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 Introduction
Everybody Worships

In his famous Kenyon College commencement address in 2005, novelist 
David Foster Wallace told the graduates:

[I]‌n the day-​to day trenches of adult life, there is actually no such thing as 
atheism. There is no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships. 
The only choice we get is what to worship. And the compelling reason for 
maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-​type thing to worship . . . is 
that pretty much anything else you worship will eat you alive.1

Worship money and you’ll never have enough. Worship your body and you 
will always feel ugly. Worship power and you will always feel weak and afraid. 
Worship your intellect and you will end up feeling stupid. Worship of this 
kind is not so much a conscious decision as our default setting. We live in 
a world that encourages and profits from our misdirected worship: “the so-​
called real world of men and money and power hums merrily along in a pool 
of fear and anger and frustration and craving and worship of self.”2

This book is an attempt to work out the novelist’s insight in a scholarly 
register. The empirical argument of this book is that worship has not receded 
in a supposedly “secular” world, but has rather migrated from the explicit 
worship of God to the implicit worship of things of human creation. The nor-
mative theological argument is that this migration has not necessarily been 
a step forward. At the same time, however, I want to avoid nostalgia; if it is 
true that we all worship, it is also true that we have always worshiped badly. 
While attempting to suggest how to worship less badly, I also want to recog-
nize sympathetically that the ubiquity of worship indicates a deep longing in 
the human heart for the transformation of our lives.

To make these kinds of arguments is to question some of the most preva-
lent stories modern Western people like to tell about ourselves, especially the 
self-​congratulatory ones about having left the foolishness and dependency 
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of worship behind. We have learned to describe our present age as “secular” 
and “disenchanted.” Previous ages took the presence of God and spirits and 
ancestors and more for granted; we moderns, nourished by a more scien-
tific worldview, have moved beyond such beliefs and embraced a more ra-
tional point of view, devoid of worship and devoid of overarching narratives 
of meaning. According to this story, where religious belief survives in the 
West it is marginalized from public discourse; what remains of Western re-
ligion has been internally secularized, concerned more with this world 
than something that transcends it. The public/​private dichotomy tracks a 
whole series of other binaries with which we have learned to describe our 
world: disenchanted/​enchanted, secular/​religious, nonbelievers/​believers, 
natural/​supernatural, mundane/​otherworldly, immanent/​transcendent, 
modern/​premodern, and so on. These binaries are part of the narrative con-
struction of “the West,” and we have learned to describe the relationship 
between the West and the rest of world also in binary terms. Paul Gifford, 
for example, contrasts the “pervasive ‘enchanted religious imagination’ ” of 
Africa with the West’s “completely ‘disenchanted’ Christianity—​one thor-
oughly in keeping with the surrounding milieu.”3

The present book explores the uses of such binaries and argues that they 
are more ideological than empirical: what characterizes the modern West is 
not disenchantment but rather the condition of having learned to describe 
ourselves as disenchanted. The point is not that there is no difference be-
tween modern and premodern, or between the United States and Africa; a 
Fourth of July parade is not the same thing as a Corpus Christi procession, 
and collecting sports memorabilia is not the same thing as witchcraft. But we 
need to be clearer about what is different and what is not. The above binaries 
accentuate the differences but obscure the similarities. What has diminished 
in the West is explicit worship of the Jewish and Christian God; what has not 
diminished is worship. The idea of a disenchanted, secular, and this-​worldly 
West is complicated by—​among many other things, some positive, some 
not—​the prevalence of commodity fetishism, ritualized nationalism, and 
faith in the “invisible hand” of the market to lead us to the promised land. 
American shoppers run frenzied for discounted electronics at the stroke of 
midnight during the yearly ritual of Black Friday; to describe them as disen-
chanted is to miss something crucial. And that might be precisely why we in 
the West find such binaries so appealing: they license a more flattering self-​
image of the modern Westerner as scientific, sober, mundane, and focused 
on the real world. But self-​flattery is rarely the way to wisdom.
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The present book can be understood as a continuation of the argument of 
my book The Myth of Religious Violence.4 In that book, I contend that there 
is no good reason to think that there is a set of “religious” ideologies and 
institutions with a peculiar tendency toward violence not shared by their 
“secular” counterparts. People kill for all sorts of things: gods, flags, freedom, 
ethnicity, oil, nations, the workers’ revolution, the free market, and many 
other ideologies and practices that people treat as ultimate. Through an ex-
tensive genealogy of the religious/​secular distinction, I show that the distinc-
tion is a modern Western construct, a product of church-​state struggles in 
early modern Europe, subsequently exported to the rest of the world through 
the process of colonization. The religious/​secular distinction is not a neu-
tral set of descriptive categories, and the idea that religion has a greater 
tendency than the secular to promote violence is not a commonsense obser-
vation about the world. Both are ideological constructs that privilege certain 
Western secularist arrangements. I show how the myth of religious violence 
is used, in domestic policy and law, to justify the marginalization of what is 
labeled “religion,” and is used, in foreign policy, to justify violence against 
“religious”—​especially Muslim—​social orders.

Although there is hardly any explicit theology in The Myth of Religious 
Violence, I have told audiences for years that it is really a book about idol-
atry, inordinate devotion to what is not God. It is a basic biblical insight that 
people have a tendency to worship all sorts of things that are not God, and 
to sacrifice both themselves and other people for the things they worship. 
In the present book, I seek to make that analysis explicit. The idea that wor-
ship has not receded but migrated to other objects besides God is not a new 
insight; for example, Jamie Smith’s brilliant three-​volume Cultural Liturgies 
series explores the nature of humans as worshiping creatures and the ways in 
which worship forms us; Eugene McCarraher’s Enchantments of Mammon 
uncovers in fascinating detail capitalism as the “religion” of modernity.5 The 
charge of idolatry more specifically is thrown around rather freely in the con-
temporary world. Pope Francis, for example, rarely talks about the world 
economy without calling it idolatrous. When one looks for a systematic and 
interdisciplinary treatment of idolatry in the contemporary world, however, 
one finds very little. There are many scholarly examinations of idolatry in 
the biblical texts, but they tend to draw connections to the contemporary 
world rather briefly and tentatively. Studies of idolatry tend to treat it as a 
“religious” problem, but if, as I argue, idolatry critique transcends the reli-
gious/​secular distinction—​because the worship of anything, not only gods, 
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can be idolatry—​then an analysis of idolatry must extend beyond religious 
studies and theology and be fully interdisciplinary. In this book, I attempt 
a synthetic study of idolatry—​and the related ideas of enchantment and 
sacrament—​over a wide range of disciplines: sociology (Max Weber and 
Émile Durkheim), philosophy (Charles Taylor and Jean-​Luc Marion), polit-
ical science (Ernest Gellner and Anthony D. Smith), economic history (Karl 
Marx and Sut Jhally), and theology (Augustine and the Bible). I hope to show 
that work from disparate fields—​for example, Weber on enchantment, Smith 
on nationalism as religion, Marx on commodity fetishism—​can best be un-
derstood under the theological rubric of idolatry.

Idolatry critique is dangerous because of its ready association with chau-
vinism: you don’t worship like we do, and therefore you must be shunned 
or destroyed. The Bible and colonial history offer many examples of the 
destruction of “idolaters” and the subjugation of “heathens.” I argue nev-
ertheless that idolatry critique can be useful because it helps to overcome 
some of the binaries that I call into question in The Myth of Religious 
Violence. Idolatry critique questions the religious/​secular dichotomy, be-
cause worship is not confined to gods but applies to all sorts of realities 
commonly labeled “political” or “economic.” Idolatry critique calls into 
question substantivist definitions of “religion,” because it recognizes that 
what matters is not what people say they believe but what their behavior 
reveals about their implicit beliefs. If someone claims to believe in the 
Christian God but never darkens the door of a church and spends all their 
waking hours obsessing about the stock market, the colloquial idea that 
money is their god and capitalism their religion captures something im-
portant about how their world is structured.

Idolatry critique also helps express the negative consequences of many 
types of misdirected worship. Idolatry is ultimately a form of narcissism, 
an attempt at aggrandizing the self. This self-​love, however, is a type of en-
trapment or self-​isolation from God and from other people; it results in self-​
diminishment. The Bible and David Foster Wallace make the same salient 
point: worshiping money, the nation, and other such mundane things will 
ultimately eat you alive. We come to be dominated by our own creations. 
I work out this point on a theoretical level through Weber and the Christian 
theological tradition, and at an empirical level through detailed analyses 
of nationalism and consumer culture. I chose these two examples because 
they operate beyond our private obsessions, acting as public, organizing, 
and unifying idolatries, godlike systems in which we are embedded. They are 
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gods that are given, not chosen. Individuals cannot simply decide not to be 
nationalistic or consumeristic; idolatry in this sense is about how the whole 
social world is structured.

Nevertheless, I want to get beyond jeremiads against idolatry. The title of 
this book, The Uses of Idolatry, has a double sense, indicating, on the one 
hand, how idolatry is used to constitute the unjust structures of this world 
and, on the other hand, how the concept of idolatry is useful for bridging 
the supposed divide between believers and nonbelievers. I want, in a way, 
to present idolatry in a sympathetic light. As St. Paul tells the Athenians in 
Acts 17, their proclivity to worship is evidence that they are groping for God, 
and may still find God. Idolatry critique helps to overcome the binary of 
believers/​nonbelievers by showing that we all believe in something; we are 
spontaneously worshiping creatures whose devotion alights on all sorts of 
things, in part because we are material creatures, and the material world is 
beautiful. Following an invisible God is hard for material creatures, so we 
fixate on things that are closer to hand. Idolatry critique applies equally to 
those who profess belief in God and those who don’t. We all worship, and we 
all worship badly, to greater and lesser degrees. Idolatry critique is therefore 
best understood first and foremost as self-​critique, an exercise in cultivating 
the virtue of humility. I am not so much interested in “idolatry” as a stable 
and univocal master category by which we can critique others and get our 
own worship in order; the only remedy for idolatry is ultimately an unman-
ageable encounter with the living God, one that throws all of our lives into 
question.

Beyond the critique of idolatry, I provide a theological account of sac-
rament as a way of healing idolatry. Any attempt to overcome idolatry 
cannot simply pit God against the world and opt for the former. As material 
creatures, we live and move and have our being in the material world and in 
God simultaneously. What is needed is a practice of sacramentality that sees 
and uses things in the light of their being in God. I attempt to sketch an aes-
thetic and an ethic of immersion in material creation that neither elevates 
material realities into gods nor lowers human beings into instruments to be 
dominated, but rather participates in divine life through the material realities 
that God sustains in being. The Incarnation—​the pouring out of God into 
the flesh of the poor man Jesus of Nazareth—​is crucial to this participation. 
The best remedy for idolatry is an uncontrollable encounter with the incar-
nate God in the chaos and vulnerability of those who are marginalized by the 
idolatrous systems that eat people alive.
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I would like this book to address two different audiences and to sug-
gest that perhaps they are not so starkly different after all. The first au-
dience is those who claim to believe in God, primarily but not exclusively 
the Christian community. To claim to believe in God is not necessarily to 
worship God in reality. I hope that this book will help Christians and others 
to think more deeply about our own practical idolatries and to seek God’s 
help in remedying them and healing a broken world. The second audience is 
those who claim not to believe in God. I hope that the theoretical and empir-
ical work of this book might demonstrate that the supposed divide between 
“believers” and “nonbelievers” is perhaps not so wide as is often assumed. In 
this regard, my argument has affinities with the political theology that has 
followed in the wake of Carl Schmitt’s famous observation that modern po-
litical concepts are in fact secularized theological concepts; the sovereignty 
of God has been replaced with the sovereignty of the state, the miracle with 
the state of exception, and so on.6

Political theology, however, is largely bifurcated into two camps: those 
(mostly Christian) theologians who explore political matters in the light 
of the reality of God, and those “secular” thinkers who regard God as a 
fiction that has serious political consequences. In the latter camp are fig-
ures like Paul Kahn, whose book Political Theology explores the way that 
nation-​states like the United States have taken on the aura of the sacred, 
especially in war and its emphasis on sacrifice. For Kahn, political theology 
is a tool for unmasking the persistence of theology in supposedly “secular” 
regimes, but it cannot be a way of making normative judgments based on 
convictions about some transcendent God who actually exists. “In a god-
less world, that is, a world with no normative significance whatsoever, 
there is nothing that nature has to teach us in thinking about how to order 
the political, except that it is entirely up to us.”7 Christian political theology 
therefore differs as night from day from what Kahn considers political the-
ology. “The latter is an entirely secular field of inquiry, while the former 
expresses a sectarian endeavor that is no longer possible in the West.”8 
Robert Yelle’s book Sovereignty and the Sacred similarly challenges the re-
ligious/​secular and politics/​theology distinctions, only to buttress them by 
dismissing the possibility of normative theology that posits the existence 
of a real God: “The idea of an absolutely sovereign god or king is a projec-
tion of human agency.”9 Yelle’s book is an exploration of “exit signs” from 
the suffocating hegemony of law, bureaucracy, and debt, the application of 
“the same flat, rationalizing level to everything.”10 He explores antinomian 
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theological practices like pardon, Jubilee, and monastic economies, but 
ends up concluding that they are only utopian, temporary, and symbolic. 
Because God is just a human projection, escape from the dialectic of sover-
eignty and law is only a “liminal moment.”11 Both Kahn and Yelle seem to 
open the door to theology only to slam it shut again.

If we really are to challenge the politics/​theology and secular/​religious 
dichotomies, I don’t share the anxious compulsion to exclude God-​talk 
from serious intellectual inquiry, which only ends up reinforcing those 
dichotomies. Barring the possibility of God rules out our exit from the “same 
flat, rationalizing level” and traps us in an immanent box of our own making. 
Some might consider my invocation of God in this book to be mere spe-
cial pleading by a Christian theologian, but I want to suggest that the ex-
istence of God solves a problem raised by political theology. Neither Kahn 
nor Yelle gives an account of why the sacred continues to occupy what is in 
reality a God-​shaped hole left by the migration of the holy from the church 
to the state and market. It may be that the most economical explanation for 
the need to worship something that transcends ourselves is the existence of 
something that transcends ourselves. It is, of course, always possible to dis-
miss evidence of the ubiquity of worship in human experience and in the 
human heart by concluding, in a Sartrian vein, that the longing for God we 
experience is absurd, a cosmic joke played on us by a universe in which no 
God actually exists. Nevertheless, I want to suggest that the reason there is a 
God-​shaped desire in human experience is that it corresponds in some way 
to a God who actually exists and bends the arc of the moral universe toward 
love. The present book is not an attempt to prove this. I do, however, point to 
what I encounter in the world, the longing for transcendence in human expe-
rience, and point to indications of a God who corresponds to and fulfills that 
longing. If the universe is not a joke but a comedy, not a tragedy but a drama 
in which love has the final word, then something like the God revealed in 
Jesus Christ might be worth considering.

I want to be clear, at the same time, that Christ is not an answer that 
Christians have but a person who puts our lives into question. If I tell the 
story of a world that continues to be Christ-​haunted, it is not meant to be 
a triumphalistic vindication of the Christian past over the grand errors of 
modernity but rather an unsettling search for a God who has escaped our 
attempts to bring the divine under human control. I am trying both to invite 
those who think they know nothing of God to see God manifest in creation 
and in the longings of the human heart, and to invite those who think they 
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know something of God to relinquish our attempts to grasp hold of God and 
engineer divinity in our own image.
This book consists of eight chapters. The first two chapters examine the 
idea that the modern West is disenchanted and devoid of gods. Chapters 3 
through 5 offer an account of idolatry using scripture, theology, and phe-
nomenology, respectively. Chapters 6 and 7 each examine a modern instance 
of idolatry. Chapter 8 presents an account of incarnation and sacrament as 
a remedy for idolatry. The book is intended as a synthetic interpretation of 
a theme, not a comprehensive history of ideas; I make no attempt to survey 
every major thinker (Luther, Barth, Ellul, et al.) who has written on idolatry. 
I have no doubt that the insights of such thinkers would have enriched my 
analysis, as well as lengthened an already lengthy book. I also make no at-
tempt to analyze every major manifestation of idolatry in the contemporary 
era. I devote a chapter apiece to nationalism and consumer culture as two of 
the most prevalent and publicly accepted examples, while recognizing that 
many other possible topics (racism, technology, and celebrity, to give a few 
examples) could be explored. I can only acknowledge that much work re-
mains to be done, most of it by scholars other than me.

Chapter 1 is a reinterpretation of Max Weber’s work. Weber is famous for 
declaring that the modern secular world is disenchanted, and this idea has 
been both accepted by many and contested by others who argue that mo-
dernity has its own types of enchantment. In this chapter I argue that Weber 
himself did not really buy the disenchantment narrative. He was conflicted 
on this question and saw how rationalization produces its own types of ir-
rationality. Through a detailed analysis of Weber’s work, I explore his un-
thought, his inability to escape the conclusion that disenchantment is not the 
disappearance of the sacred but the migration of the sacred from the “reli-
gious” to the “secular.” Weber declared that, in modernity, “[m]‌any old gods 
ascend from their graves.”12 Weber worried furthermore that such gods of 
our own making—​especially the bureaucratic state and capital—​have come 
to dominate us, making escape impossible. I argue that disenchantment is 
not the condition of modernity but the way we have learned to describe the 
condition of modernity. I argue that we need to overcome the dichotomy of 
enchanted/​disenchanted and, rather than try to determine whether or not 
we are actually disenchanted, look at the kinds of power that are buttressed 
by the enchanted/​disenchanted dichotomy.

In chapter 2, I examine a more contemporary account of secularization that 
adopts the disenchantment of the modern West as a given. Charles Taylor’s 
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account of the secular age accepts a wide gap between us in the modern West 
on the one hand and those who came before us or live outside the West on 
the other: “A race of humans has arisen which has managed to experience 
its world entirely as immanent.”13 This secular exceptionalism is based in a 
series of binaries that play crucial roles in Taylor’s analysis: West/​non-​West, 
modern/​premodern, secular/​religious, nonbelievers/​believers, immanence/​
transcendence, natural/​supernatural, disenchantment/​enchantment, and 
so on. In every case, Taylor tries to bring the two poles closer together, but 
I argue that he does not do enough to question the terms under which the 
binaries are given in the first place. I argue, however, that—​as with Weber—​
resources to question these binaries can be found in Taylor’s work itself. 
Taylor states that consumerism is “almost” a stronger form of magic, that art 
is “putatively” religious, that scientific naturalism can be a piety that “verges 
on” religion. These hedge words keep the religious/​secular dichotomy—​and 
the other dichotomies as well—​intact, but I explore why Taylor thinks he 
needs these dichotomies and what would happen if he reconfigured or aban-
doned them. At one point Taylor claims that those who confine themselves 
to the immanent frame in fact are “responding to transcendent reality, but 
misrecognizing it.”14 To be true to this insight, I argue, Taylor—​the Catholic 
philosopher—​needs a theology of idolatry. There is no “race” of humans who 
experience the world entirely as immanent; there is rather a set of people 
in the West who have learned—​for various reasons having to do with how 
power is distributed in Western societies—​to describe their world as imma-
nent and disenchanted, while they are still involved in all sorts of worship. In 
other words, there is a gap between our descriptions of the world as disen-
chanted and the way we actually behave, and we need a theology of idolatry 
to address this gap.

I explore the theme of idolatry in the Christian scriptures, both Old 
and New Testaments, in chapter 3. I first consider the biblical idea that 
humans are inherently worshiping creatures. Then I explore some themes 
in biblical treatments of idolatry and show how they question some modern 
binaries: enchanted/​disenchanted, religious/​secular, believers/​nonbelievers, 
worshipers and non-​worshipers. The Bible expands the concept of idol-
atry to include more than the explicit worship of other named gods besides 
YHWH. Idolatry includes greed, reliance on military power, attachment to 
material things, and other kinds of devotion to what is not God. Idolatry 
is not so much a metaphysical error as it is misplaced loyalty; idolatry is 
about behavior, not simply belief. Idolatry is also usually a matter of degree, 
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of inordinate devotion to one or another of the goods of this life; when it 
crosses the line from ordinate to inordinate is often hard to discern. From 
these reflections, I move to consider the place of images in the biblical ma-
terial. I argue that Israelite aniconism still leaves room for a kind of sacra-
mental seeking of God through the material world. In the next section of the 
chapter, I consider the negative consequences of idolatry, most notably the 
theme, found in Weber, that we are oppressed by gods of our own making. 
The prophets identify an exchange by which life is imputed to mute mate-
rial images while life is drained away from their human makers. This theme 
anticipates Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism by several millennia. 
Finally, the last section of the chapter examines self-​critique and sympathy. 
Idolatry critique in the Bible is most commonly self-​critique, the prophetic 
calling back of the people of God to true worship. There are also moments 
of sympathy in biblical critiques of idolatry, as in Wisdom 13:6–​7: “Yet these 
people are little to be blamed, for perhaps they go astray while seeking God 
and desiring to find him. For while they live among his works, they keep 
searching, and they trust in what they see, because the things that are seen are 
beautiful.” My theological reading of the biblical material provides a basis for 
questioning the narrative of secularization as disenchantment, and for doing 
so without resorting to mere jeremiad.

I turn to Augustine in chapter 4 for a Christian theological account of idol-
atry. For Augustine, idolatry—​despite its outward appearance as dedication 
to something other than the self—​is rooted in a kind of self-​love, though 
one that paradoxically results in self-​dissolution. I begin by examining 
Augustine’s analysis of the Roman creation of gods as a manifestation of 
self-​love, the desire to have gods who serve them rather than they serving 
God. The result is paradoxically a slavish domination of humans by their 
own creations. For Augustine, the explicit worship of pagan gods is part of a 
broader critique of the worship of created things instead of God. I then con-
sider Augustine’s attitude toward temporal things. I show that Augustine has 
sympathy for us material creatures who cling to material things both from 
delight at their beauty and from fatigue caused by the flux of time. We seek 
rest in temporal things, though they cannot stop death or satisfy our eternal 
longings. I analyze Augustine’s distinction between use and enjoyment and 
show that inordinate attachment to created things instead of to their Creator 
is a reduction of people and things to means toward which the end is the 
self. In the following section, I show how Augustine regards idolatry as a 
kind of narcissism or self-​worship, despite its appearance of worshiping an 
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Other. In an act of self-​assertion, people make their own gods, but then, 
obeying the law of their nature, bow down and worship them. Thus does au-
tonomy become heteronomy, and self-​love becomes domination by one’s 
own inventions. To return to God is simultaneously to return to one’s true, 
unalienated self. In the final section of this chapter, I consider Augustine’s 
view of material images. Augustine shares a generally biblical and Platonic 
suspicion of graven images, but allows for a nonidolatrous sacramental prac-
tice of images insofar as they participate in the Image of God, Jesus Christ. 
Augustine thus reverses the dynamic of idolatry we explored in the previous 
chapter; rather than life being drained from humans by their conforming to 
the idols they make, conforming to the sacramental objects that point to God 
can give humans participation in the fullness of divine life.

In chapter 5 I examine Jean-​Luc Marion’s phenomenology of the idol, 
perhaps the most intensive exploration of idolatry from a Christian thinker 
in the contemporary context. For Marion, like Augustine, idolatry is ulti-
mately a form of narcissism, but Marion develops a more sympathetic ac-
count of idolatry as an authentic expression of the human experience of the 
divine. First, I show how Marion’s critique of idolatry fits into his attack on 
ontotheology and the attempt to reduce God to human concepts. I then ex-
amine three stages of Marion’s treatment of the idol. In the first stage, Marion 
regards the idol theologically. In its search for God, the self becomes fatigued 
and lets its gaze come to rest on material objects that dazzle it. The idol is 
a mirror to the self rather than a window to the divine; God is cut to the 
measure of the self. In the second stage, Marion considers the idol phenom-
enologically in the form of human-​made art; the self is overwhelmed by the 
idol as a saturated phenomenon. In both these stages, Marion regards the 
idolater with sympathy; though cut to human measure, idols are a genuine, 
but limited, experience of the divine. In his third stage, Marion returns to 
theology in his exploration of Augustine. Here, idolatry is the resistance the 
self offers to the truth; the truth, not the idol, is the saturated phenomenon 
that overcomes me with its power. Idolatry is not so much true-​but-​limited, 
but rather tries to substitute what it loves for the real truth. Finally, I explore 
Marion’s passing reference to a “splendid idolatry,” the giving over of the self 
to something larger than the self. Marion wonders if we moderns have lost 
our ability for such a splendid idolatry, but also gives hints that that might 
not be the case.

Using these themes from Augustine’s and Marion’s work, chapter 6 
explores nationalism as a kind of splendid idolatry dedicated to the service 
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of something larger than the self but ultimately coming down to a type of 
collective narcissism. Nationalism calls forth real virtues of self-​sacrifice for 
ideals and people beyond the individual self, while simultaneously directing 
lethal levels of devotion toward what is not God. Once again we become sub-
ject to gods of our own making, gods that are constituted by the mirrors we 
hold up to our collective self. In the first section of this chapter, I explore 
theories of nationalism as “religion,” in figures such as Durkheim, Carlton 
Hayes, Robert Bellah, Carolyn Marvin, and Atalia Omer. In the second sec-
tion, I look at theories about the origins of nationalism, especially those of 
Ernest Gellner and Anthony D. Smith, and argue that Western forms of na-
tionalism appropriated the sacred from the old Christian order. Next, I give a 
sympathetic account of the splendid virtues of nationalism, which share the 
matter but not the same end as the Christian virtues. I examine two Catholic 
attempts to distinguish nationalism from patriotism and to defend a virtuous, 
though limited, devotion to the nation-​state. I argue that many nation-​states 
cannot survive with such limited devotion, which is why they need nation-
alism to become a “religion.” I then explore the vices of nationalism, partic-
ularly collective narcissism, the worship of the collective “we,” which results 
in racism and the willingness to kill for the nation-​state. Nationalism tends 
toward idolatry, incompatible with the worship of God. In the final section of 
the chapter, I consider whether there are other types of collective belonging 
that are compatible with the worship of God, exploring the biblical theme of 
the people of God.

In chapter 7 I investigate a more apparently “unsplendid” type of idolatry, 
consumer culture, which seems fixated on stuffing the self with things in-
stead of aspiring to serve something greater than the self. Before critiquing 
consumerism, however, I build on the sympathetic approach to idolatry in 
chapters 3 through 5 and the notion of idolatry as the search for meaning 
in created things. As Augustine puts it, we are called to delight in God’s 
material creation insofar as its beauty aids us in our journey back to God. 
Nevertheless, in the process of “misrecognition,” to use Taylor’s word, the 
pursuit of material things becomes an end in itself. In the first section of the 
chapter, I use the work of anthropologists Mary Douglas and Daniel Miller 
to explore the way people necessarily use material goods to communicate 
their deepest meanings. In the next section, I consult studies of consumer be-
havior as religion, with related themes of magic, the sacred, transcendence, 
liturgy, animism, and fetishism in consumer culture. In the following section, 
I consider how and why this investing of divinity in things is accompanied 
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by the exploitation of labor. Here I examine Marx’s analysis of commodity 
fetishism, the personalization of commodities and the depersonalization 
of human workers. I show how this dynamic pervades online shopping, in 
which only products appear while human workers remain invisible and sub-
ject to stringent discipline. As anticipated in the biblical critique of idolatry 
discussed in chapter 3, material things take on life, while life is drained away 
from human persons. The magic of commodities is the flip side of the ruth-
less rationalization of human labor. I update Marx’s analysis by showing how 
more recent developments in capitalism—​the deskilling of labor, globali-
zation, financialization and the growth of debt, the ubiquity of marketing, 
surveillance capitalism, and the commodification of the self—​in every case 
illustrate the twinned dynamic of the personification of commodities and 
capital on the one hand and the instrumentalization of human beings on the 
other. Consumer culture embodies one of the principal dynamics of idol-
atry: oppression by the products of human making. Finally, I examine the 
dynamics of narcissism in consumer culture, using Augustine and Marion as 
my guide.

In chapter 8 I point toward a nonidolatrous practice of the material world. 
I first consider the question of sacramentality, the notion that divinity is 
found in creation. If the problem were disenchantment, then seeing divinity 
in all things might suffice to counter it. Given that the problem, as Eugene 
McCarraher puts it, is “misenchantment,”15 however, the question Which di-
vinity? must be addressed. In the second section of the chapter I address that 
question with a consideration of the Incarnation of God in Jesus Christ as 
an antidote to idolatry. Idolatry attempts to reach up and seize divinity, to 
bring it within human grasp; the Incarnation is God’s self-​emptying descent 
into creation, offering communal participation in God’s life as a gift to be 
received. I then turn to Marion’s contrast of the icon to the idol. While idols 
serve as mirrors to the self, the icon serves as a portal to participation in God. 
Marion’s analysis of the icon cannot remain mere aesthetics; the point for us 
is to become a living icon of charity. I explore this theme in the practice of the 
sacraments, especially the Eucharist, acknowledging that there are idolatrous 
practices of the Eucharist as well as those that heal our idolatry. The Eucharist 
cannot be reduced to ethics, but it must be lived out in a way that counters 
idolatries like nationalism and consumerism. I contrast the divinized “we” 
of nationalism and the divinized “we” of the body of Christ, and contrast the 
consumption of others with the self-​offering of being consumed in Christ’s 
body. Idolatry can be healed only by encounter with the living God, an 
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encounter—​unprogrammable according to our ethical criteria—​that takes 
place most especially in the unmanageable encounter with Christ in those 
who are marginalized by our idolatrous practices.

One way to understand the normative theological argument of this book as 
a whole is to say that if everybody worships, we might as well try to worship a 
true God instead of a false one. Wallace puts this conclusion negatively: false 
gods will eat you alive. I want to put this conclusion more positively: to 
worship the true God is to encounter joy, a profound connection with our 
fellow creatures and with the God who transcends but permeates them all. 
To be healed of idolatry is to break through the zero-​sum competition be-
tween me and you, between us and them, and between me and God. To resist 
divinization of the self and of its possessions is simultaneously to participate 
in divinity, the joyful and ecstatic opening of the small self to communion 
with all things and with the God who is love.
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