the puritan sexual ethic. 

In contrast, Baxter in his more humanistic moments tried 

to promote a much more natural and positive approach to sex. 

As a poet he believed the sexual impulse was essential for the 

writing of good poetry: 

There is a close connection between the state of a 
man's sexual impulse and the poetry which he is likely 
to write. I would almost say that a poet who abolished 
from consciousness-all sexual awareness would simultan
eously murder his gift. 

(FA, p. 31) 

Similarly, in his 'Letter to Max Harris' he declared -

Let the devil steer us, 
The dualistic one whom we 
Depend on for our poetry! 
By which I mean Max - as I have said 
To young Sam Hunt - a man well mounted 
On board a girl is somewhere near 
The threshold that our bought men fear 
And stumble at .•• 

(op.cit.) 

i ~AP n_212f. 
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Typically, the poet associates puritanism with materialism 

and conformism, and sexual vigour with access to the fount 

of wisdom. He then describes his figurine of a "Hindu lass", 

whose: sex is apparently also a store of remarkably eclectic 

wisdom! And Robert Burns is again celebrated for his 

combination of intuitive wisdom and sexual vigour. 

This connection between sexuality,- wisdom and literature 

carried over into his defence of literature which is sexually 

explicit or even obscene. He objected to the negativity of 

puritan criticisms of such writing, and expressed this objection 

forcefully in an essay called 'When is a Book Pornographic?' 
'----·'· 

(FC, p.112-8) : 

I dislike any assumption that we are a nation of 
immature and prurient people. If I genuinely thought 
we were all like that, I would argue for a total 
abolition of all censorship: since censorship, being 
negative, is not in itself an educativ.einfluence; 
whereas even the worst book can at times be that, 
since it is an expression of human thought. 

(ibid., p.118) 

The gist of Baxter's argument is that censorship is an 

unsatisfactory way of dealing with pornography, since the effect 

of a book depends more on the reader's frame of mind than on 

the book. Instead, he preferred to emphasise the positive 

opportunities offered.by litera.ture. In 'Literature and Belief' 

he speaks of the discouragement and guilt often felt by young 

people as a result o.f the crises of adolescent sexuality, and 

seldom helped by the "excessive idealism" and censorious attitude 

of their Chu,rch elders. Conceding that books are· a poor substitute 
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for the tribal kncwledge that would have been available in 

earlier societies, he suggests that nonetheless: 

••. the worldly wisdom of literature is often 
helpful to the young in these crises, by showing 
them that they are not so much unlike other people 
as they may think. 

(MH, p.50) 

Elsewhere he makes a very perceptive observation about obscene 

humour in literature. It is, as he sees it, a natural defence, 

a sort of morale-boosting mechanism, in the face of a 

mysterious and rather threatening force: 

Sexual humour, like irreverence in religious matters, 
is a natural, though not altogether defensible human 
response to situations which inflict gre~t pain and 
humiliation. The obscene mysteries of sex and death 
confront the shivering ghost of Adam: if you rob him 
of his coarseness you rob him of his courage. 

. ·(FA, p.32) 

_ This human and sensitive thought explains much of the lasting 

appeal of writers like Chaucer, Burns, and (one might hope) 

Baxter himself. For Baxter, sexual humour was a serious but 

not. grave matter, primarily because it gives humans strength 

at a point where they are very vulnerable. 

In life as well as litirature Baxter far preferred sexual 

vitality and its human warmth to the cold strictures of prudence. 

In 'El~gy for Boyle Crescent', thinking no doubt of the mixture 

of people and morals he had known in the flat there, he 

commented: 
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"The house of prudence is different from the house of love"i. 

Some years earlier, in 'Near Kapiti 1 (PIL, p.23), he had also 

tried to sort out these polarities, calling prudence 

'temperate love' and its opposite 'desolate love', and he 

appears to prefer the latter: 

•.. can 
A temperate love atone 
For what it shuts out? I 
Remember one not boy or man 
Who saw on a wild night, Venus, cut 
By mussels, stagger in 
To share his bed in a fishing hut, 

Not minding his stubble, his gruff 
Stammer, or stinking socks, 
For the sake of destitute love 
Opening what the bible words had shut, 
Th~ flower of sorrow, flesh's paradox; 

. . . . . . 
Of such 

I think who break their wings on the net 
Of temperate love .•. 

. . . Too much 
Compromise; the hour's edge is blunted. 

There is in much of Baxter's work the age-old Romantic urge 

to immerse oneself wholly in whatever life gives, accepting 

the good with the bad, the joy with the suffering ("the flower 

ii of sorrow, the flesh's paradox" ). This is again the 

implication of the figure of Venus above, and of the celebration 

of the sex-force throughout the Two Obscene Poems. More 

directly, he sometimes regarded sexual relationships as valuable 

i 

ii 

Islands ·1, (Spring 1972), pt 14, p. 31 

This acceptance, it will be recalled, is an important 
reason for this attraction to Gea, the Earth-Mother (see 
previous chapter, p.130f). 
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counter-attacks on puritanism, as in the Otago poem 'Bonfire' 

(BC, p. 73), the last two lines of 'The Victim' (BC, p. 88) 

which is largely concerned with the monotony and atrocity of 

modern life, or his poem for Maurice and Gil Shadbolt's 

wedding, where he declares -

An anti-type of Plato's cave, 
Room for the senses, any marriage needs ••. 

He is on similar_ ground when he prays for their first child -

May he (or it might be she) 
Be anti-Platonist and hate all nobs -

There is ground for hope, I think, in such a wish. 
By the child's pillow place two Faulkneria.n corncobs, 
Your_ gray:-green w.li ta, a bottle of Curacao .•. 

- 'Te Marua' (HB , p. 4 2) 

To understand how such passages fit into Baxter's writing 

as a whole, it would pay to have a cursory glance at the 

attitudes to sex evident in his writing. His poems reveal a 

deep ambiguity towards human sexuality, even in the early 
' 

collections. In Blow, Wind of Fruitfulness (1948), he sometimes 

sees sexuality -as having some salvific force ('Let Time Be Still', 

'The Track') while at others he is more pessimistic ('Tunnel 

Beach'). He summed up these youthful attitudes to sex himself 

thus: 

~ 
Again there was the stu.'111l.ing-block of' sex. Here I 
tended to oscillate between two extremes. Either I 
thought that the sexual instinct was itself the 
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source of meaning in life; or else, in sour and baffled 
moments, I entertained the suspicion that God had played 
a bad joke on the human species by giving them sexual 
equipment. 

(MH, p.133-4) 

By the time of The Fallen House (1953), and especially in his 

poems in Poems Unpleasant (1951), a pessimistic, almost cynical 

sense of the ambivalence andt~reat of sex seems to have taken 

over. Yet such poems as 'To My Wife' (FH, p.37), 'Near Kapiti' 

quoted above, and the remarkable triad of love poems in 

Howrah Bridgei express a tentative faith in the effectualness 

of erotic love, which is not entirely dispelled by the largely 

despairing mood of Pig Island Letters (see especially 'Pig 

Island Letters 6'). 

This troubled ambiguity does not seem to have continued 

into the Jerusalem period, however. At Jerusalem, through contact 

with young people and their relationships and problems, Baxter 

regained hope that sexual relationships can teach something of 

love to people trapped in this depersonalised and puritan society. 

In 'Elegy for Boyle Crescent' he wrote: 

How can I interpret the beauty of that house to a 
culture that has burnt-out eyes and broken ear-·drums? 
I think it has to be said in Braille, as a man under 
a blanket touches with his fingers, one by one, each 
muse le of a woman's body. To learn the language of 
Thou in place of the language of +t• A plantation of 
love on the mountains of the moon1 l. 

i 'The Apple Tree', 'She who is like the Moon', and 'On the · 
Death of Her Body' (HB, pp.45-7). I sense what I call his 
"tentative faith" inthe presence of these poems of Eden 
and the Fall, time, and death, as well as love. In view of 
the next paragraph, I feel a much more confident tone in the 
beautiful poem to his wife which opens AT: 'He Waiata Mo 
Te Kare' (AT, p.1-5). 

ii op. cit. pt.2, p.26. 
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That is one reason why he refused to prevent people from 

sleeping together at Jerusalem. In the Daybook, describing 

his disagreement with the Mother Superior, Sister Boniface, 

over this question he says: 

The main problem ... is that Sister Boniface and I 
interpret differently the Church's theology of 
sexuality. I cannot accept a theology that equates 
the situation of some visiting motorbike boy who 
follows a girl round, saying - 1 I want a fuck' -
with the situation of a couple who pair off with any 
degree of mutual tenderness and responsibility. In 
my interpretation, the same objective act may be 
sinful in one case, less sinful in another case, or 
even not sinful at all, according to motivation. 

(JD, p.11) 

He also applies this conclusion to two fictional cases of 

adultery in Six Faces of Love, distinguishing (again using 

Martin Buber' s terminology) between an I-It liason · and an 

I-Thou relationship in which the· couple are at least trying 

i 
to work towards love. His justification of this view (he 

admits no-one will ever know whether he or Sister Boniface 

is correct till Judgment Day!) is expressed directly after the 

passage quoted above: 

I am gambling on the assumption that no human love, 
if it implies, however dimly, the Love of the Many, 
is separated at its root from the love whic0,is 
Christ given to us to love one another with11 • 

(ibid.) 

i See SFL, eh. II, 'Love and the Law'. 

ii In more conventional terms, his early sonnet 'To My Wife' 
(FH, p.37) also celebrates the dependent relationship of 
human love on the Divine Love. 



- 204 -

So :for.: Baxter the erotic dimension of human love was 

not without its positive religious value. This was one of the 

lessons he had learnt from St John of the Cross, whose use of 

erotic symbolism for mystical poetry Baxter imitated in 

Four God Songs, in such lines as "I have lost my shirt and 

coat/ In the wineshop of your kisses 11 i, and 

The fine coat I wore 
.Might keep you from our bed, 
I have thrown it in the fire, 
I wait for you nakeaii. 

And occasionally he was even able to grant that the Immanence 

of God in nature may also be found in the erotic. 'Apparition 

of the Goddess Venus to a Sleepy Man' (B~, p. 66) is meant to 

convey this, but it is a dense, murky poem, and much less 

instructive than what Baxter wrote to Weir about it in a letter! 

He explains that it is 

••• about a common theme of mine: that the erotic 
in the mind is or can be germinal for a new insight 
into the world at large : let us say, the innocent 
erotic, something the theologians may not have well 
identified, but which is well know to me as artist: 
it has something to do with the immanence of God in 
creation ... 

WOMAN is the image of God's creative fertility ..• 
to achieve this knowledge is one of the underlying 
aims of my art(l4). 

Unfortunately space-prevents me from tracing all the implications 

i 'The Song of the One', 4GS (no page numbers) 

ii 'The Song of the Many', ibid. 
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of this statement through to his poems. But one poem which 

incorporates many of these ideas, calling Venus "the Lord's 

female lieutenant" (note also the telling line "Venus, for 

once without her brother Death'') is a delightful little verse 

appropriately called 'Spring': 

Girls like red-hot peonies (how nakedly they dress!) 
Invisible fingers tugged at my fly; 
Th~ sense of being in a bent glass funnel -
Is it the devil? No; · 

It is the Lord's female lieutenant, 
Venus, for once without her brother Death, 
Who makes the hard twigs burst - who makes me notice 
My own woman 1 s dark mane of hair. 

(BC, p.81) 

As I said at the beginning, this discussion of sexuality 

as a theme has been limited to what is relevant in Baxter's 

protest against Puritanism. That it covers only a small corner 

of this vast and complicated topic should be obvious to anyone 

who knows his work. But in conclusion I want to recall Baxter's 

comments in 'The Man on the Horse' on Robert Burn's bawdry, 

which implies most of the points raised in my discussion. 

Quoting a passage by Burns, exhorting his fellows to a fairly 

cavalier treatment of a_ girl among some fishing-baskets, he 

asserts that it 

••. sets a tribal value on virility, implying an 
organic attitude towards sex as one of the chief 
areas of human freedom, associated with fertility, 
and salted with humour because of the humiliations 
man must bear because he too belongs to the animal 
kingdom. 

(MH, p.96) 
Critic, p.123-4 
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He then argues that this "tribal value" has largely been 

lost along with the "tribal or village matrix" itself, and 

that "the modern phenomenon of sex wholly separated from 

fertility" has compounded the matter(l5): 

I can imagine a society in which the only sex 
reaction of the men would be to a TV image of a 
girl in an apron holding a can of soap powder, 
and their wives would react only to the smell of 
a certain brand of hair oil. The sexual act could 
even become superfluous: a triumph for the ancient 
ideals of Calvin. 

(MH, p.97; Critic, 
p.124) 

But Baxter ~gain turns to the vision and work of the artist 

to counter this trend: 

-Y~t the attempt to discover a natural mode ~.g. bawdry] 
goes on in modern literature, and can hardly be 
abandoned, because it signifies'. a deeper attempt to 

· "r"e•inte·grate· the· sexua·1 imp·ulse as part of a. unified 
p·ersonal cosrrio.s. 

(ibid.; my emphases) 

This is what Burns, with his "unfractured view of sex" (ibid.) 

had achieved for his fellow countrymen. And the reasons with 

which Baxter explains the esteem in which they held their 

national poet goes to the heart of the New Zealand poet's own 

protest against puritanism, once again picking up the pervasive 

infiuence of "the ancient ideals of Calvin': 

••• he had dodged the thunderbolts of the God of 
Calvin, set up an ambiguous friendship with Calvin's 
devil, who is a nature god in disguise, and constructed 
a humanist shelter that his neighbours could scramble 
to share. 

{ibid.) 
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It is not, I think, claiming too much to say that Baxter 

continued Burns's vision, extending in many ways that 

"humanist _shelter", and ultimately.·_- holding out the hope 

of a "theology of sexuality that does justice to the human 

situation" (op.cit., JD, p.10). He also did much to include 

that "humanist shelter" in his own 'humanist Christianity'. 

In fact, extending the meaning of the phrase a little, it 

is possible to say that the community he founded at Jerusalem 

in 1970 was the practical realisation of such a "humanist 

shelter", and the culmination of his search for a humanist 

Christianity. It is now time, therefore, to focus on the 

community at Jerusalem, and the writings that came from it. 



CHAPTER SIX 

THE HUMANIST SHELTER: 

THE COMMUNITY AT JERUSALEM 

Despite the inconsistency and complexity of much of 

James K. Baxter's thought, his search for a humanist Christianity 

was persistent enough for it to culminate . in a practical 

experiment and demonstration of that idea. Because I wanted 

to examine that search as it can be seen throughout his work, 

I have not devoted any one particular chapter to a comprehensive 

discussion of his community at Jerusalem. But throughout this 

thesis, I have often referred to Jerusalem and the writings that 

grew out of it as the climax of his thought on many different 

topics, and I now want to conclude this study by summarising 

briefly the ways in which the community can be seen as an 

experiment in, and culmination of Baxter's thought on 'humanist 

Christianity'. To do this I will touch on four aspects of 

Jerusalem which seem to me essential for an understanding of 

what Baxter believed Jerusalem to be: his own ideas on the place 

and purpose of the community; the importance of Maori and non

Christian thought; the five Maori principles it was founded on; 

and his contribution to human religious understanding in his 

expression of poverty as "availability", and love as "aroha" 

(communal love) • 



- 209 -

Another reason why I have not specifically concentrated 

on Jerusalem is the enigmatic and tentative nature of that 

project, as is evidenced by Baxter's express awareness of its 

limitations, and perhaps by its fairly brief existence. In 

his notably optimistic study of the Jerusalem writings, 

John Geraets has this to say in response to Vincent O'Sullivan's 

comment that for Baxter "human life, under whatever conditions, 

i 
will not add up to much 11 : 

To an extent this holds for the earlier poetry. But 
in the Jerusalem writing the shared life-style is 
offered as one which makes living worthwhile. There 
is certainly a strong affirmation by Baxter in this 
work that life does 'add up•ii. 

While I agree that by the Jerusalem period Baxter seemed to 

regard communal life as the only way life can really be worth

while, I don't think Geraets takes full enough account of the 

negative implications of Baxter's death-in-life theme, his 

death-wish, his fairly negative view of the human conditioniii, 

or for the matter his pessimism about the future of the 
\ 

Jerusalem community. Right from his arrival at the mission 

settlement,· the future of the community is uncertain (see 

'PC - 30', JS, p.38), and doubts about its chances of survival 

reappear throughout the Jerusalem writings, as these examples 

Show: 

i O'Sullivan, JKB, p.31. 

ii John Geraets, op.cit., p.95. Gerac.ts quotes 'AT 7 &·37' 
as instances of his celebration of communal life. 

iii All these points are discussed in eh. 3 of this study. 
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People warn me that the community is likely to 
bust up ..• But I live in an uncontrollable universe 
which is, in a hidden fashion, under the control of 
God. If he wants the community to survive, then it 
will survive; if not, then it won't ... 

(JD, p. 12) 

At times it seems that one is up against a kind of 
of national paranoia. Jerusalem is ordinary enough. 
But people have a built-in desire to see it as 
demoniac and extraordinary ... I would give them a 
polite welcome. But you can't change the minds of 
people who have already filled in the blank cheque 
for themselves. 

(JD, p. 25) 

Three tourists come out of the church and stand on the 
grass rim 

Above the pa. One of them points 

At the big hall roofed with new iron 
And walled with plaster board, where the men who built 

the bridge 

Cooked their meals and slept at night-~ 
'That's where the hippies lived. They had to kick them 

out; 1 

'They couldn't do much harm in this place.' 
Their eyes are lenses looking at the houses, 

Five or six, two of them windowless, 
And missing out the aroha. Their fantasies will never 

Be shifted in a world that's built to turn 
On Us and Them. An old fear grips my belly 

When I hear the brassed-off voices of the executioners 
Who may one day come to burn us out of our burrow. 

- 'AT 40' 
i (AT, p.32 ) 

The important thing to realise from this uncertainty is that the 

apparent "failure" of the community to survive any length of 

i cf. 'AT 37' (AT, p.32), AT, top, and lpo, 3 (no page numbers) 
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time, and the many difficulties and imperfections experienced 

while it lasted (and frankly recorded by Baxter in his books), 

do not indicate that his notion of humanist Christianity or 

the coITu~unal life-style are unworkable. Rather, it reiterates 

for us what I have said from the beginning: that Jerusalem, 

and Baxter's humanist Christian thought as a whole, was not a 

systematic or conclusive theological or social blueprint, but 

a tentative yet nonetheless profoundly constructive exploration 

of human and religious possibilities. 

On the other hand, there is much in Jerusalem that is 

positive. Baxter's famous move to Jerusalem, and its accompanying 

personality and image change (1) is sometimes seen as a strai.-ige 

and unexpected transformation, and even something of an ego-

trip. But it is clear from a thorough reading of his writings 

that, like.most other shifts in Baxter's lifei, the decision to 

. go to Jerusalem was perfectly consistent and in character with 

what had led up to it. In both The Man on the Horse (1967), 

which includes much intense social critique, and Pig Island 

Letters (1966) he was highly critical of secular materialistic 

culture, and it is clear that he had become thoroughly 

disillusioned with his settled.middle-class existence in Dunedinii. 

Since the late fifties he had been greatly impressed by the 

communal life he had seen in Indian villages, as his Education 

articles suggest(2), and by the late sixties he was working 

i viz. his conversion to Roman Catholicism, or greater 
interest in social themes in the 50s. 

ii Pearson has recorded fhat Baxter told him he felt trapped in 
a. 'money dun9eon' , while Peter Olds quotes the words 
'bourgeois shithouse'. Both fairly strong terms from his 
secure position as "professional .poet"! - Islands 3, 
p.5 & 6. 



- ~12 -

towards an understanding of Maori communal culture as a valid and vita: 

alternative to fragmented materialistic pakeha society. At 

the same time pressures in his personal religious life, such 

as his sense of approaching death and his increasing dislike 

of puritanismi, were also pointing him in the direction of 

Jerusalem. Considering its success as a response to these many 

influences, it is worth taking a look at what Baxter intended 

the Jerusalem community to achieve. 

The kind of inner spiritual life he saw the community as 

fostering is well summarised in a passage from Autumn Testament: 

At Hiruharama we go beyond the conscious shell of 
knowledge, that part of the soul which says -- 'I 
want; · I have; I am' -- into the darkness of the 
anima ..• It is necessary to make this journey. The 
anima is the area familiar to Maori thought, the 
place of fear, the passive night·from which dreams 
come, where one encounters the spirits of nature and 
the spirits of the dead. At times the journey may 
be agonising. It may demand the least ounce of 
oneself, to go beyond oneself, to walk the waters of 
availability to all things and all persons_;_. But there 
is always peace beyond the agony. We wait to be 
turned into entire creatures .•. 

(AT, p.43) 

John Geraets has called this "the single most coherent statement 

which is quintessential of Baxter's thinking of the periodii, 

but I see the socio-religious concerns of the Jerusalem writings 

as more important than this would suggest. No doubt Jerusalem 

was many different things to different people, but in what seems 

i See chs 3 & 5 of this study for discussion of these respective 
points. 

ii John Geraets, op.cit., p.57. 
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to be a composite figure of "a '-Joung girl up north", he 

gives us a glimpse of the kind of spiritual, emotional and 

social problems he believed the community could help overcome 

(JD, p.35-6) .. The girl is sitting in a pub, waiting to be 

picked up by any man who "will treat her as a human being and 

not as a garbage disposal unit". When he does arrive, they go 

home to his flat: 

But he does not treat her very well. He has his 
family on his back. He has his records to play 
and his tabs of LSD to swallow. He has his future 
career to think about. He is prepared to spend 
the night with her but he is afraid of getting too 
involved. 

(JD, p. 35) 

Egotism-·, material ambition, education, family conflict - these 

are by now the familiar dragons in Baxter's religious saga, 

and their effect on this girl's life is predictable and, it 

might be added, not uncommon: 

The next night she is sitting again in the pub, her 
face just a little more like a skull, with eyes that 
show a curious deadness, yet with pain just under the 
surface .•. She is still waiting for somebody to 
turn up. 

•("ibid.) 

He then turns to her religious welfare, but a Church that is 

more concerned with personal sin than with social justice and 

love-in-action can be no help to her: 

She is a Catholic, but the Mass and the doctrines 
of the Church don't mean much to her. She has1• never 
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seen Christianity practised. She hai not seen the 
hungry fed and the poor given clothes. In her home 
there was no occasion when a man just out of jail 
stayed as a guest while he looked round for a job. 
The convent training told her chiefly that if she 
lost her virginity she would become a tenth-rate 
person. Therefore when she lost her virginity she 
ceased to go to Mass. 

(ibid.) 

And the support her family offers is only the all-too-common 

mixture of materia.l ambitions and anxieties that is the 

mainspring of affluent middle-class society: 

Her Daddy has promised her a new car when she gets 
her degree. There is plenty of money and social 
prestige in her home. It is her job to add the kudos 
of education. 

(ibid.) 

Here we are presented with a picture of what Baxter identifies 

as "the stro~gest juggernaut of our times, an affluent 

respectable Catholic middle~class family" (ibid., p. 36). In 

short, this girl is one of the wounded in a society that can 

neither understand nor solve her problems. Nor is she allowed 

to escape: 

If she came to Jerusalem there would be an enormous 
hullabaloo. The priest and her mother would come 
up the bad roads in a big car to take her away .•• 

. (ibid.) 

On the other hand, if she were allowed to come and experience 

the life of com..rnuni ty, with its very dif fe:>::-ent (humanist 

Christian) values, her wounds might heal again, though her 



parents' society could not recognise it: 

..• at the very least, she would be among people who 
would treat her as a human being. She might become 
celibate. Many do. She might give her fur coat for 
another girl to wear, and spend her time cooking food 
for thirty people and standing on a muddy kitchen 
floor. And this would be counted as corruption. 

(ibid. p. 36) 

Beneath the generalisations and socia,l stereotyping·· here, we 

can see the writer's very_ genuine human concei:n (expressed 

at the outset of this passage in the words of Jeremiah). He 

answered it, both as poet and Christian, in his determination 

to affirm the values of humanist Christianity and to put them 

into action, despite the odds, at Jerusalem. 

Essential to how he himself saw the community was its 

dependence on the inspiration of Maori models: 

the community rests in the lap of the pa. 
the latest child of the pa, Sarah's child, the 
she gave birth to when she was past the age of 
bearing. 

·(JD, p. 22) 

It is 
one 
child-

As early as The~}.owering· Cross he had hinted at the Maori's 

superior understanding of communal life: 

The Maori is the elder -brother; the European is the 
younger one - at least in the matter of a grasp of 
communal values. Let us not try ignorantly to 
reverse the roles. 

·(FC, p. 55) 
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So marked did Baxter's preference for Maori values become 

that, as Vincent O'Sullivan has pointed out, in Jerusalem 

writings "'Maori' is the synonym for spontaneous, traditional, 

close to God; 'pakeha' for self-centred and spiritually 

dead" i. We can ·see examples of this in his admiration for 

Keri's Maori cure for his swollen feet ('AT 43'), or in his 

comment on long-term plans for the community: 

Long term projects seem to be beyond its reach, 
· Just as well. If we made a plan of action it 

would be a pakeha plan. It would leave the soul 
out of account. But the community rests in the lap 
of the pa ... 

'(JD, p. 22) 

But most important for this study of Baxter's humanist 

Christianity is that, at this late stage if his life, he was 

drawing on other religious influences to augment his Catholicism. 

Jerusalem itself was an explicit welding of Maori and Christian 

beliefs and practices, as a challenge to materialistic secular 

society, and the failure of the Church to practice Christianity 

outside secure institutions (" ••• :the hungry fed and the poor 

given clothes" - op.cit. above): 

••• what I see in the Jerusalem community is a house 
half built. The foundations were contributed by the 
church and the pa. These foundations may seem at 
war with one ancither. Yet the deepest traditions of 
the Church do not contradict the communal life of 
Maori people. It is only our Western cultural 
emphasis that makes it seem so. Bernard .and Francis 

i O'Sullivan, JKB, p.52. 
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can live at peace with Te Kouti and Te Whiti 
and Ratana1 • 

(JD, p. 41) 

Baxter believed the Christianity of St Bernard, founder of 

monastic communities, and of St Francis, the saint of poverty 

and charity and love of nature, would gain intensity and 

strength from a culture and life-style based on Maori cornmun-· 

alism rather than Western materialism, and it was this which 

he wanted to set in motion through Jerusalem. 

Not that it was only Maori thought he used. Buda~ist 

ideas, and the model of Gautama himselfii, were important to 

his understanding of poverty, and references to other religious 

traditions become ;more common in the Jerusalem period (although 

often he is just using mythological figures in the same way 

as he had always used classical and Hebrew mythology in his 

poems). In a reading he gave at Christchurch in 1972, he 

prefaced 'The Cold Hub' (RW, p.52-3) with a remark that it is 

i He continues that thus far it has been built by 'ng~ mokai' 
with the help of their "positive qualitic~s" of "Exuberance, 
honesty, idealism", and hopes it will be complete as 
largely Maori: "I hope that Te Ariki and Te Hhaea will 
stand in the middle of the house, and look at us with 
Maori faces." 
(ibid.) 

ii See esp. 'Song for Sakyamuni', BC, p.102-3. There also 
seems a remarkable affinity wi th"-Buddhism in these words 
from AT: " ... The suffering that comes to other I should 
regret":- Yet suffering seems to be the side effect of any 
action." (p.45) An interesting mention of Tibetan Buddism 
to make a similar point is to be found in 'In Times of 
Trouble among Nations' (Lth, p.75). Again Baxter goes 
outside Western culture to understand suffering and death 
(cf. chapter 3 above). 
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..• a Buddhist· poem ... since I would call myself 
a Catholic, a Buddhist, a Marxist, perhaps a 
Maori Franciscan"i. 

This syncretist view is elaborated in a marvellous passage in 

Jerusalem Daybook when he is speaking of Bon, a Jewish girl 

companion in Auckland, which shows that he sees the religious 

impulse as part of our common humanity, and religious barriers 

as minimised by love: 

I am a Jew because Bon is a Jew. I am a Buddhist 
because my son Hoani is a Buddhist. We do not only 
understand the essence of a religion other than our 
own, if we see it through the eyes of those we love, 
who are members of it. Mystically we do become 
members of it, without betrayal of any doctrine or 
principle of our own. That is the meaning of 
ecumenism. Father Abraham will welcome me when I 
die, because I love his daughter Bon. 

(JD, p. 27) 

Christianity for Baxter is not so small that it cannot err~race 

the insights and spiritual truths of other religions, just.as 

it can accommodate those of artists - as he makes clear in the 

Daybook, one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit is that, where 

communal love exists, where people of whatever belief act in 

accordance with the 'Love of the Many', "doctrinal differences 

and difficulties begin to vanish like the summer snow." 

(JD, p.12). This poet is not the first Christian thinker this 

century to have used such an amalgam, but the naturalness and 

i From a tape played in my English tutorial years ago, and 
noted by me then. 
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willingness with which he does it deserves particular attention. 

He doesn't try to subsume one under the other (Buddh;sm under 

Christianity, for instance): rather, he lets them co-exist, 

drawing on and complementing each other ("Through a theology 

of kenosis Buddhist and Catholic stand on the same ground" -

JD, p.40). And in the case of Maori religion, he goes so far 

as to call the persons of the Trinity and Mother Mary by their 

Maori names for most of the Jerusalem writings, to emphasise 

what he called their "Maori faces"i. 

The importance of Maoritanga for Baxter at Jerusalem, 

and its relationship in his thought with Christianity, is 

demonstrated most clearly in the principles on which he founded 

Jerusalem. In the Daybook we find th.is pronouncement: 

A Cast-Iron Programme for Corr@unal Activity 

at Jerusalem, in Crash Pads, 

or in People's Homes 

Feed the hungry;-: 
Give drink to the thirsty; 
Give clothes to those who lack them; 
Give hospitality to strangers; 
Look after the sick; 
Bail people out of jail, visit them in jail, and look 

after them when they come out of jail. 
Go to neighbours' funerals; 
Tell other ignorant people what you in your ignorance 

think you know; 
Help the doubtful to clarify their minds and make their 

own decisions; 
Console the sad; 
Reprove sinners, but .gently, brother, gently; 
Forgive what seems to be· harm done to yourself;" 
Put up with difficult people; 
Pray for whatever has life, including the spirit of 

the dead. 
·(JD, p.11-12) 

i See JD, p.41; also THS, p.5. 
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These precepts are obviously derived from such Christian 

sources as Christ's own parable of the sheep and goats (Matt. 

25:3lf) and perhaps some of St Paul's teaching, such as the 

great hymn to Love (I Corinthians: 13). Also Baxter accentuates 

some personal favourites which may have been neglected in 

recent times, especially the emphasis on visiting jails, and on 

the dead. But when it comes to Jerusalem itself, he depicts 

himself as "curiously, perhaps absurdly" cast in the role of 

David confronting the Goliath of contemporary society (JD, p.54)-

•.. And the five water-worn stones I choose from the 
river, to put iru my sling, are five spiritual aspects 
of Maori communal life --

arohanui: the Love of the Many; 
manuhiritanga: hospitality to the guest and 
stranger; 

korero: speech that begets peace and understanding; 
matewa: the night life of the soul~ 
mahi: work undertaken from communal love. 

(JD, p. 54) 

Without trying to do it all-inclusively, these include the 

precepts from the 'Casb-··Iron Programme' , and go beyond them. 

Because of the context - the New Zealand setting, the nature 

of contemporary society and its ills, the decay perhaps of 

Christian ethical standards, at least in the urgency with which 

they are observed - the New Testament principles are elaborated 

by the Maori, to the potential benefit of each. Mahi, Baxter 

admitted in Autumn Testament, was in the open coffiITlllnity of the 

Daybook, "the little finger on our hand. Now it has begun to 

grow." And he welcomed there the better balance of Maori and 

pakeha members in the closed community of 1972 (p.42). The 
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spirit in which mahi should be done is shown by Father Te 

Awhitu, Baxter's friend and mentor, in 'Autumn Testament 23', 

who uncomplainingly mended the wharepuni 1 s verandah and 

explained, "'Mahi mo Te Atua' - / 'Work done for God'. 11 (AT, p.25). 

Matewa we have already discussed in chapter three, but its 

inclusion here extends the 'pray for the dead' injunction at 

the end of the earlier list (JD, p.12), and implies the integral 

relationship between past and present, and one's inner life and 

communal life. In a particularly striking example of a 

combination of religious philosophies, he mentions it at one 

crucial point in conjunction with the Jungian notion of the 

'anima', and the Taoist concept of the 'yin', his message being 

that without some journey into the area denoted by these three 

concepts we cannot be 11 entire creatures 11 ·(AT, p. 4 3) . 

Korero is the means by which the community overcomes 

disputes and resentments that may jeopardise its unity. It is 

a forum or. gathering where anyone may speak, openly and 

honestly, regardlesSc of status. In the· Day book Baxter mentions 

the korero called to discuss nude swimming in the river 

(JD, P-?0-1), and comments that it is 

••• that mind-clearing and problem-solving mode of 
discussion which is traditional among Maori people ...• 
I think it can solve many problems otherwise insoluble. 

(ibid.) 

He also uses the term of his conversation with Dave about love 

(ibid., p;s2-3), and no doubt has it in mind when he says 
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earlier in the book: "I could never make celibacy a 

condition of community membership. It would have to be a 

democratic decision ... " (ibid., p.10). Of all the five 

principles, it is probably the one most generally familiar 

in New Zealand today. 

Manuhiri t.anga was a principle by which Baxter put great 

store, because it is the means by which communal love is 

extended beyond the limits of the community itself. When 

Jerusalem was able to have an open-door policy, he could say, 

"Nobody is forbidden to come in the door. The dead come here 

also ... " (JD, p .. 56), and to bureaucratic criticisms that the 

house was often over-crowded he replied: 

How can we exercise, the virtue of manuhiritanga, 
unlimited hospitality to the guest and stranger, and 
not be crowded quite often? 

(JD, p. 22) 

In Six Faces of Love he is uncompromising in his interpretation 

of this "virtue": 

It is my opinion that if we turned away any guest from 
the door -- mad or.sane, drunk or sober, male or 
female, young 9r old -- then we would be excluding God 
from the housei. 

He suggests that the guest should be offered food, drink and 

shelter, and not be made to feel obliged to pay or return the 

-----------------------~------ ------
i SFL, eh.VI, 'The Love of the Many' (p.44). 
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work, though that should be accepted if forthcoming. Then 

follows one of the most felkitious sections in those talks, 

when he raises the problem of "bludgers and parasites". In 

Jersualem Daybook he had commented justly: 

The bludgers and parasites are God's gifts to us, 
our sacred guests ... Some of them will later on be 
our personal friGnds and working companions. 

(JD, p. 4 3) 

But here he points our.we 11 all live in a house God made for us", 

which we destroy by our misuse, greed and destruction, while 

we also "kill our :fellow guests in wars, or let them starve to 

death" (op. ci t. ) . His verdi et then is : "We are very bad 

guests indeed, unruly, destructive, and parasitic" (ibid.). Yet 

in the face of this provocation, God still maintains his 

hospitality: 

But God does not turf us out of the house He made for 
us. Instead He suffers our presence out of love, and 
continues to shower us with gifts. I think it is 
proper that human beings should try a·little to imitate 
the hospitality of God. 

(ibid.) 

Again we see the Christian perspective underlining the Maori, 

and vice versa, to further our understanding of yet another 

major principle of 'humanist Christianity' in action. 

To comprehend the concept of Arohanui we must also look 

at the complementary principle of poverty, which is crucial to 

Baxter's thought at Jerusalem. It is my belief that Baxter's 
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use of both these ideas_ goes beyond anything in post-medieval 

Christian thought, and is a major contribution to the world's 

collective religious understanding. Arohanui, communal love, 

i which Baxter also calls the 'Love of the Many' , was how he 

interpreted the central New Testament doctrine of agape or 

caritas. Traditionally this has been defined as self-less 

or altruistic love, the love that knows no bounds ("There is 

no greater love than this, that a man should lay down his life 

for his friends 11 ·- John 15: 13) . The gist of Baxter's 

teachingr however, is that it is in community that agape 

receives its most quintessential expression. Love is best 

understood and experienced when it is seen within the relation

ships and structures of the communal context, when it is the 

gift of the individual to those within the community. The other 

four principles are thus part of the principle of aroha: 

mahi is that work done out of aroha for the community, rnatewa 

and manuhiritanga both help define and extend the concept of 

the community and the individual's relationship of aroha to it, 

and korero is the means by which unity, understand,ing and 
', 

aroha are protected and maintained. But Baxter asserted further 

that in order to practise aroha in one's life, it is also 

necessary to practise poverty. 

It must be emphasised, though, that his advocacy of poverty 

is not the familiar ethic of austerity, self-denial and other

worldliness familiar from Christian (and non-Christian) 

asceticism. In keeping with his humanist Christianity, its 

i See especially SFL, eh. VI. 
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purpose is intensely practical and this-world oriented, and 

not aL all extreme. In fact it is very Franciscan in 

inspiration. In simple terms, if you are to be available to 

anyone in the community at any time, to devote your attention 

and resources to the needs of others whenever required (which 

is the demand of communal agape, arohanui), it is necessary 

to avoid the encumbrance of material possessions and ambitions 

and anxieties that might come between yourself and your fellow 

human beingsi. To emphasise this purpose of poverty, he 

called it 'poverty for availability'ii - the counting of 

oneself as 'nobody' in the face of the needs of others. Its 

integral relationship with aroha is demonst-ra.ted in the double 

call Baxter tells us he received from Te Atua (at the time 

of his call to Jerusalem?): 

'Be te tutua' 
'Be aroha' 

'Be a nobody' .•. 
'Be love among them ... 

(JD, p. 28) 

The figure of Hemi (alias James K. Baxter) dressed in 
\ 

open black shirt and black baggy pants, with his straggling 

long hair and bare feet became a familiar one in the New Zealand 

i Avail a_bili ty is actually a frequent theme of Christ's in 
the C-ospels: viz. the parable of the Good Samaritan, 
(Luke 10:25-37), and his answer to the rich man's question 
(Luke 18:18). See also Matt.8:21:2; 6:37-9. In deed 
Christ Himself could well be said to have demonstated 
'poverty for availability' throughout his Mission. 

ii When I met Baxter in Hamilton in 1971, this phrase was 
the almost constant theme of his conversation. The idea 
also pervades AT. 
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of the early seventies. It was in essence the dramatisation 

by this poet-turned-prophet of his ethic of aroha-and-poverty: 

All men are required by God to have a spirit of 
poverty. But God may touch a man here or there -
no less a sinner than his fellows - and say to him -

'It is your business to be visibly poor - to 
do without everything you can do without ... ' 

(JD, p. 16) 

'I'ho~gh he didn't always convince others of this (the fate of 

all prophets!), he insisted that he did not consider himself 

a 'special case' in God's eyes because he was overtly trying 

to be 'Hemi te1 tutua' ('PC-39, JS, p.47): 

To be poor is not to become good. Poverty is 
availability. It is to be that void, that nothing, 
on which Te Wairua Tapu moved at the beginning of 
the world, and still does move ... 

(JD, p.16) 

At this point,. we have ~gain moved close to God conceived as 

'Wahi ~garo', and to Baxter's wish for some sort of dissolution 

(in death, or in community perhaps, remembering that they are 

intimately connected, through matewa), which once again draws 

the theme of death from my third chapter into Baxter's 

humanist Christianity. More generally, however, the demand 

is -

•• : to go beyond oneself, to walk the waters of 
availability to all things and all persons. 

. (AT, p. 4 3) 
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The essence of this spirit of availabiltiy in action is the 

sacramental act of the sharing of all possessions. And in

that poverty-sharing-aroha nexus, which Baxter saw symbolised 

in the central ritual of the Christian faith, the Eucharist, 

lies the heart of his concept of community: 

Communities cannot be founded without a spirit of 
poverty, that is, a spirit of detachment that 
expresses itself in the sharing of material and 
mental possessions. The core of it lies somewhere 
in the Eucharist ... ' Yes, we have to become the 
Bread and Wine. We have to let ourselves be eaten 
by our neighbours .. ~' 

(JD, p.1) 

However, as we have seen in the previous chapters, the humanist 

strain of his Christian faith emphasises sensitivity to each 

individual's situation and capabilities, and so rather than 

pronounce rigid standards of poverty, Baxter leaves the level 

of 'poverty for availability' to the individual to decide: 

••• Yet to demand a total visible poverty would be 
unjust. Let each one choose under God in wh_at degree 
he can practise poverty. The one essential thing is 
to accept the principle of sharing ... 

(ibid.) 

But this qualification is not a loophole or compromise - he 

sets a guideline both by his own example, and in the passage 

on the three types of poverty discerned by the Maori (JD, p.21-2). 

That "principle of sharing" must include sharing with 'nga 

raukore', "the trees who have had their leaves and branches 
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stripped away": 

• . . it is nga rauJcore, according to the Maori 
scripture, to whom God opens the Kingdom of Heaven. 

God protects them because they have no other 
protector. It is them whom our critics urge me to 
expel from the community - the sick, the unemployable, 
the habitually vagrant, and all those who are 
preoccupied with the science of being and not the 
science of doing ... 

(JD, p. 21) 

As long as it was an open community, Baxter refused to exclude 

'nga raukore' from Jerusalem. But how many other institutions 

in our society, including the Churches, could we say the same 

of? (Baxter himself was turned away one Sunday f;r:-om Mass at 

St Patrick's Cathedral in Aucklarid because he was barefooted -

yet, in the true Franciscan spirit, he had given away both 

pairs of shoes and his other change of clothes to junkie friends in 
i Grafton . ) It is a central pillar of Baxter's thought that 

without poverty for availability to "all things and all persons" 

(op.cit.), humanist Christianity ca.n never be fully realised. 

Having established that, it becomes plain that "the science 

of being" spoken of above is in fact "the science of loving 

well" (THS, p.30)ii, or what he calls in the Daybook learning 

"the alphabet of love" from Te Atua, as he and 'nga mokai' were 

doing at Jerusalem (JD, p.29). As we have seen, by 'love' 

Baxter meant 'aroha', communal _agape. This is underlined by 

the story he tells of a housewife friend, c--, who is "going 

i told to me in conversation. 

ii Sec also SFL, eh.I end, for much the same point. 



- 229 -

mad again ..• in her glass barn in the suburb" (AT, pl7). His 

£inal comment presses home the point: 

Be married and go mad; or be single and stay sane. 
The choice is Draconian. The problem is not lack 
0£ love. C-- loves her husband and children. The 
problem is lack of community. 

(ibid.; my emphases) 

A fragmented society, philosphically impotent in the face of 
I 

su£f~ring and death, devoid of an animistic sense of the world 

and an understanding of "the natural self", and beset with the 

restrictive ideals and misdirected ambitions of decayed 

puritanism, cannot hope to rescue people like c--, or Teresa, 

· or Jill and Maori· Johnny and the others in 'Poem for Colin-7' 

and'Autumn Testament 37', or even Hemi himself. Baxter was 

insistent that not even strong family bonds can suffice: 

"the families can't fi,11 the gap left by the broken communities" 

(AT, p.6). At the head of his simple yet profound Christian 

faith is the conviction that christian love must once again be 

interpreted as community. In that way, people gain a collective 

:strength where before there was only fragmented impotence: 

The blind man hoisted 
The lame man on his back, and the blind man 

Had eyes, the lame man, legs. 
('AT 35', AT, p. 31) 

This is not just a social philosophy, because its essence is 

for Baxter religious, in that much of that collective strength 

comes from the community's implicit communion with God, through 
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the 'Love of the Many' : 

Conununities are seeds planted by Te Wairua Tapu 
the HolY.. Spirit. In a community I becomes Us. 

God became Us to share our destitution. When I 
becomes Us, we are joined to God in a hidden fashion, 
and persons are more themselves, not less themselves. 

(JD, p. 7) 

This becomes self-evident, he believed, when one takes to 

heart the doctrine of the Trinity, which has already apprehended 

that God is Himself communal; 

The Holy Spirit prefers to act in a communal context. 
This should not seem strange to us, since the 
Christian message regard~ingthe Trinity has revealed 
to us that God himself is communal in his being. 
And since we are made in his image, man is most truly 
man in communal situations. 

( TH S , p • 3 3-4 ) 

We are once again at the heart of Baxter's humanist 

Christianity: that, in effect, God is aroha and that a,roha, 

too, must be our goal, as it is our salvation. But to go any 

further than this now would be far too space-consuming, and 

given the wealth of Baxter's writing, probably quite unwar

rented. Suffice it to say that, to learn how to put the love 

of community, aroha, into action, Baxter turned emphatically 

to Maoritanga (and to a lesser extent the Christian monastic 

tradition) for guidance, and through his example and writing 

encouraged the rest of the world to do so too. To find out any 

more of what he learned, and about his humanist Christianity, 
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one could not do better than read the Jerusalem writings 

entire, and also Six Fa·ces of Love, especially the final 

chapter, 'The Love of the Many'. It is to that point, and 

perhaps to his own death beyond it, that JamesK. Baxter's 

search for a humanist Christianity ultimate.Ly led. 
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NOTES FOR CHAP'l'ER 1: INTRODUC'rION: JA.MES K. BAXTER AS POET 
A..'t\fD RELIGIOUS THINKER 

NOTE 

1. As evidence of the primacy of poetry in his work, it is worth 
noting that, of the 35 publications listed in Vincent 
O'Sullivan's bibliography (O'Sullivan, JKB, p.62-3), 26 are 
books of poetry or poetry criticism (I include MH in that 
figure), 3 are books of plays and 6 are primarily of a social 
or religious nature (I include JD and 4GS in that). (Doyle, 
however, also lists 25 plays, most from 1966 or later - i.e. 
his stay in Dunedin - and most not published as yet.) 

2. In his introduction to Baxter as Critic, Frank McKay has 
emphasised the extent to which Baxter's criticism was shaped 
by his religious concerns, and he has demonstrated this with 
abundant quotations. I think McKay makes Baxter out to be 
more solemn and orthodox than he in fact was, but nonetheless 
his introduction establishes clearly how important religious 
considerations were to his criticism, and by implication, to 
his life and work as a whole. 

3. Those familiar with Baxter's poetry will know that he was at 
times not beyond writing some very poor religious poetry, 
judged as poetr½ often of a devotional or (as he would have 
called it) propagandist nature. However, as far as possible 
I have tried to concentrate on poems that seemed to me of 
reasonable quality as poetry, drawing on inferior work only 
when a reference was compelling as illustration of some point, 
or no other reference was available. 

4. These two were leaders of the 'Wellington Group' of poets in 
the 50s, and were at the forefront of those who drew on 
American poetry to deal with social and urban themes, new to 
New Zealand poetry. Baxter was a staunch defender of their 
attempts to introduce these themes (see particularly APNZ, 
passim; reprinted in toto in Critic p:g_ 70-98) , andhe published two 
books in collaboration with Louis Johnson: Poems Unpleasant 
(1952), and The Night Shift (1957). 

5. The chronological 'spread' of the PIL poems, and Baxter's 
poetic excellence throughout that seven years, are indicated 
by the fact that the very fine central poem in that 
collection, "A Takapuna Businessman Considers the Death of 
His Son in Korea" dates, virtually unaltered (2 words were 
changed between 1961 and 1966) from October 1961. A typed 
manuscript with that date is in John ~eir's possession. 
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6. The bulk of the poems in the posthumous collections, The 
Labyrinth (1974) and The Bone Chanter (1976), both edited 
by John Weir, dates from this period. Many appeared 
originally in periodicals. He also wrote articles on a 
wide range of topics, theological and social, for The 
Tablet, and a selection of these was published as The 
Flowering Cross. For more detailed accounts of what 
Baxter was doing at this time, see the larger biographical 
studies, especially Doyle. 

7. This concept of the 'mid-life crisis' has apparently been 
explained by Elliot Jacques in a paper called 'Death and 
the Mid-Life Crisis'. Antony Storr, in his book on Carl 
Jung, notes that Professor Jacques "has drawn· attention to 
the frequency with which creative persons experience a pro-

.found crisis at around this age (i.e. late 30's) which 
often results in a change of outlook, and, after an interval, 
a difference in the quality of work produced. Professor 
Jacques also notes the death-rate among creative artists 
shows a sudden peak in the late thirties, and quotes 
Mozart, Raphael, Chopin, Rirnbaud, Purcell, Baudelaire, and 
Watteau as examples". (- A. Storr, Jung, Fontana Modern 
.Masters Series, (Britain, 1973), p.2~ Storr discusses 
the concept further in the chapter on ."The Process of 
Individuation" in his book. However I will add anything I 
think necessary to explicate my text in these notes. 

8. On Baxter's poetic activity at Jerusalem, Murray Edmond has 
said in his essay 'The Idea of the Poet': 

" •.• to me, despite so much in Baxter that is 
antiquated and retrogressive, the piety, the 
puritanism,· the mysoginy, he does stand at the 
threshold of poetry in this country •.. so much 
so in fact that now and in the future it will 
be necessary for all New Zealand poets to 
work out for themselves where they stand in 
relation to Baxter." (Cave 4, p.37). 

How Edmond has reached his assessment is beyond the scope 
of this study, but this is an eloquent statement of the 
achievement and status of Baxter's Jerusalem writings and 
activity iby a much younger fellow-·poet. 

As regards the social structure, I have in mind the combin
ation of Christian humanism, Maoritanga, communalism, 
'alternative ·J.ife-style' methods, and Baxter's sort of 
Franciscan Catholicism which was the foundation of his 
life-style at Jerusalem, both with and without the open
door 'commune', and which were a strikingly new 
experiment in New Zealand. 
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9. Speaking of emotional detachment in later life, Jung wrote: 

ttone certainly does feel the affect (i.e. emotion) 
and is shaken and tormented by it, yet at the same 
time one is aware of a higher consciousness look-

·ing on which prevents one from becoming identical 
with the affect, a consciousness which regards the 
affect as an object, and can say, "I know that I 
suffer. 1111 

(quoted by Storr, op.cit. p.94) 

This fits very clearly Baxter's statements from 1967 
onwards. See for instance his statements on Venus (i.e. 
erotically attractive women), MH, p.153; on suffering and 
cruelty in the world: " ... these things don't exactly 
cheer me up, but they no longer plunge me into a state of 
rage and anxiety and despair ••• " - FC, p.168-9; and on 
death, ibid. p.172-3 -

10. For the former, see for instance, 'Conversation with an 
Ancestor' (MH, ch.1), 'Guy Fawkes Night' (RW, p.79) and 
the Dunedinpoems in Rns, Lth, & BC ('At Brighton Bay' is 
perhaps the most explicit example-,-BC, p.60). For the 
latter, MH, p.128-132, FC, p.54-67 ('The Maori view of Life 
and Death'), and of course the Jerusalem writings, 
especially AT. 

11. Olds gives some details of this scheme and why it failed in 
a 'Comment' made in Ray Gardner's The Drug Book, p.53-4. 
It is a significant.implication of Old's comment that 
because the use of hard drugs, unlike alcohol, is illegal, 
junkies cannot get A.A. style help (as Baxter himself had 
done for alcoholism) to get off the drugs, for fear of 
prosecution by the police first. 

12. THS, p.S~Fr Jeff Pratley, one-time. chaplain at the 
University of Canterbury, who is himself a charismatic and 
spent some time with Baxter during his visit to Christchurch 
in 1972, has confirmed in conversation with me that Baxter 
experienced what would be called a 'charismatic renewal', 
as THS indicates, although he didn't subsequently become 
involved in any formal or cultist charismatic m0vement. 

13. Dramatic metaphor in fact lies behind Stead's words when he 
expresses many older NZ writers' exasperation at Baxter's 
setting out "first to play out the melodrama of the doomed, 
boozing, fornicating Calvinist, and latterly the farce of 
the Catholic hippie." -Stead, op.cit., p.9 
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14. O'Sullivan discusses the myth of 'regenerated return' in 
JKB, p.9. A very accessible example of this technique 
is his identification with Gilgamesh in 'Letter to John' 
{Lth, p.58). Others can be found in 'Letter to Bob' 
(Landfall 97, p.7-8), 'Poem for Colin - 34 & 35' (JS, p.42 -
43), and 'Letter to peter olds - 7' (lpo). -

15. See especially chapter 3, p. 68f. Stead, in his 
discussion of Jerusalem Sonnets, speaks of Baxter's 
"strong, uncompromising personality, whose vision of 
himself and of all men is dour as it always was but not 
sour, dark, but not without flashes of humour." (Stead, 
op.cit. p.11). 

16. In his essay 11 The Church and the Alcoholic" in FC, Baxter 
himself wrote: 

"something of the terrible dryness of active 
alcoholism lingers in the inner lives of 
recovering alcoholics - we have, I think, a 
spiritual landscape of rock and water", (p. 36) 

and in the same essay, speaking of "the negative emotions 
of the alcoholic vortex", he depicted very carefully the 
self-accusation, the over-sensitivity and the introspection 
of the alcoholic (p.20-2). 

17. For me a major draw back of John Weir's 1968-70 study of 
Baxter is that he assumed too much cohesion and consistency 
in the poet's work. This leads to a glossing over of some 
of Baxter's rougher moments, and to the suggestion that the 
three beautiful love poems in HB (pp.45-7) are inconsistent 
with Baxter's anti-romantic views on love and sex, rather 
than seeing these views themselves as innately inconsistent 
{see Weir, M.W.M., p.172). This is especially evident 
towards the end of his chapter on Baxter's religion ('The 
Search for Order through Religion') where the poet's 
position is made far too neat, disinfected and orthodox, 
especially when one considers things-· like the Two Obscene 
Poems, Ode to Auckland, or 'Henley Pub', 'Thoughts of a 
Remuera Housewife', and 'A Small Ode on Mixed Flatting'. 
However, this can largely be explained by Weir's almost 
exclusive use, at the end of the chapter, of Baxter's 
letters to him. Since Weir and Baxter were both largely 
engaged in sorting out various religious and li te·rary 
problems that they shared, Baxter reveals there mainly 
his orthodox Catholic self, rather than the rough edges 
where his religion chafed against social, sexual or 
psychologic problems. 
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18. For instance, RTP shows clearly its original purpose as a 
lecture to the NZ Writers' Conference; FC is clearly 
affected by being a hodgepodge of Tabletarticles; and THS 
has a strongly persona] flavour in being written to 
Fr Eugene O'Sullivan, as well as having more universal 
applicability. When publishing prose, Baxter did little 
to hide these particularities which had had a direct impact 
on the content and style of each. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 2: THE VIEW FROM THE GROUND: CHRISTIANITY 
AND 'l'HE ARTIST 

NOTE 

1. This talk is included in The Man on the Horse, pp. 37-64. 
Unfortunately it is marred, especially for non-Catholic 
readers, by being one of those occasions which C.K. Stead 
refers to (see Islands 3, p.18) when Baxter is blatantly 
trying to be 'a good Catholic', without being convincing. 
It is pervaded by irritating pieties and a certain 
obsequiousness, and at times one feels he is pulling his 
punches so as not to offend his audience. Even if this 
was justified when giving his talk, it is a pity he didn't 
make suitable revisions when he published it. I have, 
however, avoided referring to such passages as far as 
possible. 

2. Witness, for instance, the Puritan distaste for drama, 
which climaxed in the 17th century with the closing of all 
English theatres during the Commonwealth; Victorian 
moralism and censorship; Henrik Ibsen's portrayal in· The 
Ghosts of religious attitudes to enlightened 19th century 
literature; and the prominence of Catholics aftd 
Fundamentalists among those demanding censorship of films 
and literature in New Zealand and elsewhere. 

3. It is interesting, in view of the fact that in FA Baxter 
blamed the Church's lack of humanism and regardfor 
literature largely on the asceticism of the early 
Christian theologians, that as he became mor~. ascetic 
himself in his last few years, he became coriespondingly 
more disillusioned by and suspicious of art, and of being 
a "poet". This rather uncomfortable paradox indicates 
both the way in which social concf;!rns; with their strongly 
anti-materialist bias, became a more formidable influence 
on his religion, and that his increasing psychological 
orientation towards death (evident in AT) diverted him 
from his earthly ambitions.. -

4. Milton 1 s Paradise Lost is a classic and very intricate 
example of this, within the confines of 17th century 
Protestant-Puritan theology, cosmology and symbolology. 
Even among modern poets who are orthodox Christians (eg 
Gerard Manley Hopkins and T.S. Eliot) the expression of 
their religious beliefs is usually of more interest to 
commentators than the beliefs themselves (viz. O'Sullivan's 
comments in O'Sullivan, JKB, p.41). Baxter makes a 
rather bitter reference to this role expected of writers 
when he complains in 'Letter to Max Harris' of: 

"Mother Church 
Who still conducts her 
Among the intellectual 
For a new Hopkins ... " 

ill-starred search 
fringe 

(20P, no page nos.) 
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(Gerard Manley Hopkins can largely be seen in the same 
light as the Milton of Paradise Lost). I want to show 
that in Baxter's case, his religious_beliefs and 
insights themselves are more important from the 
religious viewpoint than their expression. 

5. Baxter's whole handling of this question of the Roman 
Catholic Church's claim to infallible authority as 
against the Protestant Churches' "opinions" is based 
on this clumsy rationale: 

"Either God gave an infallible teaching 
authority to His Church, or else we have 
our little private notions about Himself 
and ourselves. I choose to believe that 
He did give that authority to His Church. 
Otherwise this world would be a desert 
and a mockery in which truth cannot be 
obtained about the things that concern 
us to the roots of ·our beings." (FC, p .10) 

This is the kind of writing that often makes FC very 
low standard Baxter! Largely because it represents one 
side of the argument far worse than the other (the 
Roman) side, although it purports to be comparing the 
possible attitudes to the Church's authority, it can 
hardly be accepted as serious argument, and its only 
value would seem to be its reinforcing of bad thinking 
among the already converted. 

6. Note, for instance, his respect for Father Te Awhitu 
expressed in JD, for Fr Eugene O'Sullivan in THS and 
Lth (p. 55-7), and for his friends from earlier times, 
Fr John Weir and Fr Frank McKay, evident in letters 
and poems, many of which remain private (but see, for 
example, "The Cherry Tree" (RW, p. 77-8), "Letter to 
John" (Lt.h, p.58), and "Letter to ,John Weir" 

Ef.t'NZP, p. 2 3 0-1) ) . 

7. Of course, disagreement over 'the way things are' is 
inevitable, and will guarantee that artists and their 
irritating investigations will ~lways be with us! 
Perhaps it is this uncertainty and inconclusiveness 
which makes Roman Catholicism, with its dogmatic 
absolutism and hierarchical stability, so attractive 
to some people. But as a general rule Baxter 
preferred, temperamentally and philosophically, the 
struggle of artistic enquiry, with its constant re
examination and re-discovery of provisional conclusions. 
It is his defence of this struggle which is the main 
subject of this chapter. 
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8. The ambiguous word "Imaginings" expresses, as I interpret 
it, confidence in the power of the imagination rather than 
the suggestion that poems are illusions (perhaps the more 
immediately obvious meaning of the word). 

9. Baxter once commented to Weir that 'Henley Pub', rather 
than his articles for the Marist Messenger, was his 
"truest contribution to the Catholic body of experiential 
knowledge", and that "I feel the Lord desires me to fish 
in troubled waters" (JKB to JEW, 18 August 1965). 

10. This phrase is extraordinarily apt when one thinks of such 
poets as Sylvia Plath, Charles Baudelaire, D.H. Lawrence, 
Robert Lowell, T.S. Eliot perhaps, Anne Sexton certainly, 
and at times Baxter himself. It also implies that the 
poet's receptivity to experience involves being as 
vulnerable as impartial and honest. 

11. Here Goya and Dostoievskiare the artists who embody, for 
Baxter, the artist's heterodox moral and religious philo
sophical vision. Elsewhere Hardy (BWF), Hart Crane (FH), 
MacNeice (FA), Burns, Yeats, Barker~oyce (MH), Breughel 
(BC), Rimbaud (RW), and Beckett (a NZ Listener review) do 
the same. Thereare no doubt others who could.be added. 

12. In the same context he quotes a fine poem by George Barker, 
and comments, 11 ••• this Augustinian poetry that cuts to 
the bone is undeniably Catholic" (MH, p.60); although, it 
might be added, the poet would probably not explicitly see 
it as such. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 3: THE POET'S VISION: SUFFERING AND DEATH 

NOTE 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. \ 
; 

6. 

By this I refer particularly to his founding of the 
Jerusalem community as a retreat for young people who 
were troubled, confused or dissatisfied with life, and 
as a response to his own disquiet, and dissatisfaction 
especially with urban existence. It is reflected in 
the marked contrast between the pessimism and world
weariness of Pig Island Letters, and the vitality and 
determination of J·erusalem Daybook. 

See, for example, 'Poem in Naseby Graveyard' (BWF, p.30), 
'Temple Basin' (FH, p.18), 'Here' (Rns, p.49), and 
'Arriving in Dunedin' (Lth, p.33). All these poems seem 
to me to exploit death unconvincingly in an attempt to 
give conclusiveness or profundity to otherwise uninspired 
pieces. 

See also THS, p.15-16. There is an implication here 
that suffering outside of this (ie. experienced by non
Christians) is, as he says, "spiritually valueless" 
(ibid.). However, it isn't clear what Baxter means by 
this phrase, and he certainly doesn't confront the 
question of why millions must suffer, throu<jil no 
apparent fault of their own, "spiritually valueless" 
pain. This area of THS, like so much Christian 
discussion of sufferlng, is rather murky. 

This reminds one of O 1 Sullivan's observation that "There 
is not much in his thought which is at odds with orthodox 
Catholicism, but there are very few who would ·choose to 
place their emphasis where Baxter does." - O'Sullivan, 
JKB, p.59. 

An exception here is that of moral good and moral evil. 
Baxter never abandoned his protest against whatever he 
saw as morally wrong, though in his last year or so he 
seemed to find making such protests less important than 
before. I think that was because he became more 
desirous of death and quietude, and consequently less 
socially activist. · 

For instance, there are a lot of references to canoes 
in Lth and BC poems from 1961 on, perhaps hints of an 
early recognition of the freedom and naturalness of 
Maori life - see 'The Bureaucrats' , 'The ·Boys' (BC, pp. 
31 & 32) , and 'The River' , 'The Da,rk Welcome' and 
'Winter in Jerusalem' (Lth, pp. 37, 65 & 70). The first 
and last essays of MH are"'also evidence of this 
increasing interest1n Maori culture. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 4: THE POET'S VISION: DISORDER AND GROWTH 

NOTE 

1. The human subject matter need not, of course, be repressed 
or buried, necessarily. In one poem, 'Of Causes' (BC, 
p.49), he suggests that his poetry grows out of theneed 
to express other people's unspoken suffering. Thinking of 
those "Who lie awake 11 at night, he says: 

..• their hidden thought 

that all need goes unanswered 
(unuttered) forms my least word. 

As with material the mind represses, it is the poet's job 
to speak the unspeakable. 

2. It is a notable feature of this poem that the speaker is a 
woman, as this and the early 'Cressida' sequence (HLDCG, 
p.15-27) are the only times he successfully used a 
subjective female persona. It is also worth noting that 
this poem is greatly influenced by Robert Lowell, who, 
Baxter himself said, "has helped me to use words as a 
straitjacket to contain the violent experiences of the 
manic-depressive cycle" (RPNZ, p.29; Critic, p.210). 

3. I don't think this concept of 'chaos' is the same as has 
traditionally been meant by 'sin' and 'evil', since these 
have usually been thought of as coherent and even 
intentional (although some figures, such as Augustine of 
Hippo, may have recognised their more irrational and 
incoherent quality). However, the concept of 'non-being' 
developed by existentialist thinkers is very similar, and 
Paul Tillich for one identifies sin and evil with non-being. 
Perhaps this is a particularly twentieth-century insight, 
in which Baxter has also participated. 

4. "Natural contemplation'' is distinguished from "supernatural 
contemplation" in the monastic tradition and hence the 
Catholic tradition in general. The latter refers to 
meditation on divine truth, "letting the mind rest upon, 
draw nourishment from" God, Christ, and the Scriptures. 
"Natural contemplation'', therefore, is meditation on the 
truths of nature and the created world, its laws and 
inherent values. 



- 242 -

5. In one poem, 'Prayer for a Duck-Shooting Uncle' (PIL, p.43) 
Baxter seems to offer the fascinating possibility of a 
sort of elision of Gea into Mother Mary - an "amalgamation" 
of the two Mothers who were so dear to him - and this might 
be a valid solution for Roman Catholics. There the duck
shooter's natural cover, "the maimai's beast of shade", is 
also called "Your green coat, Mother!", and this links 
through to "the wild green breast where man is born" in the 
last stanza. Possibly the "green" imagery is simply a 
symbol of evergreen fruitfulness, as in the last stanza of 
'Song for an Old Soak': 

"Jesus and Mary, make 
The springtime come again 
Somewhere sometime, or take 
The burden of my pain. 
I seek the green inn 
Where life and death begin." (FH, p. 25) 

But conceivably also this regular association of "green" 
nature with the Mother of God is a collusion of the 
protection and consolation of Mother Mary and of Mother 
Earth, compressing into a composite image two different 
.notions of God's immanent grace in the world. 

6. Considering the Jerusalem writings in particular, John 
Geraets has made this point very well in terms of the con
flict between the Franciscan and Puritan impulses in 
Baxter: 

The Franciscan ideal can never superimpose itself 
completely on Puritan disquiet. For Baxter, this 
does not mean the Franciscan ideal is mere fancy; 
indeed, he exploits the gap between the two -
recognising both, but limiting himself to neither. 

- A Theology of Communality, p.49 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 5: BEYOND CALVARY STREET: BAXTER'S PROTEST 
AGAINST PURITANISM 

NOTE 

1 Manicheism was a Persian dualistic religion which believed 
in two powers, Good (light, spirit, thought) and Evil 
(darkness, matter, flesh), of which all things are 
constituted in varying proportions, and which are equally 
matched in force. Its presence is felt in Christianity 
largely through its influence on Gnosticism, which 
although condemned as a heresy held much attraction for 
early Christian thinkers, and through its influence on 
Augustine of Hippo's theology and frame of mind. Augustine 
was a Manichean for nine years before he was converted to 
Christianity. It remains a heresy as far as orthodox 
Christianity is concerned, but nonetheless "the deeply 
historic sourness of Manichean thought" (in O'Sullivan's 
phrase) persists throughout the puritan tradition. 

2. In a humorous hint about his broader ancestry, Baxter once 
wrote of his blood that it was 

••• Passed down to me, sealed in flesh, 
By foggy Celts, .mad Vikings 
And one or two Spaniards wrecked 
On the Scottish coast.. . - 'The Blood Test' (LS, unpag, 

3. ·o' Sullivan, JKB, p. 3. This sense emerges in the early poem 
'Letter to Noel Ginn I' (BTP, p. 39) , where he s·peaks of 

•.. something of a Celtic hardihood: 
The pain and poetry •.. I did not dream these things. 

His identification with his Scottish-Otago background is 
evident in the Dunedin poems in Lth, (eg. 'Arriving in 
Dunedin', p.33; 'Dunedin Morning-,-,-p.50), which I presume 
he wrote while he was Burns Fellow, and also in the fine 
ballad, 'The Debt' in HLDCG (p.28-30), 

4. Jonathan Raban, in his introduction to Robert Lowell's 
Poems: A Selection, (Faber, 1974), p.15~ John Crick, in 
his study of Lowell, has also made a statement which seems 
extraordinarily applicable to Baxter: 

Roman Catholicism and Marxism have been in our time 
the two major choices of intellectuals in search of 
an alternative to a sterile, bourgeois society ... 

(J.H. Crick, Robert Lowell, p.10) 
As we saw in chapter 3, the Baxter of JD and AT, when 
confronted by our city culture, felt very strongly torn 
between these two creeds, thus himself embodying this 
zeitgeist. However, his ultimate choice remained Roman 
Catholicism. 
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5. Both these statements are from fairly early comments on 
Baxter's work, and seem rather dated now. This line of 
criticism became very popular after Bob Chapman's 
excellent Landfall review of FH, and unfortunately it 
is still prominent in recent comments such as Frank 
McKay's introduction to Baxter as Critic. Frankly 
however, I find it quite unable to do justice to the 
complexity of Baxter's vision or work as it developed, 
and rather tiresome now, though it is undoubtedly 
important in the earlier poetry. 

Nonetheless, it is interesting to find in the last 
collection Baxter compiled personally a poem which 
treats this theme much as his earlier poetry had done. 
'The Jar' (Rns, p.45) describes a Dalmatian wine jar 
with a picture of Dionysus asleep in a boat with a vine 
growing out of his belly to entwine the world: 

Black boat, white belly, curved blue sky 
Holding us in its hands, as if Earth and Heaven 
Were the friends o-1: man, permanent friends --

A picture of what can't be ... (my emphases) 

6. The liturgical epigram from the Psalms which jolts one 
at the end of the ballad because it contrasts so sharply 
with the rest of a poem soaked in pub sub-culture, is, 
I suggest, deliberately intended to jolt - the very 
rapid transition that is made in the poem from pub to 
prayer is the kind of transition Baxter believed we must 
make all the time in our lives, from "natural man" to 
"child of God". 

7. At the end of his reply, Leeming takes up Weir's 
reference to the "Dionysiac" character of Baxter's 
writing to comment: "my Dionysiac tendencies weren't 
exactly encouraged by my religious education", and 
describes how a piece he wrote for his old school's 
jubilee magazine had all reference to girls excised 
before it was published (ibid., p.209). Michael King,another 
Rauan-cathblic - ·educated New Zealand writer, recounts 
similar episodes and attitudes in his very amusing story 
'And Thy Staff Had Comforted Me' in Landfall 107, p.188-
195. 

8. In one of his Tablet articles, he again discusses "the 
manichean tendency discernible" in Catholic education, 
by which "all moral problems become .•. problems of purity." 
But there, as often in FC, he seems to want to give the 
Church the benefit of the doubt, arguing that this is 
"half true, true in pockets" (FC, p.131). By the time 
he went to Jerusalem, he had become less diffident, as 
we shall see. 
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9. It is clear from comments like this that Baxter considered 
Catholic and Protestant theologies to have reversed 
position on the question of salvation by 'faith' or 'works'. 
He believed Catholicism now asserts justification by faith, 
while Puritan Protestantism propagates the 'work ethic'. 
In MB, Baxter reveals that his discovery of this truth 
through an old maverick friend whom he calls Seamus led to 
his conversion to Roman Catholicism (see MH, p.45). 

10. 'The Problem of Keeping Dogs', Pt.l, (JD, p.33). Using 
much less explicitly religious language, Baxter made a very 
similar point when he said, "I think when you get near to 
this chaotic centre @f earthly life, one's responseaj are 
best expressed in jokes often, and the poems may be jokes-
quite serious jokes." (Interview with John Weir, Landfall 
111, p.245) 

11. John Geraets, A Theology of Communality, p.12-14, & 29) 
Speaking of Baxter's use of humour in 'PC - 3 & 30' he says: 

Even the grandeur of God is reduced to human terms 
so that he becomes attractive in a way which makes 
us appreciate his relevance to our human experience. 

- ibid., p.12-13. 

12. It is a strong indication of the close connection between 
Baxter's establishment of the "Maori-Franciscan" 
community at Jerusalem and his rejection of the.Puritanism 
in our European society, that Calvinism and its effects 
consume so much of MH, the last major work of Baxter's 
before his move to Jerusalem and the resultant writing, 
which I will argue are far-reaching attemp~s at a 
coristructive reform of New Zealand (and Western) social 
attitudes and organisation. 

13. FC, p.110-1. In it he wonders why the hassles we go 
through to achieve our affluence don't put us off that 
affluence, and points out that it does alienate many young 
people. And he contrasts the sterility of this affluence 
with a Neapolitan slum, where there is "life, colour, 
activity" and a "non-hygienic vitality" which at least 
show "that the human race is fully present there." - FC, 
p.111. 

14. JKB to JEW, 4 March 1967. I think it must be ~jected to his 
claims that this very positive view of woman and of the 
erotic is a "common theme" and an "underlying aim of my 
art", that a thorough survey of his portrayal of women and 
of the sex act in his poetry would reveal a very different 
picture. My distinct impression is that he more often than 
not regarded sexuality in a very negative light, often 
associating sex with death, and women with the Fall of Man, 
temptation to evil, or~ malevolent desire to trap and 
destroy men. Unfortunately, however, a proper study and 
documentation of this must wait till another time. What I 
have concentrated on in my discussion are the most positive 
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aspects of his view.of sexuality, which offer an antidote 
to the jaundiced view fostered by puritanism. 

There is also evidence in this passage of a lingering 
(puritan?) hesitation in his acceptance of sex. That 
innocent phrase "erotic in the mind" (my emphases) surely 
betrays a subtle deceit, for there cannot be an "erotic 
in the mind" without there first being an 'erotic in the 
flesh'.~e latter is the primary human experience - the 
'erotic in the mind' being a secondary one entirely 
dependent on the existence of carnal eroticism. To say 
that the 'erotic in the mind' is good and thus imply 
through the distinction that the 'erotic in the flesh' is 
not good and even evil, is to condemn the primary 
experience, and yet exonerate the secondary one which is 
dependent on it. This is surely a most odd way of think
ing, a sneaky Gnosticism or Platonism that is far from 
convincing! 

The best thing to say of this passage is that, with 
reservation, it implies a vision Baxter had, although he 
could neither sort it out properly or live up to it to 
the extent he would like to have done. (See my comments 
on such passages in ch.l, p.31• ). 

15. It is clear in other contexts that Baxter regarded the 
widespread use of contraceptives as a pernicious form of 
'sex separated from fertility'. Although he acknowledged 
that the issue of contraception is complicated (FC, p.99), 
most references to contraception in his writings are very 
critical of its use, or approving of its absence (see esp. 
'The '11ree of Jesse', FC, p.99-111; 'PC-33', JS, p.40). 
But in this statementhe would also seem t9 be referring to 
'sexploitation' in advertising, films and other mass-media, 
and the general fostering of a "look, don't touch". 
attitude to sexual appeal in fashion, girlie m~gazines, 
nightclubs, and social mores generally. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 6: THE HUMANIS'r SHELTER: THE CO.MMUNITY 
AT JERUSALEM 

NOTE 

1. Doyle restates in his book a claim made by The Dominion 
that Baxter underwent an 11 identity crisis 11 before leaving 
for Jerusalem (Doyle, JKB, p.33). I don't think it was 
anything as sudden or dramatic as this (hence my 
preference for the 'mid-life crisis' explanation of this 
period in his life, as outlined in ch.l - seep. 19.), 
although Baxter's personality certainly underwent some 
change in the transformation from 'J·ames K. Baxter' to 
'Hemi 1 • 

2. See 'Aspects of Indian Life', Education, June 1959, pp.77-
79, and 'Kilokery and Kalekhan: a study of Indian Vill~ge 
life', Education, February 1960, pp.21-4. In the former 
he notes the close-knit nature of the village family 
structure, the villagers' sense of obligation 11 to consider 
the welfare of the village as a whole", and speaks 
admiringly of the village "holy man 11 , who 11 distributed all 
the presents he -received, keeping only enough for his own 
very meagre diet 11 • In the latter he points to the 
individual villager's sense of integration in the whole 
community, the lack of waste and careful use of educational 
and material resources, and the residuum of religious 
ritual in village life. The crux of the matter for his 
later thought is his comment that 

In the communal life of her villages, India already 
possesses a constant cultural reservoir ... which 
New Zealand, for example, has never had. - 'Aspects 
of Indian Life', op.cit., p.78 

India is actually mentioned on occasion in the Jerusalem 
writings: see JD, p.45; 'AT 46', AT, p.36. 
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