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The Common Significance of
Poetics and Theology
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Yang Huilin, Renmin University of China
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O RBKE FFLL O MR -7 (For O is over and therefore he is
Cod.)

PR, BTLL P B I (For P is power and therefore he is
God.) '

QEF, FrLL Q B 3% (For Q is quick and therefore he is
God.)
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SERH, KL S HE L (For S is soul and therefore he is
God. )

TEHA, LU THE LA (For Tis truth and therefore he is
God. )

USRS, BT, Ut L+ (For U is union and therefore he is
God.)
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XE=Z/MAhr, Brkl X i/ B3 (For X has the power of three
and therefore he is God. )

YRBR, LY ME F% (For Y is vea and therefore he is
God.)
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XA ) 2 SRR A B M RE A AR IR AR T R S P S K
ERE,BRE 199 E, HEHWERHE T (HINER)
( Radical Orthodoxy)— 15, FFH BB R R IFITTI R P AEIHE, &
WEREFFHED AL BRAHE - B AR A R

L EEBETICES 18582007 RO



HERE"NHE S RE AMETE

RS D, BB M R (nikilism ) 8K 2E (desire) 1 B
(erotic ) . B K (bodies) \ Y& T (the city). ¥ 3 (aesthetics ) . /3% &
(perception) (T 5k (musie) % 3 1% 55 1 ¥ 2 3 581, M 590 4% 00 ) J 4R
JEe :—FHHT M E (A New Theology) .

5 i 440 HE FE 0 22 KA T - 57 DU /R ( David Jasper) ,— 7
T 4R 3 “ BP9 F K B9 SO VR R e e 4151 1 6 T 6 B B S
MR, B—F SRS A T R R EESR, W
B4 A EE AR B2 36 (Samuel Coleridge) BB BTN & , F A B
LR BRI RLAANTE SAEREFEERMABET
RELBHOHMARBLSETFEERY RENEZEHORT
B2

g I 07 29 A8 2 o 4 4% /R (Martin Heidegpee) — B3 BfE 18 BOB
BOTE - “ 4B AR 9 B AR B 152, AT 2 5% I I (prophetic) , fL#2 g
AT S50 (prophets) -+ - BF A M B B B W T, BAE IR
48— L O AT 36 LS L AR A R N —
B LB RORS AR, FEA BB Y LI SIS - RIEF AR
B AR 00 S T, R A TR TR A R S 2 R
WOHFIER AR ZFRMT - MR KRS 0B i
o5 B 1 B, U 1 KA B 47 O

O John Milbark, Calkerine Pickstock and Graham Ward edited, Ruadical Orthodoxy: A
New Theolugy, London and New York: Routledge, 1999, * Acknowledgement” .
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The Comimon Significance of Poetics and Theology

Yang Huilin, Renmin University of China

A few years ago, the new wurk of Gayalri Chakurvorty Spivak,
Death of A Discipline {New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), set
off a spate of heated discussions that led to the reassessment of the

common significance of Comparative Literature. Some applauded his

thesis; others challenged it. Whether the reactions represented deep

concem for the discipline or strong defense of its legitimacy, we do well to

review its methodology, and more importantly, its fundamental pmnﬁses.

The relationship between Theology and Poetics iz one of the foci of
our research interests. Comparative Literature and Western Contemporary
Theological- Religious Studies are essentially academic extensions of
Theology and Poetica. Set apainst the context and issues discussed by
Spivak, the value definition of “ Theology ™ and “ Poetics 7, their
fundamental premises, and their contribution to the field of humanities

draw many parallels with Comparative Literature.

Many quote Max Miller—— "“He who knows one, knows none”
as the seminal concept behind the discipline of Religious Studies.
“Comparative Literature” is also grounded in the same notion. Baoth
disciplines share the concemn for “The Other” and its definition.

The concept of “comparison” by definition prefers a pluralistic



perspective 1o a monistic one, where “the spesker” is spoken to; “the
observer” , observed; and “the conceiver”, conceived. No one namative
should monopolize the center stage. What we have then is a * Completely
Other” , set apart from “us” . This is precisely the theme of Contemporary
Theology: “Let other be other” or “Let God be God” . 7T

Within the confines of Literature, such “pluralism” is somewhat hard
to envision. But theolopgians have learned from the philosophical language
of Heidegger thal the primary function is not speech, but hearing. @ Here
it implies the emergence of “the Other”, who exists apart from *the
subject” .

With this as a starling peint, our study will go beyond the common
meaning of Comparative LUiterature, Comparative Culture, and
Comparative Religion. We must look to the very structure of “speech”
itself. If today’ s humanities are challenging the discourse of power and
appointed systems of truth, if they are seeking the certainty of meaning
after tradilionally ratified meanings have been shaken in their very
fourrdations, then Comparative Literature and Religious Studies can
contribute in a significant way.

To further the comparison with the perl depicted in Death of a
Discipline, Coniemporary Theology and Religicus Studies are themselves
the product and solution te a similar crisis in traditional Theology as they
challenge any particular monistic speech. Mircea Eliade pointed out that

@ David Tracy, Dialogue with the Qther: the Inter-religious Dialogue , Louvain; Peeters
Press, 1990, p. 49,

@D Fdward Schillcbeecks. Understanding of ¥aith , translated by Zhe Xischong, Hong
Kong: Dacfeng Press, 2004, pp. 55 - 56.
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different religious phenomena actually share “the unique principle”. Tn |

other words, “we do not wake up to the coherence of the spiritual history
- until modern times, "%

If we approach Religious Studies from the perspeclive of Literature,

“we could gain insights that may not be readily available from the

standpoint of faith. For example, Karl Barth, father of 20" century

theology, discussed in an essay Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and his work,
Nuthan the Wise . He validated Lessing’ s spirit and power with his famous
words: “If God were to hold out enclosed in His right Hand all Truth, and
in His left hand just the active search for Truth, theugh with that the
condition that I should ever exr therein, and should say to me: Choose! I
should humbly take His left hand and say: Father! Give me this one;

absolute Truth belongs to Thee alone " ®

As another example, consider 18" century English poet, Christopher
Smart. Here is a quote from his long poem, Jubilate Agno:

For H is a spirit and therefore he is God.

For 1 is person and therefore he is God.

For K is king and therefore he is God.

For L iz love and therefore he is Cod.

For M is music and therefore he is God.

For O is over and therefore he is God,

For P is power and therefore he is God.

T Mircea Eliade, A History of Religions Ildeas, translated by Wu Jingyi, Taibei:
Shangzhou Press, 2000, p. 30, p. 32,

@  Kar Barth, On Cotthold Ephraim Lessing . see his History and Revelation , transtated by
Zhu Yanhing, Beijing: Huaxia Press, 2006, p. 333,



For Q is quick and therefore he is God.

For R 15 right and therefore he is God.

For 8 is soul and therefore he is God.

For T is truth and therefore he is God.

For U is union and therefore he iz God.

For W is warth and therefore he iz God.

For X has the power of three and therefore he is God.

For Y is vea and therefore he is God.

For Z is zeal and therefore he is God:-

At the time, Smart was seen as a mad poet, confined to an asylum
and of Little consequence to the literary world. But in 1999, a group of
British theologians published a book, Radical Orthodoxy, quoting from

Jubilate Agnu . They noted: “we hope that what we have written is not

foreign to the spirit of -+ Christopher Smart.”? The hook explores
uncouventional theological themes such as nihilism, desite, erotic,
bodies, the city, aesthetics, perception, music, ete. and defines itself in
the subtitle: A New Theology.

David Jasper is a contemporary British theologian. While he
emphasized “the inescapable religions end towards which the study of

great works of the imagination points us”, he was also aware of “the

importance of the reading of literature for theology” . Inspired by the poet,
Samuel Coleridge, Jasper hoped that Coleridge’ s thought would awaken
the Christian community: “Ile, who begins by loving Chrstianity better

than Truth, will proceed by loving his own Sect or Chureh better than

D John Milbank, Catherne Pickstock and Graham Ward edited, Hadical Orszdl.my; A
New Theology , London and New York: Routledge, 1999, “Acknowledgement” ,

BEHOHCFTUCE 18152007 RO
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Christianity, and end in loving himself better than all ,"®

Martin Heidegger once said, “Poets, when they are in their being,
are prophetic**+ but they are not prﬁphetS"' His dream* is divine, but it
does not dream a god.”® These are thought provoking words. Earlier on,
the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley had expressed similar ideas in defense of
poetry: “Poets, according to the circumstances of the age and nation in
which they sppeared, were called, in the eadier epochs of the world,
legislators, or prophets: a poet essentially comprises and unites both (hese
characters. For he not only beholds intensely the present as it is, and
discovers those laws according to which present things ought to be
ordered, but he beholds the future in the present:-+ Not that I assert poels
Lo be prophets in Lhe gross sense of the word, or that they can foretell the
form as surely as they foreknow the spirit of events: such is the pretence
of superstition, which would make poetry an attribute of prophecy, rather
than prophecy an attribute of poetry. @

In recent years, many scholars in the Christian church are affirming
the relevance of literary research and art eriticism in an unprecedented
way. It is more than mere tolerance or recognition that Christian themes
exist in literature. They are fundamentally acknowledging that the study of

Literature and the study of Theology have much in common, Fngland’s

(T David Jasper, The Study of Literaiure and Heligion: An fetrodiciion . Minoeapolis:
Fortress Press, 1989, p. xi, p. 2.

Z  Jacques Dernida, Acs of Religion , ediled by Gil Anidjar, New York: Routledge . 2002,
p. 54.

@& Percy Bysshe Shelley, 4 Defence of Poetry, translated by Miao Langshan, see Trandoted
Aesthetic Works by Miao Limgzhn . Beijing: Press of Renmin University of China, 1998, vol 3, p.
138,




University of Clasgow has established a Center for the Study of Literature
and Theology and is publishing a series on Literature and Theology.
University of 5t. Thomas in U. 8. A. has also established the UST
Catholic Studies Interdisciplinary Cormmittee, and stated explicitly, “The
interdisciplinary aature of the academic analysis of ant énd literature
provides a model for the integration of diverse subject matier and
approaches characteristic of Catholic $tudies.”?

When Chinese scholars devote their attention to both Poetics and
Theology, Comparative Literature and Religious Studies, they are not only
discovering the essence of Westem culture through theology or religion,

they will be reaping the benefits of mutual invigoration and self discovery.

Tr  Clinlen A, Brand, “Catholic Celtuee in Lileralure and An”, see Sister Paula Jean Miller
& Richard Fossey adited, Maepping the Catholic Cultural Landseape, p. 5.
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