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ABSTRACT 
 

Despite proclamations about the death of God and the decline of 
religious institutions throughout the twentieth century, questions of 
secularism and religion are currently being re-thought through the lens of 
postsecularism.  The concept of the postsecular does not imply that religion 
has been temporally or intellectually superseded as the secularization thesis 
posited, but instead indicates the necessity of new approaches to thinking 
about spiritual life in the early twenty-first century. In this dissertation, I 
consider how literary postsecularism constructs an alternate space – which I 
frame as the messianic – which challenges the binary erected between 
secularism and religion.  Though literary postsecularism has become a lively 
and growing field of late, the messianic remains an under-theorized aspect of 
this field.  I examine how authors such as Marilynne Robinson, J.M. Coetzee, 
Marjorie Liu, Gene Luen Yang, Colum McCann, and Mohsin Hamid re-
evaluate the role of religion in literary discussion post-9/11.  Following 
Manav Ratti’s model in thinking of the postsecular as a negotiated term, I 
argue that these authors respond to urgent contemporary matters such as 
neoliberalism, colonialism, and migration by reconceiving the messianic as 
an ethical practice with critical aesthetic dimensions.  

 
  In the first chapter, I draw on Walter Benjamin’s and Jacques 
Derrida’s work on weak messianism to argue that the postsecular situates the 
messianic as a collective instantiation of responsibility, intimacy, and 
possibility.  In later chapters, I explore the hopeful possibilities that 
postsecular readings of Robinson, Coetzee, McCann, and Hamid produce, 
while also highlighting the often-Eurocentric tensions and problems that arise 
in conceptualizing the postsecular in Yang’s and Liu’s comics.  Motivating 
my readings is a consideration of how each author invokes a sacramental 
poetics of the everyday that offers a pluralistic and imaginative vision for 
living well with others in the twenty-first century. 


