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Extended abstract

Contemporary philosophical and theological discourse consistently
manifests innovative approaches to sacred text interpretation, underscoring
the significance of reexamining and recontextualizing sacred texts about
contemporary human existence. In the present epoch, characterized by
extensive discourse regarding post-atheistic paradigms and the potential
for divine reconceptualization in modern human experience, the theopoetic
approach emerges as a distinctive hermeneutical framework within Western
theological thought. Scholars in this domain have extensively analyzed
the philosophical-theological underpinnings within Western religious
intellectual history, proposing theopoetics as a methodological alternative
to dogmatic interpretative traditions.

The theopoetic framework elucidates the dual nature of divine encounters
through both theological and theopoetic dimensions. While the layperson
might initially conceptualize theopoetics as a mere synthesis of poetic
and theological elements, such an interpretation fails to comprehend the
term’s etymological complexity. The construct comprises two fundamental
components: the poetic aspect, which transcends mere abstraction by
incorporating form, verbal expression, visual elements, and sensory
perception, thereby enabling experiential and conceptual engagement.
Concurrently, from a theological perspective, this framework extends
beyond abstract theoretical constructs. Theopoetics fundamentally
constitutes a comprehensive methodology for conceptualizing, imagining,
and apprehending divine manifestations. This dynamic interplay between
human and divine creative processes defines the essence of theopoetic
engagement. Within this theoretical framework, divine manifestation is
intrinsically linked to human participation in actualizing creation’s promised
potential through temporal-spatial embodiment, imagery, corporeal
expression, artistic creation, and practical action.

The contemporary introduction of theopoetics, initially termed theopoiesis,
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occurred through Stanley Roman Hopper’s 1971 lecture, emerging from
deliberations within the Art and Religion Society of the American Academy
of Contemporary Culture and Religion. Subsequently, theopoetics has
evolved to encompass multiple functions: as an indicator of textual
devotional qualities, a distinct genre of religious literature, and a postmodern
theological perspective. A pragmatic definition is the systematic study and
experiential practice of divine knowledge through textual engagement. In
this context, theological texts serve as vehicles for divine revelation, with
the term’s essence deeply rooted in its etymological origins.

Amos Wilder advocates for a theopoetic approach to Christianity that
meaningfully engages with contemporary religious experience through
inclusive rather than imposing linguistic frameworks. Wilder posits
that such theoretical accessibility would enhance public engagement
with Christianity's redemptive potential. Hopper and Wilder employ
theopoetics as a distinct nominal concept, denoting a religious, linguistic
mode they consider fundamental to Christian revitalization. They contend
that theological reconnection with public consciousness necessitates the
development of novel theopoetic expressions - a linguistic framework that
simultaneously honours Christian traditional foundations while capturing
contemporary divine experience.

This divine and spiritual experiential dimension finds its natural expression
through poetic language, as individuals frequently discover greater
accessibility to divine encounters through poetic rather than logical
theological frameworks. The privileging of artistic expression over
doctrinal formulation in divine reconnection raises fundamental questions
regarding the relationship between creation and doctrine. Poetics is the
primary bridge between linguistic expression and physical embodiment,
serving as both mediator and medium of human-divine interaction. This
framework suggests that centuries of doctrinal and abstract theological
disputes depart from authentic theopoetic engagement, culminating in the
reciprocal proposition. Everything sums up in an academic reformulation of
this statement: We create God, and God creates us, i.e. human participation
in divine creation mirrors divine participation in human formation.

The Role of Productive Imagination in Theopoetics

The transformative capacity of imagination in theopoetics warrants
careful examination, particularly regarding its evolution from a
historically reproductive function to a productive and creative force. Paul
Ricoeur’s systematic analysis provides a coherent theoretical framework
for understanding this transformation. Throughout his intellectual
development, Ricoeur meticulously analyzed the philosophical history of
imagination, distinguishing between pre-Kantian reproductive imagination
conceptualizations and productive imagination theory’s post-Kantian
foundation. Ricoeur’s central thesis posits imagination as the fundamental
catalyst through which abstract concepts materialize into concrete works,
thereby effecting tangible changes in reality and human experience. His



&$ Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar
(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 2 (5), Autumn 2024 & Winter 2025

assertion that only “imagination has the power to shape a world and generate
a work” encapsulates this transformative potential. Within this theoretical
framework, artistic and literary works emerging from creative imagination
possess the capacity for dynamic epistemological transformation of their
audience, transcending mere mimesis.

The integration of imagination with experience, language, and concept
is crucial to Ricoeur’s analysis. Influenced by Wittgensteinian thought,
Ricoeur conceptualizes imaginary representation as inherently iconic,
whereas productive imagination is a form of observation-dependent
portrayal. This theoretical framework encompasses poetic and non-poetic
imaginative forms within the broader paradigm of iconic functionality.
Significantly, imagination’s primary relationship shifts from perception to
linguistic creativity, manifesting particularly in poetry and religious arts.
The linguistic, creative dimension, facilitated by creative imagination,
emerges as a paramount mechanism for theopoetic realization. Language’s
capacity for creation represents a fundamental human aspiration, as
words optimally functioning serve to reveal divine mystery within human
experience.

The implementation of creative theopoetics necessitates theological
revitalization and the alignment of Christian aesthetic experience with
contemporary sensibilities, imagery, and ritualistic practices. Modern
artistic expression, media, and subcultural manifestations demonstrate not
iconoclastic tendencies characteristic of medieval periods but rather the
emergence of novel, imaginative structures that diminish the traditional
sacred-secular dichotomy.

Ricoeur’s theoretical framework, serving as a contemporary paradigm for
productive imagination in artistic and media contexts, has heightened the
significance of imagination’s active force in religious experience. These
imaginative horizons, embedded within contemporary lived experience,
demand recognition and analysis. Artists and poets have demonstrated
particular advancement in this domain, suggesting the need for a more
comprehensive study of their systematic implementation of imagination.
In conclusion, theopoetics emerges as a methodological pathway for
directing productive imagination toward the reconceptualization of
religious aesthetics in the contemporary context. This framework offers
valuable insights into the intersection of imagination, religious experience,
and artistic expression in modern theological discourse.

Keywords: Theopoetics, Productive imagination, Sacred text, Paul Ricoeur,
Christian aesthetics
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