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The essays in this volume are literary-critical in nature and at the
same time ventures in speculative philosophy and theclogy They propose
a model for reading literature theologically, even as they illustrate a meth-
od for thinking through fundamental problems of theology in specifically
literary terms. They constitute a quest for poetic and religious vision grant-
ed each in and through the other Understanding language and its life as
metaphor proves to be crucial to this endeaver. Although the path opened
owes no speciﬁc allegiances to schools or movements, rcrrospecrivcly it
seems accurate to characterize the viewpoint that emerges as a postmodern
negative theology of poetic language. This perspective is presented asan al-
ternative to the apocalyptic theology of Thomas ]. J. Altizer, since Altizer’s
work similarly, but di{:f:ercnrly, apprchends genuincly cpoch-making theol-
ogy in works of literary and linguistic imagination. This positioning of the
work finds its way to explicit articulation in the last of the four essays.

These discussions of poetry and apocalypse fit inte a broader proj-
ect of reading Western literature from within the horizon of a poetics of
revelation. Concertedly, they treat literature (in certain of its most potent
instantiations) as religious revelation. But at the limit of apocalypse both
terms of the equivalence lose their identity: revelation is no longer revela-
tion, just as literature can no longer be literature. The mediation of the
letter no longer has any place in the face of the immediate presence of
a_pocalypse, and neither can anything be revealed any more, cs_pecially not
in the literal sense of “revelation,” or re-wﬁing, when all veils have been
stripped clean away by apocalypse. It is the region in between poetry and
apocalypse that stimulates the sort of thinking that these essays embody
and explore. The sequence of essays follows the mutual co-implication of
literature and theology as modes of representation that parallel and con-
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verge upon each other up to the point where both would vanish into the
apocalypse of what is beyond representation altogether. This Unrepresent-
able is what each of these modes of representation in its own way moves
toward and evokes.

Taken together, the essays suggest that peetry and apocalypse need
each other. Each in some ways becomes vitiated when it loses contact with
the other. The first essay exposes weaknesses of apocalyptic as a genre unto
itself and discovers apocalyptic visien at its most authentic and vibrant
rather in poetic prophecy. The second essay explores the radical secular-
ization of revelation as poetry in the Christian epic tradition. It finds that
even in James Joyce this poetry has not forsaken—and cannot shake—its
vocation to be theological revelation. The third essay highlights a specific
aspect of poetic representation that has played a crudal role in religious
revclarion—na.mcly, rypology. It shows how rypological representation is
constituted by the dyna.mic of repetition, a topic pursucd further in the
fourth essay. T have sketched a general theory of the metaphericity of lan-
guage elsewhere,! here, T attempt to account for revelatory capacities inher-
ent in the rypologica.l dynamics of ﬁgurarlvc languagc due to the intrinsic,
constitutive repetitiveness of the type.

Nevertheless, a key to the mutual dependence of poetic representa-
tion and theclogical revelation in a general sense is the inherent metapho-
ricity of:languagc (as discovered eminenrly by Vico): language originates in
and as the radical disclosure of world as an ambit of truth or a revealment
of things as they are (thought by Hcidegger as aletheid), and at the same
time in the weaving of the veil of representation, essentially the “turning”
of the “verse,” which is poetic metap hor. The one acrually takes placc in
and rhrough the other, so that language in its inrrinsically poetic character
is inherently both revelation and at the same time a mediation interpesing
itself and, to that extent, covering over things as such—“reality” in its ul-
timate, unspca.kablc truth. This is rea.liry such as it, presurnably, would be
presented by apocalypse.

If apocalypse reaﬂy takes place, then, it does so notin language at all.
Apocalypse is the mement when language at its limits shatters and all be-
ings are speechlessly present and open to one another, the moment when
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all articulable differences are surpassed. It is my conviction that this “meo-
ment” outside of and before speech must be the premise for all our dis-
courses if they are to escape entrapment by invidious world-orders im-
posed in an inevitably imperialistic manner I further maintain that such
a speechless openness cannot be engineered by any logical process or pro-
tocol, but rather can be induced through the agency of poetry that bears
language to its point of rupture. We must first become aware of the intrin-
sically poetic nature and underpinnings of all cur communications. Then
we need to see how poetry by #ts nature opens toward what lies beyond the
grasp of our language, toward what is here being called “apoca.lypsc. " This,
1 believe, is how undcrsranding and tolerance among human bcings com-
mitted to radically disparate belief systems can be fostered.

These issues are highly theoretical, yet they are discussed with a view
to recovering modes of understanding necessary for enabling genuinely
open dialogue and cross-cultural communication in increasingly apoca-
lyptic times—times in which incomprehension between cultures threat-
ens to precipitate the world into Armageddon. Parﬁcularly, the lead essay
is framed, in sections i and v, by a pragmatic, hermeneutic meditation on
the vital importance of learning to hear and interpret theological discours-
es, with an ear cspccially for their apocalypric intransigencies and madness,
in _poerically open and sensitive ways, lest they become disasrrously frac-
tious—and not just within the academy.

The three pieces following the first essay all revolve to a considerable
degree around interpretations of James Joyce Joyce emerges as a crucial
figure for the question of apocalyptic peetry in medern times. He takes on
an exemplary role in demenstrating a much more general apocalyptic vo-
cation of literature. This specific focus is determined by engagement with
current criticism presenting Joyce as the apocalyptic culmination of Chris-
tian epic tradition and projecting a suggestive new cutlock en the mutual
implication of literature and theology Reading poetic language in Joyce's
transformation of the novel thus turns out to complement the focus on the
languagc of lyric in the poetry of Paul Celan, Wallace Stevens, and others
in the lead essay. Read as a coherent sequence, the essays trace, along a tra-
jectory beginning from the Bible and then for the modern era with Dante,
a genealogy for poetry as prophecy becoming apocalyptic.
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The bock thus breaks down inte essentially two parts. The second
part, comprising essays [I-IV, elaborates a rhcory of poetry as apocalypsc
in the tradition of the Christian epic as it develops from Dante to Joyce.
The first part, comprising the longer essay I, placcs the discourses onoet—
ry and a_pocaly_pse, starting from the Bible, inte the framework of a theory
of dialogue. This theory is developed from the Frankfurt school’s critical
theory of religion interpreted in a negative theclogical key that contrasts
with Habermas's thinking on dialogue. It probes the possibilities for dia-
logue between cultures, especially between theological fundamentalisms
and modern secularisms. Poetic and apocalypric discourses, rhrough their
mutual qualification and enhancement of one another, thereby prove to be
pertinent, in an indirect but highly signiﬁcantway, to our efforts to under-
stand and communicate with each other on this precarious planet.

Of course, this book cannorprercnd to intervene direcrly in the po-
litical crises of our time. Still, our training in the humanities is not irrel-
evant to how we as a nation and culture relate to others, not least impor-
tanﬂy on the international scene, and T urge that a sense of this relevance
can well inform the way in which we pursue such studies. Studies in the
humanities should contribute to refining the modes of thinking and com-
munication that we need te employ in dealing with people around the
world. Fed from our deepcst sources of insight, such studies can hel_p to
nourish and shape the very spirit with which we undertake these critical
encounters.



