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Christian poet receives major award

Sue Careless

Special to CW

TORONTO, ON--Margaret Avison, a devout Christian, is the winner of the world’s largest monetary award for poetry. The 2003 Griffin Canadian Poetry Prize is a $40,000 honour. 

The judges described Concrete and Wild Carrot (Brick Books, 2002) as “an occasion of beauty” that is “alive in its sublimity and humility.” They praised the “wonder, readiness and simplicity” of her work, observing that every poem was imbued with a “rare spirit of disorderly love.”  

At the awards ceremony in Toronto on June 13, the frail 85-year-old quipped, “This is ridiculous. I do appreciate the honour...but I don’t see how anybody could pick only one winner. What makes you write a poem is so remote from this kind of honour.” 

She beat out Dionne Brand’s thirsty and P.K. Page’s Planet Earth: Poems Selected and New. 

Avison was born in Galt, Ontario, but spent a happy, cosmopolitan childhood in Calgary. Her father was a Methodist minister but Sunday afternoons she would “dirty her socks” with a Burmese playmate. The Chinese community lived nearby and most of her classmates and teachers were Jewish.  

Moving to Toronto was hard, says Avison. Her father was ministering in the newly amalgamated United Church but painful divisions remained. His congregation worshipped upstairs while the Presbyterians met in the basement.

Margaret was homesick for the prairies and would wander the streets with the homeless of the Great Depression. The title Concrete and Wild Carrot suggests those back alleys and vacant lots.  

In Grade Eight, she was hospitalized with anorexia. In the midst of her illness she decided that the Bible was a “lovely story” she could no longer believe. 

A year later her English teacher wrote in Margaret’s notebook, “For the next 10 years don’t write any poem with the first person singular in it.” 

“I was launched. She steered me away from therapeutic writing,” says Avison.

In 1959 Avison was intent on her day job, proof-reading manuscripts. She spread the papers over a large table at Emmanuel College at the University of Toronto, chosen simply because it would be a quiet spot to work. Suddenly a female voice intruded.

“Do you know the joy of the Lord Jesus?” 

A young student stood on the other side of the table. 

Avison snapped back, “I know the theory, but can’t you see I’m busy!”

The intruder was undeterred and inquired where Avison lived. She then suggested, “I’d like you to go to Knox Presbyterian Church” and promptly left.  

“That meeting was the Lord’s arranging,” admits Avison. “It haunted me.” 

It was two years before Avison visited Knox, and while she enjoyed the scholarly preaching of John Fitch, Christianity still seemed unreal--until Fitch suggested she read the Gospel of John. 

On the morning of January 3, 1963, as she read John 14:1, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me,” she sensed an unmistakable presence the room. 

“Art was my idolatry. I had begun to die in spirit. I knew my world had been getting greyer.” But she feared God would require her to sacrifice her beloved poetry. Finally she threw her Bible across the room and declared, “Take all the poetry. It’s alright.” 

Stepping outside, the world seemed to come alive with colours and perfumes she had not noticed since she was a child.   

The next day she wrote a poem about the Parable of the Seeds. “It just flowed out of me. He didn’t take the poetry away, but I had to offer it.”

She continued reading her Bible, but now it was a different Bible. In the past it had been “gorgeous short stories and history and some bits of utter nonsense. Now I could dwell with any passage and it spoke. That was the Holy Spirit.” 

Avison put her faith to work volunteering at Evangel Hall. She continued various editing assignments by day but declined any administrative posts. She wanted to keep her evenings free for reading and writing poetry.

Avison is no stranger to awards. She won the Governor-General’s Award twice, for Winter Sun (1960) her first collection of poetry, and No Time (1989). She is also an officer of the Order of Canada. 

“Margaret Avison has never shied away from the God questions,” observes Iain Benson, executive director of the Centre for Cultural Renewal, “and she frequently relates the importance of faith and the sacred in her works.” 

Avison’s spiritual faith is strikingly revealed in Dumbfounding (1966) while sunblue (1978) demonstrates her social and moral vision. Her Pascal lectures, published under the title A Kind of Perseverance (1994) explore questions of religious faith and culture.

She’s inspired by a list of poets “as long as her arm” but always keeps George Herbert’s poetry close at hand. And she reads Samuel Johnson’s prose “for sanity.” 

Avison has also written plenty of new poems that she was “hoping to have published posthumously.” But, as she wryly observes, she is “still hanging around.” 

Leading Questions

Walking naked in Eden, they

lived always in the light

of the holy. Drawn to disobey

they awoke to shame --- and God-

like comprehension of pain, 

of broken as well as good.

(What would our choice have been

if we had understood?)

And what was the shame about?

And why did He need, then, 

to “clothe the lilies…”, who night-

ly met those unclad in Eden?

Had nakedness not meant freedom?

At evening, now forsaken

by our choice, was that to Him

as since to us, heartbreaking?

Yet He taught the Jews to weave 

rich fabrics for the abode 

He would live in, or above

in fire or (covering) cloud,

and long since He has promised to prepare 

for us the robe He hopes His guests that Day will wear.

From Concrete and Wild Carrot by Margaret Avison, Brick Books, 2002
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