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of definition and regulation by the state. Indeed, 
according to the logic of governance, the points of 
overlap between Christian and Muslim practices of 
mediation, in fact, constitute a threat to public 
order. Intercommunal communion thus becomes 
legible as an order of divine intercession and inter-
action that exceeds the thematics of religious 
difference.

The Political Lives of Saints inquires into ways we 
can think of religious community differently. Today, 
as Copts and other Egyptians increasingly migrate 
to the West, the geopolitical significance of the 
questions and methodologies presented by Heo 
are essential, directing us back to local encounters 
of living together. While Copts are acclaimed as 
model victims (or martyrs) of what Western 
ecumenical partners—from American Evangelicals 
to Pope Francis—understand as global persecution 
of Christians, Heo draws our attention to the “more 
ordinary terms of inhabiting life” (253). While 
acknowledging the urgency that images of 
violence against Copts incites in Western audienc-
es, Heo invites us to breathe with Copts in the 
streets of Port Said, ‘Aur, Manahra, Warraq, Harat 
al-Rum, and Shubra al-Khayma, both in their 

vulnerabilities, in laughter, and in conversation on 
the divine. Saintly intercession opens windows that 
state institutions and legal structures have closed; it 
revives the possibility of forging collective 
landscapes and life together.
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I found this collection of essays surprising in some 
of what they do and how they do it. I was expecting 
chapters describing and analyzing such classical 
instructions as found in Dōgen’s “Merit of a Kasaya” 
section of Shōbōgenzō, which has a certain value in 
Introduction to Buddhism or Zen classrooms. In 
contrast, the main strength of this book results 

from the creativity of the writers, who are not afraid 
to offer rather unusual insights into key 
components of Zen’s material culture. This 
contrasts to other scholarship more typical of 
Buddhist studies that take a strict philological 
approach to the subject. Instead, some of the 
authors in this book suggest radically alternative 
interpretations to what has been accepted about 
Zen and material culture.

A prime exemplar of this is found in the chapter 
titled “Materializing the Zen Monastery” by Pamela 
D. Winfield. The author argues that in the first 
fascicle of The Talk on Pursuing the Way (Bendōwa), 
despite appearances, Dōgen is actually speaking in 
very subtle ways about the proper layout of the Zen 
monastic complex. In particular, Winfield believes 
that Dōgen describes how monasteries should be 
arranged according to the Chinese philosophical 
conventions of Daoist Five Phases theory. She says 
in passing that this is different than other Bud-
dhist-adapted Five Element theories, such as those 
found in Japanese esoteric traditions. This is likely 
an important distinction that deserves more 
explanation. Winfield supplements her innovative 
reading with a number of diagrams useful in 
understanding the visual aspects of her point of 
view. She names Fabio Rambelli and Roland Barthes 
as sources of inspiration for her unique analysis. In 
navigating a conceptual line between the ideas 
that each cardinal direction has a sacred function 
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and that there are no directions or anything sacred, 
it is possible, although not certain, that her case 
could be strengthened with a close reading of the 
text in the original language.

Paula Arai’s chapter on “The Zen of Rags” is 
equally innovative and, perhaps as an upshot, 
equivalently unexpected for Buddhist studies. She 
bases her investigation on information she 
gathered in a Zen nunnery in Nagoya in 1988. The 
chapter analyzes the treatment given there to a 
type of cleaning cloth. She argues that this is 
related to Dōgen’s idea that everything has 
Buddha-nature and therefore should be treated 
with care and respect. In fact, rather than a 
treatment of the material cloth, the author focuses 
on the cultural practices surrounding it. She 
contrasts the meticulous and gentle care most nuns 
show when wiping an eating space with the 
behavior of a newcomer American Catholic woman, 
who wads up the cloth and scrubs the space as a 
waitress might do. Arai explains the way the cloth is 
treated by copiously quoting passages from 
Dōgen’s writings. However, in order to make her 
point, she substitutes words in those passages with 
the word “rags,” giving a translation of the original 
text in endnotes. For example, she replaces the 
word “water” with “rags” in a passage from the 
Shōbōgenzō, making the sentence say, “Rags are 
not originally pure or originally impure… All 
dharmas are also like this” (235). While the second 
sentence implies that it is correct to say the same 
about rags as Dōgen said about water, like 
Winfield’s analysis, Arai’s method appears to be 
unique, unexpected, and intriguing.

In “Form and Function: Tea Bowls and the 
Problem of Chanoyu,” Morgan Pitelka argues that, 
contrary to what is typically believed, there was a 
diversity of tea cultures that spread in Japan. The 
author contends that throughout most of history, 
when Zen and tea were entwined, tea culture 
served as more of a means to mark and regulate 
time in monasteries rather than as a philosophical 
device. The author believes that the idea that tea 
is tied with Zen due to masters, as a means of 
contemplation, and as an expression of empti-
ness, is a relatively recent, mostly modern 
construct. This also applies to various elements of 
the material culture of the chanoyu (tea ceremo-
ny) including calligraphic scrolls, bamboo matcha 
scoops, and tea bowls, all of which he traces to 
non-Buddhist origins and usages, concluding that 
tea and Zen are not inherently connected as 
numerous scholars have claimed. Pitelka finds 
that the narrative of the relationship between Zen 
and tea has always followed a pattern: “recursive 
discourse; fragmentary or nonexistent evidence; 
and vague, aphoristic commentary substituted for 
specific examples” (90).

It is interesting to compare this with “ Ingen’s 
Material Culture at Manpukuji” by Patricia J. 
Graham, because part of that chapter is about the 
method Zen master Ingen (Chinese: Yinyuan 
1592-1684) demonstrated for preparing tea. In the 
wealth of unambiguous citations of usages of tea in 
temple culture and kōans provided in this chapter, 
the editors must have noticed that Graham’s 
contribution lacked the shortcomings pointed out 
by Pitelka. Perhaps the greatest contribution of the 
chapter is that it provides details of material culture 
of Japanese Ōbaku Zen generally, an often 
neglected but important tradition, and Ingen’s 
Manpukuji temple in particular. This includes 
information on temple layout that complements 
Winfield’s chapter, although also contrasting with 
that chapter in terms of speculation.

Michaela Mross’s chapter “Prayer Beads in 
 Japanese Sōtō Zen” is more along the lines I 
expected from this book. The author provides a 
history of the changing use of mala in Buddhism of 
India and China, before turning to focus on specific 
mandalic and other symbolic meanings taken on in 
Japan.  Despite the title, Steven Heine’s “Thy Rod and 
Thy Staff, They Discomfort Me” is also such a 
descriptive chapter, providing valuable information 
about a variety of staffs used in ancient times and 
later in Zen. Diane E. Riggs contributes a chapter 
titled “Golden Robe or Rubbish Robe? Interpreta-
tions of the Transmitted Robe in Tokugawa Period 
Zen Buddhist Thought.” The chapter narrates the 
history of a debate during the Tokugawa period 
about whether a Zen robe with golden threads was 
really suitable for a group that generally disavowed 
worldliness. Riggs describes how the value of a 
golden robe in Buddhism gained momentum in East 
Asia through Chinese translations or mistranslations 
of Indian texts.

The book concludes with a chapter by Gregory 
P. A. Levine titled “Zen Sells Zen Things: Meditation 
Supply, Right Livelihood, and Buddhist Retail.” 
Levine pays particular attention to items sold, the 
Zennish (or perhaps anti-Zennish) slogans used to 
sell them, and the justification for selling by The 
Monastery Store of the Mountains and Rivers Order 
of Zen Buddhism in New York’s Catskill Mountains. 
While it’s clear that Levine is not buying that Zen 
and consumer capitalism are entirely compatible, 
he may not completely disinvest in the karmic 
 defensive rhetoric the order is peddling in terms 
such as low environmental impact, focus on 
practice based products, and this all simply Right 
Livelihood in contrast with megacorporations that 
sell similar items. The chapter made me think of 
Gregory Schopen’s classic writings about monks 
handling money, Bones, Stones, And Buddhist Monks 
(University of Hawaii Press 1996), Practically 
Religious: Worldly Benefits and the Common Religion 
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of Japan by Ian Reader and George J. Tanabe Jr. 
(University of Hawaii Press 1998) and Reader’s more 
recent book Pilgrimage in the Marketplace (Rout-
ledge 2015).

In short, if you are looking for a recent pleasant 
and thought-provoking book related to Zen, this is 
a good choice. While there are chapters useful in 
introductory classes, in general the book is aimed at 
an audience that has some background in Zen’s 

material culture and therefore can appreciate 
alternative interpretations of it. Even so, the entire 
book is written without an overwhelming preva-
lence of jargon or Japanese terms and is therefore 
approachable by students at all levels. One has the 
feeling that a bit of cherry picking took place in 
choosing what aspects of Zen material culture to 
explore and, likewise, further studies would be 
beneficial.
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A fetish is an ordinary, material object attributed 
extraordinary power. Such power is associated with 
the spiritual realm: it is as if an object has been 
animated by a spirit. In fact, it is really economic 
forces (Marx) or psychic forces (Freud) that create 
this appearance. This is the standard story told 
about the fetish in the European and North 
American academy and in religious studies 
classrooms. As the title of J. Lorand Matory’s book 
suggests, it may be a flawed story.

Where Marx and Freud borrow the concept of 
the fetish from a European, colonial caricature of 
 African religion, Matory turns to Afro-Atlantic 
religious practices themselves and finds a quite 
different way of understanding the fetish. Yes, 
material objects are seen as participating in the 
spiritual realm, but in the Afro-Atlantic context 
there is no separation made between the material 
and the spiritual realms. They are coterminous. 
Crucially, humans, too, are material and spiritual, 
participants in the dramas of a world enspirited. 
Like Freud, Afro- Atlantic religion recognizes that 
human needs and desires are reflected in the 
spiritual world; like Marx, it knows that economic 
systems are, too. (So, too, are social and cultural 
formations, à la Durkheim and Geertz.) But there is 

no need for the elite, technical apparatus of 
academic theory to uncover this reality. It is openly 
acknowledged – and probed, and reconfigured – in 
Afro-Atlantic religious practice, whether in a Vodou 
party or the construction of a Yoruba water pot. 
This is the fetishism that Matory asks us to 
reconsider.

In other words, when Matory turns away from 
the “center” to the “margins,” toward black religion 
and black life, he finds a world bursting with critical 
insights rather than a world in need of explanation 
by means of European and North American theory. 
He turns the tables: Freud, Marx, and their kin 
develop critical tools because of the pathologies of 
European society, and their own personal anxieties 
(as central Europeans and as Jews); indeed, they 
make the fetish into an abstraction, and they make 
critical tools into a fetish in this hollow sense. 
Attending to Afro-Atlantic religious practice, and 
particularly material objects involved in that 
practice, democratizes theory. The person on the 
street, in the Afro-Atlantic context, is already fluent 
in using tools for explaining and responding to 
social and psychic ills, specifically, through gods 
located in “fetish” objects. Western scholars should 
learn from these gods rather than explaining them 
away, Matory concludes.

Matory interestingly retains a pejorative sense 
of fetishism, which he uses in his critiques of Marx, 
Freud, and other European theorists. They are guilty 
of fetishizing black African human beings, treating 
them as objects which are useful to wield rhetorical 
power over others in their own European social and 
intellectual milieus. They are also guilty of 
fetishizing white male power through certain 
concrete symbols such as the factory and the penis. 
The pejorative fetishism in European theory 
therefore works by objectifying both the slave and 
the master positions. Through an analysis of their 
practices of fetishism, Matory demonstrates that 
the projects of Marx and Freud are entangled in the 
materially mediated desires and fears that 
constitute the horrifying violence of colonial 
modernity. In both historical materialism and 
psychoanalysis, real African lives are forgotten. The 
African is objectified as a frightful image of the sort 

Material Religion volume 16, issue 3, pp. 381–382
© 2020 Vincent Lloyd  and Andrew Prevot

Vo
lu

m
e 

16
Is

su
e 

3

 10.1080/17432200.2020.1720436

