
The One is Nothing 
Xochitl Alvizo perceives in Pyrotheology a patriarchal logic of ‘the one’, 
which privileges a leader or leaders at the expense of ‘the collective of 
people who make up the church’. She argues that Pyrotheology will only 
take full flight ‘when the radical participation of all who make up the 
body of Christ is brought to bear on the life of the body, on its 
organisation and governance’. But forestalling community as an equitable 
multitude is a someone: a ‘principal visionary’, ‘primary communicator’, 
or ‘theological centre’. However, the role taken up by those who facilitate 
Transformance Art events is fundamentally different to that which Alvizo 
critiques. Instead of guarding and mediating the divine, the leader in 
Transformance Art acts as a vanishing mediator who occupies the space 
of leader only in order to ultimately free the community from being in 
thrall to an authority with the answers and who is ultimately themselves 
also exposed as impotent and without authority. If we define religion here 
as a type of subjective binding of the individual or community to some 
sacred other, then the principal (and profane) role of Transformance Art 
lies in cutting that bind. For this reason, it can be referred to as a form of 
religionless Christianity. However, we must first occupy the religious 
space before decommissioning it and a brief excursion into 
psychoanalytic theory helps illustrate this logic. 

One of the reasons people enter into therapy relates to a suffering 
caused by an inner antagonism in which the individual feels driven by 
unconscious desires that they don’t consciously desire. These desires are 
experienced as both internal in the sense that they are within the subject 
and external since they are experienced as a type of foreign agent. 
Sigmund Freud coined the terms Id, Ego and Superego to offer a 
theoretical framework for attempting to understand this conflict. At its 
most basic, external demands, such as those of our parents, become 
internalised at a young age, and a conflict arises between primordial 
desires (Id) and the internalised desires of others (Superego). Here, the 
Pleasure Principle (connected with the Id) names our desire to satisfy our 
desires and the Reality Principle (connected with the Superego) names 
our need to curb some of our desires in order to adapt to society. The Ego 
arises in an attempt to negotiate and navigate this conflict. The central 
point to grasp here is that the demands of external others can become the 
injunctions of an internal other that we attempt to please and appease. For 



people caught up in such conflicts, psychoanalysis is a theory and 
technology aimed at freeing people from the oppressive power of this 
‘big Other’.  

In a successful analysis, the analyst tends to occupy three different 
registers for the analysand – registers that Jacques Lacan called the 
Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real (Fink 1999, pp. 31-41). Often an 
analysand begins analysis by seeing the analyst as someone much like 
themselves, viewing them as a human being with a certain expertise and 
knowledge that will help them overcome their suffering. This stage 
represents the Imaginary register but, for analysis to really get going, the 
analyst needs to become established as a Symbolic figure – not simply a 
person much like any other but, rather, a stand-in for those early 
relationships that provide problems for the analysand and define his 
destiny, the compulsive repetition that he cannot escape. If the analyst 
successfully occupies the Symbolic register, then she becomes a type of 
screen upon which the analysand projects and plays out his relationship 
with the big Other. When the analysand says, for instance, ‘I know you’re 
going to judge me for this, but last night I slept with my ex-girlfriend’, 
the analyst glimpses an internal feeling of condemnation that is being 
misdirected, or transferred, onto the analyst, since she will have been 
careful not to give away her own moral views and will have resisted the 
temptation to give the analysand the responses that he unconsciously 
seeks. The analyst provides instead a screen for the analysand’s 
projection and transference. However, for significant progress to be 
made, the analyst needs to become a stand-in for the Real, where the 
analyst occupies the space of the big Other for the analysand. This is 
often evidenced by the analysand having dreams about the analyst, 
perhaps dreams in which she is confused with his own parents. The 
analyst is not simply another human being, nor a screen upon which some 
internal other is manifested, but takes up a space of desire in the 
analysand as a stand-in for that other. At this point, an opportunity arises 
in which the repetitive cycle of the patient’s suffering can be disrupted. 
The analyst is a type of manifestation of the big Other, yet the analyst is 
enigmatic, mute, makes no difficult demands, and shows no fearful 
power. Here, one can say that the big Other is confronted with its own 
impotence. 



This process also plays out in relation to the type of God critiqued 
by feminist scholars of religion like Mary Daly. By the time someone has 
become an adult, they may well reject the idea of some patriarchal 
Supreme Being sitting at the apex of the chain of being. Yet this God, 
while dead in the consciousness of the individual, can continue to dwell 
unconsciously; just as a dead parent can remain alive as a demand within 
us, so too can the patriarchal God of religion. When Alvizo, quoting 
Rosemary Radford Ruether, writes of the relationship between a religious 
leader and their congregation as that of ‘an all-knowing father over a 
helpless child’, she describes a leader who is treated as someone with 
privileged insight and location in the community. At a very basic level, 
this understanding of leadership can be useful because it can help get 
many suffering people through the door of the church: just like someone 
might think that the therapist is a type of medical doctor able to offer a 
good diagnosis and straightforward cure, so a church practitioner might 
believe the cleric is a spiritual doctor able to treat a lack of meaning, fear 
of death, or sense of guilt. The point is for those who facilitate 
Transformance Art events not to claim such a position themselves, but to 
simply allow people to assume it – as the first step in abolishing it. Here, 
leaders encourage others to treat them not in the Imaginary register (as an 
other like any other who simply has some specific training) but in a 
Symbolic way (as an other onto whom the internal idol of religion may be 
projected and transferred). To the extent that the liturgy of Transformance 
Art can become a type of stand-in for the patriarchal God of religion, that 
liturgy can dethrone Him, with those facilitating the liturgical space 
accepting the role of leader only to eviscerate it and the type of God that 
sustains it. Leaders move from the role of an expert on this patriarchal 
God to being a stand-in for that God in order to finally become the site 
where the Real of that God’s impotence is exposed. The leader, as a part 
of the liturgical scene, enacts a type of ‘My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:46). In other words, the cleric, as a stand-in for 
the patriarchal God of religion, enacts this God’s own realisation of His 
impotence and ultimate non-existence.  

Those assembled are encouraged to project this religious God onto 
the liturgical structure as a stand-in for what Paul Tillich called the ‘half-
blasphemous and mythological’ notions of God that have made their 
home within us and that continue to echo through our culture (1964, p. 



25), and to relive their feelings towards it. Take the example of an ikon 
service where people were invited to articulate a time when God had 
sinned against them while broken wine glasses where filled to 
overflowing with wine (Rollins 2006, pp. 91-6). This ritual, or something 
similar, could easily happen in a more traditional church. Yet, at the 
conclusion of the service, even the most liberal churches would likely 
give in to the temptation to communicate that God is good, wasn’t 
actually responsible for what was shared or will make everything right in 
the end. But ikon resisted this move. Those gathered were instead invited 
to express their frustrations and conflicts with a type of God that many of 
them no longer believed in but that nonetheless continued to operate 
within them. Through the act of sharing deeply painful things in their 
lives and seeing these become part of the liturgical structure, people were 
encouraged to engage with that structure as a stand-in for that religious 
God. Yet, the liturgical structure refused to respond the way one might 
expect from that God: instead of offering a theodicy, the service 
employed various readings and pieces of music designed to expose the 
lack of any theodicy; instead of offering an apologetic response, it 
presented an impotent silence.  

Pyrotheology and Transformance Art are committed to liturgically 
performing a death of God as big Other or Divine One, first by projecting 
this God into the liturgical structures, including the leadership, 
organisational and governmental structures of the church, and then by 
exposing the truth that this God was always already dead. While Alvizo is 
right to connect the patriarchal God of the ‘One’ and the clerical authority 
of traditional churches, the human ‘one’ in Transformance Art is there 
precisely to expose the non-existence of the Divine ‘One’. Insomuch as 
the liturgical structure has a Symbolic and Real dimension for those 
attending, this approach is able to weaken and even break the force of the 
paternal God of Supreme Being in the lives of those attending – not 
through just one gathering, but over the course of many similar 
gatherings. In such a context, the leaders come to represent not an 
omnipotent, omnipresent, omniscient Divine One but an impotent, non-
existent, ignorant big Other. I agree with both Daly and Alvizo that it is 
through the ‘death of god-idols’ that ‘a space is opened for the birth of a 
community of mutuality that together embarks on the journey of 
becoming a new creation’. This, I believe, is best enacted by planting 



explosives in the very heart of the religious liturgy, creating events that 
enact the Crucifixion logic of the one being forsaken by itself. 
	


