
“The End” From Radical Theology and Emerging Christianity By Katharine Sarah Moody 

One of the very best books on the work of Pyrotheology and how it fits in with Radical 
Theology is by Katharine Sarah Moody. As well as deeply understanding the theory of 
Pyrotheology, Moody spent a lot of time following the Transformance Art (the practice of 
Pyrotheology). In what follows she describes the final event of ikon, which took place at 
Greenbelt festival. 

!  

Greenbelt celebrated its fortieth anniversary in 2013, taking ‘Life Begins’ as its central subject 
for the year. So the decision to stage a transformance art piece entitled ‘The End’ already 
signals something of Ikon’s sense of humor. As we wait outside the venue, we are handed 
balloons and told, ‘This is your life. Blow it up.’ As we enter, we are reminded of the uniqueness 
of such a life, as the number 1 is written in black marker pen on each of our inflated balloons. 
We are also handed a blank ‘Legacy Card’, which confronts us with the question, What do you 
want to leave behind when you are no longer here?’ Inside, we seat ourselves on the floor 
amidst black blindfolds stenciled with large white letters that read, ‘THE END ’. It is quite dark, 
with softly flickering images of a Sacred Heart projected onto screens around the room, but they 
are slowly revealed to be the Sacred Heart not of Our Lady Mary but of Our Lord Elvis. In front 
of the stage, there is a table with a small plastic toilet on it. When Ikon take to the stage, they 
are all wearing dark glasses and Elvis wigs, and we are issued a solemn warning which 
includes the caution that this gathering is ‘brought to you by the letters D E A T and H.’ To 
blaring disco music, Ikon move about the stage and into the audience, firing bubble guns. On 
screen, we are bombarded with a series of images that end with a toilet flushing. The music 
stops. Then the camera ascends a flight of stairs and we burst into a bathroom to find Elvis 
seated on the toilet eating a burger. ‘Hello Greenbelt’, he says, ‘welcome to Ikon.’ 

At different points during this event, we are told how many words are left, from the opening 
‘There are 2,326 more words’ through to ‘There are no more words in The End’, and we are 
shown images of a bud flowering and transforming into a dandelion clock, of people aging, 
dying and mourning others, and of brain activity at the point of death. Throughout, the DJ 
periodically moves about the dimly lit room removing the different props that have been in use 
or on display – festival flags and glitter balls, the Roman numerals that make up the North, East, 
South and West of a clock face, the child’s potty-training toy – and shutting down projectors and 
other electronic equipment. He is letting us know that the event has been winding down from the 
very start; The End has been ending from the beginning. We are entreated to ‘Let the end 
begin’, to ‘give the end a beginning’, to ‘give it a birth’ in our minds by thinking about the legacy 
of our lives. As part of the liturgy, we respond to the question, ‘How will you live when you no 
longer live?’ by singing along to a line from a-ha’s ‘Take on me’: ‘I’ll be gone in a day or twoooo!’  

In a three-part spoken-word piece, a woman reflects on her ‘last words’, left to others via social 
media – ‘the best ones’ set out ‘like books about art on a coffee table’. But she later worries that 
her words might get lost or misinterpreted. Would this mean she will ‘disappear for good’? 
Would it, she wonders, ‘truly be the end of me?’ And she concludes by lamenting that her last 
words are out of her mouth, out of her mind, and she will not be around ‘to claim or explain’ 
them; they are ‘nothing’. She is nothing. The ritual element of The End revolved around our own 
legacies. Having taken time to fill out our Legacy Cards, a man invites us to share them with the 
others in the room. But the response to each and every one of the legacies shared is the same. 
He says, ‘It seems to me you’ve lived your life like a candle in the wind.’ There’s an ‘Amen!’ from 
the rest of Ikon, and scattered laughter from around the room. Then, when all the Legacy Cards 
have been passed to the front, they are unceremoniously dumped into the plastic toilet, met with 
pre-recorded phrases like ‘Come back and try again!’ 



This ritual illustrates the way in which this transformance art event sought to enable a 
confrontation with death through juxtaposing serious and comic elements. Rollins has 
suggested that church can function in the same way as those comedians whose art facilitates 
an encounter with ‘the pain of being human’ without overwhelming their audience. Like any art, 
then, humor can become what Simon Critchley calls ‘a practice of minimal sublimation’, 
enabling us to approach our relation to death without being overwhelmed. After all, the Jolly 
Roger was not only a sign of the pirates’ liberated status as the undead but also, Brewin says, a 
way of signaling their embrace of ‘laughter and song in the face of death’. 

Towards the close of this comic repetition of The End, we are asked to burst our balloons, to 
burst ourselves, to die in order to become part of a community of decay. The piece of prose in 
which this invitation is framed, written by Chris Fry, a psychotherapist who is part of Ikon, is 
worth quoting in full: 

In a letter to his colleague Lou Andreas Salome, Sigmund Freud wrote the following 
beguiling words: ‘When conducting an analysis, one must cast a beam of intense 
darkness so that something which has hitherto been obscured by the glare of 
illumination can glitter all the more in that darkness.’ 

This evening is our attempt to cast an intense beam of darkness towards everything that 
has been glittering in our minds and hearts and beliefs. Toward every light which has 
dulled our eyes. Toward every belief which has turned us against ourselves. Toward 
every truth which has made us feel bigger in the face of the enormity of uncertainty. 
Toward everything that could take us away from our fragility. 

Because in our fragility all we can be sure of is that one day, any day now, everything we 
hold precious will be gone. One day we will be gone. Nothing will remain. And for some 
of us here this evening there are loved ones who have left us recently or are in the 
process of leaving us. Or it is us who are on our way. And in the face of this is there 
anything to say? Is there anything we can say in the face of the end? Or maybe you 
think that Ikon, that all of us here, are just playing with ideas in the face of what is most 
serious and sensitive to people. That what we are all about in Ikon is shallow and 
disingenuous philosophising. That the ‘what is to come’ is so precious to people here 
that it should not be touched. It is all we have. All we have to stave off the darkness. To 
quell the fear.  

But in the face of a bright, shining truth, Ikon wants to offer a rumor of darkness. We are 
whispering it to you. In the face of belief, we want to offer some idle gossip. Because 
something is being obscured by all this light. Something is being killed off by all this 
illumination. Something has trapped our hopes beyond the horizon and frozen us in 
place. 

The rumor we want to spread is about a community of decay. An invitation. Do you dare 
take it up?  

My thought – my thought, not yours, maybe yours, maybe not – is this: 

When we begin we will do anything not to face what is within us. The space. The gap. 
The lack. And we have filled our minds and the minds of others with fantasies. With 
theories wrought from the touch of our helpless flesh against the warm or cold skin of 
our mothers and the softness or harshness of her gaze. Of the feel of the wind and the 
sun and water and food and kisses and cuddles and bangs and crashes and sounds of 
voices and the rise and fall of our hunger and longing. All filtered through the desire and 



hope and love and hate of another human being bound to us by blood and fear and hope 
and wishing. 

And somewhere in this muddle of hunger, desire and fear, we fashioned a community of 
eternal life. No more lack. No more separation. No more pain.  

And it killed us all.  

It killed us all because it rendered us eternal infants. Full of fantasy and unable to attend 
to the consequences of our powerful rages and hungers. Rendered us helpless in the 
face of our primitive god who shouted and screamed and murdered people for touching 
his stuff and burned whole peoples to the ground to make room for the chosen few. 

But there is something else … something we can only catch from time to time. The 
community of decay. You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.  

I am not washed in the blood of anybody. I will never be clean. I am part of the 
community of decay. I will face the god and gods I have made to stop myself looking 
deep inside and I will drag my projections back into myself until I am broken again. I will 
give up my wholeness which is killing me and take my broken pieces and make what I 
can. And I will need your help. And your help will help and not help, and help and not 
help. I will need you and each time I try to do something with you it will never be enough 
but we will talk and agree and disagree and hope and even pray and I will try to stick 
with you if I can.  

In the community of decay maybe we will not have to proclaim the life of god or even the 
death of god. But rather we will together purge the god we have made until all that is left 
is a wildness that cannot be tamed and cannot be named. 

And we will do it together. Because we are all going to die. And because we have 
language. Words that can say, ‘we can lose ourselves, embrace our decay, in order to 
find ourselves’. 

I want to invite you to burst your balloon. Burst your-self. And in the darkness if you dare 
reach out and hold the hand of the person who is on either side of you. You will never 
know them completely. They will not set you free. But this is what we have. 

The community of decay comes with no instructions … just paradoxes and 
complications, complexities and wonder. Make it up in the darkness. Make it up in the 
night. Make it up with us and we will make it up with you. 

In the final moments of The End, we are also invited to blindfold ourselves: ‘God made 
everything out of nothing, but the nothing was there first. Before the beginning nobody said “let 
there be darkness” because it was already there. Cover your eyes.’ We put our blindfolds on. 
Ikon burst the balloons covering a wooden crucifix, making us jump at the sound. ‘Now’, we are 
told softly in the darkness, ‘it is the end of Ikon. The End. And in the end, all you have is each 
other. 

Your eyes are covered. Take each other. Take each other’s hand. Leave. Take each other’s 
hand and leave. Your eyes are covered. All you have is each other. Take each other’s hand and 
leave. This is the end. All you have is each other.’ Only a few brave participants link arms and 
try to leave the venue blindfolded. Most remove their blindfolds before departing. Some of us 
stay to help gather burst balloons into bin liners. Ikon have left the building. Perhaps.


