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 Rubem A. Alves invites the reader in The Poet, The Warrior, The Proph-

et to share a meal with him: a meal consisting of words that consume the 

party guests!  As Alves prepares and cooks the ingredients, he tells the read-

er, his guest, a series of stories, proverbs and reflections on a variety of top-

ics such as epistemology, academia, biblical studies, theology and poetry. 

Alves begins in the void, in the wordless realm of silence, and produces for 

his guest, a meal so delicious that the guest desires another taste of the meal. 

 As one of the more profound works from one of the founders of libera-

tion theology and delivered as a series of lectures in 1990 (the Edward Cad-

bury Lectures), Alves invites his dinner guests, listeners and readers to draw 

out of the void a new epistemological departure point or new set of ingredi-

ents to cook and consume: 

 

Theology wants to be a science, a discourse without inter-

stices⁄/It wants to have its birds in cages⁄/Theopoetics in-

stead,/empty cages/words which are uttered out of and be-

fore the void⁄the deep sea⁄deep forest⁄empty cathedral, 

where our thoughts become light and jump over the abyss.1   

 
                                                             
* Patrick B. Reyes is a Doctoral Candidate at Claremont School of Theology, completing 
his dissertation A Decolonial Latin@ Practical Theology: An Ethnographic Poetics of Lib-
eration for graduation in May 2015. He has published research regarding Liberative Reli-
gious Education, Critical Pedagogies and Decolonial Theory. He currently serves the Center 
for Spirituality, Dialogue and Service at Northeastern University as the manager for spirit-
uality, education and dialogue initiatives. His current research and practice focuses on cre-
ating and delivering programming regarding interfaith dialogue, nonviolence and interreli-
gious practices with an emphasis on decolonization and material liberation.  
1 Rubem Alves, The Poet, the Warrior, the Prophet (London: SCM Press, 1990), 99. 
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 Acting as the theopoet, the alchemist, the uncaged bird, the sound of 

the wind in the void, the poet who „plays his song to the living ones,‰ the 

prophet who „believes that Eros is eternal⁄as dreams‰ are eternal, and 

speaks to the living, the dead, the wind and to God, Alves poetically orches-

trates for the reader a symphony of new understanding, performed by Oc-

tavio Paz, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, psychoanalysis, Lao Tsu, Ludwig Feuer-

bach, Beethoven, T.S. Eliot and friends.
2
 In order to hear the performance 

or participate in the meal, Alves calls his guest, the reader, to unlearn static 

modes of participating. Marching is not dancing he claims. In a lecture ti-

tled Unlearning, there is no doubt that this epistemological march where 

„no improvisations are allowed,‰ where the mirror only reflects, leaves the 

learner in a static or systematic mode of Âfollowing,Ê in a dreamless universe, 

as a being whose accidents are left untransformed by the Word.
3
 It is here, 

in the mirrorless, imagined and dream universe, where people can fly like 

birds, without destination, not seeking conclusions, but merely seeking new 

skies to fly in and new voids to peer into. 

 As the reader joins AlvesÊs dinner party, the „magical ritual‰ where the 

meal transubstantiates „like the sacrament: the real thing happens when 

words are added to bread and wine,‰ and the guests become companions.  

The Eucharist then becomes the reversal of normality: „we eat and drink the 

bread and the wine, but it is the bread and wine which eat us. We are to be-

come what they are: the body and blood of Christ.‰
4
 The reader becomes 

the Word.  As Alves works through dinner, he offers the recipe for his meal.  

The reader, the listener, his dinner guest, is the recipe or at least has the rec-

                                                             
2
 Ibid., 136. 

3
 Ibid., 6. Cf. 50: „Under the scrutiny of objective criteria of knowledge, bread remains 

bread and wine remains wine. A mediaeval theologians said, the ÂaccidentsÊ remain the 

same. And yet they affirmed that by the power of the word an imperceptible change took 

place: a new ÂsubstanceÊ is there, in the place of the old: the body and the blood of Christ.‰  
4
 Ibid., 15.  
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ipe deep within his or herself, within his or her own story and understand-

ing of the Word. 

 Therefore, the power of storytelling is asserted not only through the bib-

lical story, but that story, „like a sonata, a love embrace, a poem, a sunset: 

we want them to be repeated, because their savor is inexhaustible.‰5 The po-

et, better yet, the theopoet, looks for the story, the Word that emerges from 

the silent void. The Word, for the theopoet and his guest, is merely the edge 

of the abyss, a balcony seat in the symphony hall, but 

 

The abyss, itself, is clouded with mist, surrounded by silence. The 

ten thousand words which communicate the knowledge of the ten 

thousand things are useless: the wind cannot be caught with nets, 

the beauty of the deep and dark woods vanishes in the air if the lan-

terns are lit. A word is then heard: a word which is not knowledge, a 

word which is not a cage for wild birds. It says without saying, like 

a work of art; it evokes, like poetry; and, as a fish that one wants to 

catch with oneÊs bare hands, it elusively escapes from our control. 

Christology: a poem is recited before the Void.6   

 

 Naming what emerges from the void is both a magical and sacred act: 

Christology. Names carry their own histories, emotions, feelings, knowledge 

and their own distinct ways of relating to those names. The discipline of 

naming and remembering the story of Jesus is allegorically traced by Alves.  

He asserts that there is a difference between how the villagers tell the story, 

„the villagers made use of poetry and by the use of metaphors they jumped 

over immense abysses of time and space,‰ and the way the enlightened in-

vestigated through particular hermeneutical lenses and pronounced the 

                                                             
5 Ibid., 25.  
6 33; 41: Alves asserts stories are like music: „The symphony: every time it is played its mag-
ic happens again.‰  
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truth.
7
  As the community gathered to tell their metaphorical and poetic 

story, the enlightened unveiled the historical man to the community caus-

ing the community to lose their ability to poetically dream or imagine the 

story.
8
  

 While the story for that community may have been lost, Alves offers a 

glint of hope. If the community were to gather and cook those words, the 

Word might be transformed into something else.  If the words of the en-

lightened are cooked and blended with the poetry and metaphors of the 

community, dreaming and imagining can not only happen, but becomes a 

pleasurable experience that the community can all share in.  The act of 

cooking, must be a poetic act, no explanations, no returning to the ÂrawÊ 

goods that are to be consumed (the Word), but one must dance into the 

ritual and find pleasure in the mystery! 

 In this new poetic imagining, there is a political power. Beyond theolo-

gy, liturgical acts, biblical hermeneutics and knowledge of God, poetry be-

cause of its power to dream and imagine, expresses truth to power (or the 

poet performing the poetry does).  The poet has the opportunity to dream 

of utopias and then live those dreams. Thus, the poet becomes the warrior 

and „is a body which has heard the voice of the poet has been possessed by 

beauty and flies like the arrow into the future by virtue of the bow of pow-

er.‰
9
 Likewise the prophet, „invokes something which is beyond knowing 

and doing: God⁄‰ but in order to articulate this to the prophetÊs listener, 

he or she becomes the poet, returning from the „edge of the cliff,‰ seeing all 

things differently, beautifully, transfigured, „before the Abyss, the beautiful 

dream, the beginning of the World.‰
10
 

 There is no doubt that Rubem AlvesÊs work is truly original, thought 

provoking and peers over the edge of the void.  His words are the sympho-

                                                             
7
 Ibid., 67. 

8
 Ibid., 71.  

9
 Ibid., 120.  

10
 Ibid., 141. 
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ny he describes and the Word truly consumes the reader.  On the one hand, 

a reader can criticize the text with regards to the rather blind acceptance of 

traditional liturgical acts and theology, specifically his allusion to the Gos-

pel story, sacraments such as the Eucharist and his references to academic 

thinkers; however, through these voices and recognizable features, Alves is 

able to poetically relate a story - the Christian narrative - to his audience in 

a boldly imaginative way.  Through privileging the metaphor, theopoetics – 

as opposed to theology – Alves invites the reader back into the origin of the 

Word, God, the void, where one ceases to start from concepts such as origi-

nal Sin, but rather begins by peering into the void and listening in anticipa-

tion for the Word to emerge from that space.  

 Taking his story, his metaphor, his unlearning into academia, where one 

competes to learn, to offer the truth, the historically accurate, the non-

allegorical, is a struggle.  Writing a reflection explicating his metaphorical 

language and storytelling and relating it to theological discourse not only 

seems to violate his work – in that doing so is only acting as a mirror to his 

own creative act – but also is to never venture out on the spiderÊs web to 

peer into the void, to avoid the edge of the abyss. However, the reader has 

been invited to the table to dine with, listen to and perform with Alves.  To 

truly peer into the void would be to listen to Alves and then perform theo-

poetry for the community, to imaginatively retell the biblical story.  He 

claims, „Praxis: what we do with our hands: this is the key to Paradise.  For 

Paradise to return our desire must not be bigger than our hands.‰11 Allow-

ing the mystery of his words to stand shrouded in the mist and dive head 

first into the mysterious lake, go hiking in the dark woods, to put our 

hands at work in paradise, unlearning all that one knows, and participating 

in the Void, listening for the Word, would be to perform and dance with 

Alves: praxis.  

                                                             
11 Ibid., 108.  
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 How can one dance their way through the looking glass?  Like any good 

performance, practice brings one to the performance, but the act of playing 

a particular piece happens only once.  The rhythms, chords and base lines 

may be worth repeating, but they are never the same.  The performance does 

not begin and end with those that perform, but invites others listening to 

dance in a boldly new way. Those that listen to the performance, neither 

playing nor dancing, remember and name the event. When the music stops, 

the performance sits suspended in silence, people dream, imagine and antic-

ipate the next sound to emerge, for the instruments to be played again, 

when the people dance once more and the sound is resurrected, when bod-

ies are resurrected in the flesh.  Play in the void, dance over the abyss and 

anticipate the next performance: eschatology. Theopoetics has the potential 

to be the digestion of a variety of disciplines, as opposed to the regurgita-

tion of the exegetes and hermeneutist. The Poet, The Warrior, The Prophet 

is an honest attempt to dance with many partners, listen to the artists and 

perform with an ear for a new sound from the Void, from our experience of 

the Divine. Rubem Alves, we will miss you. We will continue the dance. We 

will continue to play and peer into the void.  
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