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A thing…is inseparable from is context, namely, its world, and from our commerce with the thing
and its world, namely engagement. The experience of a thing is always and also a bodily and
social engagement with the thing's world. In calling forth a manifold engagement, a thing
necessarily provides more than one commodity. Thus a stove used to furnish more than mere
warmth. It was a focus, a hearth, a place that gathers the work and leisure of a family and gave
the house a center.

—Albert Borgmann, Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life
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FEATURE ARTICLE

The Human Figure in Art: Watch Now!
Humanum is delighted to offer a video recording of our first in-person event, a presentation by
Dr. Sarah Bond on "The Human Figure in Art," to all of our readers. Click here to enjoy it in its
entirety.

The presentation took place on April 14, 2023 at the John Paul II Shrine in Washington,
D.C.

We thank all who attended and helped make it a success!

Posted on April 28, 2023.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

Contemplating the Depth of Things: Maximus the Confessor
on the Church

JONATHAN BIELER

In his Mystagogy Maximus the Confessor presents a commentary on the profound significance
of the Church and the divine liturgy.[1] Therein he also offers a spiritual contemplation of the
architectural structure of the Church building, including the partition of the interior space into
the nave, sanctuary, and altar. In so doing, Maximus educates the Christian towards a more
profound way of seeing things. According to Maximus, the way the Church generates that
ability for contemplation is by offering herself as an image of God, of the cosmos, of the human
being, and, finally, of Christ.

Church: Image of God
Maximus first describes God’s relation to and unifying agency in the world, and then explains
how the Church images and mediates the activity of God to the faithful.

God providentially “binds both intelligible and sensible things to himself and one another.”[2]
The relation of creatures to the one God and cause of all does not annihilate the different
relations among the beings, but “makes their particular [or strictly self-centered] relations
among each other lie idle and covers them by prevailing over them and by appearing over
them; like a whole comes into view from parts […] or like the sun is bright in nature and power
beyond the stars, and thereby covers over their existence.”[3] Maximus understands the
agency of God to be unifying the differences in the cosmos without destroying them—the most
preeminent unifying action of God in the world being the hypostatic union in Christ, where
God not only completely unified Christ’s human nature with the divine (in God the Son), but
also with itself and the whole cosmos, but also with God the Son. In other words, union with
God, the unifying cause and end of all, effects and makes visible union within creation. The
Church is the agent who enacts this union of the sensible and the intelligible within creation
and the differences among beings in virtue of her supreme union with God: She “works for us
the same effects as God, in the same way as the image reflects the archetype.”[4]

Furthermore, Maximus uses the geometrical figure of the circle and its circumference to
illustrate the relation between God and the cosmos that the Church images: That enclosure of
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everything Maximus illustrates with the image of a circle: “Like the center [of a circle] has
straight lines that radiate from it [radii], but circumscribes the extended end points of the
straight lines [radii] with a circle, so Christ does not allow the principles of beings to stand
apart when they come to their limits.” Rather, by grouping the radii around the center point
and referring them back to the center, God “leads to himself the distinctive elements of beings
created by him, so that the creatures of the one God might not be completely alien from each
other and enemies to each other, because they have nothing around which and to which they
can show themselves friendly and peaceful and even identical, as they would run the danger
of falling from being into nonbeing, having their being separated from God.”[5]

The liturgy has a cosmic dimension, since all the objects and movements in it are
not simply closed in on themselves, but rather are signs and symbols that point to
cosmic realities.

The Church’s activity images this circumscription of the beings created by God into one whole,
represented by the circle that is formed by the equal reference of all extending points to the
center. In virtue of ascending to God, as it were, and being in union with Him by this shared
central focus, the Church displays this quality of a circle, which, I would argue, can be seen in
one central architectural feature: the dome.

For Maximus, who spent time in or even hailed from Constantinople, the largest cathedral
church building was the Hagia Sophia in the Golden City, its most distinct feature being the
majestic round dome, the largest in the world at the time. Under its vault the entire
congregation, differentiated into men and women, rich and poor, clergy and laity, were
gathered. In the dome and the shared reference to the center point of the cupola above, we can
recognize a visible symbol of the unifying agency of the Church, by which she images God’s
unifying power that does not abolish or destroy the differences between beings, but refers
them all back up to the single cause of all and covers them, as it were, under the circular dome.

Church: Image of the Cosmos
Not only is the Church an image of God’s unifying agency, but also of the entire cosmos. That
cosmos is, for Maximus, differentiated into sensible and intelligible beings. As we have seen, in
virtue of their being providentially bound to God, the intelligible and the sensible dimensions
of creation share a single bond and inhere mutually within each other, as Maximus notes in
the second chapter: “The whole intelligible cosmos appears mystically expressed through
symbolic forms in the sensible cosmos for those who can see, and the whole sensible cosmos
exists in the whole intelligible cosmos, as it is wisely made simple in the mind through the
principles (logoi).”[6]

In imitation of the cosmos, the Church also binds together the intelligible and the sensible and
does so in virtue of Her union with God. In the liturgy, sensible symbols become the place of
intelligible and divine realities, most of all in the sacraments. The Church unites humankind
through symbols by fostering human ascent back up to God. That ascent begins by discerning
the inner intelligible principles of sensible things, to which the Church educates the faithful
through Scripture, liturgy, and tradition. Maximus says that when the mind “gathers up in a
contemplative fashion the principles [logoi] of beings, it will end at God Himself, who is cause,
beginning, and end.”[7] The Church thus mediates God to the faithful via the intelligible
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principles and their proper sensible symbols, thereby imitating and presenting a redeemed
and recapitulated cosmos to the faithful.

Maximus goes so far as to call the cosmos a kind of Church not made with hands, where man is
asked to perform spiritual sacrifices to God.[8] The liturgy has a cosmic dimension, since all
the objects and movements in it are not simply closed in on themselves, but rather are signs
and symbols that point to cosmic realities. For the Church Fathers, taking their cue from
Scripture, the water used in baptism, for instance, is not simply a limited quantity of well
water poured over the head of an individual catechumen, but refers to the cosmic waters at
the beginning of creation. Sacramental water symbolizes the primal mass of creation
susceptible to the Spirit, who uses it as a force for purification and regeneration by
consecration. Arguably, the floor of the Church can symbolize the firm lands separated from
the waters or the ark of Noah as the place where God offers man a place to stand firm. The
liturgy, like the church building, is cosmic, in that it signifies the whole cosmos through its
features.

Church: Image of the Human Being
The church building is for Maximus also a symbol of the centerpiece of creation: Man, who can
himself be called a cosmos, as Maximus says later in the Mystagogia.[9] The body is
symbolized by the nave, the soul by the sanctuary, and the mind by the sacrificial altar.
Inversely, the human being is, in a mystical sense, also a church:

through the body as like a nave, he virtuously cleanses the practical part of the
soul, by the practice of the commandments according to ethical philosophy;
through the soul as like a sanctuary, he offers to God in the Holy Spirit and in a
pure fashion the inner principles of things derived from sense experience and
freed from matter according to natural contemplation through reason; and
through the mind as through the sacrificial altar he calls forth the Godhead’s
much praised silence of the invisible and unknowable loudness hidden in the
innermost shrines by another talkative and full-voiced silence.[10]

As the Church’s structure makes clear, moving from the nave to the altar, man’s motion of
ascent from the sensible to the intelligible is revealed as having a sacrificial character by being
ultimately related to God: to offer the whole cosmos to God by contemplating the inner
principles of things.

That ascent to God is complemented by a descending motion, wherein the fruits of the ascent
are offered to the world. In building a church, offering liturgy, establishing Scripture, the
Church begins from a contemplation of the intelligible being of the cosmos and of God, and
gives birth, as it were, to visible symbols, and offers them to mankind as ways towards God. In
that fashion, the Church mediates union with God to all men by uniting the sensible and the
intelligible in an exemplarily ascending and descending manner. This unifying power that the
Church is gifted with by God allows the human being to actively bind together his own distinct
bodily and spiritual dimensions by offering what is his to God and mankind.

Church: Image of Christ
Not only is the church building an image of the human being and man’s own descending and
ascending motion to God, but, because God himself became a human being in Christ with a
concrete history, the Church more specifically images that archetypical human being with his
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history, his ascent and descent, in the liturgy. By doing so, she does not simply invent symbols,
but imitates and visibly symbolizes God’s own concrete saving agency in Christ, who became a
symbol of his own divinity in his humanity. It is the role of the faithful in their different
stations to discern the one Christ within his Church through the symbols she offers, and this is
essentially what Maximus is doing by offering a contemplation of the Church in his
Mystagogia.

The Great Entrance of the bishop or celebrant into the Church through its front gates, the first
element of the Byzantine liturgy, signified for Maximus the entrance of the Son of God into this
world through Mary.[11] By entering history, God the Son allows himself to be symbolized and
related to on the horizontal plane of history. God comes to the Church not only from the center
of the dome above, but as God incarnate he enters through the front gate of the church
building. As we can see, God comes both from above and from the horizon of time, which gives
the church building a cruciform structure uniting and emphasizing the vertical and horizontal
axes in space. After the Great Entrance, the bishop passes through the nave and the laity and
then enters the sanctuary to sit on the throne. For Maximus, the Church thereby symbolizes
and makes present to the contemplation of the faithful the Ascension of Christ into heaven to
sit at the right hand of the Father.[12] The bishop then comes down from the throne after the
reading of the Gospel. This is the moment the catechumens and the unworthy are dispersed
before the liturgy of the Eucharist begins, whereby the liturgy signifies the end of time, the last
judgment, the second coming of Christ, and the separation of good from evil.[13] The
celebration of the Eucharist, then, is a foretaste of the heavenly wedding feast of the Church’s
union with Christ at the time of the resurrection, which the Church offers the faithful daily in
symbol and truth.

The imperial capital Constantinople in the Eastern Roman Empire must have been a
multicultural city during Maximus’ time. The Hagia Sophia loomed large at the end of the main
road of the city and must have welcomed vastly different groups of people from the whole
oikonomia gathering in the metropolis. Maximus’ vision of Christian unity is inspiring: When
all the different people in the city go to the Church and are reborn by her and refashioned in
the Spirit, they are given one divine form and the one name of “Christians,” being from Christ
and named after him.[14] Bound together by One Creed, the people are not anymore separated
by themselves as monads, but they are united with each other and with the whole cosmos in
virtue of God’s own unifying power, preeminently realized in Jesus Christ and offered to all by
the Church, even through the shape of the church building.

Jonathan Bieler is Assistant Professor of Patrology and Systematic Theology at the John Paul II
Institute in Washington, D.C.

[1] Maximus the Confessor, On the Ecclesiastical Mystagogy: A Theological Vision of the Liturgy,
Popular Patristics 59, trans. J. Armstrong (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2019).
Henceforth, I will offer my own translation and quote the lines from the Greek edition of the
Mystagogia by C. Boudignon in Corpus Christianorum 69 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011).

[2] Mystagogia, 134–38.

[3] Ibid., 144–52.

[4] Ibid., 163–64.

[5] Ibid., 187–98.
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[6] Ibid., 241–44.

[7] Ibid., 159–62.

[8] Ibid., 229–31.

[9] Ibid., 540–99.

[10] Ibid., 273–84. The “talkative and full-voiced silence” probably refers to the prayers said
quietly by the bishop at the altar during the consecration.

[11] Ibid., 604–07.

[12] Ibid., 616–19

[13] Ibid., 694–13.

[14] Ibid., 170–74.

Posted on March 8, 2023.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

The Prophetic Metaverse of "Snow Crash"
EDWARD TRUDEAU

“The metaverse is having a moment,” wrote Casey Newton in July of 2021. The project to create
a shared virtual world that Mark Zuckerberg recently called an “embodied internet” had been
growing for years. Advocates believed that the technology and infrastructure needed was
finally available, and Zuckerberg wanted his company to be the leader in realizing this new
world. The announcement of the rebranding of Facebook to Meta arrived in October of that
year, in the midst of criticism about how the social network failed to manage misinformation
on its platform. Although Zuckerberg denied any connection to the news cycle, there were
important omens in those allegations that were predicted in the very novel that the optimists
were using for inspiration. Those dark prophecies, first alluded to by Neal Stephenson in his
novel, Snow Crash, speak of how virtual reality would affect the way humans interact both
because it is a medium and because that medium is controlled by those who built it. That is
certainly too vague to be useful, so let us step back a few decades and follow the trajectory that
led to Snow Crash, the novel that coined the term Metaverse[1] and described the three-
dimensional, multi-sensory virtual experience that tech pundits are so keen to create.

The internet arose from US Department of Defense research in the post-war period. Initially, it
was closely associated with telephony, but as it spread to industry, it went beyond voice
technology to provide a distribution network that could encode, transmit, and decode many
types of information. Early terminals displayed green or amber text on a dark background,
and access was limited to the military, financial institutions, research teams, and those in
higher education. With the popularization of visual operating systems by Apple in the 1980s
and the explosion of the World Wide Web in 1994, a graphical means of interacting with that
information spread around the globe. Going “online” became the goal of retailers, entertainers,
and individuals throughout the early 2000s. Today, a company without a website can be at a
serious disadvantage to competitors.

The earliest versions of online worlds were text-based “multi-user dungeons” or MUDs. These
games allowed multiple, simultaneous visitors to explore mazes displayed with text symbols
on terminals but developed into much more sophisticated graphical versions written for PCs
and home consoles in the nineties. When Stephenson was researching and writing Snow Crash,
networked versions of 3D games were not yet a reality, but the idea of a visualized cyberspace
with machine-brain interfaces was already popular in science fiction literature, such as in
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William Gibson’s 1984 novel Neuromancer. Those imagined worlds highlighted the need for
higher speed and broader availability on the network side, and new devices on the consumer
side to display three dimensions in an immersive way. This was typically imagined as some
form of visor or glasses, data gloves, and other sensory devices, if possible.

It sounds like a movie plot until we recall that this was a chilling prophecy of the
strategy that Meta, Google, Twitter, and other major media companies follow today.

Early attempts at developing consumer-grade headgear by Sega and Nintendo in the nineties
led to issues with nausea, disorientation, lagging, and pixelation, but advances in the
technology have exploded in the past few years. Facebook’s purchase of the VR headset
company Oculus in 2014 was typical of the increased interest in the technology among gamers
and media companies. Hyped by CG-heavy movies like Johnny Mnemonic (1995), The Matrix
(1999), and Ready Player One (2018), the promise of wearing a lightweight headset with stereo
speakers and a microphone to experience a virtual world has become the norm among a
significant portion of the population. The race is now on to improve network speed and access,
and to reduce headset price while improving the experience.

Placed within this context, Stephenson’s description of the Metaverse is both unsurprising and
prescient. It is unsurprising because it is much less an origin story of shared, virtual worlds as
a culmination of the dreams and predictions that had been circulating in research labs and
game companies for decades. It is prescient because Snow Crash has a lot to say about how the
metaverse will play out in human society, and much of it is alarmingly accurate. It is as much
a testament to Stephenson’s grasp of human nature as it is to his ability to weave a compelling
tale.

Snow Crash is a dystopian sci-fi novel told in a darkly comedic style. Its fast-paced, present
tense narrative follows Hiro Protagonist, a pizza delivery driver whose name and occupation
immediately telegraph Stephenson’s mockingly self-aware attitude toward his hyperbolically
imagined future world. Although the geopolitical disposition is not intended to paint a realistic
vision, he is meticulous in his description of how various technologies operate and how they
are used.

Hiro loses his delivery job in the first chapter of the book, but through this we are introduced
to his past as a legendary programmer deeply involved in the creation of a virtual online
world called the Metaverse. His avatar—his three-dimensional likeness in the Metaverse—is
immediately recognized by many when he logs in and visits the Black Sun, a famous but
selective virtual bar built and frequented by him and his former colleagues. Hiro’s programs
give him privileged access to information and allow him to interact with elements of the
Metaverse in exceptional ways.

The plot follows Hiro and the teenage skateboard messenger, YT, as they become embroiled in
a plot to spread the deadly drug Snow Crash[2] that exists in both a physical and a virtual
form. The story is wildly complex, involving cynically-named sovereign suburbs such as Mr.
Lee’s Greater Hong Kong, the diminished, overextended United States Federal Government,
and the Mafia-run Nova Sicilia pizza chain. It takes us through diverse themes such as violence
against indigenous peoples, diversity and representation in the programming world (Hiro
himself is of African American and Asian descent), and the philology and mythology of ancient
Sumer.
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Teasing out the details of the mystery is not as interesting as exploring two of Stephenson’s
most striking characters. The first is Juanita, Hiro’s one-time girlfriend who participated in the
early development of the Metaverse. As the only female programmer among a group of males
jockeying to build their fame, she is stereotypically the only one interested in facial
expressions on avatars. Predictably, the men thought this to be largely a waste of time, but of
course it became the most important aspect of communication in the Metaverse.

The other is L. Bob Rife, an entrepreneur who has amassed control over most of the world’s
fiber optic network that enables global communications generally and the Metaverse in
particular. Rife is obsessed with the idea that programmers are the only technicians who are
allowed to take their tools home with them every night—their knowledge. This leads him into
improbable surveillance schemes, cultic religion, and mystical incantations in an effort to
control the experts on which his technologies rely. Ultimately, it is Rife’s megalomaniacal
desire to control the world that lies at the heart of the Snow Crash drug and virus, and he is
every bit as much a caricature as the fictional world he inhabits.

Juanita credits her grandmother’s perceptiveness of body language and tone of voice for
inspiring her work on facial expressions. After all, the goal of the Metaverse, much like that of
The Matrix that followed seven years later, is to create an idealized virtual world that is
indistinguishable from the real world—or at least immersive enough that participants will not
mind the gaps. Its creators strive to make it transparent enough that it is no longer
experienced as a medium, but immediately. Juanita is the only programmer among the
creators of the Metaverse who seems to understand that non-verbal communication is
critically important, a conceit that seems unbelievable only until we realize that current social
media apps were restricted to text communication before we built networks fast enough for
video. It would be unrealistic to assume that video alone could close the communication gap,
particularly with current restrictions on size and quality. Hence, we build asymptotically
toward realism.

If Hiro and his programming colleagues are interested in a minimal level of believability,
Juanita stands as the opposing voice that recognizes, “No matter how good it is, the Metaverse
is distorting the way people talk to each other.”[3] Part of her claim certainly involves the lack
of transparent non-verbal communication, but another, very significant part of it is the facades
that people use to interact in the virtual world: there is a tendency to pose, to decorate one’s
avatar, to be seen in the right places, to associate with the right people. These behaviors cannot
be dismissed because they have analogs in the real world; in fact, they have to be highlighted
precisely because they are amplifications of real-world issues that we already consider
fraught. The enhanced effect of such behaviors serves to diminish human communication
beyond what we consider normal and, in spite of the strategies that were developed to
minimize miscommunication and deception, Juanita asserts that these barriers are part of the
nature of the virtual world. She tells Hiro, “You and I are the only two people who can ever
have an honest conversation in the Metaverse.”[4] We are not certain if that is because they
have previously dated or because they are both knowledgeable about the inner workings of
the Metaverse and more aware of the issues, but the point is still relevant.

In addition to the limits inherent in the technology, Snow Crash repeatedly visits the realities
of access to the Metaverse. There are better and worse devices (computers, glasses),
connection speed limitations, and more or less sophisticated avatar software that dictate the
quality and frequency of participation. Some characters, such as YT, spend little to no time in
the Metaverse, though we assume that they could participate more if they wanted. Others,
such as the poor of the world who accumulate around L. Bob Rife’s private yacht in a massive
raft of crime, decadence, and poverty, have no ability to participate. Early adopters have the
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best “virtual estate” near the brightly lit central road, but as this space becomes crowded, they
must build further back or down the road, limiting their visibility.

The twin barriers of distorted communication and limits to access should sound
disappointingly familiar. Twenty-five years ago, we heard promises about the Web as a great
equalizer in which race, age, sex, religion, and disability would become irrelevant in the
marketplace of ideas. These were largely never realized. The inability to keep large groups on
topic, civil, and welcoming was recognized by moderators of newsgroups long before modern
social media introduced the intricacies of likes, followers, selfies, and video. Similarly, the lack
of access to the right equipment, fast and stable internet access, and sufficient time to craft
one’s online presence quickly marginalizes the majority of voices. While optimists point to the
possibility of anyone breaking through these barriers, the overwhelming probabilities favor
the privileged, as surely as they do for standardized tests and mortgages.

Enter L. Bob Rife, the entrepreneur who owns the means by which the Metaverse, the place
where the cool kids hang out, reaches every living room and pair of VR goggles. Rife is the
parody of the greedy capitalist who couches his bid for more market share in the language of
compassion and access. We discover that Rife’s plan is to speak directly to the preconscious
parts of the human brain, allowing him to program people in the same way that coders
program computers. It sounds like a movie plot until we recall that this was a chilling
prophecy of the strategy that Meta, Google, Twitter, and other major media companies follow
today.

True, contemporary marketers do not make drugs or viruses like Snow Crash. They want our
attention, and their algorithms are designed to capture and hold it by giving viewers more of
the stories, videos, and images that they come to crave. The ability to craft individual
engagement is an exponential expansion of the subliminal effects that mid-century print
advertisers chased and that came to dominate successful television commercials. Instead of
pitting our critical faculties against advertising departments, we now have to contend with
machine learning based on instantaneous feedback and the historical data trends from
millions of viewers. The carefully curated front page of print newspapers has been replaced by
the mass individualization of news feeds, video reels, and stories, each automatically tailored
to bring its viewer more of the kind of entertainment that can distract and engage for hours.

What media CEO would not want to be in Rife’s shoes, owning not only the means by which
the metaverse is brought to the masses, but engaging them with a sufficiently enticing
experience that they would never want to leave? It would involve creating not only the
platform on which these experiences could be had but making sure that the access and
technology were also available. It is easy to imagine this goal clothed in the best intentions and
laundered through the promise of transparent technology. It is equally reasonable to think
that the builders of such technologies would claim they are creating a utopian world with a
new economy and equitable participation. What is hard to believe is that the social
interactions or marketing strategies of any virtual world would be somehow different from
what we see happening online today.

New York Times reporter Kashmir Hill shared her experience in Meta’s Horizon Worlds in
October of 2022. Her account reads like a refreshing version of the typical experience in
current social media apps: the possibility of meeting people from all walks of life, from around
the world. These encounters are “spontaneous” and, she says, without “the algorithm”
dictating the meeting. Yet there are also underage visitors, trolls, and conversations that
escape the moderators. Will Meta be able to supervise most interactions, control stalking, and
keep its hands clear of algorithmic influence? In the unlikely event that Meta achieves these
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goals, we should still expect the creation of darker virtual worlds where none of these rules
are respected, and we should still expect the same kinds of psychological abuse and
technological crime that we see right now in social media. There is no evidence that would
convince us the metaverse would play out any differently, despite Zuckerberg’s claim that it
doesn’t have to be that way.

Instead, we ought to ask ourselves, why do it in the first place? Among some, there is a desire
to create and to realize what is in many ways a technical and artistic challenge. For others,
there is entertainment value—virtual 3D games that involve movement and immersion. It is
also the next level of encounter in social settings, enabling conversations with old and new
friends separated by distance in a novel way. These are the positive and innocuous benefits
that the Rifes and Hiros of the world cite. Yet those goods cannot conceal the darker motives
behind owning the platforms on which virtual worlds are built and deploying the addictive
technologies that engage and eventually monetize attention. Nor does being a hero in the
Metaverse obscure the facts that Hiro lives in a storage unit, struggles to find gig work for the
CIA, and has no real relationships or prospects for a fulfilling adult life when the novel opens.
Deploying the metaverse will require billions and will impose new costs on participants. None
of that wealth will address the concrete issues experienced by individuals and communities.

The only way to resolve poverty, lack of opportunity, conflict, feelings of depression, isolation,
and despair, and the myriad other problems that face us today is by engaging and
collaborating with those around us in the real world. We can and must participate in
distributed communities. We need the benefits of leisure and entertainment. However, we
first need to answer serious questions about how much we are willing to expend on projects
that are primarily designed to make media companies wealthy. To the extent that we sink our
time and money into the diversions of virtual reality, we reduce our investment in our
immediate communities and urgent problems. Given that there will be a reckoning for every
careless word uttered (Mt 12:36), now is the time to intentionally decide how much of our
attention will be given to the simulation of reality and how much we choose to attend to the
real world.

Edward Trudeau is the Director of Planning and Institutional Research at The Catholic University
of America, in Washington, DC. He holds a Master of Arts in Theology from Franciscan
University of Steubenville and a Master of Science in Computer Science from Catholic University.
Edward also serves on the Board of St. Jerome Institute, a private classical high school in the
Catholic intellectual tradition, where he assists in curriculum development. He lives in Maryland
with his wife and six children.

Posted February 22, 2023.

[1] The Metaverse is the proper name for the virtual world of Snow Crash. The metaverse is the
generic term used by modern technologists and pundits to describe the realization of such a
virtual world.

[2] Snow Crash is the proper name of the drug and computer virus after which the novel was
titled.

[3] Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash (New York: Bantam Books, 2008), 77.

[4] Ibid., 80.
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Georgia O’Keeffe’s Affection for Things: Thoughts on
"Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses"

SARAH CARRIG BOND

Georgia O’Keeffe was an artist who loved “things”—who explored them, magnified them, and
captured their essence in her paintings. For her, things had a resonance both universal and
personal. Her 1931 painting Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses at the Art Institute of Chicago
provides rich food for thought on the ways things convey meaning in painting.
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Figure 1: Georgia O’Keeffe, Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses (1931), Art Institute of
Chicago/Chicago/USA. © 2022 Georgia O'Keeffe Museum / Artists Rights Society, New York.
The Art Institute of Chicago / Art Resource.

Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses (Figure 1) is one of a number of paintings from the 1930s in
which O’Keeffe incorporated bones and other objects she found during her summer sojourns
in New Mexico. O’Keeffe’s first extended visit to New Mexico was in the summer of 1929, when
she stayed in Taos with her friend, Mabel Dodge Luhan. Thereafter, she spent part of every
summer in New Mexico, eventually renting a cottage at Ghost Ranch north of Santa Fe and
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ultimately buying a home and studio in the town of Abiquiu, where she settled permanently in
1949. While Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses has the Southwestern elements so strongly
associated with O’Keeffe, it was painted in Lake George, New York, in the small studio she and
Alfred Stieglitz had set up on the Stieglitz family property. In a letter to Stieglitz dated July 10,
1931, O’Keeffe told him of packages to arrive from New Mexico.[1] One barrel contained some
of her “trash,” including skulls, bones, and cloth flowers. These objects, which she took the
trouble to ship across the country, clearly had special meaning for O’Keeffe, both for their
formal visual qualities and as reminders of a place she had come to love. She included them in
paintings that fall and in the following years.

[O'Keeffe's] affection is not just for the physical objects, but for their inner life, that
“something more” which is invisible and yet exists in everything.

Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses presents a fascinating composition in which the starkness of the
skull is offset by what surrounds it. The skull, centrally placed and painted with graphic
realism, dominates the painting. Its jagged silhouette forms a strong V-shape and its horns
extend horizontally almost to the edges of the canvas. Our eyes are drawn to the bright white
of the rounded brow and then to the sharp edges of the nasal cavity just below. In Stieglitz’s
famous photograph of O’Keeffe holding the cow’s skull, we can see the uneven, sharp edges of
the bottom tip of the skull. But in the painting, O’Keeffe covers this area with one of two calico
roses, creating a surreal, almost comical effect.

The calico roses were among the objects O’Keeffe shipped from New Mexico and she included
them in multiple paintings. Her love of flowers is well-known, but these cloth roses have their
own unique visual qualities, which in Cow’s Skull O’Keeffe uses to great effect. The flowers
overlap the skull, softening its outlines and creating a visual foil. They are rounded and
delicate, while the skull is hard and jagged. The petals are translucent and appear mobile,
while the skull is opaque and still. The cool gray tones of the flowers, especially the upper one,
contrast with the bright white and hints of yellow in the skull. With the flowers, O’Keeffe also
creates a play between the symmetry of the skull and the asymmetry of the placement of the
upper rose and the form of the lower one, with its leaves and stem extending to the right.

The use of asymmetry and contrasting hues of white is continued in the background of the
painting. Overlapping vertical panels of white material fill the background, separated by an
irregular black stripe that runs from the top to the bottom of the canvas. In color, they provide
another shade of white, mixed with gray and subtle brown undertones that add warmth. The
black stripe is off-center, echoing the asymmetry of the roses. The material of the white panels
is uncertain. Are they paper or textile? With their undulating edges and pockets of shadow
they appear to be cloth of some sort, whether soft or stiff. Perhaps they are the Native
American blanket with a black border she brought back from New Mexico?[2]
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Figure 2: Georgia O’Keeffe, Horse’s Skull with White Rose (1931), Georgia O’Keeffe
Museum, Santa Fe, New Mexico/USA. © 2022 Georgia O'Keeffe Museum / Artists Rights
Society (ARS), New York. Art Resource, NY.

The background plays a strong role, adding complexity and mystery to the painting. This is
especially clear when we compare this work to O’Keeffe’s Horse’s Skull with White Rose, also
from 1931 (Figure 2). In that painting, the horse’s skull and the same double-stemmed calico
rose are placed against a completely black background. The overall effect is stark and
uncompromising, quite different from the nuance of Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses. In other
skull and bone paintings from this period, O’Keeffe used a similar black stripe in the
background. In Thigh Bone on Black Stripe from 1931, the thigh bone is set against a wide black
stripe flanked by narrow strips of tan. There is a similar play here between the realistically
rendered bone and the abstract background. O’Keeffe calls attention to this by adding shadows
where the thigh bone appears to press against the tan strip of the background.
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Figure 3: Georgia O’Keeffe, Cow’s Skull, Red, White, and Blue (1931), Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, Alfred Stieglitz Collection, 1952 (52.203) © The Metropolitan Museum of
Art. Image source: Art Resource.

Cow’s Skull, Red, White, and Blue from 1931[3] (Figure 3) is closer to the Art Institute painting
and was executed around the same time. In this America-themed version of the cow’s skull
composition, the black stripe is placed between strips of blue and red and is visible through
the openings in the skull.[4] The cyan blue panels have diagonal shadows, suggesting cloth, but
the skull casts no shadows and is sharply outlined against the background.

These comparisons shed light on what O’Keeffe accomplishes in Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses.
She places the realistically rendered objects against an enigmatic, largely abstract background.
The shadows, which add contour and volume to the foreground objects, blend seamlessly into
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the background, matching the tones of the white panels. The overall effect is one of harmony,
in which the various oppositions in the painting are resolved.

The Genre of Cow’s Skull
One way to ascertain O’Keeffe’s relationship to things is to ask to what genre of painting does
Cow’s Skull belong. In its grouping of disparate objects depicted in a realistic style, it has
elements of still life, especially the skull, which recalls the skulls in vanitas paintings with their
memento mori theme. The Art Institute label forefronts this aspect of the painting. Not only
does the skull evoke mortality, but the calico roses, which were used to decorate graves, have a
funereal connotation[5] as well.

But O’Keeffe’s painting is markedly different in structure and meaning from the traditional
still life. Her objects are not grouped on a table in a realistic, if artful, manner; rather they float
in space in a way that can only be imaginary. Rather than resting on a tablecloth, they “rest”
on an ephemeral background, which contributes to the unreal aspects of the image. O’Keeffe’s
things are pushed forward in the picture plane and confront the viewer, eliminating the sense
of perspective typical of still life.

The tone of Cow’s Skull also departs significantly from that of still life, particularly if we
compare it to 17th-century Dutch paintings. Whether or not there are overt references to
death, such as the human skull or snuffed candles, Dutch still life typically retains moral
overtones regarding the vanity of all earthly things.[6] This tone is completely absent in
O’Keeffe’s painting. The skull and roses are abstracted from any narrative or symbolic context.
It is not that they are without meaning, but they are presented simply as things, asking us to
look at them anew.

O’Keeffe’s own words about the skulls and bones she collected are illuminating. She described
picking up the bones, just as she picked up other objects in her desert wanderings:

I have picked flowers where I found them—have picked up sea shells and rocks
and pieces of wood where there were sea shells and rocks and pieces of wood
that I liked […] When I found the beautiful white bones on the desert I picked
them up and took them home too […] I have used these things to say what is to
me the wideness and wonder of the world as I live in it.[7]

This goes with her description in her letters to Stieglitz of the things she was sending back east
as “trash,” not to convey lack of value (since they were clearly very valuable to her), but rather
their status as found objects. In one of her most familiar quotes, she says of the bones:

The skulls were there and I could say something with them. To me they are as
beautiful as anything I know. To me they are strangely more living than the
animals walking around—hair, eyes and all, with the tails switching. The bones
seem to cut sharply to the center of something that is keenly alive on the desert
even though it is vast and empty and untouchable—and knows no kindness
with all its beauty.[8]

In Cow’s Skull, O’Keeffe conveys this sense of beauty and life, which cuts against the
connotations of death. She creates her own kind of still life painting, presenting things in her
unique way.
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The Mystery of Things
O’Keeffe’s letters to Stieglitz reveal another aspect of her skull paintings, which is the
humorous or playful.[9] Her letters from the fall of 1931 repeatedly use the phrase “a funny
painting” to describe the skull pictures. She tells Stieglitz how they amuse her or make her
laugh. “The horse’s head with a pink rose over its eye makes me laugh every time I look at it.”
What made her laugh was the odd juxtaposition of objects, painted realistically but placed on
the canvas in an absurd manner. Her letters make clear that this playfulness is not
incompatible with either beauty or seriousness, and at times she uses the word “funny” to
mean bizarre or perplexing. The way her objects float in space, without a narrative context,
contributes to the “funny” aspect of the paintings. These characteristics invite a comparison
with Surrealism, especially the paintings of René Magritte. O’Keeffe’s debt to Surrealism is
unmistakable in some of her later works, such as Ladder to the Moon (1958), but Cow’s Skull
already shows the influence of that artistic movement. American artists were increasingly
aware of Surrealism in the 1930s, leading up to the influential Dada and Surrealism exhibition
at MOMA in 1936.[10]

Magritte’s strange juxtapositions and floating objects give his works a similar sense of
absurdity and mystery. In the same year as O’Keeffe’s Cow’s Skull, he painted The Voice of
Space in which huge jingle bells float in the sky above a realistic landscape. O’Keeffe’s bone
paintings, in which the blue sky shows through a circular pelvic bone, strongly recall
Magritte’s 1928/29 painting The False Mirror, which depicts a large eye with a cloudy sky
replacing the iris. Magritte famously said he wished to “make the ordinary strange,” to call
attention to the mysterious aspect of things. “We are surrounded by curtains. We only
perceive the world behind a curtain of semblance. At the same time, an object needs to be
covered in order to be recognized at all.” Cow’s Skull resembles Magritte’s paintings, in which
strange juxtapositions of things invite contemplation. Both artists are fascinated by things and
both place them in unusual contexts to call attention to them as things. Magritte’s paintings are
more cerebral than O’Keeffe’s—hers more personal and affective—but both explore the
element of mystery that underlies the visible world.

The Interior of Things
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Figure 4: Paul Cézanne, The Three Skulls (1902/06), watercolor, The Art Institute of
Chicago/Chicago/USA. Art Resource, NY.

While writing this article I had the good fortune to see the wonderful Cezanne exhibition at the
Art Institute of Chicago (May 15–September 5, 2022). Cézanne is a pre-eminent master in
depicting things, and as I looked, I carried O’Keeffe and Cow’s Skull with me. One section of the
exhibition was devoted to Cézanne’s paintings of human skulls, a subject which increasingly
occupied him in the last decade of his life. His skull paintings included oils and watercolors,
which are quite distinct in style and tone. The oils are evocative of the tradition of vanitas still
life painting, with their subdued tones, the skulls grouped on a table, and the occasional
inclusion of other objects. The watercolors, in contrast, have a markedly different effect. In The
Three Skulls (Trois Crânes) from 1902/06 (Figure 4), Cézanne groups the skulls on a brightly
patterned carpet bunched on a table.[11] The overlapping skulls stand out in their stark
whiteness, illuminated by light from the left. But Cézanne gives equal play to the bright carpet,
the contours and colors of which seem to merge with the skulls. In an accompanying poem
contemporary artist Julia Fish reacts to the painting, conveying this interplay:

Each absent place an eye should be
drinks-in
the spectrum of its circumstance:

thin’d red with blue
marks one
against a yellow’d pool

the other five make what they will
from annotated variants:
sparks or faded notes of green
gray’d-blues
indigos with cobalt-bits
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water’d sepias
blotched-pinks from red
ochre’d mauves and violets.

Each absent nose inhales
an ever-shaded-palette-scent.

Each brush-marked gap
proposes “inside-ness”—
invokes a dome we cannot see:
where thought and recollection
once prevailed.[12]

Fish beautifully captures the symbiosis between the skulls and the textile, between form and
color. The tints that fill the cavities of the skull call to mind what used to be present, the
“thought and recollection” contained within the skull. Cézanne, like O’Keeffe, found skulls
beautiful and his watercolors suggest that their beauty resides not just in their physical form
but in their “inside-ness” and all it evokes.[13]

Returning to O’Keeffe’s painting, it’s clear that the interior of the skull was of great interest to
her too. She accentuates the large nasal cavity, giving it more detail and adding yellow tones
that stand out against the white. The filigree of bone visible in the cavity draws our eye to that
area, asking us to go deeper. A fine black crack running down the center of the skull suggests
an opening into that interior, an interior that is somehow more than what encloses it. The
black stripe of the background echoes the crack in the skull and amplifies the sense of looking
within. Like curtains, the white panels to the left and right seem to part, leaving an opening. As
she does in her flower paintings, O’Keeffe draws our eye to what is within, to what is visible
only upon close looking or to what is not visible but equally present.

Things and Color
Unlike Cézanne’s Three Skulls watercolor, in which the white skulls are set off by a range of
colors, O’Keeffe’s Cow’s Skull is a composition in whites. While white is often referred to as the
absence of color, for O’Keeffe it was not only a color, but one rich with meaning. In speaking of
her desert finds, she refers to “the beautiful white bones” and “sun-bleached bones [which]
were most wonderful against the blue,” something she captured particularly in her pelvic bone
paintings. In some of her most striking works, a stark white object is placed against a richly
colored background, as in Single Lily with Red (1928, Whitney Museum) or the Art Institute’s
stunning pastel White Shell with Red (1938). In both these works, the contrasting scales
between foreground and background accentuate the whiteness of the foreground object.

For O’Keeffe and Stieglitz, whiteness could be a human quality as well. In a letter from April
1931, O’Keeffe writes to Stieglitz, “I just looked at the lock of hair—it is soft and beautiful and
white like you are to me—.”[14] In a June 1931 letter, Stieglitz addresses O’Keeffe, saying “Well,
Georgia, Dearest, Whitest Heart—.”[15] While there is a suggestion of innocence or purity of
heart in O’Keeffe and Stieglitz’s sense of “white,” it seems above all to connote “that which I
desire,” “that which my heart rests in.” Whiteness is connected to affection and attraction. This
fascination with white recalls Melville’s extended meditations on whiteness in Moby Dick. The
whiteness of the whale draws Ahab on his metaphysical quest, whiteness suggesting the
whale’s beauty, mystery, and ultimate unattainability, but also a malign indifference to the
pursuer. For O’Keeffe there are no malevolent aspects to whiteness, but for her also it
represents something beautiful that one is drawn to.

Issue Two / 2022
https://humanumreview.com/issues/things-to-focus-on 24

https://whitney.org/collection/works/240
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/70039/white-shell-with-red


In a recent exhibition and accompanying catalogue, scholar Wanda Corn explores O’Keeffe’s
clothing and its relationship to her art.[16] Corn shows that O’Keeffe’s signature colors in her
early years, including the time when she painted Cow’s Skull, were black and white. Included
in the exhibition were some of the white garments she cherished, including many made by
O’Keeffe herself. In her remarkable study, Corn compares the garments to O’Keeffe’s paintings,
showing how O’Keeffe’s colors and forms were an expression of herself. In her discussion of
the skull paintings, Corn sees a personal dimension in the whiteness of the skulls and in the
accompanying flowers, as well as in the V-shape, which was always O’Keeffe’s favorite
neckline. Looking at Cow’s Skull through this lens, it is clear that O’Keeffe was, in a sense,
placing herself in the painting. Even the delicate panels of the background, which resemble the
pleats of her white blouses, seem to be extensions of her personality.

O’Keeffe’s views on color as a means of personal expression were very much shaped by her
study of Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1912; translated into English 1914).[17]
She first read the book as a young artist and it clearly influenced her early abstract paintings.
But she returned to the book again at later points in her life and is known to have re-read it
when she was 97 years old.[18] Kandinsky’s views deeply influenced O’Keeffe and played a
large role in the look of paintings such as Cow’s Skull. For Kandinsky the goal of art is to
capture the inner life of things, the non-material—or spiritual—which is at the heart of
everything. This inner life is expressed through form and color. In his book, Kandinsky
expresses his core idea that color operates directly on the soul like music:

Generally speaking, colour is a power which directly influences the soul. Colour
is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with many
strings. The artist is the hand which plays, touching one key or another, to
cause vibrations in the soul.[19]

The role of the artist, then, is to express this inner life of things through compositions of form
and color.

O’Keeffe’s reading of Kandinsky may also have contributed to her penchant for the color
white. In his lengthy analysis of the language of color, Kandinsky stresses the importance of
white both for lightening other colors and as a color with its own meaning. Flanking the color
wheel opposite black, white conveys life, birth, and potentiality. White is like “a great silence,”
but a silence which is “pregnant with possibilities.” White and black form a primal antithesis
conveying birth and death, “the two great possibilities of silence.”[20] In Cow’s Skull, O’Keeffe
captures the silence of white as Kandinsky understood it and her own sense of the bones
expressing “something that is keenly alive on the desert even though it is vast and empty and
untouchable.”

Another core idea in Kandinsky’s book is the importance of the experience of the artist.
Nature—the world “out there”—is a source only to the extent that it activates something within
the artist. What is activated allows the artist not only to depict things but to convey their inner
life and personal meaning. This is true regardless of whether the artist retains the objective
characteristics of the objects or not—representation and abstraction are in some sense equal.
O’Keeffe follows Kandinsky in her combination of realistic and abstract forms in Cow’s Skull.
There is no disharmony between foreground realism and background abstraction.

O’Keeffe also follows Kandinsky in his emphasis on the importance of the choice of objects to
depict. “Every object has its own life and therefore its own appeal” and thus “the choice of
object . . . must be decided only by a corresponding vibration in the human soul.”[21]
O’Keeffe’s choice of objects—whether flowers, buildings, mountains, or skulls—was central to
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her work. She chose objects whose “inner note” resonated with her, whether for their formal
beauty, as reminders of a place, or for some more mysterious correspondence. It is this
correspondence which O’Keeffe brilliantly conveys in her paintings—a personal relationship
to things which we in turn experience as we look at a work like Cow’s Skull.

Color was the primary way O’Keeffe expressed the inner life of things and her own
relationship with them. Of her flower paintings she said: “Whether the flower or the color is
the focus I do not know. I do know the flower is painted large to convey my experience with
the flower—and what is my experience if it is not the color?”

An Affection for Things
In a recent interview, philosopher Jean-Luc Marion spoke of an experience he had when he
was a young man, walking in the Luxembourg gardens.[22] He made a point of saying it was
not a mystical experience, but more a powerful realization: the significance of things is not
that they exist; their significance lies in what they mean to us—that they are attractive, useful,
desirable. As an example, Marion picked up his pipe—a pipe that looked remarkably like
Magritte’s pipe in his famous painting. Picking up the pipe, Marion presented it as a thing that
exists, but which is unimportant until it has meaning for someone.

O’Keeffe expresses this same insight about things in her paintings. The personal
dimension—the relationship with things—pervades her works. O’Keeffe conveys, above all, an
affection for things. This affection begins with her attachment to particular objects, things
which she paints again and again, and which in turn become part of her persona. Through
form and color, she places herself in her pictures, so that we feel they are equally about the
world and about herself. But perhaps what is most striking about O’Keeffe’s paintings is her
joining of the personal and the universal. Her affection is not just for the physical objects, but
for their inner life, that “something more” which is invisible and yet exists in everything. This
“something more” is expressed through color, through magnification, and through revealing of
complex interiors. It is expressed through the strange juxtaposition of objects. And it is
expressed particularly well in Cow’s Skull with Calico Roses through the blending of realism
and abstraction. The abstract background suggests the mysterious and ineffable that lies
behind things and which we encounter if we go below the surface. Like all great works of art,
Cow’s Skull engenders contemplation, calling us to go deeper, as O’Keeffe herself has done. The
painting reveals O’Keeffe’s “loving eye,” a gaze of affection which is the beginning point of her
art.[23]

Sarah Bond is an Art Historian and Independent Scholar with a Ph.D. in Medieval Art from
Harvard University. Among her fields of expertise are General Art History; Medieval to Modern
Christian Art; Chicago Churches; and the Art Institute of Chicago.
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Come, Have Breakfast
PAISLEY CLOWE

The explosive dinner scene in Terrence Malick’s Tree of Life evokes turbulent emotion in
anyone whose memories of the family table echo a painful similarity. Even in the other
mealtime scenes of this otherwise stunning film about the mysteries of suffering and its
interplay with grace, there is the feeling of repressed discomfort, the idea that we sit up
straight, exercise perfect manners and finish our peas, no matter the mood or temperament of
those around us. Is this what it means to gather at table?

The Norman Rockwell ideal of the happy family at table has been seared into the American
consciousness for decades, and certainly, many families know and have experienced the grace
of the shared meal, whether by sheer accident or intention. But without having to analyze
current trends about who is eating when, where, and what, it is clear to the naked eye by
looking at our frayed and decayed towns, families and bodies, that many are eating alone and,
aye, prefer to eat alone. If eating together hurts, there is a way to fix that.

A nephew, living as a missionary in Tanzania, returned home last winter to care for his dying
mother, my sister. He had not sat in an American restaurant for five years, but a relative
treated him and his wife to a birthday meal at one of our upscale national chains. The next
morning over coffee, he lamented over what he had witnessed. “No one is talking. Children
and even babies are holding tablets, and parents too are distracted, watching TVs on the wall
or looking at their own phones.” Our conversation shifted to how anyone—these young ones
or even we older ones—can feel valued or known when no one seems to want to listen for
longer than 140 characters or look you straight in the eye. And how disarming it is when
someone actually does.

Some colleges and universities, aware of the increasing isolation of their students, are
spending big sums redesigning eating spaces with an emphasis on larger community tables,
with the idea that students will have no choice but to talk to one another, or conversely, that
the communal meal might actually be attractive. More broadly in our own communities, the
current trend—for those who can afford it—towards thoughtfully-prepared, locally grown and
ethically procured food suggests a cultural agreement that this is how we can find our way
back. But to what are we finding our way back, exactly?
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[T]here is an opportunity for encounter every time we come to the table, any table,
the knowing that there is something more we are here for, not simply to rid
ourselves of this ache in the belly, but to be continually remade. And yes, Christ is
present, even here.

While some might disagree, even well-intentioned propositions to cure forgotten
neighborhoods with more fruits and vegetables are not entirely disparate from campaigns for
newer and better grocery stores in not-forgotten ones, slow and mindful eating practices,
calming lighting and faux nature décor, even in fast-food restaurants. All of these trends at
their real core speak to a common need to soothe and feed hungry souls, regardless of
advantage or disadvantage. But if disconnectedness is our original human wound, can the food
itself, its availability, abundance, or packaging solve our deepest hunger?

***

Screwtape could rest in comfort knowing how many of us who are not literally hungry are
concerned with the belly these days. It was he, after all, who advised Wormwood to stay
focused on gluttony by delicacy more than by excess.[1] Not that excess is not an insidious
demon in its own right, as massive swathes of the population know deep down that something
is wrong, and hope that maybe medication, more time at the gym, or a meal delivery program
could heal their inner ache. But delicacy in all its forms is more clever and harder to root out.
While we have the right to care about the basic dignity of the food we consume within the
constraints of our busy lives, our collective over-focus on what is in our food, how it is grown,
how much or how little we should eat, how it sits in our bodies and how it comes out is a
decisive victory for anyone (Screwtape?) who desires that we lower our gaze from the purpose
for which we are really here. And it keeps us isolated from one another.

Since the time of Christ, the desert fathers were some of the better-known intermittent fasters.
The more disciplined of the hermits who followed their example would go for days without
food, others might eat once daily at 3 p.m., or some later monastics, even to the present day,
might follow a more moderate fast of perhaps one warm meal daily, accompanied by two
smaller cold ones. The knowledge that our disordered emotions and individual appetites (and
not just for food) must be destroyed in order to grow in holiness was the primary driver for
doing battle against the Seven Deadly Sins (or, in the Eastern church, the Eight Evil Thoughts).
But even the most seasoned hermits, as the Rule of St. Benedict affirms, frequently had to
submit first to the rule of the community before being allowed to go into reclusion to do battle
alone. They had to learn to pray, sleep, and eat with others.

The word “refectory,” as Fabrice Hadjadj points out in The Resurrection, means in Latin a place
for remaking. So, at the refectory table, we come to be restored, to be reconstituted, to be
remade. The food we eat actually becomes a part of us, unlike gasoline in a car which merely
runs out. The gasoline does not become the car, but the food we eat does make more of us.[2]
Hadjadj suggests that when we become aware of the miracle of our digestive systems, whether
we deem them marvelously efficient or sluggishly faulty in our own bodies, our ultimate
dependence on food for our existence should lead us to gratitude: “Hail to the chicken thigh
without which I could not stand on my own two feet … to the poultry farmer … the Creator ...
the chords of digestion … Hosanna to the breath of fresh air, without which my lips would be
incapable of praise!” It is this poetry of our being that is the true foundation for mealtime
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thanksgivings and prayers.[3]

It is for no reason of mere formality that we give thanks at table, as if waving a blessing over
the food. When St. Paul exclaims, “Whether you eat or drink, do all things for the glory of
God,” he is saying, as per Hadjadj, that it is because of the glory of God that is within us and
around us that we enter into gratitude and service for all things.[4] This is not to say that we
obsessively think about how this bread will be digested or this meat broken down, but rather
that we acknowledge that we indeed are “earthen vessels…always bearing about in the body
the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be manifest in our body” (2 Cor
4:7a,10). And our vessels need sustenance to perform this task.

Which brings us back to the table, and the fact that we come to it often, hungry. Like animals
to the trough, we must eat to keep going. In cars, on couches, looking at phones, or standing at
the kitchen counter, we find ourselves either alone or with others, distracted by the pangs of
hunger—either real or imagined—disconnected and yearning.

The tenderest scene perhaps in all of Sacred Scripture occurs after Jesus’ Resurrection. The
disciples, having resumed fishing, see a man on the shore who, after their night without a
single catch, says something like “try putting your net over there” and they do, and then they
can’t pull the net in for the weight of the fish. “It is the Lord,” John tells Peter.

Peter, we are told, jumps overboard and races ashore before the others, and there, at dawn, it
is indeed the Lord cooking fish and bread over a charcoal fire. “Come, have breakfast,” he
invites, and no one needs to ask who he is because they know. There on the beach is the Table,
the charcoal fire its own altar, the elements of raw fish and dough turned into food for their
breakfast, and the Lord himself, the cornerstone, the real altar who has become the True
Bread, offering to feed them.

Hadjadj makes the striking connection that Jesus in his glorified body doesn’t really need to
eat, certainly not from want. But he chooses to share the meal at Emmaus and at the shore,
and in so doing, his glory is revealed in the ordinary. Therefore, we too, see that in our
ordinary, there is glory.[5]

***

One November morning, I accompanied our daughter as she brought her belongings to a home
for the elderly and dying, an apostolate founded by a consecrated sister in the middle of
Oklahoma. We had visited before, and now my daughter was coming back to give it a try,
living and working in the community. After the typical greetings, one of the women I had
previously met asked if I could make lunch, since she had been up all night caring for residents
and she knew, from our previous visit, that I would be happy to do it and had already learned
my way around the kitchen.

The ministry is founded on the gospel simplicity spirit of St. Francis and therefore accepts all
visitors and gifts of food or time as providence. I asked what was on the menu, and the woman
said, “Leftovers today.” Sister’s diminutive mother was visiting and, being from the same
thrifty generation as my own departed mother, was thrilled to usher me to the refrigerator
and point out cold fried chicken from Church’s that someone had brought, along with leftover
starches and vegetables which some might deem ready for the compost pile. Without
hesitation, she said the vegetables could all be trimmed and used and the chicken pulled apart
from the bones and surely turned into something. With this inspiration, I started cooking and
decided upon a big stir-fry.
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The long refectory table had been reset after breakfast, and it was not clear how many would
be having lunch since visitors often drop in and are always welcomed for the meal. The
residents were brought to the table in walkers and wheelchairs, water was poured, the food
was ready, and it was time for the blessing. No one touched their water or lifted a fork until it
seemed by Sister’s leading that the meal had begun. Oftentimes prayer requests are shared
before the blessing, so there is frequently a brief time of waiting before everyone partakes.

As for me, I had believed I was fasting that day for a series of muddled and undisciplined
intentions, and so I was conflicted about what to do. Sister’s mother said not to worry about it,
if I was fasting, I should fast. So I sat with a glass of water. Everyone complimented the stir-fry
and said it was delicious, what in the world was in it? I never so much as tasted it, and that
always seemed so wrong—not to share the meal. From that day forward, I reflected on that
simple, ordinary meal, the conversation that took place, and the final readings and blessing
that mark the end of the meal when everyone is excused. Something was different that day
and every day since. I had begun to understand the gift of the real communal table.

***

Those who have spent time with the Benedictine monks at Our Lady of Clear Creek Abbey in
northeastern Oklahoma have returned with a few interesting observations: meals are eaten in
silence while the monks and visitors listen to religious or philosophical passages read or
chanted by a designated brother. The act of feeding the body physiologically, if you think
about how these monks do it, takes place in an associative way, considering that many of us
know all too well the fractured habits of eating while reading or scrolling through a YouTube
video, only to find our meal has ended because our plate is empty. At the abbey, when the bell
rings, all eating stops, the meal has been had, and now there is work to be done. Also, during
the Lenten days of fasting, three meals are still eaten, but they are made up of even simpler
ingredients than normal and are consumed in a much shorter amount of time. The fast is not
complete abstinence from food, but, rather, a significant modification in how food is
considered to one’s day.

These simple lessons and seemingly random encounters at the communal table have me
pondering. Is there something there there? Is it Grace? Is it the Lord?

In our present state of radical individualism, it may seem impossible to find our way back to
what is true wholeness, as if this goes back to Eve and the apple. Must we know perfect
harmony in order to sit down with others? And must the meal strike the right balance of
conversation, color, texture, and ingredients? It is a joy to feast with like-minded friends, but
what about finding communion with and offering it to those who suck fingers, slurp, and have
nothing interesting to say? And what if that person (who sucks and slurps) is me?

Is this curb where I share a cold piece of bread with the man on the street a table? And this TV
tray table with family members around who have to watch the football game tonight? And this
table where I find myself alone often for lunch, because if we are honest, many of us are not at
communal tables every day? Is Grace here too?

“For we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” the writer of Hebrews says. This
means to the simple-minded that at all times the invisible world is far greater than the
visible,[6] and that the saints and angels, my guardian angel, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit
are here in this space too, even when alone. If this is so, it is possible to consider that there is
an opportunity for encounter every time we come to the table, any table, the knowing that
there is something more we are here for, not simply to rid ourselves of this ache in the belly,
but to be continually remade. And yes, Christ is present, even here.
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Perhaps our time now at the solitary table might better prepare us to seek out opportunities to
sit down with others. St. Romuald, the ninth-century monastic reformer and founder of the
Camaldolese order, emphasized the importance of the hermitage within a community over the
dormitory-style monastery, the purpose being that members of the community must learn first
to know peace in their cells.[7] Our earthen vessels cannot offer what they have not first
learned to receive. So, even in community, according to Romuald’s semi-eremetical rule, one
must have time for solitude in order to share outside of oneself. In our time, if we desire to
find our way back to the table and help others to do the same, we must patiently keep coming
to it.

Some time later, I returned to the home for the elderly and the dying, this time with my
mother-in-law. She had not visited before and missed her granddaughter. She herself is
struggling with the cognitive ravages of age, but from the outside looks like the Queen. After a
brief time of meeting residents and touring around, lunch was served. Sister asked her to sit at
the head of the table. A new resident, a homeless man whom Sister had brought in for what
was supposed to be a short stay, took an open seat to her right. He was badly in need of a
shower, had long gray hair, only a few teeth left, and made no sense. I was certain my mother-
in-law would be made uncomfortable by her lunch partner, but on our way home she
remarked that she had truly enjoyed him, she really had. I had watched them conversing, this
juxtaposition of a seeming have and have-not, and wondered.

A few weeks later, on a perfect Saturday morning, the Feast of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, I
was back again. The archbishop was coming to consecrate a new Immaculate Heart altar in
the tiny chapel on the property. I had heard the residents would be given priority seating in
the chapel, which only seats twenty-five, and also would be seated at the main refectory table
for the meal with the archbishop afterwards. The rest of us participated by live-stream from
two overflow rooms inside the main house, other tables having been set up beautifully for the
meal to follow.

And so, after the Mass ended, the front door was opened to welcome in the archbishop and the
others from the chapel. With sunshine streaming alongside, I noticed that there, in the line,
filing in behind the archbishop, was Sister’s newest resident, my mother-in-law’s former lunch
companion, smiling from ear to ear, showered and dressed in his Sunday best and looking like
a new man. He and the other residents took their places of honor, while plates of quiche and
salad were brought to them. The archbishop offered the blessing. It was time for the feast.

Hadjadj makes clear he is not blurring the lines between the Eucharistic table and the common
one. He says, simply put, that “the plainest chow should be experienced as an act of
thanksgiving, and that our intestines should appear to us as a primordial and truly edifying
rosary.”[8] And if Grace is truly present, it would seem there is no Table where could not be
heard the words, “Come, have breakfast.”

Paisley Clowe is a wife and mother of two adult children. She and her husband live and work in
Ardmore, Oklahoma, where they enjoy beautiful sunsets and the sounds of cattle grazing. Paisley
is active in parish evangelization, religious education, high school youth and music ministry.

Posted December 14, 2022.
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On the Table
STEPHEN MCGINLEY

Chicken on my Table Lay

‘Carnadine drips the blood
O’er the beak, in a flood.
Rhythmically he takes his breath
As he sings his song of death.
I, inward to him, watch
His sacrifice to catch.
Chicken on my table lay
For my children, end of day.

Loving “to the end,” as Christ does, constitutes the holiness demanded of the Christian. For
persons to be holy or sacred, they must grow in the perfection of that love. For places to be
holy or sacred, they must be places set apart for making us grow in love’s perfection.

The altar—and its domestic analogue, the table—is primarily a place of sacrifice: where one
“does” or “makes” the “sacred,” a place where one grows in the perfection of love. While one
normally thinks of sacrifice as offering something to God alone, the Christian recognizes in the
Great Commandment (Mk 12:31) that love of God and love of neighbor are united and that
both one’s offering to God and the offering to one’s neighbor are sacrifices. Giving up my best
for the other who I do see is identical with giving up my best for the Other who I do not see (cf.
1 Jn 4:20).

Put another way, if we take Matthew’s account of the Last Judgment seriously, we will be
judged to the extent that we do not accept the sacrificial character of the world: sacrificing
food to the hungry is, in a profound way, offering sacrifice to God (Mt 25:31–46). Moreover, if
we consider how creatures are related to other creatures by being for them to the perfection of
the whole (cf. Aquinas I.I.47), we must also note that there is a God-given sacrificial character
to all things. All things exist for others, bear the capacity to be offered, and offer themselves
up, as it were, through their creaturely vulnerability. In a way that prepares for and
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participates in the altar, the table is the place around which and on which all things are
gathered and offered through man to God for the perfection of love.[1]

Echoing Marius’ lamentation from Les Misérables, our empty chairs are at empty
tables, not because friends have died in a revolutionary war, but because of a
deeper revolution: the table and the hearth have been evacuated of their primacy
in our homes, minds, wills, and appetites.

Just as the life of Christ has public and hidden moments, so too does the life of the Christian.
Again, as Matthew’s Last Judgment makes clear, when you feed the hungry, give drink to the
thirsty, and clothe the naked, you do so unto Christ. Now the child comes into the world
maximally hungry, thirsty, and naked. It is the home of the spouses that shelters him. It is the
provision of the parents who clothe her. It is the stewardship of the spouses that feed and
quench the child. This intimacy consummates at the table: the place where these moments of
love, more hidden than public, reveal the sacrificial character of their lives.

The Christian table presupposes and perfects the table of the unbaptized, just as grace
presupposes and perfects nature. By orienting us face to face, the table reveals both man to
himself and the nature of the family as a communion of persons.[2] The table is the one place
around which the home revolves. It is the center. The table draws every human experience to
itself: joys, laughter, sorrows, mourning, correction, discipline, discussion, teaching, silliness,
fighting and bickering, sacrifice, and love (cf., Jn 12:32). It is in the nature of the table to gather
together, to unite the family for that which is necessary for human flourishing: eating and
drinking in a human way. What happens at the table reveals our human fragility and
vulnerability, it reveals our creatureliness and our gratitude therein.

In his essay, Leisure the Basis of Culture, Pieper describes the temple as the place of sacrifice
and worship that is the grateful, communal celebration of the goodness of being “by praise of
the Creator of this very world.”[3] Elsewhere, Pieper says that “if any specific day is to be
singled out from the rest and celebrated as a festival, this can only be done as the
manifestation of a perpetual though hidden festivity.”[4] The table manifests both the hidden
and singular festivity: from simple meals to elaborate feasts. Just as the temple is the place set
aside by the polis for celebration, so, in the home, the table is the place set aside for the
family’s celebration. Just as feast days are holy time, so, the daily meals are the time separated
out. The family’s celebrations participate in the greatest festival meals: Christmas and Easter.
At these meals more than any others, the table is itself adorned with festival attire, foods that
have taken time to prepare are brought forth from the larder or brine bath, drinks that have
aged like homemade mead are poured, and celebrating is required of each member.

While the proper human disposition to celebrate is of paramount importance, so too is the
proper disposition of the table itself. In A Pattern Language, the architect Christopher
Alexander reflects on a common human experience: how sometimes, although we may be
“together at the table, we are actually far apart.”[5] Alexander details how environmental
conditions can either facilitate or hinder our experience of being together. Since we are
phototropic creatures, lighting plays a key role: the light must illuminate the table alone to
gather our attention. Moreover, the table itself, illumined by the light, must be a “heavy table
in the center of the eating space large enough for the whole family or group of people using it.”
The heaviness of the table bespeaks the gravity of the event, whereas a flimsy table, easily
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moved, indicates transitoriness. A heavy table also indicates stability of place and speaks to the
durability of the family bonds that form around it.

Notice that Alexander does not consider the table only in itself, but in relation to both the rest
of the environment and the people using it. The table is a place in and of relation. In relation to
the space around it, the table must be proportionate and balanced, yet heavy and dominant.
The human gaze is attracted to the sheer mass of the table just as it is attracted to the mass of
the hearth. And yet, the mass must be in proportion to the place. A virtuous table, depending
on the size of the home, also must be able to open out to welcome others around it. Table
leaves serve this function, further facilitating the intimacy of the space.

The table does not merely facilitate intimacy within the humanum, but with the whole cosmos.
The table is where the omnivorous family brings the whole of the world to become their flesh.
Man realizes his nature as microcosm at the table by drawing all things into himself through
eating, but in a human way, which is always more than just eating. When eating, we bring the
full glory of human nature to bear: intellect, will, and appetite. I must know what I am eating. I
must know that what I am eating died so that I could live, that I or someone else killed this
thing for my sake, and that its form is that of sacrifice. To whatever extent possible, I ought to
know who grew or raised my food and know something as to the kind of life it lived. But mere
knowledge of the kind of life the organism lived is insufficient for eating in a human way. I
must further conform my mind, will, and appetites to practices that correspond to the nature
of that specific organism and not to farming practices that reduced that living organism to
mechanism—to calories.

Participation in the husbandry or cultivation of the source of food makes the sacrifice that
much more intimate. This is not limited to the farmer. As Wendell Berry points out in his short
essay, “The Pleasure of Eating,” cultivating a potted culinary herb in a studio apartment helps
move one toward this intimate participation. The care of plants and animals moves us out of a
mechanistic gaze—where things are reducible to my use, bringing illness and premature
death—and into an organismic gaze where what the thing is and the relations required for its
flourishing make a claim on me and demand that I treat it accordingly.

The table makes abundantly clear that the human will, rather than constructing reality, is
essentially and structurally receptive to reality and must conform itself to it. The table
demands serving something in its reality. I cannot cook and serve beef shoulder as filet
mignon. Kitchen alchemy proves just as vain as scientific alchemy. Raising plants and animals
for the table helps us conform our wills to reality on an even more intimate level, since every
act of the creature is wholly an act of God and wholly an act of the creature.[6] Only by
conforming my will to what the thing is can both the creature itself and I flourish. Raising
cows (herbivorous ruminants) like chickens (avian omnivores) yields sick cows, sick land, and
sick humans. Raising chickens (avian omnivores) like horses (herbivores) yields sick chickens,
sick land, and sick humans. Chickens, cows, and horses can live well on grain alone no more
than man can live well on bread alone.

The table, as the place where our appetites are satisfied, requires that the human intellect take
appetites far more seriously than we often do. Even Christians are tempted to relegate food to
what is necessary for sustaining the body. Purportedly drawing support from St. Paul, who
writes that the “kingdom of God is not one of eating and drinking, but of justice, peace, and joy
in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17), many Christians assert that it does not matter what you eat,
how it is raised, etc., for indeed “everything is clean” (14:20). Therefore, I only need to govern
my desires qua quantity not quiddity. However, this interpretation of St. Paul fails to conceive
of eating and drinking as a matter of justice, where for Paul, in the new law of love of God and
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neighbor, I must not only love my neighbor and give them their due, but I must give each
creature their due as participants in Christ’s salvific mission. While fully fleshing out an
answer is outside the scope of this reflection, it does impinge on it and so we sketch a possible
answer here.

When Christ says that “man does not live on bread alone, but by every word that comes from
the mouth of God,” His claim presupposes the natural truth of the statement (Mt 4:4).
According to Genesis, every creature is a word that “comes from the mouth of God” since “God
said, let the earth put forth/bring forth,” and it was so (cf. Gen 1:11, 24)[7]. His word brings forth
things according to their kinds within orders of relation necessary for their flourishing. On
seeing His word take root and/or take on flesh in particular creatures, God “saw that it was
good” (Gen 1:26). God’s apprehension of creaturely goodness is directly related to his
apprehension of their existence as this kind of thing in relation. Herein one can rightly speak of
a kind of justice owed to all creatures insofar as they are words of the Word. Justice would
require seeing as God does and treating creatures according to his intention—which is the
creature itself. It would require conforming my actions to what a thing is and the sacrificial
relations in which it is situated. Simply because animals are a source of meat and clothes for
us does not mean that they are meat and fiber. This means that my appetites are only rightly
ordered to the extent that I desire what is raised and/or grown in ways that correspond to what
they are and how they reach their own ends: being what they are well.

What, then, do my appetites communicate and why? In his groundbreaking book, The One-
Straw Revolution, Masanobu Fukuoka argues that the “more out of balance one’s body
becomes, the more one comes to desire unnatural foods.”[8] If I am consumed with cravings
for sugary substances or meat so soft and tender that it can only be obtained by denying a
creature use of its God-given legs, then my appetites are contrary to justice. The table is set in
such a way that it manifests what we see as good. If what we see as good is not good, then the
table will reflect that. Something may seem to satisfy my appetites when in fact it does not. Not
only can food itself not fully satisfy, but certain foods can never satisfy because they embed
one in a way of being counter to Creation: every purchase of an egg from a debeaked, battery
hen makes one complicit in the unnecessary maiming of Creation. Rightly ordered appetites
reflect rightly ordered wills which reflect rightly ordered intellects which reflect a rightly
ordered person as a whole.

The communion that occurs at the table encompasses the persons there as well as those who
are absent: farmers, fishermen, and merchants. It also encompasses the subhuman creatures
that lived and died for me to live and opens my eyes to the heavenly bestowal of these gifts
and the celebratory thanks that alone suffices as a response—hence the religious imperative of
grace before meals. A uniquely modern event undermines this: TV dinners. In our TV dinner
age, the table has become vacant and sterile. According to a New York Times interview with
Anne Fishel, executive director of the Family Dinner Project, only 30% of families eat “together
regularly.” Eating in front of a screen evacuates the table of its centripetal power by orienting
us not toward the sacrificial center, but toward a device. By removing the centering force of
the table, it evacuates the meaning of participation in the community drawn to eat together.

Echoing Marius’ lamentation from Les Misérables, our empty chairs are at empty tables, not
because friends have died in a revolutionary war, but because of a deeper revolution: the table
and the hearth have been evacuated of their primacy in our homes, minds, wills, and
appetites. Lacking the hearth and table evacuates our lives of love such that we must try to
parasitically construct it.[9] The TV stands as the surrogate hearth, flickering with projections
of someone else’s stories while our family’s memories are lost. Weak-willed, we no longer wish
to undergo suffering in the formation of our children’s table manners. At restaurants we give
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children smartphones as little TVs to distract them. Our appetites are so shaped by a
mechanistic industry that in 2020 “127.92 million Americans consumed frozen complete TV
dinners.” Our orientation is not toward a shared, communal recognition of the creaturely
realities from whence our food came, and the thanksgiving that would demand of us, but
toward a convenient, nutrient-deficient consumption of empty calories that permit us to watch
what seems to matter most: shadows on a wall.

Ineffective as data on child happiness and dining at tables may be for converting family’s
hearts, perhaps recapturing our imaginations in festivity can move us toward reality. As
Pieper says in In Tune with the World, festivity arises from “the joy of being a creature whom
God has created out of joy.”[10] With St. John Chrysostom we can say, “where love rejoices,
there is festivity.” Love, sacrifice, festivity, joy, and the table stand and fall together: the table
is the place where love goes “to the end” (Jn 13:1).

Stephen and Casey-Mae McGinley own and operate Good Soil Farm LLC in Emmitsburg, MD. A
Masters degree graduate of the Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and
Family at CUA, Stephen is a Lecturer at their alma mater, Mount St. Mary’s University. He
teaches in the Mount’s award-winning integrated core curriculum. Casey-Mae homeschools their
five children.

Posted December 7, 2022.

[1] One could argue that St. John’s account of the Passion, in not mentioning the table until
13:28, is stressing the table’s participation in the Cross, submission to the Cross, orientation to
the Cross, and final consummation in the Cross: the place where loving to the end is finished
(cf. Jn 13:1 and Jn 19:30). This is especially the case insofar as we take St. John’s account to be
at all Eucharistic and Liturgical. The table and the cross are a unity qua loving sacrifice.

[2] Cf., Gaudium et spes, no. 22; Familiaris consortio, nos. 15, 17–18.

[3] Josef Pieper, Leisure as the Basis of Culture (Ignatius Press, 2009), 65.

[4] Josef Pieper, In Tune with the World (St. Augustine’s Press, 1999), 50.

[5] Christopher Alexander, Sara Ishikawa et al., A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings,
Language (Oxford University Press, 1977), 844.

[6] Cf., Aquinas, Summa Theologica I, q. 105, a. 5.

[7] Behind our thoughts here are St. Maximus the Confessor’s reflection on the Logos and logoi
and Ratzinger’s reflection that every creature is the thought of God and so our thinking is a
rethinking of his original thought. For further reading on the former, see Maximus the
Confessor. “The Logos and the Logoi,” Communio: International Catholic Review 42 (Summer
2015), 301–08. For further reading on the latter, see Ratzinger’s Introduction to Christianity.

[8] Masanobu Fukuoka, The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to Natural Farming (NYRB
Classics, 2009), 102.

[9] Cf., Redemptor hominis, no. 10.

[10] Pieper, In Tune with the World, 47.
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FEATURE ARTICLE

The Ritual of Vinyl
RODNEY HOWSARE

Prelude by Way of a Cartoon [1]
A recent cartoon by “Gregory” depicts two middle-aged men standing before a rather elaborate
audio system at the center of which sits a turntable spinning a record. One man says to the
other, “The two things that really drew me to vinyl were the expense and inconvenience.”

A Ritual Being
In a culture that seeks to make everything mundane—whether because we abhor the
transcendent or wish to control it—our understanding of ritual is often muddied by notions of
pretension or snobbery and, therefore, ripe for being derided and mocked. Classical liberals
are very snobbish about snobbery.

But the fact is, ritual—a repeated practice that seeks to capture and convey the richer and
perhaps invisible meaning of the world we inhabit—is inextricably part of what it means to be
human. Joseph Ratzinger argues in The Spirit of the Liturgy that worship and cult undergird
and frame all of human life, and, indeed, if we take a moment to think about it, we can see that
even though our modern rituals are perhaps not immediately directed to the transcendent,
they nevertheless exist: the pour-over coffee fanatic, the foodie, even the daily gym-goer build
their lives on a kind of ritual. Human being is ritualistic being—there is simply no getting
around this.

One of the interesting things about our rituals is how material, how fleshly they are. Thought
about in the pre-modern sense of the term—that is, directed immediately to the
transcendent—it almost seems oxymoronic that our rituals require the material things of this
world in order to bring us into contact, as it were, with transcendent and immaterial realities.
It is as if ritual expresses the horizon-like nature of man, constitutively both material and
immaterial, who needs both realms to express who and what he is. Ritual, then, like man
himself, is of a dual nature: both material and immaterial, both flesh and spirit. Attempting to
bypass either dimension, as it were, results in losing the whole thing.
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The Ups and Downs of Recorded Music
Music may be one of the best examples of ritual, both modern and pre-modern. Music, like all
fine art worthy of the name, is an attempt to capture the beauty of ineffable being in a medium
that can be sensed. What is invisible in itself thus becomes visible (or, in this case, audible).
Such art, made by human beings, is intended for the pleasurable reception of other human
beings, that is, other rational animals equipped with senses but capable of transcending the
senses toward the unified whole which they express. In the colors, lines, shapes, etc., of a
painting, the human viewer sees a form; in the sounds, rhythms, time changes, etc., of a piece
of music, the human listener hears a song or composition. As such, all art, and perhaps
especially music, aids human beings in attending the relationship between what is
transcendent and what is immanent, what is invisible and what is visible, what is timeless and
what is in time, what is spiritual and what is sensual, etc. As a very young Hans Urs von
Balthasar once said,

Music stands closest to immanent meaning, because, like immanent meaning,
music is development. Both are dynamic and inexpressible, ineffable. Music is,
like all art, logical, indeed it is perhaps more so than the other arts. It is a
boundary-point of the human, and at this boundary begins the Divine. It is an
eternal monument to the fact that humans can intuit what God is: eternal and
simple, circumincessing dynamically and manifoldly in himself and the world
as the Logos.

Of course, not all music or art achieves this lofty goal, and some can positively debase its
recipients by reducing them to mindless consumers or trousered apes,[2] but then it is not
truly art but propaganda, pornography, marketing, or some other such thing.

Music can be made or played, but music can also be listened to. While not ignoring the former,
I wish to focus on the latter in what follows. Music was originally tied to ritual or sacred uses.
As such and from the beginning, it was intended to be experienced with other human beings,
brought together for a common celebration, ritual, or festival. Walter Benjamin rightly notes
that even in the most secular societies this ritual element remains. Anybody who’s ever been
to a concert of any kind can attest to this, whether it’s the reverent silence during the
performance of a classical concerto or the raised lighters (now become cellphones) at a rock
concert.

Vinyl records, on the other hand, are too weighty, too obtrusive, dare we say too
inconvenient to let us forget [the material], which is why enthusiasts often speak of
the ritual of getting out a record, cleaning it, dropping the needle, and sitting in just
the right spot for the spectacle.

Furthermore, much of the enjoyment of music is not merely aural, but also visual. Watching
Glenn Gould or Lucinda Williams perform is second only to hearing them perform. During a
jazz concert, it is not only helpful to see who is soloing, but also how the players in the group
react to each other. Apparently, Miles Davis didn’t always react so positively to John Coltrane’s
protracted solos! And this doesn’t even take into account the effect our fellow concertgoers
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have on our own enjoyment of the music. In short, music is best taken in as an event, and
events are communal affairs: they have a ritual quality.

All that I’ve just said ought to make us pause a bit over the ubiquity of recorded music in our
age. Indeed, it is unarguable that the overwhelming majority of our listening to music is done
through recorded media of some sort, most likely now in a digitized form through some sort of
streaming device. Should we react to this with the Platonic worry that we are now listening to
an imitation of an imitation and so are even further removed from the reality of music? I think
at the very least this worry ought to be noted and considered. If the original musical idea
never quite gets instantiated in perfect form when it is committed to a score, and then, further,
never gets performed quite the way the composer conceived it when he wrote it, we must
acknowledge that the recording of music adds yet another level of removal. Many artists and
composers in the early 20th century, after the invention of the phonograph, were positively
opposed to it. Returning to Walter Benjamin: he argues that once music has been recorded and
then passed onto a consumer in the form of a vinyl record to be bought and sold, it has long
since lost its aura, its ritual quality.[3]

Is it then bad to listen to recorded music? I don’t think so, provided we realize that what we
are getting is an imitation of an imitation and is itself therefore an art. If art can be judged, as
Aristotle and, later, Dante thought it could, by the quality of its imitation of nature—if, that is,
art must be deferent to the primal artist, which is Nature, then a good recording of music must
be deferent to the music intended by the artist. In fact, behind some of the best recorded music
there is either a recording engineer and/or producer who is himself an artist—I think here of
Rudy Van Gelder’s work on so many Blue Note jazz albums of the 40s through 60s—or there is
the artist himself, who has become heavily involved in the recording process (e.g., Frank
Zappa or Brian Wilson). Sometimes it is the collaboration of a great producer, such as Daniel
Lanois, who is himself a great musician and lover of music, and a great artist, say U2 at the
time of Unforgettable Fire or Bob Dylan in the making of Oh Mercy or Time Out of Mind. Finally,
Gillian Welch and David Rawlings are heavily involved not only in the music they make but
also in the way it is recorded and eventually put onto vinyl (they own their own record
company and vinyl pressing plant).

In short, I am arguing that, provided we recognize that the recording of music is also an art,
and provided that art is in the service of the music that it is recording, we need not fear or
shun recorded music qua recorded. But this means that we realize that listening to recorded
music is different from attending a concert. It means, furthermore, that we are aware of how
the recording of music and the various media upon which it is recorded modifies the music in
question. This deserves a closer look.

The first thing to be noted is that the recording of music is a very recent phenomenon when
compared to the history of music. Edison invented his phonograph in 1877, and he didn’t even
intend it for the recording of music. It was the Victor company, with their introduction of the
Victrola (a phonograph designed as a piece of furniture), that really initiated the widespread
recording of music, and this wasn’t until 1906. This is not the place to sketch out the history, so
allow me to offer a few examples of how the recording of music affected the art of music for
either better or worse.

Let’s begin with a “worse.” It should be kept in mind that modern technology already bears a
logic that is hostile to the traditional understanding of nature and of art. This is exacerbated by
modern economic theories which switch the priority from the quality of the thing made and
the dignity of the laborer who makes it to questions of profit, convenience, marketability, and
the like. Both of these things affect recorded music. In the 40s and 50s, record companies were
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under pressure to produce immediately pleasing music for as wide (and adolescent) an
audience as possible for the sake of selling records and radio advertising. The songs
encouraged by the industry were to be short, catchy, and instantly pleasing even to the most
aesthetically challenged. Oh, and loud!

What became known as the “Motown” or “Detroit sound” was a matter both of a certain style
of music involving lots of saccharine boy and girl “doo wop” bands and a certain sound
designed to catch people’s immediate sonic attention. Since, for whatever reason, loud music
tricks the ear into thinking it’s better-sounding music, we got the beginning of the so-called
“loudness wars.” Soon even bands like the Beatles were vying for ways of competing against
all of this (mostly, but not all, superficial) and very loud music.[4] Since music can only be
recorded and played so loud before running into sonic problems, recording studios began
simply to raise the volume on the originally quieter parts of the song so that the whole song
now sounded loud. This is also known as “compression,” meaning that the louder and quieter
parts of the song are compressed (think: sandwiched) all at a maximal level of loudness. I don’t
think it necessary to spell out how this is an instance of the recording industry working
directly against the artfulness of music. It should be noted that these loudness wars negatively
affected recorded pop and rock music well into the 1990s and haven’t totally abated even in
our day. This example of heavy-handed interference from radio executives and recording
engineers should serve as a cautionary tale against any notion that recorded music is merely a
neutral medium in service of the art of music.

But there are also better moments in the history of recorded music. The originally shy Louis
Armstrong spent his early years playing second fiddle (or, in his case, trumpet) to King Oliver
in the latter’s big band. As much as he learned in that band, there is little doubt that he was too
talented to remain there. Fortunately, in the 1920s, a recording engineer persuaded him to
come to the studio to record his now-famous Hot Fives and Hot Sevens albums onto 78rpm
records. It wasn’t that Armstrong was now simply going to record the music that he had
already been playing; rather, he was forced to record a whole new style of jazz music suitable
to a record containing about five minutes of music per side. It was also important that he
accentuated his considerable talents as a trumpet player in order to hold the attention of
people who could now only hear and not see his band at work. The result is some of the best
jazz music we have. As a bonus, those of us who weren’t there to witness these sessions can
still hear them fairly faithfully preserved.

A similar sort of thing happened when, due to the invention of the 33rpm “LP” (long-playing
record) in the late 1940s, Duke Ellington was able to enter into the studio and record four of his
concert-style compositions on two sides of vinyl (which could hold around 20 minutes of music
per side). Those who had only ever heard Ellington on 78s or on the radio would have never
been able to appreciate his full musical genius. I have a 2014 remastered version of this album
(called, Masterpieces) in glorious, monaural analog, and it rivals anything in my collection,
both in terms of music and sonics.

Provided, then, we don’t make the mistake of thinking of recorded music as an adequate
substitute for music played live and “in-person,” we can see that it has a proper place of its
own. In response to Benjamin’s worries, we might note that even if a book written by a
philosopher is no substitute for, say, studying under that philosopher, again, “in person,” the
book is yet able to convey some of that philosopher’s genius in his absence. There is something
a little gnostic about suggesting that any physical representation of a thing simply and without
further ado loses all of the “aura” of that thing.
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A Conclusion by Way of a Recommendation
This brings me to my final thoughts, now on the listening of recorded music. Here, too, there
have been ups and downs since the invention of the phonograph. The 8-track tape was mostly
a down! The cassette tape marked a step in the right direction. But today we are witnessing a
scene divided between the overwhelming majority of people, who listen to digital music
through either earbuds or a Bluetooth speaker, and a resurgence of those who prefer the
usually 33rpm vinyl record. Digitally-recorded and -mediated music seems to attempt to
bypass one of the main elements of music, and thus one of the main dimensions of ritual: the
physical. Though the physical cannot be completely left behind even in the digital medium, it’s
easier to forget that what is pointing us to the transcendent is a material reality. In fact, the
drive towards greater and greater digitization through more and more disguised media
betrays a positive embarrassment regarding the nuisance of the material. Vinyl records, on the
other hand, are too weighty, too obtrusive, dare we say too inconvenient to let us forget, which
is why enthusiasts often speak of the ritual of getting out a record, cleaning it, dropping the
needle, and sitting in just the right spot for the spectacle. Pressing “play” on one’s cellphone
just isn’t the same. The vinyl set up in my house ties me to a particular place and limits me to
certain listening times.

During 2021, vinyl records outsold any other physical medium for recorded music. This is a
good sign in my view. First, there is still a great deal of vinyl out there that is pure analog,
meaning that a source recorded in analog has been pressed onto a vinyl record without any
digitizing in the process. It’s all waves etched into a master tape and reproduced again as
waves. (We might call this AAA—analog [master], analog [transfer], analog [vinyl record] as
compared to the compact discs which once boasted of being DDD—digital [master], digital
[transfer], digital [compact disc or file].[5] If music represents a beautiful marriage of the
physical and the spiritual, hearing music from a source that relies on the physical waves made
by musicians and singers is more fitting. If I can get an analog recording of a piece of music on
vinyl, I strive to do so, even if I, admittedly, can’t always tell the difference in terms of sound.
And this is not to say that digital music is all bad or badly recorded. My Beatles records are
from digital sources because the original analog tapes are in bad shape. They mostly sound
wonderful, and I’m glad we have digital sources to preserve that music. A phone conversation
with a distant friend is better than no conversation at all.

But I recommend listening to music on a two-channel stereo system, fitted with a good
turntable. The physicality of the record, its packaging (often with helpful “liner notes”), and
the ceremony that accompanies its playing helps to capture some of the “event quality” (the
aura) of the music that it mediates. The two-channel system also creates a “soundstage” which
enables the listener to locate the various instruments in space throughout the audible “stage.”

In sum, I argue that the medium ought to be suited, as much as possible, to the message. That’s
what the physicality of art is all about. It concerns, to quote Balthasar, being’s self-showing. But
if music primarily concerns the audible, it also includes the visible: made by visible human
beings using visible instruments and played to visible audiences in often visibly beautiful
places. If recorded music cannot repristinate all of this, it ought to have a way of compensating
for that, a way of representing some of music’s ritual nature. It’s for these reasons that I
suggest that a good, two-channel vinyl rig, expense, inconvenience and all, is the best way of
listening to recorded music. There is a particular Miles Davis album which I prefer to listen to
at night, with the lights turned off. I anticipate in particular and with great joy a moment when
John Coltrane’s saxophone is going to come in, with all its pronounced breathiness, from my
left speaker. I sometimes close my eyes and imagine that he’s in the room, making present that
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which transcends time and space.

Rodney Howsare is the Chair of Philosophy and Theology Department at DeSales University,
Center Valley, PA.

[1] I would like to thank my wife Kelly and my friends Tony DiStefano and Rachel Coleman for
their helpful suggestions in the writing of this. Rachel even came up with the title! I would like
to dedicate this to my late uncle Joe, a great bricklayer and even better banjo player, who
taught himself how to play banjo by slowing down Earl Scruggs’ 45rpm records to the speed of
33.

[2] I owe this expression to C. S. Lewis.

[3] Benjamin, 6. I am also indebted for what follows to, Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel:
Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zappa, 2nd edition (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1987).

[4] For more on the Detroit sound and loudness wars in general, see A. J. Wykes at Soundguys.

[5] It should be noted that in a digital recording, soundwaves are translated into a digital code
of “0s” and “1s.” These “0s” and “1s” cannot be heard as the ear can only hear physical waves.
Therefore, even a DDD recording will have to be converted to an analog wave to be heard.
Whether you know it or not, all of the devices upon which you listen to digital music contain
(necessarily) a “DAC” (digital to analog converter). Turntables require no DAC. Some DACs
even boast about their ability to reproduce the “analog sound.” But I’ve never heard of a
turntable company boasting that their turntable sounds more digital than all the rest!
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Hyperreality: The Prison of Our Own Device
WILLIAM R. HAMANT

Mulder, Frank, Hyperreality: How Our Tools Came to Control Us (Resource Publications, 2021).

The tendency of any tool—from the spear to the smartphone—to change human beings and
the way they interact with the world is commonly seen as both grounds for criticisms of
technology, and justifications for it. Frank Mulder’s Hyperreality: How Our Tools Came to
Control Us is clearly in the former camp, but without falling into a nostalgia for an imaginary
paradise free of devices. Mulder begins in fact by arguing that man is “a technological being:
technology is an extension of man.” “Techniques,” he says, “are just ways to create more
means in order to act.” In many ways, Mulder observes, we are better off now than in the past,
for instance, with the availability of medical technology, a sensibility to human rights, and
governments based on equality before the law. And yet, says Mulder, because modern
technology gives the impression of the limitless malleability of nature, it tends to obscure the
fact that human nature is, in fundamental ways, the same as it always has been: what drives
us, our fears, our virtues or vices, are not any different in the era of modern technology than
they have always been.

It is the exploration of these drives and desires that makes up the bulk of Part I, entitled “The
Promises of Hyperreality.” Following Abraham Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs, Mulder
identifies human desire as directed towards three main “goods”: wealth, security, and
belonging. Technology has always sought to facilitate the attainment of these goods. But
modern technology’s attempt to fulfill them, is doomed to failure, for a number of reasons.

First, while the foundational desires of human nature are a constant, their specific objects are
dynamic, not fixed. We learn what we want, says Mulder, from others. Our desires are
“mimetic,” in the words of René Girard. We think our desires are our own, but in fact, we
“always want to copy and compete with one another.” Moreover, we have been doing so since
infancy. Thus desire is not only deeply ingrained, but is ineradicable, even for those who want
to rebel against what is popular by being “unique.” Says Mulder: “even by not copying others I
am copying. I want to prove that I am one of those people who go their own way, regardless of
commercialized trends . . . And so we all feel unique, together.” The upshot is that the desire
technology aims to satisfy is a constantly moving target. If the need is constantly shifting, then
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there is an endless demand for which technology provides the “supply.”

We could get off the ride any time we wanted; but we no longer want to. In the end,
hyperreality has taken control, and with our permission.

Second, in copying the other, we are not just imitative, but competitive. Think of the child who
doesn’t even notice a particular toy until he sees another child playing with it. Competition
bleeds easily into resentment, especially with social media which encourages constant
comparisons with others. Technology allows corporations, interest groups and governments to
have a front-row seat on our desires, fears, habits, and beliefs, when we hand them the key to
our inner lives in exchange for the products and services they offer “for free.” Our eager
participation in such systems makes us a captive audience with desires ready to be
manipulated—even created—so that the powers that be can “satisfy” them for their own
purposes.

Third, something fundamental has changed about our use of technology. The issue is not, as is
often believed, technology’s pervasiveness; that would mean the problem with technology
today is merely quantitatively different from the past, rather than qualitative. What has
changed is the role technology plays in relation to the fulfillment of human desires. Formerly,
technology was regarded as a means to attain some other good that actually fulfilled us. Now,
however, technology has become an all-encompassing end, by transforming the goods we seek
by “technologizing” them and thus making them better, and by manipulating and exaggerating
our desires so that they serve the interests of others rather than ourselves. This saturation of
reality by technology Mulder calls “hyperreality,” a term coined by the French philosopher
Jean Baudrillard. “Hyperreality” is “a constructed world, a simulated world, which would
improve on natural reality. It is not a fake reality. On the contrary, it is hyper—more real than
reality, in the sense that our senses experience much more.” It is not a fantasy world, as in The
Matrix, but is part of the real world, “a perfectly designed layer on top of the stubborn reality,
liberating us from the boundaries of time and space,” as, for example, when we ride an
exercise bike in an air-conditioned New York apartment, with a screen in front of us
portraying movement through a beautiful countryside in Germany. “Hyperreality” is not one
of a number of new “technologies,” but rather “a whole new way of thinking,” in the words of
Jacques Ellul. It is “a whole social system that is rationally pressing onward towards more
efficiency, more means, in every sphere . . . The result of this is only judged by one criterion:
does it give us more (speed, money, precision, stuff)? Then it is declared to be good.”

Hyperreality gives technology an almost total control over our lives. It attempts to increase our
desires, while providing us with a stimulation that is shallow enough that we constantly want
more, yet satisfying enough that we never question our enslavement. It does all this with a
kind of life of its own: various technologies “interact with each other and form a system” such
that no one person determines the overall trajectory, and thus does not proceed as “the result
of our conscious choice.” Paradoxically, none of this could happen if we all refused to
participate. We could get off the ride any time we wanted; but we no longer want to. In the
end, hyperreality has taken control, and with our permission.

Mulder is ultimately optimistic, however. There are the intrinsic limitations of hyperreality.
“Real” reality is, in Mulder’s words, “stubborn”: there is something in it that evades the power
of technology to control and manipulate. “It will never be able to abolish the boundaries of
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reality. Moreover, it parasitizes on this reality, something which cannot go on forever.”
Moreover, because hyperreality is utopian, it is not satisfying to actual human beings, because
it promises a satisfaction it cannot provide. For these reasons, its quest for ultimate takeover is
bound to fail.

It must be said, though, that it is not clear on Mulder’s own terms why this is the case. His
analysis of desire, carried out in the framework of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, is a particular
area of difficulty in this respect. At least in the stereotypical presentation, Maslow thinks that
non-material things can be pursued after the material needs have been “met.” Since
technology does increase the efficiency of production and distribution of material goods,[1]
thereby meeting material needs more than ever before, it seems difficult on Maslowian
grounds to explain the continuing failure of hyperreality to satisfy. If material goods are
merely material, then meeting them ought to be possible. Remaining dissatisfied after these
needs have been met by hyperreality may be a kind of gluttony, like wanting to continue
eating after I’m already full. From a Catholic perspective, in contrast, the dissatisfaction of
hyperreality becomes quite intelligible. Whenever I pursue even lower, “material” goods, I
seek something spiritual: each thing is “sacramental,” a “sign” that points to some other and
deeper reality; and I want even material things insofar as they “sacramentally” make present
those spiritual realities that do in fact satisfy. Mulder seems to sense this by criticizing
hyperreality for presenting reality in a way that is “flat.” Furthermore, he is convinced that the
problems with hyperreality are not in fact technological, but spiritual. This insight would be
greatly helped by the “sacramental” view, in light of which it is plain that the reason
hyperreality cannot deliver on its promises is that, when “flattened,” nothing is capable of
getting me to what I’m actually pursuing “within” or “beyond”—not in addition to!—that sign.

The sacramental view would deepen not only Mulder’s treatment of desire, but also the power
he believes Christ has to overcome the allure of hyperreality. Since hyperreality is a “spiritual”
problem, the solutions to the problems created by hyperreality cannot be sought in technology
itself, but only in faith. In Mulder’s estimation, Christianity offers this salvation as adherence
to the “Way” shown by Jesus. In response to the powers of his day, Jesus does not choose the
path of power, but rather “steps aside of it. He embraces not fear, but trust that enables him
not to be myopically preoccupied with how “effective” he can be, but only with the rectitude of
the means. This is transformative for the world, Mulder believes, because Jesus “came from
God, that he was God himself.” If the sacramental view is correct, then Christ’s Incarnation,
God taking on our flesh, is the perfect confirmation “from above” that this world is meant to
communicate “more”: God Himself.

William Hamant is the Director of Campus Ministry and Catechesis at the St. Thomas More
Oratory, a parish of the Diocese of Wilmington for the students of the Diocese of Wilmington. He
and his family live in Newark, Delaware.

[1] “In 1990, about 36 percent of the global population . . . lived [below] the World Bank’s
definition of extreme poverty. . . . By 2015, the share of the world’s population living in
extreme poverty fell to 12 percent . . . During a single generation, more than a billion people
around the world claimed out of extreme poverty” (Lucy Tompkins, “Extreme Poverty Has
Been Sharply Cut. What Has Changed?” New York Times [December 2, 2021]).

Posted March 15, 2023.
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Playing for Eternity
MATTHEW JOHN PAUL TAN

Bosman, Frank G., Gaming and the Divine: A New Systematic Theology of Videogames
(Routledge, 2019).

Introduction
At the end of the first year at a new job, I rewarded myself with the purchase of a retro 8-bit
gaming console, a purchase that gave me access to games I played as a schoolboy. I was a kid
all over again, losing myself in worlds where I fought street thugs, gathered powered up
mushrooms, and warded off alien invaders. Now playing as an adult, I have come to
appreciate these video games more out of nostalgia than entertainment. However, as a
researcher in theology and culture, I wondered if more was at play than just mere
entertainment. Such questions persisted as I surveyed the more recent offerings of more
sophisticated platforms, endowed not only with exponential technological advances, but also
designs and stories—and with these, flows of capital—that used to be the reserve of print and
movies.

A rich literature has explored our collective immersion in gaming from various angles. For
instance, Daniel Muriel and Gary Crawford have provided entries that discuss gaming not just
as products of culture, but culture forming. Frans Mäyrä has gone further, considering gaming
to be so all encompassing as to warrant being a culture unto itself, meriting a discipline in its
own right. Jamie Madigan has looked into the psychology of gaming at the level of those who
play them as well as those who make and sell them. There are gaps, however, at an
intersection between gaming and the pursuit of the transcendent, as well as gaming as a
theological issue. While D. Brent Laytham’s iPod, YouTube, Wii Play has looked at the
theological dimensions of our culture of entertainment, David Miller’s God and Games and
Hugo Rahner’s Man at Play have looked at play more generally through a theological lens.
Kevin Schut’s Of Games and God has gone some way in bringing focus on video gaming as an
issue of concern for Christian living (especially the lives of Christian gamers). However, a
significant gap persists: the specific phenomenon of video gaming treated as a specifically
theological concern.
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For Bosman, games can pull the player out of his mundane context and put him in
touch with the sublime, something so incomparably great that it extends beyond
the range of what our avatars could deliver, and what players can comprehend.

Frank Bosman’s Gaming and the Divine fills this gap with a laser-like focus, exploring video
games specifically as a subject of interest for systematic theology. This seemingly narrow
focus, however, has enabled Bosman to explore video games’ capacity to delve into a plethora
of issues pertaining to the divine, that in turn require a theological vocabulary to decipher.
These Bosman unveils clearly and concisely, enabling this quintessential artifact of
postmodern culture to become a touchstone for the continuation of some foundational cultural
projects, one artistic, the other religious.

Art
Is Gaming art? The philosopher Monroe Beardsley once defined art as arranging “conditions
intended to be capable of affording an experience with marked aesthetic character or
(incidentally) an arrangement belonging to a class or type of arrangements that is typically
intended to have this capacity.”

[1]

 By this definition, many arrangements of conditions can be
classified as bearing aesthetic potency. While paintings use dyes and orchestras use wood and
string as their conditions, video games arrange pixels to enable the player to perceive people,
buildings, maps, and monsters. More than depict, games cohere these elements into a unity, a
world into which players are drawn out of themselves and affectively transposed into the
world of the game. Bosman takes this a step further, observing that the conditions of video
games are not pixels strictly speaking, but texts, “discourse[s] fixed by writing.” Games work
because a communication of information, facilitated by strings of subterranean code,
underlies our perception of the movements of pixels from one set of plot points to another.
Video games are then life-giving texts, fonts of animation to myriad places and beings.

What cements their aesthetic valence is their ubiquity in everyday life. If Andy Warhol’s
Campbell’s soup can posters and Brillo box sculptures have taught us anything, it is that
quotidian objects can also constitute the conditions whereby aesthetic experiences emerge.
Therefore, we cannot deny this aesthetic capacity to a form of everyday entertainment like
video games. Indeed, aesthetic experiences form the raison d’être of video games, experiences
that gamers enter into frequently, if not every day. However, does their quotidian quality
make games parallel the kitsch so prevalent in other products of pop-culture? To this we can
say that a game cannot afford to be kitsch, since kitsch does not enrich our associations of the
objects depicted.

[2]

 Far from mere representation, a video game’s success as an aesthetic
experience depends on more than simply an arrangement of pixels. It also transforms our
experience of what is depicted, making the arrangement point beyond itself to something
more.

[3]

 For Bosman, part of this “something more” is their being inherently interactive. While
other artifacts of pop culture make interaction an optional extra, video games from their
inception are designed to elicit external input. A game graphic is no mere static
representation, but is oriented towards eliciting a player’s response, whether as the player’s
enemy, ally or even a representation of the player itself. In the same vein, a game’s landscape
can be a place of traverse, a trap or a deposit of treasure. Bosman plots the interactivity and
aesthetics of games along two vectors, namely the play of the game (the ludological) and the
story the game conveys (the narratological). Aesthetic experience can be gauged on the basis of
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whether the game provides entertaining puzzles and/or whether the game inserts the player
into a story whose unfolding is commensurate with the player’s advancement in the game.
These two cannot be separated from one another easily, and what is evident in Bosman’s
volume is that games are works of art inasmuch as they are works of puzzle-based literature.

Religion
Games nonetheless render something more than mere entertainment, which keeps consumers
returning again and again to the console. The stretching of reality, the visceral high drama and
sometimes sensory overload into which players are thrust suggests that the appeal lies in an
experience that transcends the mundane. For Bosman, games can pull the player out of his
mundane context and put him in touch with the sublime, something so incomparably great
that it extends beyond the range of what our avatars could deliver, and what players can
comprehend. Here we enter the transcendent realm of the spirits and the gods, and this is
where Bosman’s volume really shines.

[4]

 Bosman makes the stunning claim that video games
are not only works of art, but also theological acts. Bosman builds this claim on a familiar
theological foundation, that all created things bear within them an imprint of the Divine Word,
hidden seeds through which the Word of God may be more fully known. As one of these
created things, Bosman argues that video games cannot be ruled out as one of these logoi
spermatokoi. Going further, games do not merely refer to religious themes as a narrative
decoration. Playing these games is an act whose religious valence can only be deciphered by a
theological vocabulary. Bosman asserts that as the avatar is solving the game’s
puzzles—battles, races, obstacles and so on—the game is training the player into an affective
regimen. Every button pressed, stage revisited, and choice of action made is a ritual in
microcosm, making the game an affective school.

[5]

 Through their avatars, players may need to
dialogue with interlocutors and arrive at pivotal realizations about the world, other game
characters, him- or herself or even God.

Such realizations can concern our dwindling humanity in the face of an unstoppable
cyberization (as in Nier: Automata), the foundations of moral reasoning (as is the case in
Bioshock), theodicy (as in Wolfenstein), identity (as in The Turing Test), and even God’s posture
towards his creatures (as in Assassin’s Creed: Rogue). These questions may sometimes be
embedded in the course of a story’s unfolding, or may even be forced upon the player in the
making of a choice. Such choices can either immerse one in or reveal the moral or
metaphysical undercurrents that players rely on in real life. Often, the choice lies between
choosing vice for ludological advantage (such as killing innocents to gain more resources) or
virtue for the sake of narratological advancement (such as saving one’s enemy to earn greater
respect or unlock a hidden stage). Here, players face forks in the road, either towards the very
familiar instinct for self-preservation, or the loftier heights of self-gift. In more Augustinian
terms, we can say that games reveal the divide within the human heart, and putting before the
player the choice of curving in on oneself and becoming a utilitarian interest maximizer, or
forgoing that instinct in favor of surrendering one’s self for the sake of another (including
one’s enemies within the game, as is the case in Metro Last Night). Should the player choose
the latter path, avatar and player alike can, even without their knowledge, align their progress
with the dragmarks of the cross and, in Bosman’s words, “join him- or herself into
the...descensus Christi ad inferos between Good Friday and Easter Sunday.” A game may
therefore be an affective approximation to Calvary, where avatar and player alike may
become participants in the divine economy, the heart of which is an encounter with Christ, the
word who searches the heart and reveals their true identity as bearers of Christ, as
Christophoroi. Even in games premised on an apparently open defiance of divinity—whether it
is the Greek gods in the God of War franchise, or of a thinly veiled God of revelation in The
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Talos Principle—those who can recognize God’s creativity might notice signs of divine
imagination weaving its way into even the most defiantly profane of gaming environments.

Conclusion
One of the hallmarks of the culture wars where Christians are involved is a dialectic between
the Christian and a particular artifact of the contemporary milieu. In this dialectic, the latter is
labelled by the former as an inherent threat to apparent Christian morality, community, or
ideals. Video games do not escape this dialectic. What Bosman has done in laying out facets of
the Christian theological tradition is cut through this posturing by analyzing the concrete
aspects of video games in the light of the deposit of revelation and tradition. What is produced
is an appreciation of what games are seeking to do, while also critically evaluating whether
they actually do what they seek to do.

As a reader, Bosman’s volume has led me to ask myself how serious I am when I affirm Psalm
19’s claim that the heavens proclaim God and the firmament shows forth his works.

[6]

 On the
other hand, it has also given me yet another instance in which we can see that those who
invest in their games are doing so with more than just their money or even their emotions.
With Bosman’s work, I am given the chance to see the way in which a significant portion of
humankind—the portion that drips with material wealth—is using an avatar to reach
something beyond the material. Not only that, Bosman has also given me the opportunity to
see how games provide an opportunity to transport us beyond the City of Man, and how the
digital story-scapes of video games can interpolate—however faintly—with the urban
landscapes of a heavenly city.

Matthew John Paul Tan is Dean of Studies at Vianney College, the seminary of the diocese of
Wagga Wagga in Australia. He also serves as Adjunct Senior Lecturer in Theology at the
University of Notre Dame Australia. He is the author of two books, his most recent being
Redeeming Flesh: The Way of the Cross with Zombie Jesus (Cascade, 2016). He also blogs at
Awkward Asian Theologian, which seeks to bring academic theology and personal experience
together.

Posted January 25, 2023.
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 Monroe Beardsley, The Aesthetic Point of View: Selected Essays (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1982), 299.
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 Tomáš Kulka, Kitsch & Art (University Park, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 35.
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 Ibid.

[4]

 On this see Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 2008). See especially
4.

[5]

 There are resonances between gaming and what James K.A. Smith calls a cultural liturgy
where the patterns of actions of the body become a fulcrum to guide the heart to desire in
ways unanticipated by rational calculation. See James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom:
Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009).
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What Does Home Mean?
KATRINA BIELER

Gress, Carrie and Noelle Mering, Theology of Home: Finding the Eternal in the Everyday (Tan
Books, 2019).
Gress, Carrie and Noelle Mering, Theology of Home II: The Spiritual Art of Homemaking (Tan
Books, 2020).

In Theology of Home: Finding the Eternal in the Everyday Carrie Gress, Noelle Mering, and
photographer Kim Baile set out to reclaim the home as valuable and worthy of our attention
and labor. Theology of Home II: The Spiritual Act of Homemaking seeks to do something similar
for the homemaker. At a time of the fragmentation and dissolving of the home in favor of the
state, this task is not only important, but difficult. Try for a moment to define home. It’s hard.
Home strikes me as akin to love, truth, and being—words that are so close to our original
experience of the world and ourselves that they very nearly elude definition. And, indeed, in
such cases a definition is only a paltry attempt to articulate something known in a deep way,
something at the root of all our knowing. But it is also fair to ask if a definition of home is
possible? Think of all the variety of homes. Not only does our age at once disparage home (the
denigration of stay-at-home moms) and glorify it (the myriad of home improvement shows), it
is also very much at risk of losing any sense of the universal character of home, dissolving its
meaning into mere intentionality.

The authors of the two books, Carrie Gress and Noelle Mering, are wives and mothers as well
as writers who have contributed numerous articles and books. Both are fellows at the Ethics
and Public Policy Center in Washington, D.C. and Gress is also a scholar at the Insitute for
Human Ecology at the Catholic University of America. The now three volumes of Theology of
Home are part of an effort to support homemakers in their service to their familes and the
world. One can only welcome an attempt to refocus our attention on the home and
homemaking in an essential manner from such accomplished Catholic women. The books are
peppered with beautiful reflections, quotes, and images. They offer much to delight.

The two Theology of Home books are not written around a thesis so much as a goal, to offer
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a simple guide to help reorient all of us toward our true home, allowing us to
think purposefully about how to make our homes on earth better equipped to
get all those living in them to the Father’s house. It’s an effort to help us rethink
the honor that accompanies being a homemaker, to provide those we love with
safety, nourishment, affection, love, creativity, comfort, and freedom.

The authors refer to the first book as a tour of the home and as a journey. Likewise, the second
introduces the reader to a variety of women and reflections on the characteristics of women as
they intersect with life in a home. The book moves from topic to topic as child on a beach
might move from shell to shell. An argument is not being built so much as a series of precious
treasures held up and admired.

Particularly outstanding in the second volume are the many portraits of women that show a
variety of experience and reveal the many ways women bring their genius to bear in the world
through their fidelity to the demands of the life of a home.

We must begin with the home as a universal, transient human thing. We must find
in it a goodness and a beauty that is too good to be a passing flash in a broken
world, a good worth offering up our suffering for. Full of gratitude, we must seek
out the source of this good.

The title of the work comes from the authors’ beautiful insight that the home is a privileged
place of evangelization. People who may have no inclination or desire to enter a church will
find themselves in homes that are ordered by Christian love, which might in turn lead them to
seek the origin of the beauty experienced in such homes. Nonetheless, the title is unfortunate.
The books aren’t theological. They are instead cashing in on a trend of using “Theology of...”
without doing the hard work of justifying what “the study of God of the home” could mean (not
to mention clarifying the use of the genitive). I take it to mean that the order of a Christian
home is revelatory in some way of God’s love.

A justification of the title would in fact have forced the authors to think more carefully and in
a sustained fashion about the human reality of the home. But a clear definition of home is not
to be found, which means the book lacks a captain idea around which to marshal its many
insights. The authors refer at times to physical homes, but often equivocate on the term,
referring to the Church, heaven, a prison cell, a spouse, and a temporary quarantine shelter all
as homes. Moreover, the general pattern in any chapter is to affirm something that generally
has to do with the home, and then move rather quickly to the spiritual meaning of the topic.
Hence the topic of entering an actual home quickly moves to the heavenly Father’s welcoming
of us in his home, with its many rooms. And we are told that if we don’t love and seek heaven
above all else, a love for our homes will be meaningless. This may be true, but it isn’t
particularly helpful in recovering the meaning and value of home. This confusion seems to dog
the book, the authors both trying to affirm home and relativize its transient value to eternal
things. This leads at times to whole chapters in which the home is hardly mentioned and the
reader is not even sure if the chapter is about the home. As an example, in the chapter about
light, the authors begin by discussing how humans are drawn to and gather around light, and
then go on to discuss what the symbol of light means to people (joy, weightlessness). The
chapter continues to speak about Christ as the light, light in the liturgical calendar,
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illumination of the intellect, light as a metaphor for God and light transforming Romanesque
architecture into Gothic. A special section is given over to the moon as an image of Our Lady,
followed by a final meditation on the darkness of the world and Christ as the inextinguishable
light who announces the light of heaven. All of these are good reflections, and more or less
interesting according to taste. However, by the end of the chapter I still do not understand
what light has to do with my home or, more to the point, the nature of home. Can all this be
found in the home? I believe so, but the authors have certainly not shown how the home
speaks to these realities.

I find the problem significant. I am a homemaker who spends her days in the home, and I
know both the tedium of housewifery and its profound joys. I know what it means to feel like I
am doing some of the most significant and most disregarded work necessary for culture to
thrive, to feel that I am outside of the “real work” of offices and banks and universities. In
addition, we live in a time when totalitarianism thrives at the expense of a robust homelife,
and the light by which we recognize it often comes from the home. But unless we understand
what a home is, it will not be clear to us why the lights by which a child sees the world could
never be separated from being welcomed into a home. A home has everything to do with
intellectual light, for example, but unfortunately the authors do not unpack this for us.

Gress and Mering are clearly concerned with what they call a “loss of the sense of the eternal.”
The conviction that comes across in their books is that if we can rekindle a love and desire for
the eternal, we can return to the home with renewed energy. Their method to rediscover the
eternal in the mundane seems to be by way of reflecting upon the content of our faith as
motivation to love and cherish our homes. But it won’t do. It isn’t enough. Such a method can
be used to help one be a garbage man or a banker equally; it is the old “offer it up” version of
Christian life. We must begin with the home as a universal, transient human thing. We must
find in it a goodness and a beauty that is too good to be a passing flash in a broken world, a
good worth offering up our suffering for. Full of gratitude, we must seek out the source of this
good. We must ask if there is One who can save the goodness found uniquely in the home from
being carried away by the brutal movements of history.

What can be said about the universal nature of home and its particular goodness? Mering and
Gress offer the beginnings of an answer when they quote G.K. Chesterton:

The place where babies are born, where men die, where the drama of mortal
life is acted, is not an office or a shop or a bureau. It is something much smaller
in size and much larger in scope. And nobody would be such a fool as to
pretend that it is the only place where people should work or even the only
place where women should work; it has a character of unity and universality
that is not found in any of the fragmentary experiences of the division of labor.

Unfortunately, the authors don’t press into this quote. Historically, home was where people
were born, lived, worked, and died. It contained the whole drama of life. And despite the
reassigning of birth and death to institutions and the advent of the hated commute, it remains
the place where all the questions of life’s drama are given space. Home is where we give
ourselves to others and receive others, where the deepest betrayals are felt, where all our
yearnings and needs are known. Home is also the place where children are welcomed and
grow. It is the primary space in which the meaning of human life is communicated to a child,
and it is the safe place in which a child learns to speak. It may be that a child spends seven
hours a day at school, and yet it is still the hours at home that allow a child to take in new
experiences, to understand them, to question and wonder, and to disagree without fear of
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rejection. It is all too well-known that a child who has a chaotic home will have a much harder
time learning in school, and I suggest it is precisely because the contemplative character of the
home is essential for a child to receive an education by allowing space to reflect, understand,
and articulate experience.

This contemplative character of a home is directly tied to its character of love. Home bears an
order of love. A home begins with a marriage, a bond that is the unconditional giving and
taking in love. The welcoming of children is the sign of that giving and taking, receiving and
bearing. This love is the atmosphere of the home, prior to and more significant than any other
effort a mother or father puts into their home. You may want a musical home, a prayerful
home, a studious home, or a light-hearted and merry home, but prior to all those efforts is the
reality that a home was made by the acceptance to be determined by love and the task to make
a space for that love to be lived.

The phrase “a broken home” (most certainly soon to be condemned as an archaic, repressive
way of speaking, but nevertheless testifying clearly to the experience of many children who
live it) has always to do with the breakdown of love that initiated the building and making of a
home. A child can disagree freely (and so become a “free thinker”) first at home because he
was freely welcomed. One shouldn’t have to earn a place in a home, and that is why at home
you can be sick, you can be crude, you can test all the boundaries, you can cry and yell, the
plates can be thrown, and forgiveness is possible. In short, because a home is crafted in love
and ordered by love, it can be a mess.

In passing, this point leads to another criticism of the series: the pictures of home life depicted
in the book are staged and, well, just too beautiful. They show many homes worthy of
Instagram, but they don’t show home life. They are beautiful until you find yourself thinking
that if you were doing it right you would have a large spacious home like that, free from mess.

The home is that which binds us to a social order. It provides a reason to work, to suffer in
one’s labors. It is also the place in which material goods are given a place and order. Think for
a moment: furniture is made, cloth woven, money invested, oil refined, cars manufactured, the
machines of war produced all for the sake of homes, that a mother may comb her daughter’s
hair in peace. I do not mean to suggest that all of human work is not rife with a myriad of
intentions good and bad. But if you were to eradicate the home from a society, there simply
would be no reason to continue in all these things, the activity would appear grotesque,
inhumane, dystopian.

Interestingly, in most dystopian stories the home has disappeared. Home gives the human
person a place from which to take his stand in the world. And in this sense, as Chesterton
noted, the home is anarchic. Without it, there would be no freedom to stand against unjust
governments. And it is no secret that any government seeking to control its citizens will
attempt to shift the center of life away from the home to other government-controlled
institutions. The weaker the bonds of the home, the more susceptible we are to being
determined by the will of something other than our own, that is, the more susceptible we are
to slavery. The order of relations in the home, an order of love, are an order more
fundamental than any social order. The attempt to put the family home in service to a
government, or to override its natural authority in the life of a community, is ultimately to
lead to the dissolution of that community. It can’t be any other way, even if for a time the state
thrives in its tyranny; to obliterate the home is to lose the meaning of the whole and condemn
it to death.

Thus, the home is a particular place, in a particular time, formed by the gratuitous order of
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familial bonds for the sake of the flourishing of those persons. In the home, all of the material
order is taken up both binding the home to a larger community and correcting the excesses of
that community. And the good that is found in the home remains vulnerable to the tyranny of
larger institutions and yet powerfully fundamental to the flourishing of a society. At the same
time, every home is as transient as the mortal lives of those who live in it, and thus the
immeasurable good found in a home, that promises so much, is constantly threatened by the
weakness of those who live in the home, by the accidents of history, and by forces that
conspire against it. The goodness of home life intimates the promise of eternal goodness and in
doing so reveals our need for an eternal salvation.

***

Finally, I find it unfortunate that Gress and Mering seldom pull from literature and art to think
about the home. Their preferred sources seeming to be saints, theologians, and essayists—
altogether too cerebral a crowd to offer a starting point for this earthbound thing. Paintings
and literature and poetry could offer a starting point for a reflection on the home that helps us
to catch sight of the eternal in the concrete realities of the home. For example, the first time I
saw Gustave Caillebotte’s painting The Floor Scrapers, I was struck by the clear word it speaks
about the infinite value of the home. The painting is of three men laboriously stripping a
wooden floor in an elegant Parisian room. The poor, shirtless laborers, working on their hands
and knees, contrast sharply with the opulence of the gilded room. Their strong, vulnerable
bodies form a loose V, the very tip of which are the outstretched arms of the middle laborer,
and upon his finger glints a wedding band. That glint changes the sense of the entire painting.
Here is a poor man working hard in a powerful man’s palace, and yet he has pledged himself
to a woman who has received him wholly, and to her he will go at the end of the day. His home
shelters him from all the harshness the world might bear toward him in his poverty. He hasn’t
the wealth of this room, but he has the wealth of a home and the love that has risked to build a
home with another and for others. There he can speak his mind as a king, offer hospitality to a
friend and shelter to his children. Moreover, the entire sense of his labor changes. His work
provides for his home and his home binds him to the social act of work. He is, in fact, not
primarily a laborer, but a husband, a member of a home. He has built his life around this
relation, and to this relation above all else he has given his allegiance. He has a reason to labor
hard but, equally, he has a reason to revolt. And more important, he has a reason to pray. You
cannot help but see both the goodness of his pledge and its fragility. The promise of forever
needs a greater power to secure it. The wedding band reveals the depths of human desire and
meaning present in a husband’s labor. The glint of the ring opens up a window to eternal
questions that would not have arisen had Caillebotte left his hand bare, that is, had left him a
homeless laborer.

Katrina Bieler is a wife and a mother.
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The Difference Between Things and Devices
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The following is a chapter-long excerpt from Albert Borgman's Technology and the Character of
Contemporary Life (U of Chicago Press, 1984). It is reprinted here with permission.

We must now provide an explicit account of the pattern or paradigm of technology. I begin
with two clear cases and analyze them in an intuitive way to bring out the major features of
the paradigm. And I attempt to raise those features into sharper relief against the sketch of a
pretechnological setting and through the consideration of objections that may be advanced
against the distinctiveness of the pattern.

Technology, as we have seen, promises to bring the forces of nature and culture under control,
to liberate us from misery and toil, and to enrich our lives. To speak of technology making
promises suggests a substantive view of technology and is misleading. But the parlance is
convenient and can always be reconstructed to mean that implied in the technological mode of
taking up with the world there is a promise that this approach to reality will, by way of the
domination of nature, yield liberation and enrichment. Who issues the promise to whom is a
question of political responsibility; and who the beneficiaries of the promise are is a question
of social justice. These questions are taken up in later chapters. What we must answer first is
the question of how the promise of liberty and prosperity was specified and given a definite
pattern of implementation.

As a first step let us note that the notions of liberation and enrichment are joined in that of
availability. Goods that are available to us enrich our lives and, if they are technologically
available, they do so without imposing burdens on us. Something is available in this sense if it
has been rendered instantaneous, ubiquitous, safe, and easy.[1] Warmth, e.g., is now available.
We get a first glimpse of the distinctiveness of availability when we remind ourselves that
warmth was not available, e.g., in Montana a hundred years ago. It was not instantaneous
because in the morning a fire first had to be built on the stove or fireplace. And before it could
be built, trees had to be felled, logs had to be sawed and split, the wood had to be hauled and
stacked. Warmth was not ubiquitous because some rooms remained unheated, and, and none
was heated evenly. The coaches and sleighs were not heated, nor were the boardwalks or all of
the shops and stores. It was not entirely safe because one could get burned or set the house on
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fire. It was not easy because work, some skills, and attention were constantly required to build
and sustain a fire.

The machinery of a device does not of itself disclose the skill and character of the
inventor and producer; it does not reveal a region and its particular orientation
within nature and culture. In sum, the machinery of devices, unlike the context of
things, is either entirely occluded or only cerebrally and anonymously present.

Such observations, however, are not sufficient to establish the distinctiveness of availability. In
the common view, technological progress is seen as a more or less gradual and
straightforward succession of lesser by better implements.[2] The wood-burning stove yields to
the coal-fired central plant with heat distribution by convection, which in turn gives way to a
plant fueled by natural gas and heating through forced air, and so on.[3] To bring the
distinctiveness of availability into relief we must turn to the distinction between things and
devices. A thing, in the sense in which I want to use the word here, is inseparable from its
context, namely, its world, and from our commerce with the thing and its world, namely,
engagement. The experience of a thing is always and also a bodily and social engagement with
the thing’s world. In calling forth a manifold engagement, a thing necessarily provides more
than one commodity. Thus a stove used to furnish more than mere warmth. It was a focus, a
hearth, a place that gathered the work and leisure of a family and gave the house a center. Its
coldness marked the morning, and the spreading of its warmth the beginning of the day. It
assigned to the different family members tasks that defined their place in the household. The
mother built the fire, the children kept the firebox filled, and the father cut the firewood. It
provided for the entire family a regular and bodily engagement with the rhythm of the seasons
that was woven together of the threat of cold and the solace of warmth, the smell of wood
smoke, the exertion of sawing and of carrying, the teaching of skills, and the fidelity to daily
tasks. These features of physical engagement and of family relations are only first indications
of the full dimensions of a thing’s world. Physical engagement is not simply physical contact
but the experience of the world through the manifold sensibility of the body. That sensibility is
sharpened and strengthened in skill. Skill is intensive and refined world engagement. Skill, in
turn, is bound up with social engagement. It molds the person and gives the person
character.[4] Limitations of skill confine any one person’s primary engagement with the world
to a small area. With the other areas one is mediately engaged through one’s acquaintance
with the characteristic demeanor and habits of the practitioners of the other skills. That
acquaintance is importantly enriched through one’s use of their products and the observation
of their working. Work again is only one example of the social context that sustains and comes
to be focused in a thing. If we broaden our focus to include other practices, we can see similar
social contexts in entertainment, in meals, in the celebration of the great events of birth,
marriage, and death. And in these wider horizons of social engagement we can see how the
cultural and natural dimensions of the world open up.

We have now sketched a background against which we can outline a specific notion of the
device. We have seen that a thing such as a fireplace provides warmth, but it inevitably
provides those many other elements that compose the world of the fireplace. We are inclined
to think of these additional elements as burdensome, and they were undoubtedly often so
experienced. A device such as a central heating plant procures mere warmth and disburdens
us of all other elements. These are taken over by the machinery of the device. The machinery
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makes no demands on our skill, strength, or attention, and it is less demanding the less it
makes its presence felt. In the progress of technology, the machinery of a device has therefore
a tendency to become concealed or to shrink. Of all the physical properties of a device, those
alone are crucial and prominent which constitute the commodity that the device procures.
Informally speaking, the commodity of a device is “what a device is there for.” In the case of a
central heating plant it is warmth, with a telephone it is communication, a car provides
transportation, frozen food makes up a meal, a stereo set furnishes music. “Commodity” for
the time being is to be taken flexibly. The emphasis lies on the commodious way in which
devices make goods and services available. There are at first unavoidable ambiguities in the
notion of the device and the commodity; they can gradually be resolved through substantive
analyses and methodological reflections.[5] Tentatively, then, those aspects or properties of a
device that provide the answer to “What is the device for?” constitute its commodity, and they
remain relatively fixed. The other properties are changeable and are changed, normally on the
basis of scientific insight and engineering ingenuity, to make the commodity still more
available. Hence every device has functional equivalents, and equivalent devices may be
physically and structurally very dissimilar from one another.

The development of television provides an illustration of these points. The bulky machinery of
the first sets was obtrusive in relation to the commodity it procured, namely, the moving two-
dimensional picture which appeared in fuzzy black and white on a screen with the size and
shape of a bull’s-eye. Gradually the screens became larger, more rectangular; the picture
became sharper and eventually colored. The sets became relatively smaller and less
conspicuous in their machinery. And this development continues and has its limit in match-
box-sized sets which provide arbitrarily large and most finely grained moving and colored
pictures. The example also shows how radical changes in the machinery amounted to
continuous improvements of the function as tubes gave way to transistors and these yielded to
silicon chips. Cables and satellites were introduced as communication links. Pictures could be
had in recorded rather than transmitted form, and recordings can be had on tapes or discs.
These considerations in turn show how the technical development of a device increases
availability. Increasingly, video programs can be seen nearly everywhere—in bars, cars, in
every room of a home. Every conceivable film can be had. A program broadcast at an
inconvenient time can be recorded and played later. The constraints of time and place are
more and more dissolved. It is an instructive exercise to see how in the implements that
surround us daily the machinery becomes less conspicuous, the function more prominent,
how radical technical changes in the machinery are but degrees of advancement in the
commodity, and how the availability of the commodities increases all the while.

The distinction in the device between its machinery and its function is a specific instance of
the means-ends distinction. In agreement with the general distinction, the machinery or the
means is subservient to and validated by the function or the end. The technological distinction
of means and ends differs from the general notion in two respects. In the general case, it is
very questionable how clearly and radically means and ends can be distinguished without
doing violence to the phenomena.[6] In the case of the technological device, however, the
machinery can be changed radically without threat to the identity and familiarity of the
function of the device. No one is confused when one is invited to replace one’s watch, powered
by a spring, regulated by a balance wheel, displaying time with a dial and pointers, with a
watch that is powered electrically, is regulated by a quartz crystal, and displays time digitally.
This concomitance of radical variability of means and relative stability of ends is the first
distinguishing feature. The second, closely tied to the first, is the concealment and
unfamiliarity of the means and the simultaneous prominence and availability of the ends.[7]

The concealment of the machinery and the disburdening character of the device go hand in
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hand. If the machinery were forcefully present, it would eo ipso make claims on our faculties.
If claims are felt to be onerous and are therefore removed, then so is the machinery. A
commodity is truly available when it can be enjoyed as a mere end, unencumbered by means.
It must be noted that the disburdenment resting on a feudal household is ever incomplete. The
lord and the lady must always reckon with the moods, the insubordination, burdens on and
the frailty of the servants.[8] The device provides social disburdenment, i.e., anonymity. The
absence of the master-servant relation is of course only one instance of social anonymity. The
starkness of social anonymity in the technological universe can be gauged only against a
picture of the social relations in a world of things. Such a picture will also show that social
anonymity necessarily shades off into one of nature, culture, and history.

Since the transformative power of technology is very uneven chronologically, settings that
approached the character of a world of things still prevailed at the beginning of this century.
Here it pays to look closely, to see in one case and in detail how nature and culture were
interwoven and how this texture was rent by the advance of technology and overtaken by
anonymity. The case I want to consider is that of a wheelwright’s shop just prior to its
dissolution. A moving account has been given by George Sturt, the last in a succession of
wheelwrights.

Since the web of relations is so tight and manifold, it is difficult to present it in an abstract and
summary way. But let us begin with those aspects in which the relation of humans to nature is
singled out. The experience of cultivating the land is still alive at this time in England, and
Sturt speaks repeatedly of “the age-old effort of colonizing England.”[9] But he does not
understand colonizing as the domination of nature, i.e., as conquering and subduing, but as an
adaption of people to the land, and he paraphrases it as the “age-long effort of Englishmen to
get themselves close and ever closer into England.”[10] As people adjust to the land, the land
discloses itself to the people. There is “a close relationship between the tree-clad country-side
and the English who dwelt there.” Sturt speaks of “the affection and the reverence bred of
this.”[11] But it is impossible to abstract a relationship in this pretechnological setting that
obtains merely between human beings and nature: What takes the wheelwright into “sunny
woodland solitudes,” “into winter woods or along leafless hedgerows,” and “across wet water-
meadows in February” is the search for timber.[12] But “timber was far from being a prey, a
helpless victim, to a machine,” Sturt says, and continues: “Rather it would lend its subtle
virtues to the man who knew how to humor it: with him, as with an understanding friend, it
would co-operate.”[13] This is a relationship not of domination but of mastery. If the
wheelwright, Sturt says elsewhere, “was really master of his timber, if he knew what he had
already got in stock and also what was likely to be wanted in years to come, he kept a watch
always for timber with special curve, suitable for hames, or shaft-braces, or waggon-heads, or
hounds, or tailboard rails, or whatever else the tree-shape might suggest.”[14] Such respectful
working with nature is not just as close to nature as conservation; it opens up dimensions that
remain otherwise closed. “Under the plane (it is little used now),” Sturt says, “or under the axe
(if it is all but obsolete) timber disclosed qualities hardly to be found otherwise.”[15] And
elsewhere he says:

With the wedges cleaving down between the clinging fibres—as he let out the
wood-scent, listened to the tearing splitting sounds—the workman found his
way into a part of our environment—felt the laws of woodland vitality—not
otherwise visited or suspected.[16]

But again the intimacy of the wheelwright with nature did not stop with the materials but
embraced his entire world by way of the needs of his customers. Sturt puts it this way:
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And so we got curiously intimate with the peculiar needs of the neighbourhood.
In farm-waggon or dung-cart, barley-roller, plough, water-barrel or what not,
the dimensions we chose, the curves we followed (and almost every piece of
timber was curved) were imposed upon us by the nature of the soil in this or
that farm, the gradient of this or that hill, the temper of this or that customer or
his choice perhaps in horseflesh.[17]

And similarly he says in another place:

The field, the farm-yard, the roads and hills, the stress of weather, the strength
and shape of horses, the lifting power of men, all were factors which had
determined in the old villages how the farm tackle must be made, of what
timber and shape and of what dimensions, often to the sixteenth of an inch.[18]

This web of relations had, finally, its social aspects. It contained different guilds or groups, but
no classes, i.e., divisions of people whose political and especially economic interests were
opposed to one another.[19] The different groups had their character from their work and
their relation to nature. In his search for timber, the wheelwright found not only trees but also
“country men of a shy type, good to meet.”[20] And back at his shop he was met by the carters,
“a whole country-side of strong and good-tempered Englishmen. With the timber and the
horses they seemed to bring the lonely woodlands, the far-off roads into the little town.”[21]
The social network was sustained by fidelity, by wagons that were built to last a lifetime and
that were carefully repaired when they had broken down.[22] Prices were charged by
tradition and not by calculation of costs and profits.[23] The tie between employer and
employed was one of “kindly feeling” as Sturt puts it, a relation of resourcefulness and
trust.[24]

Sturt’s account is remarkable not only for its portrayal of the strength and character of a
pretechnological world of things. It is also painfully aware of the rise of technology and the
destruction of the pretechnological setting. This process too becomes visible at the reference
points of nature, materials, and social relations. Accelerated by the demands of the First World
War, a “sort of greedy prostitution desecrated the ancient woods…I resented it,” Sturt says,
“resented seeing the fair timber callously felled at the wrong time of year, cut too soon, not
‘seasoned’ at all.”[25] The conquest of nature is not confined to the treatment of the forests but
moves into the wheelwright’s shop too, replacing skill with mechanical power which can
“drive, with relentless unintelligence, through every resistance.”[26] As said before,
domination is not an end in itself but serves to secure more radically the products of labor.
Thus, as Sturt points out, “work was growing less interesting to the workman, although far
more sure in its results.”[27] And domination provides more income for the purchase of
commodities, but at the same time it disengages the worker from the world. This is Sturt’s
experience in the following passage:

Of course wages are higher—any a workman to-day receives a larger income
than I was able to get as “profit” when I was an employer. But no higher wage,
no income, will buy for men that satisfaction which of old—until machinery
made drudges of them—streamed into their muscles all day long from close
contact with iron, timber, clay, wind and wave, horse-strength.[28]

These transformations finally touched the social relations as well. “‘The Men,’” Sturt says of his
employees, “though still my friends, as I fancied, became machine ‘hands.’”[29] The loss of skill
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went hand in hand with the loss of rustic village life, and the change in the living situation
upset the old social relations. Sturt, speaking of the changes in the life of one wheelwright in
particular, says:

I was not in touch, through him, with the quiet dignified country life of England
and I was more of a capitalist. Each of us had slipped a little nearer to the
ignominious class division of these present times—I to the employer’s side, he
to the disregarded workman’s.[30]

Sturt had an uncanny sense for the transformative power that changed the face of his world.
He recognized its concealment, the semblance, i.e., as though technology were only a more
efficient way of doing what had been done throughout the ages.[31] And he recognized its
radical novelty, the fact that technology upsets the tradition from the ground up. The
technological changes forced him to introduce modern machines and take in a partner who
could supervise the new ways of working. “Neither my partner nor myself,” he says in
retrospect, “realised at all that a new world (newer than ever America was to the Pilgrim
Fathers) had begun even then to form all around.”[32] This returns us to the difficulty,
discussed in Chapter 8, of bringing the distinctive features of this “new world” into relief. As
was argued above, these features become visible when we learn to see how the presence of
things is replaced with the availability of commodities and how availability is procured
through devices. Devices, that was the claim, dissolve the coherent and engaging character of
the pretechnological world of things. In a device, the relatedness of the world is replaced by a
machinery, but the machinery is concealed, and the commodities, which are made available
by a device, are enjoyed without the encumbrance of or the engagement with a context.

But this analysis of the distinctiveness of the device is still deficient, and the deficiency can be
brought into relief through two objections. Is not, one may ask, the concealment of the
machinery and the lack of engagement with our world due to widespread scientific, economic,
and technical illiteracy?[33] And quite apart from one’s level of education, is not everyone in
his or her work directly and explicitly engaged with the machinery of devices?

We can approach the first point through one of its companion phenomena, people’s alleged
unwillingness and inability to maintain and repair technological devices.[34] How well-
founded is this allegation? One way in which commodities are made available is that of
making them discardable. It is not just unnecessary but impossible to maintain and repair
paper napkins, cans, Bic ball points or any of the other one-way or one-time devices. Another
way to availability is that of making products carefree. Stainless steel tableware requires no
polishing, plastic dishes need not be handled carefully. In other cases maintenance and repair
become impossible because of the sophistication of the product. Microcomputers are becoming
increasingly common and influential as devices that free us of the tasks of allocation, record
keeping, and control. The theories and technical processes that underlie the production of
microcircuits are too complicated and too much in flux to be known in detail by more than a
handful of people. And the microcircuits themselves are realized at a functional level so
minute and dense that it does not permit the intrusions necessary for repairs even if structure
and functions are fully understood.[35] Finally, microcomputers are being used more and
more widely because they are becoming “friendly,” i.e., easy to operate and understand.[36]
But such “friendliness” is just the mark of how wide the gap has become between the function
accessible to everyone and the machinery known by nearly no one. And not only way people
are confined to the side of ignorance of this gap, but so are many, perhaps most, of the
professional programmers.[37]
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Still, education in engineering and in the natural and social sciences would make much of the
machinery, i.e., of the context, of technological devices, perspicuous. But even if such
education were to become more common, the context of functions and commodities would
remain different from the world of things for two reasons. First, the presence of that context
would remain entirely cerebral since it increasingly resists, as we have seen, appropriation
through care, repair, the exercise of skill, and bodily engagement. Second, the context would
remain anonymous in the senses indicated above. The machinery of a device does not of itself
disclose the skill and character of the inventor and producer; it does not reveal a region and its
particular orientation within nature and culture. In sum, the machinery of devices, unlike the
context of things, is either entirely occluded or only cerebrally and anonymously present. It is
in this sense necessarily unfamiliar.

The function of the device, on the other hand, and the commodity it provides are available and
enjoyed in consumption. The peculiar presence of the end of the device is made possible by
means of the device and its concealment. Everyone understands that the former rests on the
latter, and everyone understands as well that the enjoyment of ends requires some kind of
attention to the means. Only in magic are ends literally independent of means. The inevitable
explicit concern with the machinery takes place in labor. But labor does not in general lift the
veil of unfamiliarity from the machinery of devices. The labor process is itself transformed
according to the paradigm of the device.

Albert Borgmann is a professor of philosophy at the University of Montana. Technology and the
Character of Contemporary Life, his book on questions raised by the modern use of technology,
is one of the primary inspirations behind Humanum's second issue on Things.
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WITNESS

O, Jerusalem, If I Forget You!
EVER JOHNSON

“My dwelling place will be with them; and I will be their God, and they will be
my people.” (Ez 37:27)

It was one of countless days like it. The older kids were at school, my husband Soren was at
work at the chancery in Arlington, and I was on my way in, preschooler in tow, to Trinity
House Café + Market, our non-profit’s outpost of the new evangelization in Leesburg, Virginia.

Our Pope John Paul II-inspired ministry had hosted events in parishes for many years before
preaching to the choir had gotten stale enough to launch us out onto the streets. And in the
early years of fallout from our over-reaching idealism, before the café systems were solidly in
place and Soren and I were able to work together every day, I would truly need to steel myself
as we approached the blue door, our hand-hewn portal into another world.

“Good morning!” all around with the staff. “How’s business today?” Were they making
themselves busy or goofing off and needing redirection? I don’t remember. But I’m sure I had
fifty things to do, all while engaging staff, guests, and my little one, before rushing home to
meet the school bus. There’s no rocket science involved in getting a café plus gift shop off the
ground, but trying to balance the slew of details—in a professional and gracious way—was
enough to make this grown woman regularly beg for mercy.

As I eyed my to-do list, holding my coloring son in my peripheral and calculating how long it
would take to do inventory and still make the ordering deadline, a guest approached. Being in
the historic district of a tourist destination in Northern Virginia means we host folks from
everywhere, and that day was no exception. My interlocutor was an Israeli, and he was intent
on detaching me from my clipboard.

“Come with me!” he insisted. And so I did, trying to be charmed. Passing beneath Our Lord
reigning from the beautiful, old crucifix above the door to the Trinity Room, we arrived at the
bookcase next to the front door of the elegant 19th-century home that houses the café. He
physically turned me toward a framed tile atop the bookcase, and quite aggressively, though
not unpleasantly, challenged me, “What is this?” And I hesitated.
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Every day, people are moved—despite my continuing pettiness and paltry means.
And I keep thinking about that brown plastic rosary, about what God is able to do
with a dot on the map. And then my imagination does still occasionally surge with
dreams of the “new springtime of the human spirit,” the beloved vision of my hero,
Pope St. John Paul II.

Like many things in our little approximation of the Heavenly City, there is so much behind this
colorful tile—with its illustration of a city and Hebrew inscription—so many more memories,
ideas, and dreams than any one moment with a guest can bear. Inventory deadlines still
looming, I stammered out, “It says, ‘O Jerusalem, if I forget you, may my right hand wither.’”
Exasperated and animated he replied, “I know what it says! Why is it here?”

Why indeed? How to say what a life, a marriage, a family, a ministry mean when there’s so
much friction between our ideals and the reality of life on the ground that you can barely
remember why? When Soren and I met in Kraków in the Jubilee Year of 2000, we dreamed of
creating a little taste of heaven on earth, a home to share with God and the children to come,
but also with neighbors and strangers, a place to welcome anyone who yearned to dwell
within the Most Holy Trinity, together with our Blessed Mother and all the saints.

Back then, we knew little about the abyss between our fuzzily glowing dreams of the City of
God and the harsh contours of real life. And thank goodness, because courage doesn’t come in
that denomination. Twenty years later, there is a bit more convergence between dream and
reality, an emerging out of days, weeks, years of often quite dreary pilgrimage through the
wasteland of our stripped-down culture—toward the blue door and through, into the ever-
richening landscape of the new springtime of the third millennium.

But do I still really believe in the new springtime to come? Many days of long service—of
creating a waystation, a peaceful respite for my town, introducing a little taste of
heaven—have ended with news of more darkness encroaching. It seems no matter how many
espresso shots pulled or cups of tea brewed, no matter how many weary bodies restored with
a crunchy panini or a fresh salad, no matter how many prayer candles sold or guests inspired
by the hand-painted icons that grace our walls, the balance still tips discouragingly toward the
abyss. Despite hundreds of live music events, story times, Bible studies, and art exhibits, our
Heavenly Jerusalem remains just a dot on the map of a burned-out world.

Or is it? On a recent day, now approaching eight years since we first signed the lease, I went
through the blue door intent on connecting briefly with the staff and placing a few orders
before heading home to more desk work. But as so often happens, the barista was at the
espresso machine, foaming milk and talking with a chatty guest while another guest politely
waited to order. And because, against all odds, I am still drawn to these encounters, rather
than call another staff person from the kitchen, I moved toward the register.

As I passed the guest anticipating his latte, I heard him exclaim with apparent joy, “I never
imagined that I would have a mystical experience today!” His choice of words was a bit
unusual, but his delight at discovering the world inside our Trinity House was something I’ve
witnessed over and over. A few minutes later, I was still caught up in serving guests, and a
woman approached holding a rosary. “Is this really free?” she asked.
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We have a couple of baskets where we give away the endless stream of books and
sacramentals that people donate, and this brown plastic item was definitely a freebie. “Yes! We
can’t give them away fast enough,” I replied. Her questioning expression transformed into a
beatific smile as she raised the plastic crucifix to her lips, ecstatically exclaiming, “Then this
one was meant for me!” I shook my head internally, semi-incredulous that the Holy Spirit
could touch a soul through such a banal object, but also a little jealous that she was levitating
while gravity fixed me firmly, as usual.

I can’t tell you how many days are like that, when the roar of grace is practically deafening as
guest after guest experiences the Spirit of God, who reigns powerfully over this house.

“My friend and I used to meet here for tea and now we have both returned to the Church. We
had never seen the faith presented this way – so beautiful.”

“I can’t tell you how happy I am as soon as my feet touch your red brick sidewalk!”

“I go to the Trinity House for all my most important conversations.”

“Did you hear that? I just used the word ‘redemption.’ This place is really working on me!”

Those are just a few of countless expressions of joy and wonder that arise from this
intersection of dream and reality. Every day, people are moved—despite my continuing
pettiness and paltry means. And I keep thinking about that brown plastic rosary, about what
God is able to do with a dot on the map. And then my imagination does still occasionally surge
with dreams of the “new springtime of the human spirit,” the beloved vision of my hero, Pope
St. John Paul II.

The hero-saint John Paul was known for bringing the riches of the faith into the public square.
So, we were deeply moved when we found this home for Trinity House on his canonization
day, on the corner of Church and Market Streets, across from the courthouse that hosted the
first public proclamation of the Declaration of Independence in the Commonwealth of
Virginia. But Saint John Paul II was not only intent on reawakening formerly Christian
societies to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the source of their foundation on the dignity of the
person and the common good.

He was also intent on restoring marriage and family as the place in which people should first
learn about truth, goodness, and beauty. People shouldn’t have to come to Church and Market
to hear about the meaning of life. And so, Pope John Paul toiled endlessly that someday again,
they should learn it from Mom and Dad. While we had always thought of Trinity House as a
domestic church writ large—where a family lives out God’s life of interpersonal communion
and offers it to their neighbors—Soren and I started looking for a way to more fully pursue
John Paul II’s other goal, the attainment of which could someday push Trinity House Cafe into
obsolescence.

Two and a half years ago, Soren was finally able to join me full-time in ministry (and thanks to
a growing group of supporters, I got my first paycheck from the non-profit after fourteen
years)! As our vision matured, inspiring families to make home a little taste of heaven, a type
of the Heavenly City, became the heart of our mission. Now, we engage the public with this
vision of the restored Christian family and home at Trinity House; we equip parents with
Heaven in Your Home Workshops and weekly Letters; and we encourage families at monthly
Heaven in Your Home Gatherings at parishes.

Though we are made to remain painfully aware of our limitations, it is very motivating to take
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the hard-won lessons and graces of our marriage and family life at our own little Trinity House
on Mount Gilead south of Leesburg, and use them in the public square to inspire other families
to represent the Holy Trinity in their own homes and neighborhoods. All the while, one image
anchors the heart of our efforts, the heart of the new Jerusalem inside every Trinity House.

At the center of Trinity House, our own and the café, hangs a copy of Andrei Rublev’s 15th-
century Trinity icon above the main fireplace mantel. Three angel figures around a table with
a central chalice represent God. It is the Genesis scene, under the Oak of Mamre, when
Abraham and Sarah hosted three strangers with the best they had to offer, and a family as
numerous as the stars was their reward.

When we were first given the vision for Trinity House, this icon was suggested in prayer as a
logo of sorts. It tells the story of abiding, interpersonal communion, the source of all life,
among the persons of God, and how God offers his communion to us, to our families, to share
with one another, to bring about more life in his image. Like so many things at Trinity House,
this icon is rich with details. But suffice it to say that the Father figure welcomes us, the Spirit
figure listens to us, and the Son figure serves us, nourishing us with the Eucharist to be like
God for others in our turn.

At the summit of the icon’s story, we observe the Father’s House, the Trinity House, above the
angel figure who first welcomed us to the table of life. Welcome, Listen, Serve. What God has
done for us, we can do for others and reap the reward of eternal life—to dwell forever in the
Heavenly Jerusalem, together with the Most High, our Blessed Mother, and all the saints—
welcoming more and more people to join us in the eternal communion for which we all long.

I remember one time—I was working at a table in the Trinity Room—when I listened to a guest
telling her friend about the meaning behind the icon. The whole Gospel in a couple of minutes.
The precise answer to all the ills of a world that is heedlessly pursuing self-interest into ever-
greater alienation and despair. And yet, many families we know are building their own Trinity
Houses—portals through the darkening abyss into the new springtime of the human spirit.
May the rising of these outposts of the Heavenly Jerusalem someday outpace the darkness and
illumine our world anew with the light of Christ. Pope St. John Paul the Great, pray for us!

Ever Johnson and her husband, Soren, are the Managers of Trinity House Café+ Market and
Directors of the non-profit Trinity House Community, which inspires families to make home a
taste of heaven for the renewal of faith and culture.
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