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“Somewhere Between Faith and Doubt”:

R.S. Thomas and the Poetry of Theology Deconstructed

Ben Astley

. . . There was a vacuum 
I found myself in, full of echoes 
of dead languages. Where to turn 
when there are no corners? In curved 

space I kept on arriving at 
my departures . . .

. . . Where are you? I 
shouted, growing old in 
the interval between here and now.

(“Pluperfect”)1
I
In first approaching the religious poetry of R.S. Thomas, we are likely to be conscious, above all, of a sense of frustration and anguish. We are aware of 
a poetic desperately committed to, and yet hopelessly disconnected from, that which is sought. We are aware of Thomas’s preoccupations with the language and nature of religious discourse, and his obsessions with the expression of personal faith. We are conscious of a man struggling with despair and of a world out of contact with God.

However, in re-examining these poems, we may become aware of other forces at work. We find profoundly subversive, deeply destructive and ultimately mischievous texts. We find a poetic which, even in the act of undermining religious discourse, manages (in a sense) to reconstruct itself, and even imagine a form of religious peace beyond the initial despair and longing. Finally we find a body of work which inhabits the same universe as some of the century’s most radical thinkers—most notably, perhaps, the sceptical philosophy of the French post-structuralist Jacques Derrida.

By looking at Thomas’s work in this way we may be able more fully to appreciate the depth, subtlety and modernity of his writing. As Joseph Conrad wrote:

The yarns of seamen have direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies within the shell of a cracked nut. But Marlow was not typical . . . and to him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonshine.2
Like Marlow, R.S. Thomas rejects a conventional account of, and search for, “meaning” (the constant striving for the “kernel” of truth), and instead looks for a new way to express the mystery of religious faith. He begins to examine the significance of Christian paradox and the fundamental nature of religious discourse. Thomas is keen to highlight the difficulties involved in expressing a positive language of religious conviction and he exposes the metaphysical assumptions integral to this way of articulating faith. In so doing he moves toward an expression of “negative theology”—an anti-metaphysical theology inscribed within a poetry of deconstructive capability.

Thomas’s examination of religious discourse gathers momentum and intensifies between the publication of H’m in 1972 and Between Here and Now, in 1981. In this period the poet can be seen experimenting with both theme and style in an attempt to articulate his faith and to create a sophisticated religious poetic capable of accommodating modern philosophical and intellectual uncertainties. His motive in creating such a poetic appears to have stemmed, at least in part, from concurrent developments in scientific thought, especially the new physics. It is also during this stage that his writing moves closer to certain post-structuralist stances and these two developments may not be entirely unrelated. The removal of scientific certainty, and the removal of external guarantees of “truth” seem to be significant, and they are topics with which this essay is most concerned.

In his essay “‘TheVerbal Hunge’: The Use and Significance of ‘Gaps’ in the Poetry of R.S. Thomas” William V. Davis has written on the various interpretations of the title Frequencies.3 He notes how the various meanings of “frequencies” supplement one another throughout the collection. Expressed in Derridean terms, each reading is both an addition to and a substitute for the last reading. The same is true of H’m. It can simultaneously be identified as an expression of doubt or assent, hesitation or pleasure. As D.Z. Phillips has reminded us:

R.S. Thomas said, “You have to call a book something”, then mimicked two ways of saying it—“H’m” as a question and “H’m” as a purr of contentment.4
We have no way of siding with either one of these two interpretations of the title as both are equally relevant and equally likely. The problem is that all its associated meanings are simultaneously present to the reader and are necessarily implied within each other. The multiplicity of meaning in a title challenges the whole nature of that work. Whether the text is a single poem or a whole collection, every element within the whole is challenged by a kind of centrifugal force. Meaning is constantly pulled away from any grounding centre as the various elements of meaning appear simultaneously at every stage of reading. So with H’m every poem in the collection can be seen as an expression of doubt and assent. hesitation and pleasure. For an example we could take the title poem, “H’m”. The opening lines:

and one said 
speak to us of love 
and the preacher opened 
his mouth and the word God 
fell out. (LP 34)

We initially feel a desperate sense of disappointment both for the people and the preacher. The word “God” falls out like a stone, rather than flies out like a song—this universe is dark and hopeless. However, on closer inspection, the poem transcends these superficial responses. The subject “one” in the first line could refer to one of many (a representative of a congregation or indeed of humanity), or it could refer to an individual person (a preacher reminiscing or perhaps the poet) speaking of himself in the formal personal pronoun. Both interpretations are justifiable and whichever one we isolate could, furthermore, be read either positively or negatively. It is possible to read the opening two lines as an honest request from a group of people eager to hear the word of God. Also it could be read as the happy reminiscence of the preacher. On the other hand the group of people could be attacking the idea of God, and the man of God. There is a strong feeling here that this “speak to us of love” is not a request but a demand. It could be patronizing or ironic and would then represent a literal and metaphoric trial of faith. This interpretation would also fit if the “one” were a single person and it could be that the preacher is remembering a personal trial of faith.

This idea of a trial is important because the meaning of the poem, whether it is a “h’m” of contentment or of questioning, partly hinges on the reading of the opening lines. “Tried” in the fifth line (as the past tense of “to try”) can simply mean to have attempted something, in this case to have striven to know the truth, to know God:

. . . the word God 
fell out so they tried 
again.

However, “tried” can also mean to hear evidence in order to determine the innocence or guilt of an accused person. To read “tried” in this way is to release the word from its traditional syntactic meaning. In traditional readings the word could not be read in this way because the syntax of the poem would not allow it. And yet we can and do read it in this way because the poem feels like “a trial”. Again the free-play of the sign destroys any attempt to reduce or restrict the associations of the sign. This sense, and any sense, are necessarily implied whenever the sign is used.

Following on from this, another reading of the poem could be that (above all?) it represents the trial of traditional ways of talking (especially talking about God) by a kind of deconstructional force. This makes the word ineffectual as a sign of absolute presence and allows only a metaphorical silence to enter the centre of the poem:

speak to us of love 
. . . speak to us 
of God then but the preacher 
was silent.

The poem destroys any sense of the possibility of complete meaning. It can be read as a search for affirmation and contentment (one reading of the word “h’m”) or as a sceptical questioning (an alternate meaning of “h’m”). What we are left with is silence—without comment or “significance” but with a deep resonance and a kind of stillness, of peace. We are always between meanings, never able to move fully into line with any systematic interpretation because of the play between meanings, and this play becomes both the discomfort and the drama of the poems.

This is typical of the way Thomas constructs (or rather deconstructs) his work in this period and thus becomes a significant statement of his intent. We are aware that his “words” or signs are not to be limited or restricted by any simple or literal meaning, that they are rather left free to resonate and echo with a variety of associations. This is one of the central ideas of Derridean deconstruction—meaning is always deferred. This means that interpretations are always numerous and that the “text” is always open. If we escape from a Platonic bias (the attempt to restrict the sign to an absolute or transcendent signified) what we see is the free play of the sign, a multiplicity of possibility without the security or restrictions of guaranteed meaning. Derrida argues for a:

. . . Nietzschean affirmation—the joyous affirmation of the free play of the word and without truth, without origin, offered to an active interpretation . . . This affirmation then determines the non-centre otherwise than as loss of centre. And it plays the game without security.5
It is important to recognize within Thomas’s poetry a similar loosening of restrictive presence—his most successful poetry of this period is deconstructive, meaning is always already deferred. He “plays the game” (both of poetry and of religious belief) “without security”, implying that only on these terms can it (and they) have authentic meaning in and for the modern world.

At this point it seems appropriate to bring into the discussion Thomas’s views on the new physics. In “The Listener In The Corner” from The Way Of It he writes:

. . . The universe 
is a large place with more of 
darkness than light. But slowly 
a web is spun there as minds like 
his swing themselves to and fro. (LP 89)

This seems to be an important poem as far as Thomas’s scientific interest goes. He starts by seeing the universe as a place of immense spiritual emptiness. “But slowly / a web is spun”, science has discovered, within the infinite universe, a place in which (perhaps) divinity can begin to make sense. This is crucial because Thomas is attracted to the “new physics” for exactly this reason. The tendency from (at least) Darwin onwards to view science and religion as incompatible has been challenged by new theories on how the universe works. In his important essay “Unity”, Thomas has argued that the shift in scientific thinking (of, among others, Heisenherg and Schrodinger) removed materialistic certainties and created a place for some type of force, energy, or spirit, as the basis of the universe. He goes on to suggest that:

By shifting the emphasis away from matter as something solid to something closer to a field of force, contemporary physicists have come to realize just how mysterious the universe is, and that we need qualities such as imagination and intuition and a mystical attitude if we are to begin to discover its secrets.6
If’ the universe is essentially mysterious (a mystery being something that by definition is inscrutable), human beings can never explain its secrets through conventional science or philosophy. As Thomas realizes, this opens up the universe to the poetic imagination (remember Blake’s prophetic “the Poetic Genius was the first principle and all others merely derivative”7), and to religious faith, as ways of coming to terms with the mystery. As Thomas argues:

Contemporary physics’ vision of the nature of being is far more similar to that of a poet or saint. The physicist believes in a living web, which connects everything in the entire universe. All living things are related to each other. and no part of the universe can be harmed or abused without awakening echoes throughout the whole.   (U 33)

Here we see why the metaphor of the web in—TheListener In The Corner—is so important. It is the basis of Thomas’s view on the interconnectedness of all things, and evidence of a divine presence and inspiration in the structure of the universe.

The influence of this revolution in scientific thinking is reflected in his collection Frequencies. In “The Gap” he writes about, “the mystery / at the cell’s core, and the equation / that will not come out” (LP 95). In the poem this is the inscrutable essence of God, the illogical space in which God “hides”. However, this image is taken directly from Quantum Mechanics, one of whose fundamental discoveries is that elementary particles behave in an unexplainable way, or rather in an anti-Newtonian way. This raises huge philosophical and scientific problems which undermine our complete view of the universe:

For an electron . . . travelling at a known velocity, its position at a particular instant can only he expressed in terms of probability. This implies an uncertainty in both its identity and destiny. How can two consecutive observations of the same particle be distinguished from observations of two different particles? If a particle cannot be identified without uncertainty, how can one say what will happen to it in the future? And if identity and destiny are in doubt how can one know whether the law of cause and effect is obeyed?8
This is why Thomas is interested in Quantum Mechanics. It destroys those principles that had dominated western thinking for so long. These principles were in essence atheistic because in a wholly material universe there is no place for an immaterial God. Now materialism is dead there is an imaginable (but unidentifiable) place for God. As J.P. Ward argues:

Our universe is manifestly physical, but seems to have no centre or main point of reference, no encountered God and not even a clear base, at the sub-atomic level, for the physical material that makes it.9
In “At It” Thomas implies that the discovery of Quantum Mechanics is like the divine response to Newtonian science:

. . . But there will be 
no judgement other than the verdict 
of his calculations, that abstruse 
geometry that proceeds eternally 
in the silence beyond right and wrong. (LP 101)

Notice the “abstruse / geometry”, that is, beyond man’s understanding but is the eternal truth of the universe. Thomas’s point is clear: the mystery and enigma of Quantum Mechanics proves to be too much for a logical, scientific view of life. It opens up the same Nietzschean affirmation (to echo Derrida) of becoming in science, as it does within language, so that the new physics seems to chime with the new linguistic philosophy of Derrida. There is no longer a grounding force in science, an explainable, systematic, materialist centre, from which the universe gains meaning. Thomas realizes this:

The West has been under the thumb of reason for a very long time. Because of this we divide everything into A and not-A. Nothing can be both A and not-A at the same time. However, contemporary physics contradicts this by showing that matter is both a wave and a particle at the same time, and by describing the strange behaviour of one of the elements of life, the electron. (U 33)

This account of the collapse of formal reasoning in the light of scientific advancements is clearly reminiscent of the entire deconstructive approach. The western traditions of philosophical reasoning are “logocentric”. They demand an absolute presence—A must be A: not-A cannot be A. But there is a strange indeterminacy in Quantum physics that is similar to the indeterminacy that is the basis of deconstruction. A particle, like a signifier, can be both A and not-A simultaneously. At the heart of traditional scientific method, as at the heart of traditional philosophical method, is the belief in necessary facts (and knowable truths) about the universe. Both Quantum Theory and deconstruction challenge this view and offer, in its place, a contingent and imperfect account of existence. This is why it is so important to place the influence of the new physics alongside Thomas’s deconstructive poetry. These are the main elements at play in his work during the seventies and eighties.

Without a possible conclusion to his search, Thomas’s poetic journey becomes more concerned with “active interpretation”. We must make and remake the poems by a process of constant evaluation and re-evaluation, examining possibilities without attempting closure of the text. We notice that Thomas’s poetry shatters preconceived ideas about the way in which words have meaning and, in an attempt to find a language worthy of the mysteries of faith. He scrutinizes and pushes language to its limits. This testing of religious discourse is a positive move as he is attempting to reconstruct a new language of religious belief out of the shattered remains of the old language. It is also an attempt to create a religious discourse that can withstand the rational philosophical method.

II
Différance is the Derridean term for the free play of all discourses. It is taken from the French différer which can mean either to postpone (defer) or be different from (differ). Derrida identifies the tension between these meanings within the parent term and uses this conflict to undermine traditional philosophic or (in Derrida’s terminology) “logocentric” method. It is essential that words differ from one another (otherwise no language is possible), but particular words can never be absolutely different because of the strange resonance between words. Thus final meaning is always postponed. In the later religious poetry of R.S. Thomas there is a deconstructive energy similar to Derrida’s différance. As Rowan Williams argues:

What seems to be in view here is something like the différance, the “trace”, of postmodern literary theory, the shadowing of language by what is never said, of the solution by the other question not asked or answered. The shadowing is both what makes language possible (because language must be committed to saying this and not that, it is always a suppression as well as expression), and also what relativises and undermines what is said (not only this could he said). (PD 86)

By looking in detail at several of his poems we can see how Thomas deconstructs absolute or literal meaning at crucial stages in his poetry. The use of ambiguous or unstable diction, the destroying of grammatical expectations, and the peculiar visual ordering of his work undermines our interpretive capability, and readings become possibilities not exclusivities. The poems behave as if in a centrifuge because truth is pulled from the metaphysical centre and becomes the play between the elements—and here we must read “play” as both the game and the drama of the poems. Meaning is not unity but the play of différance and, to use another Derridean term, supplément within the text—this later term representing the way words seem to both replace (substitute) and add something to (supplement) each other. For instance in the first stanza of “The Possession” Thomas writes:

He is a religious man. 
How often have I heard him say, 
looking around him with his worried eyes 
at the emptiness: There must be something. (LP 112)

Again we see the importance of Thomas’s title. Possession can mean the act of possessing (ownership), the state of being possessed, or the state of being controlled by, or as if by, evil spirits. We can read this poem as if the “religious man” is possessed by the desire to know the meaning of existence, to know God, and to make sense of the universe. He is “worried” by what he sees in the world but “there must be something”, and this could be a strong assertion of his faith that there is meaning despite (or perhaps because of?) the “emptiness” around him. However, he could also he a man of God possessed not by a yearning for truth but by a fear of chaotic meaninglessness. He desperately struggles for a sense of the divine presence but “the emptiness” is too permanent, too daunting, too omnipresent, for hope. In this sense his “there must be something” is an existential cry of despair and anxiety.

Thomas is alluding to existentialism because it represents existence as ungoverned and disordered. We remember Sartre’s “Why something rather than nothing?”,10 and see in “the religious man” the first attack of nausea as he realizes that existence is:

Without cause, without reason, without goal, without any past or future other than its own permanence.11
This is where the second idea of possession enters the poem. In existential terms, what man gains by this release from purpose is freedom. We possess ourselves because we are free—however fearful this realization may be. In this sense existentialism is similar to deconstruction as both movements destroy a metaphysical presence and countenance a new freedom, a movement away from a “something”(full presence. meaning, reason) toward this free-play of life and language. This spotlights Thomas’s dilemma. However reassuring and comforting were the traditional theological explanations and the comforting (apparent) solidity of religious language, they are unsatisfactory and must he swept away. This leaves faith exposed; we are free but yearn for the certainty of peace. This is the destructive element of a deconstructive process. However, as we shall see, there is another kind of peace to be gained from this search.

The first stanza of “The Possession”, already quoted, is concerned with the struggle for understanding and meaning. Faith and doubt, freedom and purpose, and presence and absence are run together. These express, and reflect, our principal responses to the universe: assertion and denial, entry and withdrawal. What Thomas is doing is showing the constant interaction and supplementation between these opposing forces. This is a principal tactic of deconstruction, that one idea is the substitute for, and yet an addition to, its “other”. In the second stanza this process continues:

It is the same at night, when, 
rising from his fused prayers, 
he faces the illuminated city 
above him: All that brightness, he thinks, 
and nobody there!
The phrase “fused prayers” is itself an expression of linguistic instability, even reversibility. Not only does it have a positive meaning, to unite or to become united, it has a negative one as well, to fail or cause to fail as, a result of the blowing of a fuse. One meaning is an expression of hope, that in the uniting of his prayers prayer itself will become stronger, purer, more concentrated. This fits in with Wittgenstein’s view that “meaning” is a fusion:

We extend our concept[s] . . . as in spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre. And the strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres.12
The opposite interpretation is, again, one of despair. Prayer has failed to offer him comfort; his safeguard has disappeared. Of course the interpretation of “fused” in the electrical sense, may be backed by the other references to light and energy in the poem (the substance of electricity). We find “the illuminated city”, “all that brightness” and “points of light”. However, there is also no escaping the positive associations of these words, especially in the biblical context:

And God said, “let there be light” and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from darkness.13
In Thomas’s lines the interesting idea is the “city”. Thomas describes the stars in the night sky as “the illuminated city” and this metaphor is crucial. The heavens are presented as, and contrasted with, their traditional antithesis—the urban, material, artificial, even sinful human city. As if one reflects while it supports the other. Again Thomas leads us down one path of “meaning” only to challenge that meaning by the instability of the words and phrases he uses. So, when in the concluding stanza we have what seems like a final statement of interpretation, we must be on our guard:

. . . I am nothing 

religious. All I have is a piece 
of the universal mind that reflects 
infinite darkness between points of light.

Here the opening third-person statement “He is a religious man”, is challenged by the first person “I am nothing / religious”. This reflects the ongoing tension between a positive and negative reading of the poem. However, there is an interesting fine break here which forces the reader suddenly to grasp two differing interpretations. We first read “I am nothing”, and only then tag-on the final word “religious” as our eyes scan back across the page. This has the effect of questioning the nature of religion. I am nothing / religious” appears negative but the stress that is necessarily placed on “religious” in fact forces us to question it. Is it the adjective “religious” which is the problem? Almost as if “religious” is the negative attribute? That is, “religion” has become more a matter of respectability than of personal faith, in the sense that a Pharisee (or in Welsh nonconformist terms a member of the Seiat?) is the epitome of a “religious” man?

At the heart of so many of Thomas’s religious explorations are ambiguities, and enigmas. Even as this poem closes we are left puzzling as to the nature of the man’s essential “possession”: “All I have is a piece / of the universal mind . . .” Is this something like Jung’s “Collective Unconscious”, or Yeats’s “Spiritus Mundi”? Or is it more like Spinoza’s “God or Nature”—“whatever is, is in God, and nothing can exist or be conceived without God”?14
Thomas leaves us pondering the nature of man and the universe we live in. He gives us a diction of despair (“emptiness”, “nobody there”, “nothing”), starkly juxtaposed with moments of hope (“illuminated city”, “points of light”). His final image, “infinite darkness between points of light”, allows us some understanding of the problem of being a man of faith and not just a “religious” man—how to possess (or be possessed by) a faith beyond sensible experience?

However this final image is itself paradoxical because within infinite darkness there could he no light. The points of fight must be unexplainable within the very terms the image lays down. This is important. These “points of light” are impossible in exactly the same way that Thomas’s faith is impossible. They cannot he accounted for logically within the grammar and meaning of the sentence. This language cannot account for them just as a positive language cannot account for God. It seems that these “points of light” could represent the divine within the universe and the point is that it is a universe that cannot explain them.

This is why Thomas gives us contrary interpretations to consider. He exposes the conflict within the nature of all language. We cannot get to the root of meaning because the différance at work within language will not allow it. With no possibility of articulating God in a logically consistent way, Thomas is attempting to show bow the illogical, and the impossible, can he expressed through a metaphoric or figurative language that is aware of the fundamental instability of all discourses.

This is not to say that meaning is guaranteed through the use of metaphor but rather that metaphor in being inherently paradoxical (it both does and does not say something or it says one thing and means another), reveals the way all discourse must work. Derrida uses the Greek term aporia in an attempt to explain this:

Aporia derives from the Greek word meaning “unpassable path”, a sense that fully lives up to its later paradoxical development. In Derrida’s hands it represents the nearest one can get to a label or conceptual cover-term for the effects of différance and the “logic” of deviant figuration. What deconstruction persistently reveals is an ultimate impasse of thought engendered by a rhetoric that always insinuates its own textual workings into the truth claims of philosophy.15
We can identify this very process at work within R.S. Thomas’s poetry. The construction of the text constantly undermines its own claims for meaning. The poems are self-engendered paradoxes because one reading or meaning always challenges and contradicts the other (or others). This aporia is dealt with thematically, for example in “Waiting”:

Face to face? Ah, no 
God; such language falsifies 
the relation. Nor side by side, 
nor near you, nor anywhere 
in time and space. (LP 111)

Thomas realizes that language cannot get near to expressing or articulating our relationship to a divine being. We are as separate from God as it is possible to conceive, “nor anywhere / in time and space”, and yet, as the poem reveals, this is only because some ways of speaking create “the gap”, they falsify the relationship, Thomas constantly exposes this “gap” by using examples of the wrong questions, ways of speaking about God that make no sense. In this poem he says, “God, they said, looking in your direction”, while in “The Film of God” he asks “What is the colour / of his thought?” (LP 122). These statements appear ridiculous because they attempt to reduce God to manageable (human) categorization. As if the questions we may ask of each other are equally applicable to God. They attempt to anthropomorphize God in order to understand that which is beyond understanding. In “The White Tiger”, Thomas says:
. . . you can imagine that

God breathes within the confines 
of our definitions of him, agonising 
over immensities that will not return. (LP 120)

By trying to reduce God to imaginable proportions we imprison and degrade hint like the white tiger. The whole reason for our worship (the immensity of God) is destroyed because we try to catch him within our false linguistic conceptions.

The only way to free God (and in doing so free ourselves) is to release him from conventional language and allow his greatness to transcend all discourses. And to have the faith to endure, as emerges in “Waiting”:

Young 

I pronounced you. Older 
I still do, but seldomer 
now, leaning far out 
over an immense depth, letting 
your name go and waiting, 
somewhere between faith and doubt, 
for the echoes of its arrival. (LP 111)
Thomas, in what seems a desperate and dramatic gesture, “lets go” of the name of God, stops the active striving for answers. This could be the last act of a troubled soul but it is only through this letting go that a healing can begin. We see Thomas exposing the only possible space where faith can wait, and once again it is a paradox, a place “between faith and doubt”, an illogical space beyond the reason of man. This space is also between light and dark, knowledge and ignorance, and “here and now”. In fact it is beyond all the possible categories of human thought because, like aporia, full meaning is always inscrutable, always already departed. In “Pluperfect” Thomas writes:

. . . There was a vacuum 
I found myself in, full of echoes 
of dead languages. Where to turn 
when there are no corners? In curved 
space I kept on arriving 
at my departures . . .

. . . Where are you? I 
shouted, growing old in 
the interval between here and now. (LP 136)
Here we get a sense of the frustrations of R.S. Thomas’s search for God within language. As well as being a grammatical term, the title “Pluperfect” comes from the Latin, meaning “more than perfect”, and this, as we shall see, is relevant. Throughout the poem the poet is disappointed by his inability to make progress. There is a feeling of literally going around in circles, “In curved / space I kept on arriving at my departures”. The poet seeks to find God but only finds the failure of all discourse on God. He is in a “vacuum” of meaning, and the only languages available to him are “dead”. These are the positive languages of philosophy and theology, the metaphysical languages of full presence. What he needs is a language to express that which is more than perfect, but language cannot account for this.

Perfection is the highest quality within human discourse and to go beyond perfection is impossible. Perfection is the ultimate expression of “the ideal”, of immaculateness, of flawlessness but Thomas shows us that even this is not good enough. This frustration leads the poet to a cry of despair, “Where are you? I / shouted. growing old in / the interval between here and now”. God resides once again within that illogical space outside human discourse.

We must recognize at this point, however, how Thomas’s diction seems to unveil a way to peace. We have “nothing”, “silence”, “vacuum”, “space”, “ante-rooms”, “anaesthetic”, and “interval”. These words lend the poem a sense of suspended animation, a withdrawal from the striving for truth, and this is important to Thomas’s overall faith. There is the temptation for the ego to demand answers, to put “the self’ before the God it seeks. This diction is important because throughout the poem the sense of frustration is challenged by this sense of quiet suspension, as if only through the cession of the self (of full presence) can we he at peace with God and with our selves. Rowan Williams argues that prayer must work in a similar way:

Prayer is not a drama for the subject, but a suspension of the subject, the thinking ego immersing itself in the sheer process of the structured world as a means to identification with God. (PD 82)
He goes on to argue:

God, for Thomas, is what is (intermittently) shown in the mind’s attempts at stillness or participation in order beyond itself . . . There is therefore no possibility of speaking directly of God with any truthfulness. Probing directly for the knowledge of God is like the “forbidden” search for one’s own interiority. It will deliver only emptiness and so frustration . . . God happens when we are not looking for God. (PD 86‑97)

This suspension of the self is vitally important for Thomas as he comes to terms with his place within the web of life. His theological quest demands a dissolution of the selfish ego and a recognition of the unimportance of mankind. This is significant throughout Thomas’s work but there is a final element in “Pluperfect” which is also crucial. In the last two lines of the poem it is not certain who is “growing old”. The diction and grammar of the poem do not give us a definite answer. This, once more, is Thomas deferring meaning and, so, our ultimate understanding of the poem. If it is the poet (or poet’s persona) “growing old”, then the poem is about the frustrated search for God. The emphasis would he on “growing old” while waiting on God. This would echo many of his poems which stress the endurance of the soul, the patience to go beyond human frustrations. As Eliot says:

. . . wait without love

For love would he love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith

But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting.16
In fact Thomas himself uses a variation of these lines in his earlier poem “Kneeling” (“When I speak / Though it be you who speak / Through me, something is lost. / The meaning is in the waiting.”). However, a far more disturbing interpretation could he placed on the line. Perhaps it is not the poet but God who is “growing old”? The line seems to allow for this interpretation but if God can grow old, is he God? Will he die? Or is the “pluperfect being” frustrated and trapped by our self-interest, our striving for definition? He cannot reveal himself to us, for that would destroy faith, but we are no closer to accepting him on his terms, accepting that struggle and patience are faith (as Eliot puts it). On this reading we are left with a God locked away in a situation beyond human comprehension and patience. We will not wait on him and he cannot wait on us.

Thomas undermines what we believe the poem must be about. He introduces a darker, more despairing, element that questions the entire Christian belief in a God in control. Here he is trapped within a prison of his own making. The “more than perfect” now seems trapped by the less than perfect creatures he produced.

Thomas often defeats the expectations of his readers in this way. He purposefully creates instability and ambiguity by playing upon the différance and supplément within language at large. We can never tie Thomas down to one concrete reading or interpretation of a poem because at crucial moments the poems deconstruct themselves, expose the uncertainty in all discourse. Thomas also undermines the conventional assumptions of his audience because the way his poems are visually or grammatically constructed challenges a “natural reading”.

We can look back to his title poem “H’m” as an example of this. R.S. Thomas does not allow the poem a sense of completeness or unity in either theme or style because the poet refuses to follow conventional stanza and sentence ordering. We can note that the poem starts as follows:

and one said 
speak to us of love (LP 34)

The most obvious feature is the lack of a capital letter at the start of the poem, and the fact that “and” implies that the whole of the poem is an addition to something that has gone before. This has the effect of destroying any sense of completion we may expect as we come to the poem. It takes on the appearance of an almost random selection from a continuing dialogue, one small part of the whole which is language. Just as Derrida denies that “meaning” can be defined by context, so this poem, in opening as it does, deprives us of the context of the utterance, the context which we mistakenly believe would have enabled us reliably to determine the meaning of what is said.

This disorientates the reader as absolute meaning is lost within the processes of différance. There is no punctuation in the poem and this engenders a break down of structure as we are denied the usual pauses and breaks which help to build up the sense of the poem. Words do not reside within a logical and ordered progression of meaning and there is no grammatical beginning or end. What we have is a list of words offering various differing readings and interpretations. Words and phrases link, contrast, and resonate with each other in a way that they could not if the “normal” punctuation were in place. For instance, after “said” in the first line one would expect a colon, and this would separate it from the next line. As it stands, though, it powerfully collides with “speak” in the next line. This has the effect of contrasting the closed and definite past tense (what has been said) with the possibilities present in the future application of “speak”. Possibility and enclosure once again remind us of the contrast between deconstruction and logocentrism:

and the preacher opened 
his mouth and the word God 
fell out.

Here “God” appears emphatically as the word literally beyond all words (it is the word that is farthest to the right of the page). The word “God” seems to be affirmed by its position on the page but again Thomas is (literally) placing it clearly in sight only to knock it down in the next line. He says “God / fell out”, and this is important. “Fell out” can mean “to fall” or “drop out” and one interpretation of this would be that the term “God” can no longer be considered within those metaphysical assumptions with which we usually associate the word. It becomes hollow, awkward, and oppressive to attempt to reconcile the traditional Platonic absolutes of love, justice, and goodness, and so the word simply drops‑out of this system. The lack of grammatical presence and the visual construction of the poem are party to the destruction (or deconstruction) of full presence.

Rowan Williams comments on this type of poem:

. . . unexpected line breaks and a consequent rather jarring enjambement . . . have the effect of redistributing the sense of a statement, destabilising surface meanings, and so relativising the claim of any particular sentence (and it is interesting to note that they work visually more than aurally: Thomas’s rhetoric is generally one of the written even more than the spoken word). (PD 91)

In Derrida’s thought phonocentrism, the privileging of speech over writing, is another example of logocentric thought. Derrida uses the term archi-écriture to reverse this privileging of speech and argues that speech has been traditionally more important only because it has been seen as a direct guarantee of meaning. This meaning is usually identified with the speaker’s self-present intentions whereas the written word, as one step removed from speech, is seen as only an indirect medium of communication. As Derrida argues:

The system of language associated with phonetic-alphabetic writing is that within which logocentric metaphysics, determining the sense of being as presence, has been produced. This logocentrism, this epoch of the full speech, has always placed in parenthesis, suspended, and suppressed for essential reasons, all free reflection on the origin and status of writing.17
By identifying the importance of the written word (especially because of its visual qualities), and interrupting the aural flow of his poetry, Thomas joins Derrida in attacking the presumption that speech is prior to, and the basis of, writing.

This appreciation of the visual qualities of the word increases the disconnection between poem and meaning, sign and signifier. In “Directions” Thomas subtly introduces us to the major theme of the poem (and all of his religious poems) through its visual layout:

In this desert of language 
we find ourselves in, 
with the sign-post with the word “God” 
worn away 
and the distance . . . ?
Pity the simpleton 
with his mouth open crying:

How far is it to God? (LP 131)
What we see on the extreme right of the poem are the signs which I have underlined; “‘God’”, “?”, and “God?”. This represents the ultimate question for Thomas. Is God a definite, determinate being (God without inverted commas) or is he an unknowable, infinite being (God in inverted commas)? This visualizing of the poem exposes his central theme. In “Covenant” we see how the layout distorts the flow (and harmony) of the sentences:

I feel sometimes 
we are his penance 
for having made us. He 
suffers in us and we partake 
of his suffering. (LP 132)

The disjointed and abruptly breaking lines, and the irregularity of form, add to the incoherence of meaning. In this poem we can see why Thomas uses such a structure. Religious belief, like the post-modern world, is fragmented and disturbing. There seems to be no order or form in the universe—only incomprehensible, and eternal, suffering. Harmony is a thing for arcadian romanticism but that does not mean that hope has died. The final image in the poem is of:

. . . the fire 
in which a god 
burns and is not consumed.

This is an energetic and powerful image. There is a symmetry between “the fire”, “god”, and “burns” which creates a vivid symbol of glory and majesty. Of course this image seems to be taken from the story of Moses and the burning bush, but one also thinks of some of Blake’s paintings—like God Judging Adam or The Ancient of Days—as paradigmatic of this type of vision of God. The point is that God “is not consurned”, is not destroyed, and the symbol of a phoenix rising from the flames (as Christ arose from the grave) is central to the power of this image. Faith has a place even in this world of confused meaning, disorder and fragmentation.

James A. Davies has written about the visual impact of R.S. Thomas’s poetry in his essay “Attempts to Evade: R.S. Thomas’s ‘Impressions’”. He notes how many of the poems in the first section of Between Here and Now, are characterized by their “tumbling lines and fragmented form” and the threat of “structural collapse”.18 This is typical of many of Thomas’s poems written in the 1970s and 1980s. The actual collapse of traditional values, or ways of thinking are exposed by the collapse of coherent form. This collapse is typified by post-structural, and in particular deconstructive, thinking. Full presence and literal meaning are rejected in favour of a play or affirmation of signs. The refusal to follow traditional stanza and sentence ordering, and the circular, self-referential distortion of linear thought patterns, forces the reader to struggle with meaning as Thomas struggles with God. This is shown in the last stanza of “The Empty Church”:

. . . Why, then, do I kneel still 
striking my prayers on a stone 
heart? (LP 113)
Is he “still” in a temporal sense or a spatial sense? The sentence allows for both of these interpretations because of the grammatical and visual structuring of the stanza. The dissolution of clear meaning allows faith to exist in a place beyond logical enquiry, safe from the spectre of reason and this is his compensation. Here he can expose and confirm the paradoxical nature of Christianity through his poetry of aporia. And it is this confirmation that is so important to his sense of continuing faith.

R.S. Thomas’s poetry challenges the assumptions of Western philosophy, and offers instead a theology of theology deconstructed. By rejecting the logic and rationality of philosophical conventions, Thomas moves in line with a dissenting tradition that looks to the power and free play of language as a means to express the nature and mystery of life. Thomas creates a place beyond the philosophical doubts of reason, and within this space locates a God beyond linguistic categorization. However, this is managed only through a poetry which exposes, and revels in, the paradoxical nature of all religious belief, a poetry of aporia. This poetry becomes the clearest articulation of God’s illogical and irrational relationship to the world, a poetry beyond concrete meaning, a poetry “somewhere between faith and doubt”.
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