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Abstract 

 
The event of the poem disrupts and disorients the reader as 
the poem itself discloses complexity and nuance. Veiled ref-
erences unveil as the poem discloses that the fire to come is 
the fire of the sun that lets us see the day. Poetics becomes 
an event, a call for us to be attentive to a situation. 
HeideggerÊs reading of HölderlinÊs Ister Hymn offers tools 
for poetic hermeneutics in complex, uncertain and foreign 
contexts. Can pastoral caregivers read bodies in such a fash-
ion?  Pastoral theologian Merle Jordan quipped with his stu-
dents that „pathology is idolatry‰ and played doubly on the 
expression since pathology was a result of an encounter with 
demonic texts and secular scriptures and that pathologizing 
itself reduced the complexity of a person to a flattened diag-
nosis.1 Pastoral care has a different tack than pathology, and 
that is inviting the text of the body to speak. Pastoral care 
recognizes that the person is a complex happening. Pastoral 
theology and HeideggerÊs poetic hermeneutics in dialogue 
inform pastoral theopoetics and pastoral care for bodies. 

 

Now come, fire! 

We are eager 

to see the day. 

 

                                                             
*Andrew Tripp is a scholar of practical theology, and a practitioner as a hospice chaplain. 
Andrew is completing his dissertation on congregational practices of care for urban poverty 
at Boston University. His research interests are at the intersections of pastoral theology, 
social ethics, and human need. 
1 Merle Jordan, Reclaiming Your Story: Family History and Spiritual Growth. (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 49-51. 
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 Hölderlin began his hymn to the Ister with these words, and these words 

inspired Heidegger to offer a course devoted to just this poem.  

ForHeidegger, the poem exemplified the way poets poetize with their poetry. 

Now come, fire! Is not just an opening, but an invocation, since the fire 

that is called is the primordial fire - the light of the sun invited into the 

day.  HeideggerÊs own prose waxes poetic as he articulates: 

 

The call simultaneously calls upon that which is called, such 

an invocation attesting to the dignity of that which is called 

upon. Here, that which is to come comes of its own accord. 

It is not the call that first moves that which is coming to its 

coming. Yet if „the fire‰ comes of its own accord, then why 

is it called? The call does not effect the coming.
2
 

 

This examination does not make the poem easier, and if anything 

HeideggerÊs own analysis of the poem makes HölderlinÊs words more com-

plex. The event of the poem disrupts and disorients the reader as the poem 

itself discloses complexity and nuance. Veiled references unveil as the poem 

discloses that the fire to come is the fire of the sun that lets us see the day. 

Poetics becomes an event, a call for us to be attentive to a situation.
3
 

 Could pastoral caregivers read bodies in such a fashion?  Pastoral theo-

logian Merle Jordan quipped with his students that „pathology is idolatry‰ 

and played doubly on the expression since pathology was a result of an en-

counter with demonic texts and secular scriptures and that pathologizing 

itself reduced the complexity of a person to a flattened diagnosis.
4
 Pastoral 

care has a different tack than pathology, and that is inviting the text of the 

                                                             
2
 Martin Heidegger, HölderlinÊs Hymn „The Ister‰, trans. William McNeill and Julia Davis 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 5. 
3
 Ibid., 1. 

4
 Merle Jordan, Reclaiming Your Story: Family History and Spiritual Growth. (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 49-51. 
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body to speak. Pastoral care recognizes that the person is a complex happen-

ing. Pastoral theology and HeideggerÊs poetic hermeneutics in dialogue in-

form pastoral theopoetics. This paper will begin with voices of pastoral the-

ology, followed by HeideggerÊs poetic hermeneutics, leading to reflections 

on constructive pastoral theopoetics. 

 

Pastoral Theological Perspectives 

 

 Twentieth century pastoral theology grew from a discourse of psycholo-

gy, social work, and ministry. Pastoral theology learned from psychological 

language and the clinical setting. Three figures offer important illustrations 

of the development of pastoral theology in the past century. Brief vignettes 

of Anton Boisen, Charles Gerkin, and Bonnie Miller-McLemore elucidate 

contemporary pastoral theologyÊs development.  

 Anton Boisen was a key figure in twentieth century pastoral theology 

and theological education. He began the Clinical Pastoral Education pro-

gram that to this day teaches pastoral practice and reflection in a clinical 

setting. Boisen coined the phrase „living human document‰ as a way for 

clergy to recognize that the person was as much a sacred text as scripture, 

and in as much need of exegesis as scripture. Naming the person as a „living 

human document‰ was not just an attempt to bring experience to the table 

as a partner in theological discourse. Rather, the depth of human experience 

deserved the same respect and the same need for interpretation as scriptural 

texts. The body requires interpretation and understanding instead of pa-

thology and categorization.5 

 Charles Gerkin claimed Boisen as a spiritual ancestor, and developed 

pastoral theology that bridged the psychological with the theological using 

                                                             
5 Charles Gerkin, The Living Human Document. (Abingdon: Nashville, 1984) 37-38. 



 

Tripp | Scripted Bodies          

 56 

the bridge of GadamerÊs hermeneutic theory. Gerkin hinted at the possibil-

ity of the poetic in his text, Widening the Horizons. He articulated: 

 

(O)ne of my goals is to participate in the recovery of poetic, 

storylike language for pastoral care. It is not my wish to re-

duce everything about pastoral care to the language of story, 

but rather to explore with the reader some of the possibili-

ties of envisioning pastoral care in our time by means of the 

appropriation of a language of metaphor and story.6 

 

Meaning making and memory are narrative in form, but the unfolding 

event itself is not narratival. The unfolding event and the poetic find simi-

larity in layers of veiled and unveiled meaning.  

 Gerkin recognized that the bodyÊs language might confound the pasto-

ral caregiver. The body in distress uses troubling language confounding the 

caregiver and potentially the one receiving care. Gerkin notes about the 

body in distress that „(it)Ês own reporting of his or her inner world of expe-

rience was to be respected and heard as having an authenticity and right of 

its own, no matter how peculiar its language. What was needed was an in-

terpreter and guide.‰
7
 The pastoral caregiver needed to mediate the language 

of the troubled body with the language of religious tradition. Gerkin tasks 

the caregiver with entering into the language world of the body in distress, 

to understand the context and the situation leading to the bodyÊs own trou-

bled language. The caregiver is not an absolute judge devoid of context and 

particularity, but instead the caregiver herself is a body with a context and a 

history. Gerkin instructs pastoral caregivers „to enter that personÊs world in 

such a way that a merging of experienced reality can take place.‰
8
 

                                                             
6
 Charles Gerkin, Widening the Horizons.  (Westminster John Knox Press, Philadelphia, 

1986), 29.  
7
 Gerkin, The Living Human Document, 39. 

8
 Ibid., 43. 



 
THEOPOETICS vol. 1 no. 2 (2015) 

57 

 Bonnie Miller-McLemore recognized the profound interrelated nature 

of human experience, so recoined the phrase from „living human docu-

ment‰ to „living documents within the web.‰9 One reason she altered the 

phrase was concerns for those bodies who have not been or are not able to 

speak for themselves. Miller-McLemore wanted the voiceless to speak and 

the marginal voices to be heard, since the ability for a body to speak or be 

heard comes from specific societal valuations of what bodies are important, 

and what bodies are not of value.10 Miller-McLemoreÊs work develops the 

ability for the body more fully to let its own event unfold before moving to 

interpretation since the pastoral caregiver, often terminally educated, comes 

from a location of privilege that requires profound work to hear the voice 

of a location of marginality. 

 Pastoral care in the tradition of these three figures primarily has fallen 

within the realm of individual care. Such pastoral care came from a profes-

sional - be it a pastor, chaplain, or pastoral counselor - and was bestowed 

upon an individual. However, pastoral theology is beginning to grow into 

more communal forms of care, both in corporate provisions of care and in 

work for justice.  Stephen Pattison, one of the most outspoken critics of the 

overly individualistic model of pastoral care offered a definition of pastoral 

care that opened up the telos of pastoral care and the role of caregiver. Pat-

tisonÊs definition of pastoral care is, „that activity, undertaken especially by 

representative Christian persons, directed towards the elimination and relief 

of sin and sorrow and the presentation of all people perfect in Christ to 

God.‰11 While Pattison states that the most common identity of pastoral 

caregiver is Christian, it is not exclusively so. At first glance, the Christo 

centrism of the definition seems glaring, but Pattison further develops the 

                                                             
9 Bonnie Miller-McLemore, „Revisiting the Living Human Web: Theological Education and 
the Role of Clinical Pastoral Education.‰ Journal of Pastoral Care and Counseling 62 
(2008): 3.  
10 Ibid., 10. 
11 Stephen Pattison, A Critique of Pastoral Care (London: SCM Press, 2000), 13. 
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definition to explain its historic character.  Pastoral care stems from the 

context of communities that inspired and were inspired by the biblical tra-

dition. These specific communities acted against sins of harm to the widow, 

the poor, the orphan, but also acted toward a vision of communities more 

in line with a vision of divine justice.12 As such, pastoral care is not just to 

help individuals in distress conform better to their world with spiritual 

soothing. Rather, such care creates spaces and communities where the world 

is cared for, and when necessary the world is confronted for social change. 

Communities formed in this manner allow agency to develop among those 

harmed by sins of oppression and dominion, leading to greater flourishing 

for all people. Those harmed by societyÊs inscriptions may become the very 

agents of societal change for a more just future.13  

 Poverty, injustice, and oppression are social sins that demonstrate why 

social care is a necessary dimension of pastoral care. Social forms of sin in-

scribe on individuals sorrow and harm, but working against the sin that 

caused the harm must include work to ameliorate the social causes of those 

sins.14 It is insufficient for pastoral care to only help an individual who is 

suffering without also examining why the person is suffering, and work to 

prevent others from suffering in such a manner. Restoration of the fallen 

world, and presenting all of creation to God as goodness, is a spiritual activ-

ity that endeavors to recognize the powers of the world that manifest sin. 

Because our very context is fallen, recognizing the work of sin requires at-

tentiveness and encountering of our own context as foreign in order to rea-

lign our understanding toward original goodness as the norm instead of our 

present fallen state. The world itself is veiled and unveiled as pastoral care 

attends to the sorrowful inscriptions of sin, where the familiar becomes 

strange and the strange familiar. 

                                                             
12 Pattison 13-14. 
13 Ibid., 91-92. 
14 Ibid., 15. 
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HeideggerÊs Poetics 

 

 Heidegger recognizes the complexity of the poetic word both veiling 

and unveiling meaning, offering a location for revelation while at the same 

time obscuring understanding. The Ister hymn closes with:  

 

Yet what that one does, that river, 

No one knows 

 

Heidegger articulates that the river is not veiled in meaning by the poetÊs 

own words, since the river veils itself. The river is an event, since the flow of 

water is constant, and the river itself is always in flux. Knowing the river 

would imply a static nature that is not the event of a river.15  

 Heidegger traces the root of the veiling and unveiling offered by poetry 

back to PlatoÊs articulation of the sensory and the imaginary. The imaginary 

for Plato was supersensory, and hence the most real in an unchanging form. 

The sensory was corporeal, so it was not nothing, but not eternal. Only the 

essence of the eternal was displayed in the corporal form. The work of art 

pulls the observer toward the supersensuous through the beckoning of 

something in the sensory realm. Art as such is metaphysical, since art con-

jures and unveils the real from the ingredients of the temporal.16 Following 

such an argument, the Ister Hymn is neither only about a river, nor a sym-

bol to a specific form in the noumenal realm, since both reduce the active 

event of reading the poem. The poem is not fully heard in flat interpreta-

tions of the purely sensuous, or purely noumenal.17 The poem as an event of 

the sensuous and the noumenal allows the poem to irreducibly speak. 

                                                             
15 Heidegger, 19-20. 
16 Ibid., 24-25. 
17 Ibid., 26. 
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 The Ister hymn particularly suits HeideggerÊs poetic hermeneutics be-

cause the poem is of a river. The river is a journey, as the activity of the riv-

er is travel through constancy. Attending to a river is attending to dyna-

mism and change in a particular and concrete location.
18
 Attending to a po-

em, and listening to the poem speak is witness to dynamism and complexi-

ty. The domesticity of a poem, or as Heidegger articulates, the homely na-

ture of oneÊs own, relates to the journey one takes through the foreign be-

fore the domestic comes to be. Something cannot be familiar until the 

journey through the strange to find oneÊs place in the world.
19
 Understand-

ing and appropriating poetic language comes from attention to the event 

through the journey through, and finding oneÊs place in, alien uncertainty. 

However, domesticity never fully is free of the foreign.  Hercules is invited 

in the Ister hymn, with the Greek guest spending time in the Germanic riv-

er. 

 Thus it surprises 

 Me not, that he <the Ister> 

 Invited Hercules as guest, 

 Gleaming from afar down there by Olympus, 

When he in search of shade 

From the sultry Isthmus came, 

For full of courage were 

They even there, yet there was need, for the spiritsÊ sake, 

Of cooling too. 

 

 The Greek god of strength, martial prowess and bravery spends respite 

time in the river. The foreigner in hospitality finds domesticity in an alien 

land. Difference can find itself a home in oneÊs own domestic context. As 

such, the work of journeying and the encounter of difference is the precise 

                                                             
18

 Ibid., 30. 
19

 Ibid., 59. 
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activity that allows for the cultivation of domesticity. HerculesÊ invitation to 

the Ister beckons to an invitation of the foreign in coming to understand-

ing. In encountering difference and otherness, identity and understanding 

become possible.20 Certainty never exists before the encounter with the for-

eign, and understanding requires constant disruption by the alien even in 

contexts that are thoroughly domesticated. 

 

Existing Pastoral Theopoetics 

 

 HeideggerÊs articulation of poetic hermeneutics offers a means of under-

standing the complexity of the poem. Pastoral theologian and pastor, M. 

Craig Barnes develops a theology of ministry where the pastor herself is a 

minor poet, providing poetry between the major poets of the Christian tra-

dition. The major poets were consumed by a deeply veiled truth of GodÊs 

reality which called to them, leading them to articulate time and again their 

vision of GodÊs true way of faith, of justice, of peace, of sanctity. The major 

poetÊs lives were given over to their glimpse of GodÊs revelation. The minor 

poet is not so consumed.21 

 According to Barnes, the lives of most pastors are not that of the major 

poet, but that of the minor poet. Following T.S. Eliot, Barnes articulates 

that the role of the minor poet is not to discover new truth, or to proclaim 

truth to all people, but to articulate the truth of a tradition in a specific 

context to a specific people.  The role of the minor poet is not to provide a 

flat description of what is, nor a flat prescription of what should be, but 

instead should lift up the divine activity in the mystery of what is happen-

ing at present.22 The minor poet acts as an interpretive guide, where the 

                                                             
20 Ibid., 142. 
21 M. Craig Barnes, The Pastor as Minor Poet: Texts and Subtexts in the Ministerial Life. 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2008), 25. 
22 Ibid., 26. 
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truth of the gospel message may be spoken afresh in ways the specific con-

gregation or congregant might hear. 

 Barnes comes at his pastoral theology as a pastor of a congregation in-

stead of a pastoral caregiver in a clinical setting. Instead of the minor poet 

nurturing and tending to the soul of an individual, the minor poet is re-

sponsible for the shepherding of a congregation. The pastor as minor poet 

dives into the quotidian to find GodÊs mystery revealed in the ordinary, and 

to shepherd her flock to experience GodÊs mystery just underneath and 

among the ordinary.23 Caring for and nurturing a flock of relatively healthy 

members requires attention to the happening of the ordinary. In the midst 

of the ordinary, GodÊs agency and mystery still manifests.  

 Melanie MayÊs work with theopoetics, the body, and resurrection pro-

vides many resources for pastoral care and pastoral theology. MayÊs text, A 

Body Knows, reads as confession, spiritual autobiography, and theopoetic 

reflection on her at times distressed relationship with her own flesh. May 

shares several deep personal truths, including a life touched by cancer, long 

encounters with mental illness, her own female flesh, and life as an out les-

bian. These truths live in her flesh, and caused anguish in her flesh, at times 

killing her flesh. Drawing on Audre Lorde and Amos Wilder, May explains 

that her writing is the continual process of binding and loosing, of making 

and naming and remaking in theopoesis. The nameless pains and inscrip-

tions only become named through this work, as she grappled with the in-

scriptions society placed on her for a proper womanÊs place, inhabiting a 

flesh that never could be proper.24 For May, confessions and truth telling fly 

in the face of logocentric theology that emphasizes the word over and above 

the flesh. Logic, authority, and dominion, long the realm of theology tech-

nocrats do not respond kindly to the broken and diseased flesh of someone 

                                                             
23 Barnes, 34. 
24Melanie A. May, A Body Knows : A Theopoetics of Death and Resurrection (New York: 
Continuum, 1995), 24-25. 
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whose very life shows that our norms are constructed and policed. However, 

May illustrates that the broken and crucified body of Christ still rises in 

new ecclesial communities all over the world. These ecclesial communities 

such as Base Communities, African independent church, house fellowships, 

Women-Church communities, and the like demonstrate people who mend 

the divide between word and flesh. As such, they incarnate the gospel and 

provide for meaningful relationships and justice in their local communities. 

These new ecclesial communities understand and practice their faith based 

on a definition of church where the people are the church.25 Church is not 

primarily an institution, a hierarchy, a clerical caste conducting ritual prac-

tice, but rather the web of relationships of people coming together to live 

the gospel.  

 In light of MayÊs ecclesiology and confessional theology, pastoral care 

opens up to places of presence. Presence - attending to one self and to those 

around you is the way of theopoetic care. Presence is not showing up and 

passively letting another be in physical proximity. Rather, it is an active par-

ticipation in communion.26 Presence is fully offering oneself to the foreign, 

and to the other in ways of hospitable co-existence. Being present includes 

being present to the self, which may very well be estranged when one has 

not spent time attending to the self. Our conceptions of self and identity 

often come from others as inscriptions of norms, yet presence to the self 

disrupts these inscriptions with the presence of the foreign as our own self-

estrangement becomes apparent. Presence cultivates flourishing, as caregivers 

more fully present themselves before the holy as good, and attend to the 

goodness of creation in others.  

 

 

 

                                                             
25 Ibid., 39. 
26 Ibid., 69. 
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Constructive Pastoral Theopoetics 

 

 BarnesÊ work is quite commendable, but engages primarily with the 

metaphor or image of poet instead of entering into the depths of the poetic 

itself. A clumsy reduction of BarnesÊ message places the pastor as a transla-

tor of an insensible Word to a people otherwise ignorant except for the 

work of the pastor. Poetic hermeneutics is not an act of translation, but ra-

ther interpretation. When Heidegger works through the Ister Hymn, his ex-

amination is not just of the river, or rivers itself, or even an examination of 

the images of Promethean fire and the fatherland present in the poem. In-

stead, Heidegger calls for recognition and attention to the event of the po-

em. Pastoral theopoetics should build from HeideggerÊs poetic hermeneutics 

to construct a way of calling pastoral caregivers to attend to the happening 

of the body in distress. 

 Boisen began a trajectory of calling clergy to the real sacrality of the 

body. His own body was distressed, leading to a few mental breakdowns and 

time spent in institutions. His experience of those institutionalizations, 

along with his experience returning to mental health provided him with a 

tangible understanding of how strange the language of the body can be. 

Gerkin and Miller-McLemore carry on the tradition of pastoral theology 

through the experience not only of those with mental illness, but also with 

those whose bodies are inscribed with the distress of racial, sexual, and eco-

nomic injustice. The living human document in the web is not a static text 

that might be analyzed, and categorized neatly.  

 Caring for bodies inscribed with distress means delving deep into the 

distress. Understanding the distress is not seeing distress as a symptom that 

can be alleviated, nor entering the supersensuous to find a noumenal expla-

nation for the distress. Both flattening paths deny the event of the whole of 

the body. The whole body is both sensual and supersensual, both physical 

and noumenal. The body in distress veils and unveils meaning and mean-
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ing-making, which requires that the pastoral caregiver recognize the funda-

mental foreign nature of the experience and language offered by the body in 

distress. Learning from Heidegger, pastoral caregivers should recognize that 

understanding is a journey into the unknown. We can come to understand 

and care only when the hard work of interpretation allows us the enter into 

the poetic world of the inscribed body that reads as sacred as any text of 

scripture, and in just as much need of interpretation.  

 Pastoral care continuously journeys through the unknown, since even 

the most domesticated realms trusted to health erupt with difference and 

pain. Loving communities into wholeness grows in understanding, where 

focus of pastoral care ever expands from historic care for the mentally ill, to 

justice for the poor, the widow, the orphan, to justice for racial, ethnic, and 

sexual minorities. The goal of pastoral care leads to a vision of flourishing 

goodness for all of creation. Similarly, coming to understanding for 

Heideggerian poetic hermeneutics is a never-ending journey, continually 

upset by the foreign even in the very source of domesticity. The work of 

pastoral care against the inscriptions of sin on our bodies, our communi-

ties, and our world leading to a presentation of creation to God as goodness 

is an eschatological vision toward which communities of faith endeavor. 

Incremental acts of care, of hospitality, of space creation and community 

cultivation journey toward a domestication of such a vision. The vision is 

the kingdom of God, an eschatological kingdom in its fullness, but like the 

poem is both unveiled and veiled in the present.  

 Journeying toward the eschatological kingdom is necessarily theopoetic. 

The journey requires the foreign, and the alien to continuously disrupt our 

forging of home in our context. As GodÊs Spirit enters in the encounter be-

tween the pastoral caregiver and herself or another, moments of Pentecost 

happen. GodÊs Spirit dwells in and among the caregiver and the cared for, 

leading to ever more complete revelation. However, as Rubem Alves ex-

plained, „Pentecost is madness, non-sense, the breaking of the familiar rules 
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of understanding, the revelation of a knowledge which had remained hid-

den. Wisdom emerges from foolishness.‰27 Preconceptions must be disrupt-

ed for the body to speak, for the pain and the inscription to speak, but 

more importantly for the original goodness of creation to speak. The pre-

sent social order, the powers and principalities of the present world caused 

the painful inscriptions of estrangement and deprivation, but the present 

social order is the context for understanding.  

 The eyes, mind, and heart of the pastoral caregiver are shaped by the 

fallen order, but with the power of attentive presence and the indwelling of 

the holy the pastoral caregiver journeys to establish a new domesticity in the 

alien land of goodness.  The pastoral caregiver journeys with all those dis-

tressed and marked by the forces of sin, as this journey combats the norma-

tivity of sin. Words break on the madness of goodness, where the decent, 

the moral, and the wholesome are revealed to be fruits of the same fallen 

order as poverty, oppression, and injustice. Perversions, differences, and al-

ienation reveal themselves to be the very sources of wisdom where the un-

derlying goodness of creation are seen, because the flesh considered the 

most debased is as sacred as the flesh considered most ascetic and pure. 

Communities of flourishing and presentation of creation to God as good-

ness is an indecent journey, since care is for those most in pain, and wis-

dom and knowledge rises from the real lives and concrete experiences of 

those who suffer. Theopoetic pastoral care is the never-ending journey to 

build domesticity, to find our collective home, in the goodness of our crea-

tion especially at the sites where claiming such goodness is foolishness. Our 

home may be ever disrupted by hospitality to the alien in our midst, but we 

are called to recognize this gift of otherness and disquietude as a means for 

us to better travel the journey toward GodÊs kingdom. 

 

                                                             
27

 Rubem A. Alves, The Poet, the Warrior, the Prophet, The Edward Cadbury Lectures 

(London: SCM Press, 1990), 14. 
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