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Abstract 

 
John Caputo recently remarked that deconstructionism has 
not taken hold in the church as he had hoped. The „good 
news of post-modernism‰ is not generating the kind of buzz 
that a gospel should. Is this perhaps because deconstruction 
is unable to fully embody an alternative, life-giving picture 
to traditional ways of theologizing?  Poetics, etymologically, 
is about the creation of something new. Despite its ability to 
break apart ossified ground in order to open up fertile earth 
for new possibilities, is deconstructionism unable to provide 
the newness which the church seeks? This essay suggests, with 
theopoet Rubem Alves, that we do not simply wait for GodÊs 
promised future. Instead, we make (or fail to make) God 
bodily present to our fellow human beings and to creation as 
a whole. To answer this calling means practicing LutherÊs 
imperative to „sin boldly‰ in pursuit of justice (hence „risk-
ing idolatry‰). Caputo writes that „deconstruction saves us 
from idolatry,‰ but what this results in is a paralysis which 
prevents us from embodying the presence of God in the 
world? What if our calling is such that it brings us right up 
against the brink of idolatry? Theopoetics, in a Wittgenstein-
ian sort of therapy, might be able to offer a different picture 
that both resists the ossification of language, and is able to 
better handle the churchÊs calling to function as the body of 
Christ, a Nazarene who claimed to be God. 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
* Jeffrey S. Hocking is a doctoral candidate in philosophical theology at the Institute for 
Christian Studies in Toronto, ON. His current research is focused on the work of Rubem 
Alves, particularly on how theopoetics and liberation theology come together to create 
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Deconstruction saves us from idolatry.  

· John Caputo 

 

Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have 

been doing, and they will do even greater things than these; because I am 

going to the Father.  

· John 14:12 

 

Be a sinner, and let your sins be strong, but let your trust in Christ be 

stronger, and rejoice in Christ who is the victor over sin, death, and the 

world. We will commit sins while we are here, for this life is not a place 

where justice resides.  

· Martin Luther, Letter to Melanchthon, 1521 

 

 The themes of this essay were sparked while listening to Dr. John Ca-

puto give the keynote address at the Varieties of Continental Thought and 

Religion conference in Toronto, June, 2012. During this lecture, Caputo 

candidly lamented that deconstruction has not taken root in the church as 

he had hoped. This paper imagines why this might be and points to why 

theopoetics may be a more fruitful direction to explore.
1
 Most often medi-

ated to philosophers of religion through Caputo, deconstruction has been 

presented as having a great deal to offer to the church as it finds itself in a 

postmodern, post-liberal, post-metaphysical world. This has certainly proven 

to be true, however, I wonder if deconstruction itself is able to offer what 

the church needs to function as the body of Christ in the world.  

                                                             
1
 This essay was originally presented in the Theopoetics Working Group at the 2012 

AAR/SBL Annual Meeting in Chicago. It has since been edited for clarity, and to respond 

to the new material presented by John CaputoÊs 2013 book, The Insistence of God. In this 

book, Caputo explicitly makes much greater use of the term theopoetics than before, dedi-

cating an entire section to the topic. I struggled with whether this essay was still relevant, 

and have judged it so because the definition of theopoetics that Caputo is working with 

and the definition developed here (relying mostly upon the work of Rubem Alves) remains 

distinct. CaputoÊs definition of theopoetics is connected to a certain sort of radical theolo-
gy, namely a circumfessional sort. This sort of radical theology is a „second-order work of 

reflection, an even more radical work of reflecting on the reflection engaged in by the con-

fessional theologians.‰ (Caputo, The Insistence of God, 75) The definition that I propose 

below stands in opposition to such second-order reflection, and I hope has something to 

offer to the blossoming discussion around theopoetics.  
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 So why is the great apostle of deconstruction2 left lamenting the lack of 

ecumenical energy forming around this method? Deconstruction has, after 

all, done a great deal of work in the church, breaking open ossified ground 

in order to make it fertile for new possibilities. Why, then, has the church·

even in its younger, more open, and arguably more educated instantiations·

generally left deconstruction on the table? I am prepared to imagine a pos-

sible explanation followed by an exploration of what theopoetics might be 

able to offer in its place.3 

 

A Working Definition of Theopoetics 

 

 First it will be helpful to flesh out the meaning of theopoetics. I do not 

use the term simply to refer to more artistic, less propositional ways of 

speaking of God, though these do play an important part in the distinction 

between theopoetic and theologic. However, I believe this distinction alone 

does not get us to where we need to go as it only perpetuates the divide be-

tween scientific (in the German sense of Wissenschaft) and other forms of 

religious reflection. Theopoetics is more than a disciplinary divide, a way 

that Âleft-brainedÊ people talk about God.  

 Instead, I propose that we use JohnÊs gospel to inform our definition of 

theopoetics. The passage that appears in the epigraph is set in the context of 

                                                             
2 Caputo proclaimed deconstruction as „the good news for the Church‰ in his 2007 book, 
What Would Jesus Deconstruct.  
3 Caputo regularly recommends theopoetics, however I would argue that he has not thus 
far fully embraced it as a distinct idea. As I will argue in this paper, my own view is that 
deconstructionism and theopoetics are two distinct methodologies, though at times they 
may appear to share a similar modus operandi. A question worth exploring is whether ei-
ther is merely a methodology or instead represents way of life (a fundamental orientation 
to the world). Caputo, in my reading, seems to swing back and forth on this question in 
regards to deconstruction; however, in the end I believe he settles on it as merely a meth-
odology on the path to a way of life, saying, for example, that „the good news deconstruc-
tion bears to the church is to provide the hermeneutics of the kingdom of God.‰ (What 
Would Jesus Deconstruct?, 137. Emphasis mine.). For Caputo, deconstruction appears to 
play a role in opening up a way of life rather than offering a way of life itself.  
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Jesus preparing his disciples for his upcoming absence (in the event of the 

cross and more permanently in the ascension). In these important moments 

of final instruction, John does not have Jesus ask his disciples to merely re-

peat his words and works, mirroring the examples he has set. This call 

would have been radical in itself, and the church often mistakes such a call 

as its vocation (here Caputo is quite right to point out that we were prom-

ised the kingdom of God and instead got the church). Instead of requesting 

simple repetition and obedience, however, Jesus tells his disciples that they 

will do even greater works than he. Truly this is a shockingly participatory 

call and responsibility.  

 In this passage, John chooses the word poeiō over prassō, both of which 

are most often translated as a form of the English verb „to do.‰ However, 

poeiō carries connotations of the creation of something new, while prassō 
implies the continuing practice of something learned.4 JohnÊs decision to 

use one word over the other appears to be more than arbitrary, as he uses 

the two words in contrast to one another throughout the Gospel. Poeiō al-
ways appears in the context of creating something new. Theopoetics defined 

by a sense of poeiō (etymologically related to poetics) is then a creative ac-

tivity that bears newness into the world. This newness can come through 

any medium: prose, poetry, visual arts, etc. What makes a reflection Âtheo-

poeticÊ is an orientation of openness, a desire to move language about God 

forward until God fills all things. Opposed to theopoetics would be the 

kind of theology that is self-enclosing, that, in attempts to protect itself, 

forces an endless repetition of the same. This sort of theological reflection 

does not expect to find God in new places. As with theopoetics, the self-
                                                             
4 Neither verb carries normatively positive nor negative connotations, both can stand for 
doing acts of good or evil, but the distinction between practicing something known or 
creating something new stands in either case. While attributing a sense of radical „newness‰ 
to evil is somewhat problematic (in that evil is, at least in the Augustinian tradition, seen as 
a deprivation), I do think there is something to talking about the human capacity to create 
evil that was not a possibility before. For a discussion of the anthropocentric origins of 
evil, see Ansell, „The Call of Wisdom,‰ 31–57. 
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enclosing type of reflection can be found in any medium. Artistic forms of 

expression can be as bad as any theoretical reflections. One medium is not 

more immune to self-enclosure than another; that is not what theopoetics is 

about.  

 Theopoetics, then, is a way to describe something that is normatively 

distinct from theology in its orientation to God and the world. Theopoetics 

encourages further words about God, always opening and expanding on 

new words and worlds. As such, theopoetics is democratically open, it does 

not set certain meaning-creators over others as the arbitrators of Âappropri-

ateÊ God-talk. It only says „no‰ to language that is self-enclosing, that leads 

to death instead of life. As one of the earliest self-described theopoets, Amos 

Niven Wilder, notes, what we are talking about here is not a „shallow aes-

theticism.‰ He goes on to write that „what is in question here is not an irre-

sponsible aestheticism but the essential dynamics of the heart and soul.‰5 I 

am trying to name the „dynamics of the heart and soul‰ by using the lan-

guage of „towards life‰ or „towards death.‰ Something can only be called 

„theopoetic‰ when it is oriented towards life. 

 

Deconstruction as Practice (Theo-prassō) 6 

 

 With that definition in mind, let us move forward to contrast the pos-

sibilities of theopoetics with deconstruction. Arguably, deconstruction is 

precisely the method for preventing self-enclosure, ever-vigilantly guarding 

against the ossification of language. As a therapy, I believe that deconstruc-

tion performs this task with unmatched vigour and finesse. However, I be-
                                                             
5 Wilder, Theopoetics, 2.  
6 As Derrida noted, deconstruction is not a method, but an event (see Derrida, „Letter to a 
Japanese Friend,‰ 1–5). That said, deconstruction has been taken up as a particular kind of 
practice in a particular academic discipline in hopes that a particular kind of event might 
occur. This is especially true in North America, something Derrida acknowledges and de-
nounces in the above cited letter. I am of the opinion that as soon as deconstruction be-
comes a school of thought, it shares more with a practice than an event.  
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lieve that deconstruction falls short on the matter of embodiment. I sense 

that it struggles on this point because of a paralysing preoccupation with 

idolatry.
7
 Restated, deconstructionÊs definition of conceptual idolatry and 

its resolve to bracket (epoché) anything that it regards as idolatrous claims 

may be more paralyzing than life-giving. 

 I am here recommending that we open ourselves up to the risk of idola-

try for the sake of embracing eschatological newness (adventus) and embod-

ying the presence of God in the world. LutherÊs oft-repeated invocation to 

„sin boldly‰ included in the epigraph is able to serve as a guide at this 

point. Luther does not recommend sinning boldly for sinÊs own sake, but 

because the world is not yet a place where justice resides. Sometimes in re-

sponding to injustice, we make unwise decisions and sin in our attempts to 

set the world right. What I hear Luther saying when he says to „sin boldly‰ 

is to let oneÊs sins be in pursuit of justice·to not let attempts at purity to 

get in the way of embodying the presence of God in the world. Thus, as 

God is not yet with us, we must embody boldly, knowing that we may well 

fail to meet the mark.  

 In the absence of God-with-us, we are not expected to circle in repeti-

tious anticipation of the parousia, but rather, as instructed in John, to go 

out and embody GodÊs presence in the world by doing even greater things 

that Jesus himself.
8
 In other words, what if, in GodÊs absence (i.e., after Jesus 

                                                             
7
 Granted, a worthy preoccupation, if all sin were able to find a unifying theme, idolatry 

seems to be an excellent candidate, as sin revolves around the over-valuing of something 

and then allowing that thing to de-center oneÊs life in the attempt to maintain control and 

possession of it. For this reason, deconstruction is very close indeed to the way of life pre-

sented in the Judeo-Christian tradition. However, preoccupation is pathological: even when 

it is righteous. 
8
 If this sounds impious, sacrilegious, or heretical, imagine what it would have sounded like 

when Jesus (as a human) was claiming to be the Son of God. The raw impiety of this claim 

has become dulled; weÊve become less scandalized by the idea two-thousand years on. How-

ever, imagining this claim anew helps explain why some felt it was imperative to silence 

Jesus at the time. When Jesus tells us that we are to do greater things than he, we should 

not shrink away in humility, but rise to meet the challenge. Remember that Jesus also 

commanded us to be „perfect as your Father in heaven is perfect.‰  (Matt 5:48) It is at this 
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ascends to the Father, but before God becomes all in all [1 Cor 15:28]), we 

are called to risk idolatry? Perhaps presenting God in the world·embodying 

God in place and time·will call us to the brink of idolatry. It is this call 

that deconstruction cannot handle. In its hyper-vigilance against conceptual 

idols, deconstruction closes down the authentic calling of the church, which 

in its earliest instantiations was performing nothing short of miraculous 

works.9  

 Arguably, this may be why deconstruction has not caught on in the 

church, at least not as a way of life. It may well be that deconstruction has 

already served its therapeutic purpose in certain church bodies; it has done 

its work of breaking apart the containers in which theology has attempted 

to hold the transcendent. Perhaps it has tilled the compacted, barren earth 

and made way for the seeds of theopoetics. However, the call to live as the 

embodiment of Christ in the world may take precedence over continual vis-

its to the therapists couch for the exorcism of new conceptual idols.10  

Theopoetics offers itself as a more promising method for the church as it is 

perpetually open to abundant instantiations of embodiment. To borrow 

language from James Olthuis, theopoetics weaves homes for us over the 

void, which, while empty, is „primed for the good.‰11 If poesis is doing 

                                                                                                                                                        
point that LutherÊs ÂpermissionÊ to „sin boldly‰ is helpful. Of course we are not going to be 
perfect as the Father in heaven, but if we are going to try, we will certainly make some bold 
errors along the way.  
9 See for example, Acts 4:32–37. Before the story of Ananias and Sapphira, which recapitu-
lates the original fall, the young church was beginning to look like the kingdom of God 
come to earth.   
10 The sharper criticism of deconstruction in the church is that it is superfluous to the mes-
sage of the Gospel and that if it is effective in the church, it is only in as much as it is able 
to do what the Gospel was always designed to do·to break apart self-enclosed religious and 
political narratives for the sake of getting history moving again towards the kingdom of 
God and GodÊs dwelling with all people. If this criticism can be sustained, then deconstruc-
tion is not Âgood news for the churchÊ but, at best, a less radical, rich, and life-giving reca-
pitulation of the true Gospel.   
11 Olthuis, „The Test of Khora,‰110–19.  Olthuis and Caputo have had a long-running, 
friendly debate whether khora, or the void, is ÂwarmÊ or ÂcoldÊ, whether it is primed for the 
good or indifferent. Alves takes a slightly different tack, but clearly presumes that the void 
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something radically new in the world, it is only imaginable as embodied, as 

being given flesh, bones, place, time, and name. Claims to this sort of em-

bodiment may at times look very much like what a deconstructionism calls 

idolatry, however I wonder how well deconstruction can handle a young 

Nazarene claiming to be God on earth (particularly one who raises from the 

dead·fully embodied).   

 The theopoetic inclination towards embodiment appears to mesh with 

the reading of John 14:12 as a call to do even greater things than Christ. It 

is worth recalling that Jesus risked idolatry himself by claiming to be God 

incarnate; the political and religious authorities had him murdered for it. 

And now his followers collectively call themselves the „body of Christ,‰ the 

embodiment of GodÊs presence in the world. The church has consistently 

dulled John 14:12, interpreting it in a number of less radical ways. For ex-

ample, as a liberal theologian, Rudolf Bultmann deemphasizes the radicality 

of the works, suggesting that Jesus meant that our words that will be greater 

rather than our works. Other, more theologically conservative theologians, 

dull the radicality of the participation, suggesting that Jesus does the sowing 

and the disciples could only be expected to reap the works in their maturity.  

 Though not explicitly, deconstruction also seems to soften the radicality 

of this calling, continually reminding us that the messiah is forever yet-to-

come, that justice and hospitality are (im)possible, and that whenever we 

think we have seen the promises of God, we are only left with a trace.12 Ca-

puto does write that we are „to fill up what is missing in the body of this 

name (Col. 1:24)‰ and agrees with Walter Benjamin who says that „the mes-

sianic age is not off in the future but right now, that now is the messianic 
                                                                                                                                                        
is for us. It is the space which allows us to create new homes without a pre-existing, „natu-
ral‰ matrix. The void remains threatening (as the „wild‰ threatens a primitive community), 
but without it, we would not be able to „humanize‰ the world. 
12 For instance, in response to the essay by James Olthuis, cited in the note above, Caputo 
playfully suggested that the Institute for Christian Studies (OlthuisÊ home institution, 
which I am privileged to share) be better named the „Institute for the Study of the Messiah, 
Who Has Already Come.‰ Caputo, „Hoping in Hope,‰ 120. 
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age, that we are the messianic people, we are the ones whom the dead were 

waiting for·to right the wrongs of their sufferings.‰13 However, this point is 

quickly lost in the continuing qualifications meant to ward off the hope 

that the impossible could become concrete in a particular moment or that 

justice could appear in a historical situation. If any of these things were to 

take place, then that moment, event, or possibility would immediately need 

to be deconstructed so that it might not become a site of idolatry.14  

 It is possible to sympathize with deconstruction (as a practice) on these 

points and feel that it has been essential in calling us to refuse to become 

fixated on objects, concepts, and events that are not, by nature, in and of 

themselves the Spirit of God. However, this inhibits the hope that the trans-

cendent could enter the world in a full-blooded, thoroughly embodied way. 

As Caputo writes, „deconstruction saves us from idolatry,‰15 but is it not at 

the cost of the GospelÊs calling to make God present in our bodiliness (with 

all of its inherent concepts, ideas, words, and names).  

 

Theopoetics as a Way Forward 

 

 It is at this point that I believe that theopoetics offers a more promising 

path. Theopoetics recognizes human beings primarily as makers of mean-

ing. In this process of meaning-making, persons of faith are inclined to as-

cribe the presence of God to various objects, concepts, events·and, in the 

case of Christianity, even to another human. More than that, if theopoetics 
                                                             
13 Caputo, What Would Jesus Deconstruct, 60–61. Emphasis original. 
14 For Derrida and Caputo, the phrasing I have used does not do deconstruction itself jus-
tice, as my language indicates that the event of deconstruction requires intentional human 
intervention. Within their descriptions of deconstruction, this is not accurate· deconstruc-
tion happens regardless of our participation or acknowledgement. This is the deconstruc-
tive event at its best. However, I am not referring to the deconstructive event (which has 
been a part of the world long before Derrida named it as such). I am referring instead to 
the methodological process which Caputo (more than Derrida) utilizes when engaging with 
philosophical and theological structures.   
15 Caputo, What Would Jesus Deconstruct, 104. 
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is a poieō·a creating of something genuinely new (by which I mean to im-

ply that humans too might be able to participate in creatio ex nihilo)·then 

humans are called to find a multiplicity of ways to fill the earth with in-

stances of GodÊs presence. Deconstruction is right to view this as a risk, but 

it is arguably the risk that the Christian faith demands. It may be helpful to 

now turn to an example of theopoetics. For the purposes of this paper, I 

will rely on the work of the Brazilian author, Rubem Alves. 

 Deconstruction is rightly concerned about the risk of the ossification of 

objects, concepts, and events when they become reified. However, this as-

sumes that humans are primarily concerned with a certain approach to the 

world, particularly a contemplative, philosophical one. Rubem Alves redi-

rects this question in an essay examining differing accounts of truth. In this 

essay, titled „What Does it Mean to Say the Truth?‰ Alves creates a dichot-

omy between truth directed by contemplation and truth directed by action. 

In his account of truth as directed by action (expanded below), I believe that 

Alves offers a way to name GodÊs embodied presence in the world while es-

caping the rightful concerns about idolatry.  

 In this essay (heavily influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein), Alves argues 

that there are two ways of approaching the world: through contemplation 

or action. Contemplation is widely assumed to be the correct path to under-

standing reality, and it legitimates the pursuit of both philosophy and sci-

ence. The fundamental assumption of the contemplative account of truth is 

that, while we can contemplate reality, we can do nothing to change its fun-

damental facticity.16 Knowing the truth means knowing what cannot be 

changed about reality. Alves writes that in this view „the meaning of truth is 

determined by a contemplative posture. Contemplation intends towards the 

given; it looks for entities and structures which are actual, already present 

                                                             
16 On this point, it is worth noting that Alves is greatly influenced by critical theorists such 
as Ernst Bloch, Walter Benjamin, and Herbert Marcuse as well as the theologian Jürgen 
MoltmannÊs dialogue with those members of the Frankfurt School.    
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before the subject. Expressive discourses like religion, ideologies, utopias, 

poetry, and dreams, on the contrary, emerge out of the context of action. In 

action, however, as opposed to contemplation, the subject intends towards 

the possible.‰17  

 If one were to replace the reference to the possible with (im)possible, it 

would be difficult to differentiate Alves here from a deconstructionist. 

However, deconstruction as a practice is arguably still caught up in the con-

templative account of truth in that it derives its energy from philosophical 

contemplation. The sign that deconstruction derives some energy from life 

itself (action, for Alves) is that it relies on the category of the (im)possible to 

denote that which is beyond contemplation. Deconstructionism depends on 

something (even if it never arrives) which is outside of the realm of con-

templation, something about life which escapes the scope of philosophy. If 

deconstructionism is able to escape a primarily contemplative theory of 

truth, it is here, in its dependence on that which cannot enter the contem-

plative world. However, protecting this transcendence from being made pre-

sent is precisely the reason that deconstructionism resists embodiment.  

 Alves has more to offer the church in his theopoetics than deconstruc-

tion is able to offer in the category of the (im)possible, because Alves is 

convinced that the two are able to meet in concrete, embodied ways. It is 

expected that the transcended becomes bodily, and it is the human calling 

to ensure that it does so (as it did in Christ). Alves does not need the cate-

gory of the (im)possible because he relies on the promises and faithfulness 

of God to imagine what is to come. In other words, Alves has an account 

for the human expression of transcendence-become-immanence outside the 

bounds of philosophy; one that is similar to deconstructionÊs category of 

the (im)possible, but more capable of coming to terms with embodiment.18  
                                                             
17 Alves, „What Does it Mean to Say the Truth?,‰ 164. Emphasis original. 
18 Most notably, Alves, like many liberation theologians, holds to a bodily resurrection. 
Despite their embrace of the (im)possible, it is difficult to find a deconstructionist that 
does not demythologize the resurrection in one way or another. It is my sense that this 
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 Alves develops this account through the American pragmatist John 

Dewey. He begins with this excerpt from Dewey: 

 

We need to recognize that the ordinary consciousness of the 

ordinary man left to himself is a creature of desires rather 

than of intellectual study, inquiry, or speculation. Man ceas-

es to be primarily actuated by hopes and fears, loves and 

hates, only when he is subjected to a discipline which is for-

eign to human nature, which is, from the stand point of 

natural man, artificial. If we are willing to take the word 

dreams with a certain liberality, it is hardly too much to say 

that man, save in his occasional times of actual work and 

struggle, lives in a world of dreams that is organized around 

desires whose success and frustration form its stuff.19   

 

Alves develops this by writing that „categorical structures are here displaced 

by the living structure. This living structure, the organism itself, is the hy-

pothesis with the help of which the environment is organized and known. 

We do not find here anything which resembles contemplation. Organisms 

are after functional relationships.‰20 

 Thus, Alves avoids the game that deconstruction is forced to play as a 

kind of philosophical discourse. DeconstructionÊs concern about our pro-

pensity toward conceptual idolatry assumes a certain version of truth and 

                                                                                                                                                        
betrays deconstructionÊs commitment to a primarily contemplative, philosophical view of 
truth. The (im)possible contains that which escapes the scope of philosophy, but fortunate-
ly for the philosopher, it never arrives. For an example of a deconstructive discomfort with 
the (im)possible breaking into the contemplable world, see John CaputoÊs treatment of the 
raising of Lazarus in The Weakness of God, particularly pages 237; 257–8. Of course, the 
story of Lazarus is one of resuscitation rather than resurrection, but there is generally not a 
ÂstrongÊ embrace of the bodily resurrection amongst practitioners of deconstruction. 
19 Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy, 5–7.  
20 Alves, „What Does it Mean to Say the Truth?,‰ 173. 
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concept making, namely that they are attempts to describe reality as it really 

is. Even in its negation of this concept of truth, deconstruction is forced to 

play by the rules of the game into which it enters. Alves instead is offering a 

different picture of truth, one in which human beings, when creating mean-

ing, do not confuse their concepts for a description of eternal, universal re-

ality. If this is not what truth is about to begin with, deconstructionism as a 

practice has little to offer (though the deconstructive event continues). 

 What Alves is saying about truth is that when we see God embodied in 

the world and communicate it to one another, we are not primarily saying 

something about the structural realities of the world, or even attempting to 

capture GodÊs presence in that one place or time. Instead, what we are doing 

is communicating that our dreams and desires were met in a particular rela-

tionship to an object, concept, event, person, etc. We are saying „God 

showed up here‰ but not categorically so. In this sense, we only risk idolatry 

if we attempt to subsume the description of that embodied experience in a 

particular (closed) language game. Deconstructionism says much the same 

thing, but from within the contemplative account of truth that it is itself 

trying to critique. This is partly the point of Kevin HectorÊs exceptional 

work, Theology After Metaphysics, in which he argues that post-

metaphysical critiques are always in danger of slipping back into metaphys-

ics because they do not offer a different picture of language (in the Wittgen-

steinian sense), but only warn us to remain hyper-vigilant about the violence 

inherent in language.21 

 Ultimately this explains why Alves abandons theology for theopoetics, 

because theology always attempts to subsume all of life into its own lan-

guage game. It abstracts things like GodÊs (non)existence from life and, as 

such, disconnects itself from its own source of life22. Before his final shift 
                                                             
21 Hector, Theology without Metaphysics, 15–27. 
22 Caputo sees this himself in his critique of confessional theology, which eventually be-
comes so abstracted, that it no longer addresses the themes or community that gives it life. 
See The Insistence of God, 69.   
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from theology to theopoetics,  Alves writes that „Life always has priority 

over thought, because it is life which produces thought, and not the contra-

ry. Obviously this means that the quest for truth does not enjoy any auton-

omy. Truth is the name which we give to that which is functional for the 

survival of man. Theology, therefore, as a form of language and thought, 

does not have any right or value in itself. Its significance, if any, depends 

totally on whether it can express and serve life.‰23 Thus, despite holding 

many similarities, Alves chooses the path of theopoetics over deconstruction 

because he believes that it is not bound by the rules of the game it seeks to 

overcome. 

 

Embodied Examples 

 

 Perhaps the best way to flesh this difference out would be to give some 

samples of AlvesÊ theopoetic work. As a good starting point, when asked 

about GodÊs existence, Alves starts in an expected (anti)theological way, say-

ing that he would not place God „in the same rank as a mountain, a star 

and an onion.‰24 However, unlike the apophatic approach prescribed by de-

constructionism, Alves fills the (non)existence of God with a number of 

creaturely experiences: „I believe in God the same way I believe in the colors 

of the sunset, the same way I believe in the perfume of the myrtle, the same 

way I believe in the beauty of the sonata, the same way I believe in the joy 

of a child at play, the same way I believe in the beauty of the gaze that falls 

silently upon me. All these are so fragile, so non-existing, but they make me 

cry. And if something makes me cry, it is sacred. It is a piece of God.‰25  

                                                             
23 Alves, „The People of God and the Quest of a New Social Order,‰ 11.  
24 Alves, Transparencies of Eternity, 21. This reads like an introduction to an analogical or 
apophatic treatise on what can and cannot be said about God, but here is where the simi-
larities end. 
25 Alves, Transparencies of Eternity, 25. For another project which suggests a similar lin-
guistic filling, see Simmon, „Postmodern Kataphaticism.‰  
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 Alves is always wont to give God a body. In fact, Alves reminds us that 

God tells us that s/he desires to be embodied. Considering his theopoetic 

style, it is often difficult to extract a sentence or two from AlvesÊ work to 

express its meaning, so I am including the following section in hopes that it 

will give an adequate picture of what Alves is up to: 

 

The humanity of God bugs us. 

 

ThatÊs right: the humanity of God. Something the first 

Christians discovered with great apprehension. IÊd better 

correct myself. ItÊs not that the Christians, after becoming 

solidly Christian discovered the humanity of God as some-

thing else to talk about, something that could be added to 

their theological ideas. The truth is the opposite. It was 

when they discovered that to talk about God it is necessary 

to quit talking about God and talk about a person, a face, a 

life. ThatÊs when they became Christians.  

 

God, to talk about himself, became man. To talk about God 

is to talk about a man. The word was made flesh. Our 

brother. One of us. He was born, lived, died. 

 

If someone should ask me, „Who are you?‰ do you know 

what I would say? First, IÊll tell you what I would not say. I 

would not talk about my intestines, or my teeth, or my 

blood pressure. Do you know why? These things donÊt help 

us to smile at each other. But it would be completely differ-

ent if I talked about my dreams, the things I like, longings 

and hopes. In talking about desires, we might discover that 

we can become friends, walk along together.... 
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Sometimes we would like to know what God is made of. To 

know his sacred substance. And many pages of theological 

books and catechisms have been written to describe the 

marvelous properties of GodÊs flesh: spirit, invisible, om-

nipotent, omniscient, omnipresent. And with words like 

these we write essays on sacred anatomy and physiology. 

 

Waste of time. The Christians discovered that this man, Je-

sus of Nazareth, is GodÊs answer to the question „Who are 

you?‰ And he answers us, not with a treatise on anato-

my/physiology, but by telling us about his desires. God is 

love. And he tells us about his dream of love. He places it 

alive, among us. Jesus of Nazareth is GodÊs desire. He is his 

choice. A lovelier, more beautiful, more delightful thing 

there cannot be. 

 

„What do you want to be when you grow up?‰·thatÊs what 

we say to children. If without irreverence, we could ask God 

the same thing, he would say, „But you still donÊt know? 

HavenÊt I told you? I told you and you didnÊt listen. You 

thought I was joking. Yes, I want to be Jesus of Nazareth. I 

am Jesus of Nazareth. I am an ordinary man. I am all ordi-

nary people. Especially the suffering, the weak, the aban-

doned. „Whenever you did it to one of these my little ones, 

you did it to me.Ê There is nothing better than to be a man, 

a woman, a child. No, I donÊt want fleshless human beings. 

Let the bodies be resurrected. No, I donÊt want the end of 



 
THEOPOETICS vol. 1 no. 2 (2015) 

33 

the world, of the animals, trees, oceans, breeze. All of this is 

very good. Let everything be redeemed.26 

  

What Alves is up to here is reflecting on faith in a way that, at its very heart, 

prevents the reification of his language. Note that Alves does not forgo con-

cepts or even propositions, yet the content of his writing·as the content of 

the Christian faith-story·resists systematization. Theopoetics does not avoid 

conceptual or embodied language out of suspicion of idolatry. It is only 

through an unnatural abstraction that the thoroughly embodied way of 

speaking becomes universalized in philosophically charged systems. Decon-

structionism is absolutely right to tear down these systems (and to leave a 

theology that is „radically exposed,‰ as Caputo puts it),27 however, it fails to 

offer a different picture in the process.28 Alves, through theopoetics, turns to 

the life contained in sacred texts and stories to offer a different picture that 

is not derived from a metaphysical system or the negation of such.29 In fact, 

Alves contends that the truly new can never be born out of a negation of 

the old. He writes: „The people of God [are] an essentially positive reality. 

[Their] action is creation and never reaction.‰30 Alves defines this creation as 

                                                             
26 Alves, I Believe in the Resurrection of the Body, 32–34. It should be noted that while 
Alves uses both masculine and feminine pronouns for God, he refuses to use gender-
neutral language for God. He does alternate the gendered pronouns that he uses, though 
not in the above cited section. For a discussion of his decision against gender-neutral lan-
guage, see Tamez, „Eros, Language and Machismo,‰ 456–460. 
27 Caputo, The Insistence of God, 63. 
28 As Alves writes: „If one takes CeasarÊs place one will have to abide by the rules he set for 
his game.‰ („The People of God and the Quest of a New Social Order‰, 28). Proponents of 
deconstruction would certainly resist claims that they are „taking CeasarÊs place‰ when they 
are looking to overcome metaphysics and ontotheology, however, if the deconstructionist is 
to stand as the arbitrator for what qualifies as appropriate language, and if this power con-
tinues to be derived from the academy rather than the community from which the lan-
guage emanates, it is easy to draw parallels to a certain form of imperialism. 
29 By allowing the life contained in these sacred texts to direct his construction of another 
picture, Alves is offering a „different picture‰ in the Wittgensteinian sense, explored in 
contemporary philosophy by Kevin Hector, as mentioned above in note 20.   
30 Alves, „The People of God and the Quest of a New Social Order‰, 29.   
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the embodiment of GodÊs desires for the future of the world. Practically, 

humans participate in making GodÊs future·which is also our own future·

present.   

 Chasing down the promises of God in hopes of embodying them in our 

words, actions, and communities cannot be primarily directed towards the 

negation of metaphysical systems or ontotheology, and if it derives its lan-

guage from the proper source·if it is not later abstracted by the academy·

this should not be something that continually haunts attempts to embody 

the promises of God in the world. 

 What Alves·and, I believe, theopoetics·is able to do instead is offer an-

other picture, one that begins with the stories of the promises and faithful-

ness of God. Ultimately, this is how human language is able to participate 

in the embodiment of transcendence without committing idolatry by de-

fault. Central to this different picture is the connection between language 

and events, particularly (for Alves) the event of the Exodus. Thus he writes 

that „to speak of God is a derived way of speaking about these events.‰ 

However, and this is perhaps the key: „The events, it is obvious, were not 

created by man. Biblical language indicates this in referring to them as 

GodÊs acts.‰
31
 Thus, God becomes embodied in human history, yet the faith 

community ascribes such events not to human will alone, but to GodÊs act-

ing faithfully on his promises. „This is the meaning of the recurring refer-

ences to the ÂfaithfulnessÊ of God: that the future brings the verification of 

the promises made in the past. Faith, in a certain sense, is confidence in the 

verifiability of what is promised. Theological discourse, therefore, is not 

that of ontology but of praxis. It articulates an ongoing activity which me-

diates a new future to man.‰
32
  

 In this way, theopoetics (though Alves does not explicitly call it such 

here) is playing a completely different game than either theology, philoso-

                                                             
31

 Alves, „Theology and the Liberation of Man,‰ 41. 
32

 Alves, „Theology and the Liberation of Man,‰ 41. 
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phy, or deconstructionism. Rather than attempting to contemplate tran-

scendence and its relation to the world, theopoetics names transcendence as 

that which reveals itself in liberative events such as the Exodus.  It names 

God not by making metaphysical propositions, but by pointing to various 

events and proclaiming „There, then, that is God being faithful!‰33 Thus, 

Alves writes: „Transcendence takes shape in history. It has to do with the 

power which makes the present pregnant with a new future. It does not di-

rect manÊs hope to his liberation from history but rather to the liberation of 

history and manÊs liberation in history.‰34 In this picture, transcendence 

does not become something that needs to be guarded from becoming an 

idol when it appears in the world. Instead, theopoetics, at least in AlvesÊ ac-

count, allows us to point very concretely to transcendence become event, 

history, and body.   

 

Another Picture 

 

 In using the language of different pictures, I am referring to the sort of 

therapeutic approach that Wittgenstein launches in response to logical posi-

tivism. Alves regularly makes reference to Wittgenstein and it is clear that 

this therapeutic method is what he gained from his work.35 Alain Badiou 

insightfully categorizes Wittgenstein, like Nietzsche before him, as an anti-

                                                             
33 Richard KearneyÊs project in The God Who May Be is very close to AlvesÊ proposal on 
this point. He is also concerned with locating and naming the presence of God in particu-
lar times, places, or things, but shares a similar critique of deconstruction regarding the 
unknowability of the „impossible‰ (the coming promises of God).    
34 Alves, „Theology and the Liberation of Man,‰ 41–42. 
35 Alves writes: „I remember also Wittgenstein, who understood philosophy as a battle 
against the ÂbewitchmentÊ which words can exert on us. Battle against words, for the sake of 
the only Word that matters: our truth. The spell must be broken, the bewitching word and 
the bewitched word must be forgotten...The dead must be buried, lest they return as ghosts 
which haunt the living ones.‰The Poet, the Warrior, the Prophet, 17–18. 
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philosopher.
36
  As such, Wittgenstein is not interested in engaging philoso-

phy on its own terms, because in his estimation, the terms are fundamental-

ly broken. Instead he moves forward by establishing a different picture that 

resists a baptism by philosophy. As Alain Badiou notes, Wittgenstein refuses 

to deal with any of the theses or figures of philosophy because to do so 

would be to give philosophy too much credit. Badiou goes on to describe 

WittgensteinÊs work as an „anti-philosophical act [that] consists in letting 

what there is show itself, insofar as Âwhat there isÊ is precisely that which no 

true proposition can say.‰
37
 Alves is interested in applying much the same 

therapeutic treatment to theology, refusing to engage it by using its lan-

guage or methods. It is only in this anti-theological act that Alves is able to 

offer something truly different (namely theopoetics).  

 BadiouÊs analysis of anti-philosophy includes another, less radical cate-

gory of thinker: the sophist. Derrida serves as one of BadiouÊs representa-

tives of sophism, who, as such, mirrors the emptiness of the philosopher 

back to his or herself, yet still participates in philosophyÊs language game in 

order to show its folly. In choosing deconstructionism as a method to do 

the same in theology, I believe Caputo too is ultimately unable to escape the 

linguistic game that he sets out to problematize. The mirror of deconstruc-

tion shows theologyÊs emptiness, but is not able to create anything new.
38
 

Deconstruction is only derivative in this sense·contemplative in AlvesÊ dis-

tinction between the two accounts of truth. This is an important clue as to 

                                                             
36

 Here anti-philosophy is contrasted to sophistry in an excellent analysis by Alain Badiou. 

The sophist performs their therapy by holding up a mirror to the philosopher so that they 

are able to view their own empty reflection, however, they play the philosophers game by 

mirroring. The anti-philosopher, by contrast  (unsuccessfully, according to Badiou) delegit-

imizes philosophy by refusing to share its norms.  See Badiou, WittgensteinÊs Anti-
Philosophy, 30; 39–40; 77. As a side note, while BadiouÊs analysis of philosophers, sophists, 

and anti-philosophers is excellent, his conclusions in this book are antithetical to what I 

am proposing here. 
37

 Badiou, WittgensteinÊs Anti-Philosophy, 80.  
38

 Alves writes that as a teacher he felt restricted to „mirroring,‰ but eventually had to go 

„through the looking glass‰ to dance with words. Alves, The Poet, the Warrior, the Prophet, 
6. 
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why deconstructionism has not gained much traction in the church. It is a 

derivation of a particular disciplineÊs language, and while it may share 

common themes with the Gospel, it is not the Gospel itself nor does it find 

its energy in the Gospel. DeconstructionismÊs energy is derived from a nega-

tion, and the space which this negation leaves is inhospitable to the creation 

of something new (as it is a space still defined by that which it negated·

anything new will necessarily grow out of the matrix of the deconstructed 

system). 

 Alves, and arguably theopoetics, is interested in more than mirroring, 

sophistry, or negation. Instead he is interested in offering another picture 

that stands in contrast to theology but does not accept its terms. This is the 

reason that Alves no longer makes explicit arguments against various theo-

logical positions in his work. Instead, he demonstrates an entirely different 

method. While deconstruction is busy dismantling idols, standing ready 

with a hammer in hand to perform its style of therapy on any new con-

struction, theopoetics is quietly creating on new ground.39 Certainly this 

new construction risks becoming an idol, but if it does, the theopoet simply 

moves on to another site, in hopes that people of faith will leave the struc-

ture that has become self-enclosed (regardless of whether or not it has begun 

to be deconstructed) and participate in constructing a new space on wild, 

untamed, and promising new ground.40  

                                                             
39 A detailed account cannot be included in this essay, but „new ground‰ means something 
genuinely new, not a negation of what has come before. Alves relies on an idea of unsup-
portive space, similar to khora, as the site for the genuinely new to be spun into the world 
(as a spider builds a web over the abyss). This unfounded openness is central to Alves es-
chatological vision of  all of life, including language and the creation of meaning. See the 
first essay in The Poet, the Warrior, The Prophet for AlvesÊ account of this khoratic space.  
40 Part of this methodology is wrapped up in the very pragmatic method of political re-
sistance that Alves develops alongside liberation theology. Alves promotes a showing rather 
than saying, and a showing that does not rely on negation, because negation and revolt 
maintain the power structures that are at the very root of the problem. See Alves, Tomor-
rowÊs Child, 185–88.  
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 For Alves, as meaning-makers, humans are always building homes for 

themselves in the world with their words.
41
 The world is not naturally a 

home for us, but we make it so by giving it human meaning through our 

language. Hyper-vigilance regarding the idol building capacity of our lan-

guage would leave us unnaturally preoccupied, and cause us to postpone 

our homemaking in the world. We are called to be created co-creators in the 

world. The first task of the earth-creature (besides letting go of the breath of 

life·exhaling: a constant reminder of the giftedness of our lives) is to name 

the other living things in the world. To name is to give a human face to the 

world, to begin to make a habitable space.
42
 Theopoetics is primarily about 

the humanization of the world and thus about our making a home within 

it. For Alves, as this homemaking requires language, it not only requires our 

concepts, ideas, and names, but also our desires, dreams, and imagination. 

 Deconstructionism, though a unique form of negation, goes about the 

ÂdoingÊ of its work as prassō. It practices the discipline from which it 

launches its criticism, whether that be philosophy, theology, history, or eth-

ics. Instead of creating a new picture (poieō), deconstruction enters deep 

into the picture to show it as a disconnected group of pixels that do not 

necessarily hang together in the way that the photograph or photographer 

would have us believe. Certainly this is a legitimate method, and one that 

helps break us free from those who would hold a picture over us as the only 

way to construe reality. However, because the life of faith is about creating 

meaning in the world, creating new pictures to inhabit and explore is some-

thing that the church does by nature. Theopoetics is able to honor this crea-

                                                             
41

 Alves, The Poet, the Warrior, the Prophet, 3. 
42

 For Alves, this ability to create a home for ourselves in the world, and to impose our 

dreams and desires upon it, is a uniquely human gift. For example, he writes: „All animals 

manage to survive by adapting their bodies to nature.... Animals survive by naturalizing 
themselves.‰ (Alves, TomorrowÊs Child, 157. Emphasis original.) In contrast, humans sur-

vive by humanizing the world.  
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tive, embodying drive of the church in a way that deconstructionism cannot 

handle.  

Concluding Remarks 

 The upshot of this analysis for me is not, as it might appear, to launch a 

successful critique of deconstructionism. Deconstructionism as a therapeu-

tic method can and does play an important role in the life of the church. 

Instead, the point of this essay is to forward a method that allows anyone to 

participate in naming God and, more importantly, to enflesh the presence 

of God in the world without being trained in the ways of the philosopher 

or theologian (for truly, to be a competent deconstructionist, one must first 

be a competent philosopher). In other words, the ordinary life of faith (and 

the language that comes with it) is able to do the work of the church with-

out needing the supervision of the appropriately trained academic to avoid 

committing idolatry.43  

 I am suggesting that theopoetics offers an alternative picture, one that 

derives its energy primarily from the faith community and the Gospel.44 It is 

a method that is directed by creative action seeking the possibility of GodÊs 

dwelling in all of creation. As such, it is not closed to anyone that is inter-

ested in exploring, expounding, and embodying the faithfulness and prom-

ises of God. It is not a method that first requires the knowledge of a partic-

ular jargon. It is for this reason I am most critical and suspicious of decon-

structionism, as it is only effective for someone who has a working 

knowledge of the history of theology and philosophy (try explaining why it 

is essential that God not be described as „being‰ to an average person of 

                                                             
43 As opposed to CaputoÊs assessment, in which one must be a philosopher of religion with 
a Hegelian heritage to participate in radical theology. The Insistence of God, 116. 
44 I should clarify what I mean by „faith community.‰ I take the it to be a description of a 
group of people committed to living-by and living-out the faithfulness and promises of 
God. It is my hope that this category is as broad as possible and it is certainly not limited 
to any form of religious organization or doctrinal confession. Religious organizations, 
when they are functioning at their best, derive their energy from this pre-existing commu-
nity of individuals, not vice-versa. 
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faith·they rightfully will not understand why such an important negation is 

important because when they say that „God is‰ or „God exists,‰ they do not 

usually intend to make an ontotheological statement). For this reason, I be-

lieve that it is important to define theopoetics as an orientation that is dis-

tinct from deconstruction.   

 If deconstruction assumes that reflection on the language of faith is a 

„contemplative‰ posture close to its own, it will never give way to theopo-

etics which concerns itself with the creation of the genuinely new, that is, 

with an aim to change the structure of reality. Pious contemplative postures 

will always judge this as an over-reaching (idol building). I hope to say, 

alongside Alves, that we do more than contemplate the (im)possibility of 

GodÊs promised future. Indeed I hope that we do more than proclaim it or 

wait in hope for its coming. Instead, I hope that we actively make (or fail to 

make) God bodily present to our fellow human beings and to creation as a 

whole with the vision of God becoming all in all. To answer this calling 

means practicing LutherÊs imperative to „sin boldly‰ in pursuit of such em-

bodiment (hence deliberately „risking idolatry,‰ perhaps the greatest possi-

ble offence for the postmodern academic with a religious ear). If we hope to 

witness the humanity of God, we cannot devalue our own authentic calling, 

abdicating our responsibility to embody GodÊs desires in the process. It is 

this calling that I believe theopoetics can honor. As such, I have hope that 

theopoetics will take hold in the church and offer something that decon-

struction cannot: the promise of a fully embodied faith. 
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