
The Lilly Fellows Program in 
Humanities and the Arts seeks to 
strengthen the quality and shape 
the character of church-related 
institutions of higher learning. 
Three closely related initiatives 
have been designed to accomplish 
this mission: a National Network 
of Church-Related Colleges 
and Universities that sponsors 
a wide variety of activities and 
publications that explore the 
Christian character of the academic 
vocation; a Graduate Fellowship 
Program that supports graduate 
students who are exploring 
vocations in church-related higher 
education, and the two- year, 
residential Postdoctoral Teaching 
Fellowship. As of 2017-2018 the 
Program has awarded seventy-six 
two-year postdoctoral fellowships 
to teacher-scholars who seek to 
renew and enrich their intellectual 
and spiritual lives while preparing 
for teaching and leadership roles 
at institutions of church-related 
higher education. Fellows teach in 
the honors college (Christ College) 
and departments of the College of 
Arts and Sciences at Valparaiso 
University. In addition, Fellows 
conduct scholarship or creative 
work, participate in a two-year 
colloquium, and interact with 
representatives from a national 
network of one hundred church-
related colleges and universities.
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Chelsea Wagenaar earned a BA in English, where she participated in the Area Program 
in Poetry Writing, from the University of Virginia in 2011. She moved directly on to 
pursue her PhD in English with an emphasis in Creative Writing at the University of 
North Texas in Denton, Texas, which she completed in 2016. She is the author of Mercy 
Spurs the Bone, winner of the 2013 Philip Levine Prize, selected by Philip Levine 
(Tallahassee, FL: Anhinga Press, January 2015). 

Her current book project is a collection of poems entitled The Spinning Place. The 
Spinning Place borrows its title from a line in Dylan Thomas’s poem “Fern Hill,” in 
which Thomas describes the newly created earth as “that first, spinning place.” Wagenaar 
uses this description of the earth’s origin as a jumping off point to thinking broadly and 
metaphorically about notions of origin.  The poems look forward from origin to how 
that origin might foretell or lead to chaos, rupture, disorder, pain or sorrow. For instance, 
in one poem, “Annunciation (While Pregnant, I Develop Aviophobia),” she details 
how the conception of a child disrupts a woman’s body in a way that physically and 
psychologically isolates and changes her, even though—paradoxically—the experience 
of conception and gestation is neither unique nor novel. The book moves through three 
sections, and the poems in each section constellate to explore the narratives of birth, 
exile, and finally, the inextricable, irreconcilable tension between praise and sorrow.  
The manuscript has placed as a finalist for the Green Rose Prize (New Issues Press), 
the Kathryn A. Morton Prize (Sarabande Press), and the Perugia Press Prize.  

Her teaching interests are broad and include creative writing workshops, especially 
poetry and nonfiction, world literature, contemporary religious literature, modern and 
contemporary American poetry, and poetry and ekphrasis. She recently taught a course 
based on research for her dissertation, which examined the changing intersection of 
poetry and prayer from George Herbert’s devotional lyrics to contemporary poets such as 
Mary Szybist, Tom Andrews, and Christian Wiman, with particular attention to the role 
of silence in poems of prayer.  She is currently working on developing a course called 
“What does Poetry Make Happen?”: Poetry of Social Change and Resistance.  The course 
will focus on poetry of political and social critique, with a global perspective, to include 
writers of the 20th century such as Paul Celan, Yehuda Amichai, Anna Akhmatova, and 
American writers like Robert Lowell, W.S. Merwin, Natasha Trethewey, and a variety 
of readings from contemporary literary journals.  


