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Making	Peace	
	
A	voice	from	the	dark	called	out,	
"The	poets	must	give	us	
imagination	of	peace,	to	oust	the	intense,	familiar	
imagination	of	disaster.	Peace,	not	only	
the	absence	of	war."	
	
But	peace,	like	a	poem,	
is	not	there	ahead	of	itself,	
can't	be	imagined	before	it	is	made,	
can't	be	known	except	
in	the	words	of	its	making,	
grammar	of	justice,	
syntax	of	mutual	aid.	
	
A	feeling	towards	it,	
dimly	sensing	a	rhythm,	is	all	we	have	
until	we	begin	to	utter	its	metaphors,	
learning	them	as	we	speak.	
	
A	line	of	peace	might	appear	
if	we	restructured	the	sentence	our	lives	are	making,	
revoked	its	reaffirmation	of	profit	and	power,	
questioned	our	needs,	allowed	
long	pauses.	.	.	.	
	
A	cadence	of	peace	might	balance	its	weight	
on	that	different	fulcrum;	peace,	a	presence,	
an	energy	field	more	intense	than	war,	
might	pulse	then,	
stanza	by	stanza	into	the	world,	
each	act	of	living	
one	of	its	words,	each	word	
a	vibration	of	light—facets	
of	the	forming	crystal.	
	
	 	 	 	 	 Denise	Levertov	
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‘A	voice	from	the	dark	called	out,	“The	poets	must	give	us	imagination	of	peace”’.	

Give	us	a	vision,	a	blueprint,	a	roadmap.	‘Without	a	vision	the	people	perish’,	goes	

the	famous	biblical	proverb	(Proverbs	29.18);	without	some	sense	of	an	alternative	

future,	there	is	nothing	‘to	oust	the	intense,	familiar	imagination	of	disaster’.	The	

opening	lines	of	Denise	Levertov’s	powerful	poem,	‘Making	Peace’,1	seem	to	

reiterate	a	common	wisdom.		

	 And	yet,	immediately,	this	wisdom	is	called	in	question.	Our	poet,	it	seems,	is	

not	sure	that	an	‘imagination	of	peace’,	even	a	poetic	one,	amounts	to	much	at	all.	

Just	as	poetry	in	the	abstract	has	no	real	existence,	so	she	suspects	the	mere	idea	or	

imagination	of	‘peace’	is	an	illusion.	‘But	peace,	like	a	poem’,	she	writes,	‘is	not	there	

ahead	of	itself,	can’t	be	imagined	before	it	is	made’.	And	if	that’s	true,	then	to	ask	a	

poet	or	prophet	to	give	us	an	‘imagination	of	peace’	is	to	dwell	in	a	kind	of	unreality.	

Like	those	who	think	of	themselves	as	writers,	but	never	actually	get	around	to	

putting	pen	to	paper,	so	those	intoxicated	by	the	imagination	of	peace	never	really	

discover	what	peace	is,	which	‘can’t	be	known	except	in	the	words	of	its	making’.		

	 This	is	a	profoundly	challenging	beginning,	and	I’m	not	sure	I	fully	agree	with	

her.	After	all,	isn’t	there	is	something	important	about	the	vision	thing?	Consider,	for	

example,	how	Isaiah’s	prophetic	imagining	of	swords	being	beaten	into	ploughshares	

and	spears	into	pruning	hooks,	his	vision	of	lion	lying	down	with	the	lamb,	has	

inspired	commitment	and	action	for	peace	through	the	ages.	I	can’t	help	but	think	

these	visions	not	only	express	the	human	longing	for	shared	well-being,	but	they	

effect	possibilities	in	the	real	world.	They	give	us	something	to	live	into.	

And	yet,	Levertov	is	surely	right	that	the	imagination	of	peace	is,	by	itself,	not	

sufficient.	John	Main	often	talked	of	the	danger	of	becoming	so	intoxicated	by	the	

Christian	vision	of	union	with	God,	that	we	imagine	ourselves	there	without	ever	

entering	the	reality	through	the	daily	and	often	unglamorous	practice	of	self-

forgetting	prayer.	In	the	same	way,	we	may	be	so	intoxicated	by	a	utopian	vision	of	

harmony	that	we	imagine	ourselves	as	a	universal	community	without	engaging	the	

																																																								
1	From	Breathing	the	Water	(New	York:	New	Directions	Publishing	Corporation,	1987).	
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painful	and	often	unglamorous	process	of	realising	it.	Levertov,	who	was	born	in	

England	in	1923	to	a	family	engaged	in	anti-fascist	activism,	migrated	as	an	adult	to	

the	US.	She	became	deeply	involved	in	protesting	the	Vietnam	War.	I	wonder	if	there	

is	something	in	that	experience	that	lies	in	the	background	here?	All	those	sincere	

hippy	visions	of	world	peace	and	free	love	floating	ten	feet	off	the	ground	in	a	haze	

of	incense	and	marijuana	smoke.		

And	yet,	whatever	causes	her	to	question	the	efficacy	of	a	generalised	poetic	

‘imagination’	of	peace,	in	this	brilliant	poem	Levertov	suggests	that	poetry	can	still	

guide	our	sense	of	how	we	make	it.	This	is	because,	like	poetry,	peace-making	is	a	

kind	of	craft	requiring	attention	to	its	component	elements	–	its	grammar,	syntax,	

rhythm	and	cadence.	And	just	as	a	well-crafted	poem	communicates	meaning	and	

enlivens	possibilities,	so	a	well-crafted	peace	communicates	well-being	and	creates	a	

new	world	in	which	to	dwell.	Levertov	insists	that	such	a	peace,	whose	grammar	is	

justice	and	whose	syntax	is	mutual	aid,	must	be	created	–	written	–	in	and	for	

particular	circumstances.	Like	a	poem,	it	must	be	discovered	in	the	process	of	writing	

it;	indeed,	‘A	feeling	towards	it,	dimly	sensing	a	rhythm,	is	all	we	have	until	we	begin	

to	utter	its	metaphors,	learning	them	as	we	speak’.	Utterings	such	things,	perhaps,	as	

truth-telling	commissions	and	redress	schemes,	contexts	for	sharing	stories	and	

meals,	for	forgiving	and	being	forgiven.	These	utterances	are	what	carry	the	meaning	

of	peace	in	different	times	and	places,	the	‘metaphors’	(as	it	were)	that	

communicate	a	sense	of	its	rhythm.		

And	here,	I	think,	is	where	the	poem	gets	really	challenging.	Because	Levertov	

goes	on	to	suggest	that	this	poem	called	‘peace’	isn’t	just	something	other	people	

can	write	or	negotiate	for	us.	It’s	a	function	of	the	way	each	one	of	us	lives.	‘A	line	of	

peace	might	appear’,	she	writes,	‘if	we	restructured	the	sentence	our	lives	are	

making,	revoked	its	reaffirmation	of	profit	and	power,	questioned	our	needs,	

allowed	long	pauses	…’.	And	notice	in	this	stanza	the	poetic	repetition	of	the	prefix	

‘re’	(‘restructure’,	‘revoke’,	reaffirmation’)	as	she	speaks	of	the	necessity	re-making	

and	re-forming	our	lives.	Peace,	on	this	account,	is	something	each	of	us	is	
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responsible	for	–	each	of	us	contributes	to	its	emergence	by	the	way	we	live,	the	

things	we’re	willing	to	give	up	or	change,	the	spaces	we	leave.	

At	first	glance,	this	imagining	of	peace-making	in	terms	of	crafting	a	poem	of	

which	we	are	co-authors	seems	in	tension	with	Jesus’	words.	‘Peace	I	leave	with	you’,	

he	says;	‘my	peace	I	give	to	you’.	Here,	it’s	as	if	there	is	a	peace	that	is	there	ahead	of	

us	–	the	peace	of	Christ,	the	peace	that	passes	all	understanding,	the	peace	the	

world	cannot	give.	It’s	as	if	Jesus	has	already	written	the	poem,	the	peace.	Could	this	

mean	that	the	gift	of	his	Spirit	will	save	us	from	entering	the	messy,	ambiguous	

process	of	peace-making?	In	him,	are	we	saved	from	navigating	the	complexity	of	

fractured	relationships	and	divided	communities,	and	borne	straight	into	the	

kingdom	of	God?	Well,	no.	

In	fact,	it	seems	to	me	that	the	peace	Jesus	leaves	draws	us	precisely	into	the	

process	of	peace-making	of	which	our	poem	speaks.	After	all,	what	is	the	peace	of	

Christ?	The	gospels	are	clear	that	God’s	peace	challenges	the	passive	consensus	that	

commonly	masquerades	as	‘peace’	in	human	communities.	That	state	of	superficial	

harmony	and	mutual	non-disturbance	which	so	often	conceals	a	latent	violence	and	

injustice.	God’s	peace	does	not	leave	such	false	peace	undisturbed	and	so,	

paradoxically,	it’s	a	peace	that	provokes	division	and	unrest.	Thus,	Jesus,	the	Prince	

of	Peace,	says	at	one	point	that	he	comes	not	to	bring	peace	but	a	sword,	and	he	

himself	dies	a	violent	death.	And	this	suggests	that	to	live	as	his	disciples,	to	be	

drawn	into	his	way	of	peace,	involves	the	possibility	that	we	too	will	find	ourselves	

no	longer	living	in	an	easy	harmony	with	those	around	us,	no	longer	

unproblematically	at	home	in	our	old	milieu	and	belonging.	The	gift	of	the	peace	of	

Christ,	in	other	words,	will	call	us	to	learn	a	new	rhythm,	to	restructure	the	sentence	

our	lives	are	making,	and	to	participate	with	him	in	the	remaking	of	the	world.	This	is	

what	Jesus	calls	keeping	his	word	(John	14.	23).		

Yet	having	said	this,	and	although	the	peace	of	God	is	‘not	there	ahead	of	

itself’	and	remains	to	be	fully	realised	on	earth,	the	gospel	insists	that	something	has	

decisively	shifted.	There	is	now,	in	the	words	of	Denise	Levertov,	a	‘different	fulcrum’	
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on	which	‘a	cadence	of	peace	might	balance	its	weight’.	Because	of	Jesus,	new	

possibilities	for	making	peace	are	available:	‘Because	I	live,	you	also	will	live’.	What	

does	this	mean?	

In	the	passage	we	heard,	Jesus	gives	his	disciples	a	glimpse	of	the	peace	at	the	

heart	of	his	own	life,	and	promises	they	may	share	it.	This	is	not	a	peace	which	saves	

either	him	or	them	from	anguish	and	distress.	The	gospels	never	depict	Jesus	floating	

ten	feet	above	the	ground.	He	is	angry	and	frustrated	by	injustice	and	complacency,	

deeply	distressed	by	the	suffering	of	others,	and	anguished	in	the	face	of	his	own.	

Nevertheless,	through	it	all,	he	remains	connected	to	what	Rowan	Williams	describes	

as	‘a	firm	point,	a	still	pivot	…	an	affirmative	and	immovable	centre’.2	Jesus	is	‘at	

peace	...	because	he	is	aware	that	no	experience	can	sever	his	anchorage	in	this	root	

of	his	existence’.3	This	‘fundamental	peace’,	Williams	goes	on,	‘is	not	a	state	of	

feeling	as	we	normally	think	of	it,	but	a	fact	of	union’.	It’s	this	‘fact	of	union’	through	

the	gift	of	his	Spirit	that	Jesus	promises	his	disciples.	This	is	the	peace	he	gives,	the	

peace	the	world	cannot	give.		

What	difference	does	it	make?	Well,	one	who	lives	from	this	peace,	in	this	

state	of	being,	is	indeed	balanced	on	a	different	fulcrum.	I	don’t	know	if	Levertov	had	

this	gospel	in	mind	when	she	wrote	her	poem,	though	she	had	converted	to	

Christianity	a	few	years	before	it	was	published.4	But	it	does	seem	striking	that	in	her	

final	verse,	she	conceives	of	peace	as	‘a	presence,	an	energy	field	more	intense	than	

war’	that	‘might	pulse	…	stanza	by	stanza	into	the	world’.	We	are	called,	she	

imagines,	not	only	to	make	peace,	but	to	become	peace,	‘each	act	of	living	one	of	its	

words,	each	word	a	vibration	of	light	–	facets	of	the	forming	crystal’.	This	is	a	peace	

now	generated	not	solely	by	our	making.	It’s	something	we’re	participating	in	–	a	

presence,	a	field	of	energy,	alive	and	forming	in	the	world	–	the	peace	of	God.	

																																																								
2	Rowan	Williams,	The	Truce	of	God:	peacemaking	in	troubled	times	(Norwich:	Canterbury	Press,	2005),	pp.78-
79.	
3	Williams,	The	Truce	of	God,	p.79.	
4	‘Making	Peace’	was	published	in	1987	and	Levertov	converted	to	Christianity	in	1984.	She	had	always	been	
influenced	by	Jewish	and	Christian	traditions:	her	father	was	born	a	Russian	Hasidic	Jew,	converted	to	
Christianity	in	England	and	became	an	Anglican	priest.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denise_Levertov	
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We	live	in	a	time	of	war	and	frighteningly	fragile	ceasefires,	of	radical	

polarisation	and	conflict	even	between	those	in	previously	relatively	stable	societies.	

We	know	well	that	making	peace	in	our	time	will	continue	to	be	a	slow,	costly,	

unglamorous	process	of	listening,	discernment	and	negotiation.	It	will	involve	the	

willingness	to	hear	the	pain	of	the	dispossessed,	challenge	unjust	systems	and	

mentalities	of	entitlement,	and	to	bear	with	our	own	frustration,	anger	and	hurt.	

Discipleship	of	Jesus	does	not	save	us	from	this	work	–	indeed	it	intensifies	and	

deepens	it.	And	yet,	as	we	offer	ourselves	to	share	in	it,	we	are	promised	an	

Advocate,	the	Holy	Spirit,	‘who	will	teach	and	remind	us	of	Jesus’	way’,	and	who	will	

connect	us	to	the	source	of	his	peace,	which	is	the	love	of	God	pulsing	into	the	world	

to	transform	it.	

		


