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Idolatry
Looking for Joy in All the Wrong Places

JaMes K. a. SMith anD Kyle DaviD bennett

“There s still a small amount of light in human beings. Letthem walk,
letthemwalkon, sothatthe darknessdoesn’tcloseinonthem.”

—Augustine, Confessions10.33 (trans. Ruden)

Even if our goalis tofosterjoy and focus on the practices that nourish
it, we need to be aware of cultural conditions that inhibit joy. To fos-
ter joy we need to recognize the hurdles and barriers to joy. For many,
joy almost seems like a luxury—a privilege denied to many by a host of
material conditions that inhibit the realization of that blissful rest from
anxiety we sometimes name “joy.” If joy is elusive, and the light of joy
hasbeeneclipsedinoursocieties, itis mostly because of environmen-
talinhibitors thatundercutbasic humanflourishing: the way poverty
gnaws away at peace; the way wealth corrodes contentment; the way
racism and sexism denies dignity and protection; or the way inequali-
ties of power generate oppression and vulnerability that devour the
psychic margin we need to experience joy. The material baseline for
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flourishing turns out to also be the material baseline for joy. Soif we
want joy, we should pursue justice.

And yet, there remain many who can take for granted this material
baseline—those for whom these environmental affordances for the
possibility of joy arein place—whononethe-
less experience despair, sadness, and a kind
of fundamental, subterranean anxiety that
robsthemofjoy. Thereisadis-easethatchar-

Ifwewantjoy,we
should pursue
justice.

acterizes youth, reflected in astronomical
rates of mental health treatment and
increased suicide rates. Dismissing this malaise as “affluenza”is nota
response; itisacondescending evasion. Butwhat's the inhibitor here?

We want to consider what might seem an almost scandalous pos-
sibility: that idolatry should be numbered among the inhibitors of joy.
That puts us onthe terrain of worship: what we devote ourselves to,
what we give ourselves over to, what we entrust ourselves to with the
hope of satisfaction is at once what we worship and what we want. Our
worship shapes our wants, and our wants find expression in our wor-
ship. Socoulditbethatone oftheinhibitorsofjoyinoursecularageis
idolatry, i.e., falseworship?

Now, we wanttoimmediately address a likely question or concern:
Isn’tincluding idolatry as an “inhibitor” an instance of blaming the vic-
tim? To describe young people suffering from anxiety and despair as
“idolaters” hardly seems like a constructive or compassionate approach.
Isn’tthis kind of judgment only likely to deepen their alienation and
disenchantment?

This, of course, is not at all what we intend by considering idolatry
as an inhibitor. The point isn’'t denunciation; it's diagnostic. Our idola-
tries areless conscious decisions to believe something false and more
like learned dispositions to hope in what will disappoint. Our idolatries
are not intellectual, they are affective—instances of disordered love
and devotion. Idolatry is caught more than it is taught. We practice our
way intoidolatries, absorbed from the water in which we swim. Hence

our idolatries often reflect the ethos of our environments. That’s why
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this isn’'t a denunciation of adolescents; if anything, it’s a critique of we
adults and older generations who've created the world they’ve inher-
ited. If young people have absorbed anidolatry that frustrates joy, it's
becausewe’vebuiltanenvironmentthatnudgesthemin that(disor-
dered) direction.

Toname idolatry as aninhibitoris nottowag ourfingeratyoung
people in judgment, but to specify the theological and spiritual nature
ofthisinhibitor. Toname idolatry as asource of despairistoremem-
ber that some spirits can only be exorcised with prayer and fasting, so
to speak. Here is an inhibitor that requires more than a therapeutic or
structural response. Indeed, this is precisely why youth ministry matters.
Youth ministry tackles this challenge onthe register of the heartand its
devotions, offering young people anunapologetically theological diag-
nosis and, even more important, holding out the spiritual disciplines
and worship of the body of Christas aninvitation to give themselves
over to the One who gave himself for them. In this sense, being invited
into the Spirit-ed rhythms of Christian worship is to learn to love again.
And reordering love is capacity-building for joy.

Joy, Love, Worship: An Augustinian Account of
the Good Life

We believe that a fifth-century African bishop offers assistance as we
grapple with these twenty-first century challenges. Augustine shares
afundamental conviction ofthe Theology of Joyandthe Good Life proj-
ect. For Augustine, there is an intimate connection between joy and
“the good life.”' Indeed, one of the distinguishing markers of the
happylifefoundin Godisajoyanddelightthatcould notbe achieved
otherwise—a rest and contentment that stems from being found. The
absence of joy—what Augustine describes as a state of “restlessness,” a

1 Or*“the happy life” as he would call it, echoing ancient, particularly Stoic,
formulations.
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frantic, besetting anxiety—is a symptom that one has not achieved or
rightly aimed atthe goodlife. Inthis sense, Augustinecanbereadas an
ancient theologian of joy, for whom the unique rest that accompanies
delightis a marker of flourishing. The “authentic happy life,” Augustine
concludes, is “to set one’s joy on you, grounded in you and caused by
you. That is the real thing, and there is no other” (Confs 10.22.32). Those
found by God find in him “the joy that you yourself are to them.”

Augustine’s account of joy and the “happy life” provides a frame-
work to understand the existential dynamics of idolatry, because he
braids together joy, love, and worship. Appreciating this interdepen-
dence of our love, worship, and joy is the way to then understand why
disordered worship (idolatry) leads to disordered love which then gen-
erates unhappiness anddespair.

Like Springsteen, Augustine would say that everybody’s got a hun-
gry heart. Butwhatwe craveis rest. “You have made us for yourself,
and our heart is restless until it rests in you.” This insight in the open-
ing paragraph ofthe Confessionsis echoed atthe very end of Book XIII:
“Lord God, grant us peace; for you have given us all things’ (Isa. 26:12),
the peace of quietness, the peace ofthe sabbath”(13.35.50). The soul’s
hunger for peace is alonging for a kind of rest from anxiety and frantic
pursuits—itis torestin God. And for Augustine, to find this rest—to
entrustourselvestothe onewhoholds us—istofind joy. “Inyour gift
wefind ourrest,” Augustine concludes. “There are you ourjoy. Ourrest
isour peace” (13.9.10). Joy, for Augustine, is characterized by a kind of
quietude that is the opposite of anxiety—the exhale of someone who
hasbeenholding herbreath outoffearorworry orinsecurity. Itisthe
blissful rest of someone who realizes they no longer have to perform;
they are loved. Wefind joy in the grace of God precisely because he is
the one we don’t have to prove anything to.

The same phenomenon of human desire is considered from a dif-
ferent angle in De doctrina christiana. There Augustine emphasizes that
the human heart can’t notlove something ultimately. Tobe humanis to

2 Augustine, Confessions 1.1.1.
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bealover,andtobealoveristolooktosomething asultimate, asthe
source and end of the happy life. Thus Augustine articulates this in terms
of enjoyment. What you love is what you “enjoy” insofar as you look to
itfor ultimate satisfaction. “Enjoyment,” he says, “consistsin clinging to
something lovingly for its own sake.”™ What you love is what you look
toforjoy, forultimate satisfactionthatgivesrestfromyourstriving.
But here Augustine introduces a crucial distinction, because not
everything we try to enjoy can actually yield lasting joy. He points out
that not everything deservesto be loved/enjoyed in this way precisely
because not just anything can actually satisfy our hungers. Thus he
articulates the ordoamoris, the “right order of love” thatdelineates a
normative account of what oughtto be loved or enjoyed as ultimate. So
he expands his definition of enjoyment: “Enjoyment, after all, consists
in clinging to something lovingly for its own sake, while use consists in
referring what has come your way to what your love aims at obtaining,
provided, that s, it deserves to be loved.”™ Not everything deserves to be
enjoyed in this way because not everything can stand up to the infin-
ity of our longings. Indeed, nothing created can bear the weight of our
love precisely because their corruptibility means they will pass away.®
“Amongallthe thingsthere are, therefore, those alone are tobe enjoyed
which we have noted as being eternal and unchanging, while the rest
aretobe used in orderthatwe may come atlastto the enjoyment of
theformersort.”8 Allof creationistobereceived asaniconic’ giftthat
we “use” inthe sense thatit points or “refers” us tothe immortal, infinite

3 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, trans. Edmund Hill, OP (Hyde Park, NY: New
City Press, 1996),1.4.4.

4 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, emphasis added.

5 Mostpoignantcase: death of hisfriendin Confessions IV:loved one boundto
die as if we would never die.

6 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.22.20.

7 Jean-Luc Marion’s distinction between the idol and the icon can be helpful
here.
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Creator.® “The ‘things’ therefore that are to be enjoyed are the Father
and the Son and the Holy Spirt, in fact the Trinity, one supreme thing,
and one which is shared in common by all who enjoy it.” This right
order of love and the distinction between use/enjoyment will be a way
to reconsider what's at stake in idolatry.

You Can’t Always Get What You Want:
Idolatry as Joy Inhibitor

So, for Augustine, joyistherestthatisfound whenwe devote ourselves
tothe One who, for the joy that was set before him, gave himselffor
us. We find joy when we look for the satisfaction of our hungers in the
Triune God who will never leave us or forsake us, when we find our
enjoyment in an immortal God whose love is unfailing. That is rightly
ordered love, and it is rightly ordered worship/devotion.

But how does this help us understand idolatry?

First: idolatry, on this account, isn’t just a problem because it’s “false”
worship, ontheregisterof truth, or merely atransgression of acom-
mandment (though it is both). Existentially, the problem with idolatry
isthatitis an exerciseinfutility, apenchantthatendsin profounddis-
satisfaction and unhappiness. Idolatry, we might say, doesn’t “work,” in
asense—whichis why it creates restless hearts.° [At some point need
tomake the pointthat believers are notimmune (per Book 10). Idolatry
isaconstanttemptation ofthe Christianlifeaswell. Indeed, as Jean-Luc

8 ForAugustine this “use” is not merely instrumental; it can be attended with its
own, rightly ordered/ranked enjoyment or delight (Augustine, Teaching Chris-
tianity, 1.33.37,1.35.39).

9 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.5.5.'ve put ‘things’ in scare quotes because
Augustine goes on to point out that, of course, God is not a thing among
other things.

10 Augustine’saccountoftherestlessinquietude ofthe human heartis the cata-
lyst for what Heidegger would later call angst, which has now woven its way
into our popularlexicon.
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Marionobserves, conversion only heightensthistrial and the burden of
selfhood; see In Self’s Place, pp. 145ff.]

Second, Augustine provides a diagnosis of just what’s going on
in idolatry: we are enjoying what we’re supposed to be using. We are
treating as ultimate what is only penultimate; we are heaping infinite,
immortal expectations on created things that will pass along; we are
settling on some aspect of the creation rather than being referred
through it to its Creator. Augustine describes this using the metaphor
of ajourney: disordered love/worship is like falling in love with the boat
ratherthan the destination." The problemiis: the boat won’tlast for-
ever, and is going to start to feel claustrophobic; and your heart is built
for another shore.

Butwe needtorecognize that such disordered loves/expectations
are not always consciously “chosen”—not “intentionally,” atleast. They
are often caughtmorethanthey aretaught. Indeed, they are absorbed
fromtheliturgiesthatwe give ourselvesoverto. Ouridolatries areless a
manifestation of our consciousrebellionand morelikethe lazy defaults
we fallinto."? This is why our idolatries and disordered loves/expec-
tations can’t be adequately analyzed in terms of individual “beliefs.”
Instead, it requires something more like an environmental analysis of
our culture’s liturgies (which is exactly what Augustine does in City of
God).

Disordered liturgies instill in us habits of disordered love and
expectation. At root, these disordered liturgies train us to enjoy what
we oughtto be using; tolook for ultimate fulfillment from what is only
penultimate; to foist upon aspects of creation what only the Creator
could return. And since the earthly city is characterized fundamen-
tally by pride and love of self, that means thatmost of our disordered

11 Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.4.4.

12 See, for example David Foster Wallace, This Is Water: Some Thoughts, Deliv-
eredona Significant Occasion, about Livinga Compassionate Life (Boston: Little
Brown and Co, 2009). In this commencement lecture first given at Kenyon Col-
lege Wallace points to the invisible (like water) structures of our experience
that we take for granted, but which can become idols.
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liturgies are variations on a theme of self-reliance and fetishizing our
own autonomy. Thus, as Jean-Luc Marion has suggested, the idol is
often a mirror that returns our own gaze (unlike the “window” of the
icon that we see—and are seen—through." This might go a long way
toexplain how and why our own cultural liturgies generate a height-
ened self-consciousness that mitigates joy. It's to an analysis of one of
these contemporary liturgies that we now turn.

Contemporary Analysis: Idolizing on Instagram

What are the idolatries young people have absorbed? We'd like to
briefly homein on social media as a case study. As parents and youth
workers know firsthand, social media is a valued dimension of young
people’slives, whichiswhythey spendsomuchtime ontheirdevices.

In our work with high school and college students, we have found
Instagram to be a key social platform that young people use and one
thatseemstoinhibitjoy in a particular way." There is something about
Instagram that grips young people." Primafacie, we could ascribe this
to the image-based culture of Instagram. Surely young people must
find this attractive. Afterall, Instagram seems to be the home ofthe

13 Jean-luc Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 2nd. ed. (Religion and Postmod-
ernism) (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2012), 11, 12.

14 Facebook, Snapchat, and Twitter certainly are used by young people and
can have negative impact. But these other platforms seem to be more easily
“shed” than Instagram. See, for example, Leah Shafer, “Social Media and Teen
Anxiety” in the Harvard Graduate School of Education, December 15, 2017:
https.//www.gse harvard.edu/news/uk/17/12/social-media-and-teen-anxiety.

15 On the demographics of Instagram users, see, for example, http:/www
pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/social-media/. On the steady increase of Insta-
gram use among young people projected until 2021, see https://techcrunch
.com/2017/08/22/teens-favoring-snapchat-and-instagram-over-facebook
-says-emarketer/, accessed August 3, 2018.

252


http://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/17/12/social-media-and-teen-anxiety
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/17/12/social-media-and-teen-anxiety
http://www/

IDolAtrY

“selfie.”’ But fixation on selfies (and a simplistic association with selfish-
ness) can distract us from a more fundamental question. Instagramis
all about presentation, and the most basic question is: what do | want
when | presentmyselfinthis way? And what does such presentation do
to us? Does it foster joy? Or quite the opposite?

When asked if she gets anxious at any point using social media, a
student noted that she does especially when using Instagram. “[I get]
anxious about[the]numberoflikes[Iget],”she said. “lhave notifications
turnedoffsoitsonlywhenlcheckafewtimesaday...[lt'sa]verylow
level [kind of] anxiety ... lusually tell myselfit's pointless.” When asked
what exactly brings this anxiety she answered, “How many of my fol-
lowers like my pictures, percentage of total [likes], [and] getting more
likesthanthe last picture.” Another student putit this way. “l would defi-
nitely say that Instagram can have a negative
effectonme. Itrytofollowaccountsthatare

i 4 inspiring. but | inevitabl Presentation.
uplifting and inspiring, bu |neY| ably com- Presentation.
pare my appearance, my experiences, and Presentation.

my lack thereof to the people and photos |
see.” The placement of features matters. Likes

and comments are the first option viewers have. And one has to won-
der what Instagram users are being set up to anticipate and hope for
when they encounter the filter feature immediately after they take a
photo—the “gatekeeper” they must pass before they can post their
image orvideo.

What’s the big deal, though? Aren’tthere biggerfishtofry inthe
domain of idols? Instagram is just a mole hill, right? Apparently not. When
askedifany ofthese platforms affectthe joy they haveintheirlives, and
if so, how, one student responded “Instagram—I don’t know if | would
saymyjoyislostinthose moments, but I feelinadequate, orrather|
feellikeI'mnotdoingenough,'mnotreceivingenoughoutoflife. So

16 Of course, this “selfie” culture could be taken cynically: Christine Rosen, “Virtual
Friendship and the New Narcissism,” The New Atlantis 17, Summer 2007, 15-31.
In Augustinian fashion, we are looking for the longing.
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maybe that is stolen joy.” Another said, “both [Instagram and Facebook]
affectthe joy in my life. | took a year to abstain from social media alto-
gether, and it was a very peaceful and freeing season of my life. | think
social media intensifies the opportunity to compare myself and my life
to others, making me feel discouraged or lacking when | don’t match
up. Also people only project their best selves and the life they want to
have soI'mconstantly comparing myselftoanideal and unrealisticlife.”
Youngpeople clearly experience anxiety,and sometimes anger, when
they turn to this platform. And these experiences of anxiety and anger
are often movements in response to failed expectations and realized
disappointments. They were hoping for more likes than they received.
Aiming for more followers than their peers. Comparing those viewing
their videos to how many followers they have. On many levels, their
interaction with this medium and others on this medium subtly and
causally works againstthe joy thatthey are ultimately seeking.

The constant pull to present. The ever-presentimpulse to compare
and evaluate. The acutely felt experience ofinadequacy after one has
unwittingly or wittingly done this. All of this takes its toll on young peo-
ple. Itisn'tsimply whatthe userbrings tothis platform. The cause of
anxiety and anger doesn’t only lie with young people. It's the dynamic
of using Instagram. It’s the unique features on offer that invite and
encourage these movements. It's exhausting, yet young people have
adifficultwalkingawayfromit. They are aware oftheirrestlessness, yet
they continuetogive themselves overtoit. Theirrestlessness seemsto
come in two forms. There is the restlessness that comes from constantly
feeling the need to present oneselflike everyone else and there is the
restlessness that comes from seeking affirmation from others through
likes and comments. There is the restlessness that comes from pos-
ing seventeen times for the same picture before getting it right. Then
combing through all of the filters, writing a witty caption, and choosing
the right hashtag. And then there is the restlessness that comes from
putting oneself outtherein the promiscuous picture with “duck lips”
and a low tank top that needs to get more than two hundred “likes.”
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This restlessness in rooted in young people’s response to felt anxiety
and anger.

The anxiety young people experience on Instagram doesn’t only
manifest itself in online presentation, though. It takes another form.
Though keenlyfelt, this oneis not so easily detected. Hear the words of
onestudent. “l getsuperanxious attimeswhen I’'monboth social apps
[Instagram and Facebook]. Everytime I clickonthem, lamreminded of
thetimeI’'mwasting, sometimes|don’tcare, andothertimeslinternally
freak outbecauseit’'s almostlike anaddiction. /getanxiousthat/amnot
present, but sometimes | remain on the app just out of compulsion. It's
kinda scary” (emphasis mine). She continues. “I get anxious that | am
wasting my time because while I’'mon the app, I could be paying better
attention tothe people around me, orthe place lamin. It's really distracting
tome also because itinterrupts whatever| am doing all the time. | could
pick up my phone for areason like searching something on the web
thatl needtoknowforhomework, etc,and allofasudden myfingers
are clicking the social apps and scrolling, and | lock my phone without
even accomplishing my intended task. | get mad at myself sometimes
for those reasons, like | don’t feel in control because I'm so automatic
with technology” (emphasis mine).

While there is the experience of anxiety in presenting oneself on
Instagram, as already discussed, there is another form of anxiety young
people experience when they aren’t presenting themselves online. Yet
itis related to presentationin general. This we might call the anxiety
of“being-presented-as”’toothersface-to-facewhenoneisonline. This
“being-presented-as” is not to be confused with the anxiety that some
young people experience when they realize that they are missing out
on something, typically known as “FOMO.” We might throw “FOMO”
underthemoregeneralcategory of “‘beingpresent.” Thisfearof missing
out has to dowith the unsettling realization that one is not getting all
thatone could be getting or doing or experiencing allthatone could
be doing or experiencing. The anxiety of “being-presented-as” works
differently. It is not so much about being present as it about being
absent. There are two sides to this “being-presented-as.” In one of its
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manifestations, oneis unsettled by the realizationthatoneis not “there”
foranother eventhough oneisright nexttothem. She experiences
herself divided as she is present to others online but absent to others
physically proximate to her. Then there is “being-presented-as” as being
roped into the perception or judgment of another. The sense that one
is being seen, watched, objectified, and evaluated even." This is the
uneasy feeling that one is being judged as one is online.

The anxiety and anger that young people apparently experience
on social media, particularly Instagram, should clue us into the idola-
trousmovementsbeingmade onthese platforms. |dols are presentand
idolatry is being practiced. In particular, young people struggle to not
givethemselves overtothe culture of presentationthatisinvitedand
encouraged by the features and use of these platforms. They struggle
tonot pursue perfection and prize affirmation through likes and views.
They struggle to deal with not achieving omnipresence when they
attempt to be “present” online to friends and sorority sisters who just
posted apicand areawaiting “likes.” They struggle tobalance between
presenting themselves online, “being present” to others offline, and
“being-presented-as” while online. Many young people (and their
elders!) have fallen into the trap of putting too much faith in them-
selves,toomuch hopeinothers, andtoo muchlove inappearance. For
allofthe satisfaction and enjoymentthatInstagramcanbring, itcan
fosterjustas much dissatisfaction andrestlessness. Instead of inviting
userstolook beyondthemselves, byits subtle patterns and practices of
“gramming”and the featuresit offers, users experience the invitation to
use this platform as a source of security and relief. Ironically though, as
we have been indicating, this platform becomes a source of suffering
thatattheveryleast, detersordefersjoy,and atworst, inhibitsit. During
adolescent years and possibly beyond.

17 What Charles Taylor calls the dynamics of “mutual display” in A Secular Age
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 481-85.
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Liturgies of Hope

Ifidolatry—disordered loves and expectations—is a joy inhibitor that
generates anxiety and restless, robbing young people of the joy that
attends that restwe find in a gracious God, then only a theological and
spiritualresponse willadequately addressthisinhibitor. Thisishowand
why youth ministry could be abeacon of joy: precisely by retrieving the
disciplines of the faith and the liturgical practices of the church, and
especially welcoming adolescents into the multigenerational body
of Christ, learning how to love, and enhancing capacity for joy/rest.”®
Youth ministers are at the front lines of reprogramming young people’s
use of platforms.

Youthministersdon’tneedtobe cluedintohowsocial mediaworks.
They are on the front line of this. They deal with this every Wednesday
nightastheytrytogather middle schoolers foricebreakers orkeep high
schoolers attentive during Bible study. Butif we aretoministertothe
needs and longings of young people in our congregations, we would
do well to carefully consider what expectations a given platform culti-
vates and if these expectations work against the very joy of life in the
Spiritthatwe aretryingtocultivate. Wewould alsodowelltoconsider
thatwe haveresourcesatourdisposal—therichliturgical practicesand
spiritual disciplines of the Church. We would like to propose icon view-
ing and meditation as two spiritual disciplines that can help youth resist
idolatry in our digital age, and thereby mitigate the anxiety and anger
thatinhibitstheirjoy. While the Ignatian Examen could help young peo-
ple pinpoint aberrant desires that they bring to their practice of “gram-
ming” and the Jesus Prayer—or the repetition of a Psalm—might help
them calibrate their focus and attitude as they approach social media
ingeneral, what young people seemtoreally needisarenewed sense
of whattosee and howto see. Icon viewing and meditation are two
disciplines that directly attend to these goals.

18 See, forexample, Dorothy Bass and Don Richter, eds., Wayto Live: Practicesfor
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It might seem odd to some to refer to the viewing of icons as a
spiritual discipline. In prominent streams of Christianity, such asEastern
Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism, icon viewing isn’t a discipline per
se—it'sagiven. It's agift. It'sameans tocommunionthatis a part of the
Christian’s life and worship. But there are basic disciplinary elements (i.e.,
instructional components) to icon viewing that should behighlighted
andappreciated. Aniconisseen.Onehastolookatit. Thefactofthe
matteris the eyes could go elsewhere. Something else could be seen
instead of theicon. We could spend our lives looking atothervisible
thingsbesidesicons. Sowe havetodisciplineourselvestolookaticons,
whether we are at home, church, work, or school. We have to walk up
tothem and plantoureyes onthem. Sointhis sense, oureyes have
to be taught to look. And our feet have to be taught to move toward
them. And our minds have to be taught the importance of all of this. We
havetoteachourselvesthisthroughthe process oficonviewing. Allthe
while recognizing that the icon itself teaches us too.

Thoughvisiblelike otherthings, theiconisn’'tjustanimage. Itisn’'ta
portrait or a picture. Whether it's the Pantocrator, John the Baptist, Mary
with Child,the Resurrection,orNoah’s Ark,anicon pointsbeyonditself.
True, anicon does tell a story. And we need to recognize the power
inseeing the gospel story portrayedinimages, as early Christians like
John of Damascus did. Icons disclose what has been done and what
istocome. They are alternative visions and visuals of reality thatare
already butnot fully. And seeing thisisimportant. Ifwe hear alanguage
spoken long enough, we’'ll start to pick up oniit. If we eat certain foods
long enough, they startto affect our digestive system. If we gaze at
certainimages long enough, they startto shape our vision of the future
and perceptionofthe now. Buticonsdon’tmerelytellastory. Anicon
carries the viewer beyond the image (and ourselves)toa vision of truth
and reality." An encounter, actually. Anicon puts us before the gaze of

19 As Jean-Yves Lacoste poetically puts it, “The things which one uses liturgi-
cally [e.g., bread, wine, cup, candles, icons] occupy a space which is not that
ofgeometrybutalived space, and aspace whichenvelopsus.” Quotedin
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God. Wealllive coram Deo—before the presence of God. Butthereisa
senseinwhichwhenwe putourselvesbefore anicon, we putourselves
before the face of God. Itis a means of putting ourselves before God
and communing with him.

Iconsdon’tonly disclose. Thatis, they don’t only tellus something.
Theyalsoreveal. They show us something. They notonly make known
whatis true about this world, forexample, they tear down the veil of
lies we tell ourselves about ourselves in this world (re-‘again’ [as in a
reversal] + velum‘veil’). Inanidol one looks as one wants tolook and at
what one wants to look. But in anicon one is looked at—and possibly
in a way that one doesn’t want. We may treat it as the object of our
observation, butinthe enditobserves us. We stand before the gaze of
God. And this gaze does something to us. We feel the pullto see what
it sees—what God sees. God does not see us the way we see ourselves.
Icon viewing is the spiritual reversal of interpersonal perception. This is
precisely why iconviewing is counter-formative.2’ Accustomed to pres-
entourselvesin a certain way and bring the rightimage before others,
particularlyonsocialmedia, theiconinvitesthe exactopposite. Seenby
the one who sees everything as it should be seen, we become aware
ofhowwe oughttosee and presentourselves. His gaze strips us of
our pretensions and feigned presentations. We become aligned witha
vision of ourselves as bearers of hisimage, not ourown. Indeed, aswe
gaze astheseicons, we arereminded thatwe areimage-bearingicons
whoshould be pointingtotheinvisible Godand should be looking at
others like we are being looked at in this icon.

Iconsinstructusin notonly whatto see buthowto see and how
to be seen. Meditation works in a similar fashion. The word “meditate”
comes from the Greek word medesthai, meaning “to care for,” and
from the Latin word meditari, meaning to “consider,” “think over,” or

Christina M. Gschwandtner, Postmodern Apologetics? Arguments for God in Con-
temporary Philosophy (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 178.

20 Jean-Luc Marion, The Crossing ofthe Visible (Stanford University Press, 2004),
66-87.
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“measure.” When we meditate, we give care to something. We take in
its value and worth. We think over it and orient ourselves toward it. In
the Christiantradition, we areinvited to meditate on God’s Word, which
includes alengthy and detailed accountof whowe are as creatures and
image bearers. We are consistently and frequently reminded that we
are broken, disoriented, and evenrebellious. And atthe same time, we
continually encounter God’s claim on us that we are his and that we are
“fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14). That we are his children.
Whenwe meditate, we considerthese words of wisdom, these nuggets
of truth—even if we don’t believe them. Most importantly, we prac-
tice them.?' We continually tell ourselves the truth by meditating on
these words andimages. Thiswork shouldlead ustobelessinterested
and invested in presenting ourselves and proving our worth to others
through our poses and postures.??2 We don’t have to present a certain
image of ourselves. And we don’thavetolongforittoimpress anyone.

21 Asapractice, meditationismeanttotransformliving. Commentingonthe
view of ancient monks, Jean Leclercq, OSB, writes, “to meditate istoread a
textandtolearnit“by heart” inthe fullest sense of this expression, thatis, with
one’swhole being: with the body, since the mouth pronounced it, with the
memory which fixes it, with the intelligence which understands its meaning,
and with the will which desires to putitinto practice.” Jean Leclercq, The Love
of Learning and the Desire for God (New York: Fordham University Press, 1961;
1974;1982),17.Cp. Kyle David Bennett, Practices of Love: Spiritual Disciplines for
the Life ofthe World (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press), 71-74.

22 Halfofthe battle is realizing that thoughts can be controlled (to some extent).
Hearthe plainbutnonetheless wise words from “AbbaMoses,” asrecorded by
John Cassian: “The mind cannot be free from agitating thoughts during the
trials of the present life, since it is spinning around in the torrents of the trials
thatoverwhelmitfromall sides. Butwhetherthese willbe eitherrefusedor
admitted intoitself will be the result of its own zeal and diligence. Forif, as
we have said, we constantly return to meditating on Holy Scripture and raise
ourawareness totherecollection of spiritual realities and to the desire for
perfection and the hope of future blessedness, it is inevitable that the spiri-
tual thoughts which have arisen from this will cause the mind to dwell on the
things that we have been meditating on.” John Cassian, The Conferences (New
York, N.Y./Mahwah, N.J.: Newman Press, 1997), 57.
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We bear hisimage, and he does the impressing. Meditation reinforces
whatwe hopefullyalready believe aboutourselves butoccasionallyfor-
getin the patterns and practices of social media.

Meditation also calls to mind our neighbor and her standing before
God. We are reminded of how God sees her and how we ought to
see her. Like us, she is broken, rebellious, disoriented. Like us, she too
isachildof God. She bears hisimage. She is “fearfully and wonderfully
made,”regardless of how shelongstopresentherself. Like us, she anx-
iously searches for the right filter and mulls extensively over the right
caption. She, too, has the same misguided longings that lead her to
pose fifteen times before she gets the right shot to post. She, too, can
be enticed by narcissism, prompted to vanity, and inclined toward arro-
gance. We are allinthe same boat. She is not something for us tocom-
pare ourselves to or compete against but someone to compliment us.
Meditation brings tothe fore important truths and realizations about us
and our neighbor that ought to form and reform our anticipations and
leanings as we interact with others on social media. Like icon viewing,
meditation gets us “looking” to God’s intended and destined way for
interacting with one another. How oughtwe to portray ourselveson
social media? How are we supposed to treat our neighbor? How do
we interact with her on these platforms? Which photos do we like? On
what are we complimenting her? Are we reinforcing what this platform
isinviting or are we reforming the very expectationsitaimsto fulfill?

What if young people were trained in the fundamentals of icon
viewing? What if they were shown how to look at themselves and their
world by learning from the one whorightly looks attheminicons? What
if they were taught how to meditate and mull over the words of truth
that seem to be easy to dismiss or manipulate for our own satisfaction?
What if young people brought an awareness of their dignity and worth
in Christtoeverything they did—especiallywhen posting pictures after
the party? Let’s be clear, though. Icon viewing and meditation are not
magical alternatives to looking at “selfies” and thinking about the right
caption. Going through the motions of looking at a slab of wood or
thinking about Galatians 3:26 will not inevitably make one allergic to
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false gods. Idolaters are not fixer uppers; they have to be rebuilt from
the ground up. Which is why icon viewing and meditation are spiritual
disciplines, not mere replacement practices. They help us unlearn cer-
tain ways of seeing and thinking that disconnect us from truly inhabit-
ing the kingdom of God here and now. They take the scales from our
eyes, enablingustoseetheidolswe prostrate ourselvesbeforeandthe
idolatries that get their foot in the door. But they also correct our seeing
and thinking by reforming and renewing our habits of perception, judg-
ment, and memory.

Conclusion

Whatwoulditlookliketoinviteyoung peopleintoalternativeliturgies
that mightretrain their loves, hopes, wants? Whatif the path tojoy was
givingourselves overtoa God who gives himselfforus? Whatifjoy
takes practice? Then it might be that inviting young people into the
rhythms of grace will liberate them fromtheidols thathave captured
them.

Interestingly, this arc of redemption is hinted at on that same
Arcade Fire album, Everything Now.?* While it opens with the malaise
and despair of “Creature Comfort,” on a later track, “Good God,” that
despair is starting to be haunted by another possibility. While the first
refrain sounds like cursing—good goddamn—>by the end the narrator
is wondering, “What if there’s a good God? Damn.”
good God, damn. If He made you.”

What if young people will find hope and rest and joy in being

Maybe there’s a

reminded thatthey are made, and thatthe one who loves them doesn’t
require aperformance?

What practices mightfosterthis? Here are afew concrete practices
foryouth ministers toimplementin worship and discipleship programs.

23 ArcadeFire, Everything Now,SonovoxRecords and Columbia Records, 2017.
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+ Teachaseries onicon viewing. Introduce students to why
Christians of the past usedicons toinspire, edify, and educate
novices and catechumens in the gospel story. Mostimpor-
tantly, talk to them about communing with God through icons.
Accessible and helpful introductions to this practice.

+ Practice icon viewing during your worship time. Have icons
in your worship space. Allocate time during worship to view
thoseicons. Butalsoremind your studentsthatthe whole earth
isanicon(“Thewholeearthisalivingiconoftheface of God”
~ John of Damascus, Treatise; Seventh Century)* that ought to
be encountered and seen a certain way.

+  Buyicons for young people in your congregation and give
them as gifts for graduation or birthdays. Encourage them
to place icons in most frequented rooms in the house (e.g.,
kitchen, bathroom, bedroom) or at school (e.g., inside locker,
inside desk, on the back of his dorm door) and at eye level.
Laminated icons could even be used as bookmarks.

+  Teach a series on meditation. Begin by making students aware
of their thoughts and even thoughtlessness. Have them read
Kyle David Bennett, Practices of Love? to do so. Or selections of
John Cassian’s Institutes.? Introduce how Christians of the past
have practiced meditation in their daily routines.

*  Practice meditation during youth group. Showthemhowto
“do” it. One could tie this with Lectio Divina. Find a passage
related to presentation and have them meditate on it several
times. An accessible discussion of Lectio Divina can be found
in Charles Cummings, Monastic Practices.? For a more detailed

24 St. John of Damascus, Apologia of St John of Damascus Against Those who
Decry Holy Images (London: Thomas Baker, 1898).

25 KyleDavidBennett, PracticesofLove(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2017),59-76.

26 John Cassian, Boniface Ramsey, trans. The Institutes of John Cassian (New York:
Newman press, 2000).

27 Charles Cummings, Monastic Practices (Minnesota: Cistercian press, 1986), 1-19.
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butaccessible explanation, see Michael Casey, Sacred Reading:
The Ancient Art of Lectio Divina.®

+  Viaemail, GroupMe, or social media, give young people weekly
Scripture passages or devotional sayings to meditate on during
the week. Send them as GIFs or memes. If you have an Insta-
gram page, post these passages or sayings to your feed. Get
creative with them (e.g., images from youth group but with
these passages or sayings written on them or in the caption).
Select passages that not only affirm their dignity and worth as
persons but emphasize their life in Christ.

28 Michael Cassey, Sacred Reading: The Ancient Art of Lectio Divina (Liguori, MO:
Triumph press, 1996).
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