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Nowhere does meaning ever belong to anyone. Meaning is not in the
image, nor in a place, no more than any one of us occupies a place that
can truly be ours. Life is only an uninterrupted displacement, an
unceasing game of displacements between sites where nothing can
reside, settle, find comfortable rest, a sleep of the spirit, but where the
word produces, despite everything, hospitality, a temporary address.
We are exiled from our first cry on, separated from our land of birth.”
- Marie-José Mondzain !

My task in this essay is to perform a magic trick, something
miraculous. I’'m going to turn Miriam Toews into a theologian.
Actually, let’s just call it a scandalous displacement and, I shall
argue, this is not really trick of magic but an account of Toews’s
novel Irma Voth as a performative poetic act of incarnation
following the logic of the logos displayed in the prologue of the
Gospel of John: “the Word became flesh and tented [eskenosen]
among us.”? This word through which all things were and are made
- let’s call it “poiesis”® — is also named “light” and indeed “life
itself” and when it becomes human flesh, the theologian John tells
us, it becomes the image of God that speaks with messianic



90 Journal of Mennonite Studies

authority, with creative power, the power to give birth to the word
in all shared flesh - “eternal life” John calls it.* That same
prologue also suggests that this becoming is a scandalous failure in
the world: “he came to his own, and his own received him not”
(1:11). Yet John’s Gospel displays this scandalous failure as itself
salvific for the world in the word: “abide in love” (15:9; cf. 13:34-5;
17:20-26). Or as the first letter of John puts it, “We know we have
passed over from death to life, because we love . . . Whoever does
not love remains dead” (3:14). This is a vision to which Miriam
Toews’s novel also bears witness.

Irma Voth (2011) is set among the Mennonites of Mexico, where
Toews herself went to act in Carlos Reygadas’s 2007 film Stellet
Licht [“Silent Light”], which is set in a plautdietsch-speaking
Mennonite colony but that Reygadas himself has called a kind of
homage to the famous 195S film of Carl Dreyer, Ordet [“The
Word”]. T want to suggest that these artistic works are bound
together in a figural relation to the Gospel of John’s sacramental
hymn to the incarnation that focuses on the scandalous revelation
of messianic authority. And John’s Gospel is itself figurally related
to the whole of Scripture and beyond that to the cosmic (which
simply means “worldly”) revelation of the poetics of creation John
claims to see and to follow in Jesus. And here we may remind
ourselves that the Radical Reformers, the early Mennonites,
preferred the Gospel of John and in fact a vision of salvation as
rebirth into the restoration of the divine image, a process that
could be called divinization or deification, the human participation
in the divine nature.® This vision of salvation as deification
constitutes an ontological scandal rooted in failure that binds the
fleshly body of Christ to life, light, truth itself: the “bride of
Christ,” begotten of the seed of the divine Word, becomes a literal
extension of the incarnation - “flesh of his flesh, bone of his
bone.”® There is a mystical materialism within Anabaptist and
Mennonite theology that may be recovered only figurally, but it
will also require the overcoming of dead patriarchal religion. That
is a large claim, to be sure, but in a very particular way I am
arguing that this is the scandalous theological displacement
witnessed to in Toews’s novel and it is faithful to the poetics of
John’s Gospel.

By “figural” I mean that form of imagination and interpretation
whereby two everyday events or persons are related, as Erich
Auerbach puts it, via a spiritual act that deals with these events
experientially rather than via conceptual abstraction.” In terms
related to Johannine incarnation, it entails the recognition of the
spiritual depth of reality in everyday life: the Word made flesh, the
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eternal entering and revealed in time. The figural seeks to portray
“the birth of a spiritual movement in the depths of the common
people, from within the everyday occurrences of contemporary life
[....] What we see here is a world which on the one hand is entirely
real, average, identifiable as to place, time, and circumstances, but
which on the other hand is shaken to its very foundations, is
transforming and renewing itself before our eyes.”® That is,
temporal life participates in and bears witness to the eternal for its
meaning, a meaning that requires spiritual attention and imitation
if it is to be understood.’

Let me begin with the Johannine imagery of “word” and “light”
in the two films. In Dreyer’s Ordet (Danish for “The Word,” 195S5),
two feuding patriarchs, Morten and Peter, try to order their
families under the control of their own differing doctrinal visions
of true Christian faith, and thus prevent the desired love marriage
of their youngest children.!® They are caught up in possessive
forms of religious belief and are unable to love. They dwell in
death and (like Morten’s liberal pastor and the scientifically
“enlightened” doctor) they do not believe in miracles. While
Johannes, the “mad” middle son of Morten, tries to speak the word
of Christ to this despairing situation, Inger - the wife of Morten’s
oldest son Mikkel, who has no patience with Christian faith -
effectively mediates the miracle of life-giving love that overcomes
dead patriarchal faith. But she does it through death, and the
miracle is actually made possible through the faith of Inger’s
young daughter Maren, who tells Johannes (prior to the miracle)
that she prefers to have a living mother on earth than to possess
religiously a dead mother who watches over her eternally in
heaven. It is the living faith of the daughter that eventually gives
Johannes the power to speak the words of miraculous rebirth. But
first he must die to the zombie-like literal preaching of a “mad,”
judging Christ so as to inhabit more truly the image of God in the
flesh, with clear eyes and a normal, sane voice.

When Inger dies in childbirth, her husband Mikkel stops the
clock, displaying the cruel interruption of ordinary time. Upon her
miraculous resurrection Inger’s first question is: “The child? Is it
alive?” Mikkel, who has earlier bitterly lamented the fact that his
aborted baby boy (the long-awaited patriarchal son) lies in four
pieces in a tub in an attempt to save the mother’s life, now joyfully
claims, “Yes, Inger. It is alive. It lives with God. . . . I have found
your faith. Now life is beginning for us.” But is this Inger’s (or her
daughter Maren’s) faith? The clock is started again, and Inger
repeats the word “Life” three times, but she does not look happy.
She has in fact not been resurrected. At most, as Johannes has
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earlier indicated (“she is not dead, she is sleeping,” repeating the
words of John 11:11), this is a Lazarus type of miracle - a
resuscitation back to the restlessness of tragic time of dead babies
and as yet unredeemed mortality, the daily struggle to abide in
love. What or where, then, is the Word? In the words of the
Johannine Christ: “my peace I give to you; not as the world gives
do I give to you” (John 14:27). The love that abides must also learn
repeatedly to die; it cannot find rest in visible miracles. In John 12,
Jesus tells “the world” that flocks after him when they hear about
his raising of Lazarus: “Truly I say to you, unless a grain of wheat
falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears
much fruit” (12:24). The glory of resurrection that “draws all,”
says Jesus (12:32) is related to a love willing to die in the world so
as to bear non-violent witness to the light, a light tied to eternal life
— which remains in this world a hoped for miracle, the completion
of love.!* Mikkel’s overwhelming desire for his wife, Maren’s for a
living mother, and Inger’s for a living child all face the continuing
challenge of how to love dispossessively in a tragic world marked
by death, warring religious “enemies,” and clashing socio-
economic differences.?

Reygadas’s film Silent Light is an ode to Ordet in which Miriam
Toews plays the Mennonite character Esther that most closely
resembles Inger, but in Silent Light it’s her philandering husband
whose name is Johan, a man helpless to resolve the tension
between traditional Mennonite family fidelity and the siren song of
the world (though his worldly lover is also a Mennonite named
Marianne). This tension is resolved for him by the scandalous gift
offered and mediated by the adulterous Marianne that displaces
(and possibly also overcomes?) the conventions of both church and
world. But if “Word” is central in Ordet, light, and moreover silent
“Light” is central in Reygadas’s film. In fact the spoken word is so
unimportant for him that the film has a Low German soundtrack
dialogue that is sure to be understood by almost no one except the
traditional Mennonites who eschew worldly cinema and therefore
will not hear it. In an interview, Reygadas acknowledges the
connection between Silent Light and Ordet but says “the films are
about two totally different things. Ordet is about a miracle, and this
film is about love.”"® This of course shows a poetic inattention to
the complex Johannine resonances between the two. In the same
interview he suggests that the idea of bringing Esther back from
the dead in a resurrection scene “was coming from Ordet, though it
was also coming from Sleeping Beauty.” Perhaps this just means
that Reygadas, unlike Dreyer, isn’t intentionally making iconic
(which is to say theological) films. But we’ve already seen that
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Ordet isn’t really about resurrection but rather about the relations
between incarnation, love, death and living life.

In contrast to the Johannine poetics of love in the “word
becoming flesh,” Silent Light could be read more as a Jungian
archetypal depiction of the complexities of desire, fidelity,
adultery, forgiveness and the light and shadow sides of love. When
Johan stops the clock (at the very beginning of the film) it might
very well represent the threshold between reality and fantasy, or
waking and dreaming. And the film itself encourages this
ambiguity in its lengthy, lovely opening and closing shots of
daybreak and sunset compressed in time - as if representing the
beginning and ending of a single day or dream, even though whole
seasons pass by in the film itself. The archetypal is never
susceptible to the more figural movement of “the word made flesh”
even while the complex emotional feelings of the forbidden love
triangle are graphically and wrenchingly displayed, showing in
effect that the apocalyptic tensions of earthly love are beyond
human control. This is religiously represented in the exchange
between Johan and his father, when Johan confesses his obsession
with Marianne: is Johan’s desire, as his father suggests, “the work
of the Enemy” or is it, as Johan puts it, “God’s doing”? Clearly the
anxious tensions of desire, between illicit lust and the fidelity of
love, go beyond mere ethical dilemmas.

In Reygadas’s film, it is Johan’s lover Marianne who mediates
the miracle, which may scandalize both the church and the world -
but wherein lies the scandal? Marianne self-effacingly suggests
after their intimate sex scene that Johan should return to his wife
Esther, saying “peace (Fraed/Friede) is more important than love.”
Of course, despite his stated belief that such peace will bring
happiness (Freid/Freude), that doesn’t work for Johan (or
Marianne), and his wife’s heart breaks (her “ticker” stops'*) when
he later tells her that he hasn’t been able to stay away from his
lover. At Esther’s funeral, Johan’s father tells him that his dead
wife is “at peace now,” but the lover comes and awakens Esther
with a highly erotic kiss, and a final highly sentimental tear.’> Such
mythical filmmaking is not attuned to Johannine incarnation (Niels
Niessen cogently calls it “miraculous realism”'®) and despite the
scandalous resurrection scene with the lover mediating the
miracle to the wife, it could end up supporting a phallocentric
moralism: proper love finds its rest (Fraed/Friede) in a restored
patriarchal family supported by a patriarchal church that
overcomes the world of sinful desire through dead religion.
Marianne’s final words to the resuscitated Esther are “Johan can
now be at peace.” Of course the ending of the film may be more
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ambiguous, and may furthermore not represent Reygadas’s
intentions, and I hope some of the differences between Silent Light
and Irma Voth become clearer in what follows. But let me say for
now that the problem of the (Mennonite) images in the film is that
they are not “lived” but rather abstract “props” for a “miraculous
realism,” which might also be seen as an isolated erotic and
artistic male fantasy.

The novel Irma Voth, by contrast to Reygadas’s Silent Light, is
attuned to the more scandalous displacements entailed in the
logic/logos of incarnation, in Johannine senses of both word and
light. Marie-José Mondzain rightly calls this figural logic iconic
(rather than symbolic or typological):

To become incarnated [s’incarner] is to become image [eikon]. To
become image is thus to take on flesh. When the Word [le Verbe] was
made flesh, it became image, not body. Therefore every image will
celebrate the presence of a word [parole] in the absence of a body. A
complex and powerful response, since henceforth [after the Word was
made flesh] all makers of images will give their flesh to the Word [le
Verbe]. Otherwise, they will give bodies to idols and make the visible
fall back into a silence without redemption and without sharing. The
Passion is the story of the redemption of the visible by the sacrifice of a
body that consents to die so that the image may be resuscitated, thus
the flesh of the word [parole].'’

As body (or “prop” for an archetype) the Word becomes a
possessive idol, substitutable by the church as body politic that
functions as a dictator, producing “programmatic visibilities made
to communicate a univocal message,” establishing a tyrannical
“empire over emotions.”!® The church, in other words, can become
the world, as Kierkegaard puts it, by making “God’s Word into
something impersonal, objective, a doctrine—instead of its being
the voice of God that you shall hear.”?® Kierkegaard makes this
comment in a lengthy meditation on what it would mean to see
oneself truly in the mirror of the Word (James 1:22-27) - hence it is
also “light” (a mirror that Paul calls “enigmatic” in his famous ode
to Love, I Cor. 13:12). “Incarnation,” we could say, is the enigmatic
site of the visible intersected by the invisibility of the Word. It is
dispossessive of visibility for the sake of shared vision that is also a
“doing,” an enacted verb, a model of renunciation for the sake of
living life, an “abiding in love,” not the preservation of a doctrine
or of a silent idealized image. Irma Voth, early in the novel, prays,
“God . . . help me to live” (21), and I’m interested in the figural
echoes of “word” and “light” (both central in Toews’s novel) in
relation to scandalous Johannine reversals of life and death
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positioned in contemporary relation to what Irma calls the
“Mennonite motto” taken from James 4:4: “Whosoever will be a
friend of the world is the enemy of God.”?

The conflict between the worldly world and the godly world in
the novel is displayed for Irma by two dominating men - the
filmmaker Diego, who has hired her as a translator, and her father,
an abuser of his daughters and indeed a murderer, but who (when
he’s not yelling) is always praying and quoting Scripture as the
religious patriarch. Diego lives for his art, which he above all
understands in terms of emotion — he hates narrative and he hates
actors, he says (26), who remain “props” for his purely emotional
truth (243, 120). He will do anything, including lying brazenly and
as often as needed, for the truth of that art.?® Irma’s father, by
contrast, calls art a lie, and he says that films are “like beautiful
cakes, filled with shit” (17-18, cf. 192).%2 But he also tells lies about
his daughters and in particular about what Irma “believes” about
God, the afterlife, imagination and “real life.”? Needless to say,
Diego and Irma’s father don’t get along, and Irma states:
“Arguments between two visionaries are long, I learned. One of
these men will be dead soon, I thought” (117).

Irma displays her figural imagination rooted in the word made
flesh when she calls Diego’s movie a “song,” saying “I had nothing
to else to compare it to, I guess, besides the Bible.” (237f.)** She
doesn’t understand what the movie is “really about,” she says, but
has a powerful emotional response to what is displayed, namely,
“souls communicating with souls”: “It was like watching my own
life. It was a pathway into myself” (239). This leads her toward a
penitential confession, a new beginning that also potentially
overcomes the worldly lies of patriarchal religion, which lead to
death. Irma’s early prayer “help me to live” is accompanied by the
question she poses to herself: “How do I behave in this world
without following the directions of my father, my husband or God?”
(21; cf. 43) It is related to the question the artist filmmaker Diego
has asked her: “Do you feel that we can rebel against our
oppressors without losing our love, our tolerance and our ability to
forgive?” (26). The question of truth and lie in the novel not only
concern the status of worldly art or religious belief, since the
Mennonite father who calls art a lie has moved his whole family to
Mexico because of a lie and it is the lie that causes Irma to feel
dead. The question of truth and lie has to do with the meaning of
life itself and is related to the claim in I John 3:14: “we know that
we have passed over from death to life by the fact that we love....”

It takes the whole of the novel for Irma to come back to this
question of what it means to live, and it begins with a penitential
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prayer for rebirth after seeing the film and recognizing her
complicity in the lies that have caused her to feel dead (246f.). She
reassesses the Epicurean cure for living life “on life’s terms”
prescribed by the woman who plays the role of Marianne in the
film: “Don’t fear God. Don’t worry about death. What is good is
easy to get, and what is terrible is easy to endure” (38).% In fact,
says Irma, that’s a lie: “What’s terrible is not easy to endure and
what’s good is not easy to get” (247). A different light is required,
the light of penitential love, a contrite loving heart. That light,
however, cannot be mediated by the priest in a confession booth,
even if he calls Irma “my daughter” (250). Irma has to come to this
realization within herself in another way. She returns to the
notebook Diego has given her to keep a diary, along with a pen that
lights up (“word” and “light,” 43), and to the first words she wrote
there: “YOU MUST BE PREPARED TO DIE!” (advice from Diego
about film-making). She realizes she now knows the answer to her
own question, the question she has earlier posed to Wilson, her
friend, and with whom she has exchanged secrets of the heart
about what it might mean to die (91-93), an exchange very
different from Diego’s preaching about art: “If this was the last day
of your life what kind of story would you write?” (251). She
scratches out the word DIE and writes LIVE, and then scratches it
all out and starts again.

This time she hears her mother’s whispered voice? in her
memory: “Irma, just begin” (16, 168, 253), and she exclaims
prayerfully:

I want to be forgiven. I want to be forgiven for causing the deaths of so
many people I’ve loved. . . . I want to be forgiven by the people I love.
Wilson told me that art is redemptive. My father told me that art is a
lie. I can’t forgive myself but I can forgive my father. And my hope is
that we’ll both be brought back to life. (253)

In the beginning is the Word that speaks creation into existence
and through whom all things are made, brought into being - that
word that is life itself that is also the light of human beings. The
question remains: how to be reborn into that life, that light, so as to
live? At the end of the novel we have a retelling of the story of the
wandering prodigal, Irma, who is coming home; the one who waits,
“leaning against the fence like she’d been out there a long time,
weeks, maybe months, just waiting for me to show up” is her
mother. The waiting mother.” When she sees Irma the mother
begins to run:
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She was running and laughing. She was running and laughing! And
then we were hugging each other so hard, my God, she was strong. She
wouldn’t let me go. My brothers joined us in this wild, joyful embrace
and then I saw my father coming out of the house, using his hand to
shade the sun from his eyes, and he also came towards us, not running
and laughing but walking firmly and steadily. (254)

In conclusion I wish to reflect on the figural meaning of this
concluding reference in the novel to the “return of the prodigal
daughter,” or “the waiting mother,” as it lies at the heart of the
scandalous displacement to which the novel bears theological
witness. Of course, the first thing to be said is that this scene is not
the very end of the novel. It is Irma’s imagined ending, and
whether it is true or can be made true (the basis of a shared flesh)
or not remains an open question. What it is truly, poetically, is the
song of a daughter, her sisters and their mother in which the word
of life becomes flesh in them - perhaps also in a becoming to which
the brothers and the dead father may be joined in a wild, joyful
embrace. It displaces the patriarchal Father by showing the
gendered idolatry of this vision of God and of divine love mediated
in a patriarchal Church whose male priests have lost the
existential poetics of incarnation: “For God so loved the world . . .
For God sent the son into the world, not to condemn the world, but
that the world might be saved” (John 3:16-17). In Henri Nouwen’s
meditation on Rembrandt’s painting of “the Return of the Prodigal
Son,” he reflects on the maternal images of the waiting father that
figure or “call forth” divine maternal love “marked by grief,
desire, hope, and endless waiting.”? In Irma’s vision the father is
displaced by the waiting, loving mother who celebrates the return
of her daughter who was dead and is alive again. Indeed, Irma’s
father is imagined as the “elder brother” of the parable, governed
by anger, fear, resentment and holding fast to a dogged doctrinal
obedience even as he longs to love and be loved in a dance of
celebration, to rejoice in the rebirth into life of one who was dead,
which might also include him. It is the promise of a non-magical
and yet iconic incarnational realism. This is a scandalous birth of
the word that can only be heard once the dead idols of patriarchal
religion have been destroyed so that all images may be liberated in
the shared mortal flesh of the loved world.? Such a song is one that
a Mennonite theology of incarnation needs to hear in order to live
again, perhaps in the poetic words of one of our worldly witnesses.
So, as Irma’s mom says, “just begin.”
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“Dad says you believe in God but not an afterlife, said Aggie. He says that’s

impossible. That’s not remotely accurate, I told her. I never said that.” (18)

“Dad said you love your imagination more than real life, said Aggie. What? I

said. That’s not true!” (112)

24 She also calls it “like a dream” (cf. 51-3, 91-3) and “like dying, but in a

beautiful way” (239). There are many other songs too, “worldly” and

“religious” (88, 93, 95, 138, 152).

Cf. 98 on Epicurean cosmology: “random patterns of atoms flying around

and forever on the move.”

26 In contrast to her father’s whispering in her ear, “Art is a lie,” Irma’s
mother says (while “moving her hand in a slow circle around my back the
way the earth orbits the sun”), “Love is not selfish” (192). The mother also
inspires Irma’s figural imagination: “The world seemed spectacular and
beautiful and calm, like the sacred heart of Jesus, as my mother would have
said. The world we were leaving, that is. But I guess that’s how the world
works. How it sucks you in by being all beautiful just when you’re ready to
leave” (145).

27 See also the lovely passage on the “exquisite patience” of the waiting
jacaranda tree that “waited and waited and waited, barren, ignored,
unexceptional, until a certain day in spring when it would erupt joyfully and
comically into life.” This figural revelation is mediated to Irma by Natalie
who “mothers” her in Mexico city: “If the tree could wait all year for a
relatively brief moment of beauty, said Natalie, and continue to stay alive
for centuries, then so could I. You’ll stay alive for centuries? I said. I’ll stay
alive, said Natalie. I'm a pupil of the jacaranda tree.” (194)

2 Henri J.M. Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of Homecoming

(New York: Doubleday, 1992), p. 102.

Austin Farrer says “The rejection of idolatry meant not the destruction but

the liberation of images.” A Rebirth of Images: The Making of St. John’s

Apocalypse (Boston: Beacon Press, 1949), 14.
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