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Chapter One 

Gods That Are Looked At 

 

Some may imagine that there are two worlds, one “out there” and a separate one being 

cognized inside the skull. But the “two worlds” model is a myth. Nothing is perceived 

except perceptions themselves, and nothing exists outside of consciousness. Only visual 

reality is extant, and there it is. Right there. 

 

–Robert Lanza, Biocentrism, 36 

 

And the unseen eyebeam crossed, for the roses 

Had the look of flowers that are looked at. 

 

–T.S. Eliot, The Four Quartets, “Burnt Norton” 

 

Autumn, 2017. I sit on a wide slab of dry, broken concrete that veers down into the creek, its 

lower half baptized by the cold, constant waters of the Wissahickon. 

“What’s that?” my redheaded three-year-old son, Marshall, furrows his brow and points a 

tiny dirt-caked fingernail at a second piece of concrete that juts up from the middle of the stream, 

submerged except for its tip, water frothing at its seams. 

Trees along the bank stretch upward and lean over us, and tangles of brush thicken the 

water’s edge. On the other side of the stream rises a hill of dry grass under a soft blue sky. At our 

backs, the beaten path lies in a small stretch of forest, a patch of nature bounded by roads with 

metal guard rails. 

Were it not for the masses of concrete, I could almost forget that we’re still in suburbia. 

But I know this isn’t the blessed ecosystem of an untouched wilderness or the hallowed ground 

of a cultivated field. Our apartment door is a scant half-mile away. The entrance to the trail 

stands at an asphalt road not more than a hundred yards to our right. These trails hedged in by 

roads seem like a gasp, the prophetic rasping of a suffocating land. 

Marshall sits beside me in his knitted cap and Paddington Bear coat, his bright blue 

mittens wrapped around a navy plastic cup long-emptied of the stove-stewed cocoa. Honey, 

milk, cocoa powder, chocolate chips–all slurped down two minutes into our expedition.  

I take a sip of homemade coffee from my ceramic to-go cup and listen to the brown water 

of the Wissahickon rush by before answering Marshall’s query.  

“Just more concrete,” I say. 

We are a pair of silent old men fishing by a creek, lazing like the Saturday it is.  

A Cooper’s Hawk soars in circles over the trees and high above the hill. “Look,” I point 

upward to the patch of blue sky. “Did you see the bird?” I ask Marshall. “She’s in the trees now, 

but look–she’s circling back around. Can you see her?” 

“Yeah,” he says, “I do.” 

 The hawk flies away and we resume our placid river-gazing. 

I think the river is a strong brown god–sullen, untamed and intractable, patient to some 

degree, at first recognised as a frontier. 

I look at the thread of thin mud dribbling by our feet. No strong god this. 

The river is within us, the sea is all about us. 



 But here in the town now called Ambler, the river seems little more than a problem 

confronting the builder of bridges. The problem once solved, the brown god is almost forgotten 

by the dwellers in cities. 

I am not a city-dweller, but I am starting to feel the weight of my impiety.  

I know this body of water’s been looked at, remembered, by the indigenous peoples of 

this land for thousands of years. I am a latecomer to the liturgy, born into a legacy of communal 

amnesia. That’s the dour privilege of conquerors and kings and their offspring. As we scratch out 

the old names to write in the new, we think the land itself has forgotten and that we’re safe 

forgetting, too. 

But the earth isn’t a timed being with the illusion of past, present, and future. It’s a living 

organism–a body with breath, life, scars, tears, laughter, fury. It is one: it remembers all, for it is 

all. It cannot forget itself. 

Here at the water’s edge, I am overwhelmed by the river’s voluminous knowing and the 

catastrophe of my own ignorance. This land and its geography–its mountains, valleys, lakes, 

forests, rivers–isn’t the wild frontier my European forebears thought it was. I am the frontier, the 

blank space of uncultivated memory. I know little of the stories that have shaped this river, the 

stories it has shaped, and my own place in its unfolding landscape.   

And it’s still unfolding–make no mistake. Just because I don’t see it doesn’t mean it isn’t 

or hasn’t or won’t be. It’s being seen by somebody. There’s the rub about reality. If we don’t 

perceive it, it doesn’t exist and neither do we. 

We don’t exist. That might be more to the point. If we don’t sense it, if it’s not being 

played out in our skulls, our own consciousness is in question. 

I think I see, staring at these concrete blocks rising from the creek, why I carry a forlorn 

sense of wonder, as of stories forgotten and stories yet to be named. Why I feel like I am yet to 

be named. 

This stream appears to me as a muted, but substantive, glory–a whispering god of quiet 

power, seen only by those who pause long enough to look. I know it will take many years of 

pausing and looking to build up my memory, searching for lost time. 

 

I am a child of white-dominated suburbs, raised in what’s now called Bloomfield, New 

Jersey, and living in a region that’s known today as Montgomery County, a suburb of 

Philadelphia. But these are new demarcations and monikers, the ancient spaces divvied up and 

christened by European colonists.  

Though formal adherents of monotheism, the colonists created a deluge of gods. To name 

is to create, and to create something is to fall down in reverence to it, basking in the glory of its 

sensorial existence and swearing allegiance to it.  

The conquest of what the colonists deemed the New World called for new gods, though 

the official documents claimed it was all in service to the old god, the one known as Jesus the 

Christ, Jesus the Messiah.  

In 1452, Pope Nicholas V wrote the first in a series of Papal Bulls later known as the 

Doctrine of Discovery, a legal doctrine that declared to European nations that any land not 

governed by Christian rulers was theirs for the taking–all in the name of Christ. 

The Pope exhorts them to invade, search out, capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens 

and pagans whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ wheresoever placed, and the kingdoms, 

dukedoms, principalities, dominions, possessions, and all movable and immovable goods 

whatsoever held and possessed by them and to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery, and to 



apply and appropriate to himself and his successors the kingdoms, dukedoms, counties, 

principalities, dominions, possessions, and goods, and to convert them to his and their use and 

profit. 

Invade, capture, vanquish. Reduce to perpetual slavery. Appropriate. Convert to use and 

profit.  

Many say this is all water under the bridge, but how can it be? It’s living history. How 

can we deny the existence of the very gods that still govern our stories and laws? 

In 1792, over three hundred years after that first Papal Bull, Thomas Jefferson declared 

that the Doctrine of Discovery would extend from Europe to the U.S. government. The land 

‘discovered’ by the colonists did not belong to the indigenous peoples of North America, but to 

the U.S. government. 

Was this not God’s decree through the mouth of the Vicar of Jesus Christ? Wasn’t it God 

who doled out land to his offspring, those baptized into his holy Name? 

The doctrine continued to influence legal decisions regarding land ownership. One of the 

most famous was Johnson v. M’Intosh in 1823, where Chief Justice John Marshall used the 

Doctrine of Discovery to rule in favor of McIntosh. 

Johnson, it is said, had inherited land originally purchased from the Piankeshaw tribes. 

McIntosh laid claim to the same land, which he had purchased under a grant from the U.S. The 

courts had to decide: would they recognize as legally valid the land titles that had been obtained 

from Native Americans before the U.S. declared its independence from Britain? 

Chief Justice Marshall argued: no. The U.S. owned the land, not the indigenous peoples. 

The Doctrine meant that the land belonged to the Christian nation that originally ‘discovered’ it–

Britain–and the U.S. had inherited it from Britain. 

Religion. I thought it was all about god(s). But gods are about land and inheritance and 

blessing. Who lives where. Who gets what. Who is descended from whom. And then you have 

crazy religious motherfuckers like Jesus dredging up lines of provocative ancient poetry like, 

“The meek will inherit the land.” 

 

The remnants of names of Native origin appear in the names of towns, landmarks, and 

street names all around this region where I live. The town of Conshohocken. Skippack creek, 

village, lane, pike. The neighborhood of Ogontz in Upper Northern Philadelphia. Whether these 

were the names given to these areas by Native tribal communities, I don’t know. 

The bank where my son and I sit looks over Wissahickon Creek. Its name, the writers of 

textbooks surmise, is a corruption of a word from the Unami dialect spoken by the Lenape: 

wisameckhan (‘catfish stream’). Tribal communities of the Lenape used to come to the creek to 

hunt and fish–or so it’s said.  

Whether that’s true, I don’t know. But the power’s in the saying and hearing, so it’s the 

stories we repeat that will create the world we live in. If I want to know the oldest stories of this 

region, I’ll need to ask the people who have kept the stories of their Lenape ancestors. They are 

the keepers of memory, the ones saving me from oblivion. 

It’s this power I have that frightens me, the power of forgetting and re-writing. I know 

I’ve got to let myself be re-written by history. I can’t live forever as a blank of whiteness, sliding 

behind the myths of race or pulling purloined folklore over my nakedness.  

I need to search out where I come from. Who are my ancestors? Who were we before 

being baptized into whiteness? What gods have I inherited that plot my course and determine my 

steps? 



The population of the town where I live, the place that’s been called Ambler since 1888, 

is over three-fourths white, and its housing stratified.  

A 2010 census cited its population of color as 12.8% Black or African American, 3.8% 

Asian, 7.9% Hispanic or Latino, 0.3% Native Hawaiian, and 3.4% of “two or more races.”  

On the hilltop stand the older, larger houses from the 1920s and 30s, owned and occupied 

by mostly white families or divided into apartments and rented. Walk downhill toward the train 

station and the apartments become newer and more integrated: white, black, latinx. Before you 

cross the train tracks, turn left and walk a few blocks, and the landscape is mostly apartment 

buildings occupied by latinx and black families. A handful of Korean families are scattered all 

about, and many attend the Korean church on my street. 

Where are the Native peoples that once lived here? The census lists Ambler’s Native 

American population as 0.2%. 

After some digging at the library, I find a few resources on the Lenape, whose historic 

territory included New Jersey, Delaware, southern New York, and eastern Pennsylvania. But 

these books all speak like the Lenape are all dead and gone, peoples of the past. I know they’re 

not in Ambler–the demographics make that plain. But where are they? Why have these 

indigenous peoples been wiped from present consciousness, as though they exist only in the 

distant past? 

I come across a book by John R. Norwood, Kaakluksit Pedhakquon(m)achk(w)–Smiling 

Thunderbear–who is a tribal citizen of the Nanticoke Lenni-Lenape People. According to 

Smiling Thunderbear, the Nanticoke Lenni-Lenape are a tribal confederation of the core 

families of the Nanticoke and Lenni-Lenape whose homelands have been in Southern New Jersey 

and the Delmarva Peninsula from ancient times.  

The title of the book is We Are Still Here! The Tribal Saga of New Jersey’s Nanticoke 

and Lenape Indians. 

We are still here. We exist. We are present. You may not remember us. You may not see 

us. But we are here. The history of our tribe in its homeland goes back over 10,000 years. We are 

the descendants of those Nanticoke and Lenape who remained, or returned, to our ancient 

homeland after many of our relatives suffered removals and forced migrations to the mid-

western United States or into Canada. 

Do I exist? I’m not even sure anymore. If existence is predicated on consciousness, the 

evidence suggests that I am little more than a potential, a breathless god waiting to be ushered 

into a world of sensation. 

But an uncanny hope flourishes in the caverns of preexistence. If my end is in my 

beginning, it means a perpetual return to a new beginning. The beginning isn’t fixed. Who I will 

be is unseen: a haunt of continual possibilities. I come back again and again to where I started, 

returning to a home I’ve never before seen. 

It feels a little strange to question my own existence as I sit at a solid wood roll top desk 

and watch my right hand grip a pen that eases ink onto the page in arbitrary, yet coherent 

shapes–letters that can be read by others. Letters that mean only when joined together. 

 But existence is fraught with complications. If it weren’t, I doubt we’d live in a world 

where people regularly deny the existence of others or question their right to exist. 

The questions of existence are hard to tease out, and the monotheistic imagination poses 

peculiar challenges. 



I was born into a monotheistic religion, but even a one-god rubric allows for the existence 

of many (false) gods and many (illegitimate) lords. I learned to view these gods as impostors. 

They were granted ontological status but denied our allegiance. 

But allowing for the existence of other beings created serious conundrums, at least for 

our brand of monotheism. We’d given them the inch of ontology–it was only a matter of time 

before they’d want the ell of deification. 

We slapped all kinds of labels on them to discredit them, trying to explain why there 

were here dancing in our mind-space if they weren’t really supposed to be here at all. We called 

them idols: things-that-distract-us-from-the-one-god, that-which-comes-between. Lies. False 

images. Products of the imagination. Human-made. 

Once you start slinging insults like that in a monotheistic context, the conversation’s 

over. Human-made. Imagined. Those are all things the one-god isn’t supposed to be. It’s the one-

thing that sets it apart: Creator versus created, Divinity versus humanity, God versus idol. 

But once you start the work of deconstructing the ontology of gods–the ones you knew 

were false to begin with–you can’t stop deconstructing. You come at last to the one-god and 

deconstruct it, too. You find that it, too, dances in your imagination like the rest, going up to 

meet you in the mountains of your mind. 

At this point, you start to define gods by their scarcity. If deities are constructs of your 

mind, and you deconstruct them all, you’re left with nothing. 

Or are you? What if there’s another option. What if you’re left with not nothing, but 

everything? What if everything is literally in your head? What if everything is by definition a 

construct of your imagination? 

You could say nothing is real because it’s made. Or you could say that everything is real, 

that the real and the manufactured are one and the same. 

What if the question is not whether gods have ontological existence outside of you, but 

whether they play within you? And further how do they play within you? 

 

* 

 

The creation of a god in ancient Mesopotamia is an intricate and splendid affair full of 

perceptual contradictions (or, if you prefer, paradoxes) about the god’s origins. 

Artisans craft the god’s statue, its body, from wood and overlay it with precious metals 

and stones: red gold, bright lapis lazuli.  

On a favorable day, the image undergoes the mouth-washing (mīs pî) and mouth-opening 

(pit pî) ceremonies. Until the image undergoes these rites, it cannot take up its throne in the 

temple. The god’s mouth must be purified through washing with holy water and then opened by 

the application of ghee or honey to its lips so that the god can eat, smell, taste, drink. Without 

these rituals, the god is a no-god, existing only as a possibility. 

The god’s fate is in the hands of the human artisans and ritual practitioners. 

At the same time, the ritual obscures the action of the artists and focuses on the god’s role 

as its own self-progenitor. 

The image-makers craft tiny replicas of their tools–axes, nails, saws. They bind these 

miniatures in the thigh of a ram and toss the bundle into the river, sweeping away these traces of 

human artisanship. 

During the mīs pî, the artisans stretch out their fists to be symbolically cut off with a 

wooden tamarisk sword as they deny their hand in the image’s creation.  



I did not make the statue, I swear I did not make it. Ninildu, who is Ea the god of the 

carpenter made it. I did not make the statue, I swear I did not make it. Kusibanda, who is Ea the 

god of the goldsmith made it. 

The ritual practitioners repeat incantations that reinforce the god’s role as its own maker. 

You are born in heaven by your own power–they whisper in the god’s ear. 

And yet the fact that the god is a product of human hands persists, not in antithesis to the 

god’s autogenesis, but in tandem with it. 

In heaven he was made, on earth he was made. This statue was made in the totality of 

heaven and earth. This statue grew up in the forest of hashurru-trees. This statue came from the 

mountains, the pure place. This statue is the creation of god and human! 

 

I love the wisdom of these ancient image-makers and ritual practitioners. They give us far 

more than a window into the religious practices of a specific culture, time, and place. They 

reveal to us the complexities of reality, the troubles we have talking about it, and the bizarre 

proposition that the talking about it is the reality of it. 

These crafters of images and rites recognize that without their productions, apart from 

their performances, there are no gods within the realm of their sense perception. If gods are not 

manufactured and made present to us, they don’t exist. Gods must be named. 

And yet, these careful architects of meaning perceive the inherent flaw in imagining that 

gods have no hand–or even separate, disembodied, hand–in their own creation. Reality is 

collaborative even as it’s inferential. 

I see my husband. I say his name and touch his hands. My eyes distinguish his features. 

But all this delineating, this separating and naming, takes place in my mind. The person that 

meets my senses is not a ‘person’ distinct from me, but a production that plays in the sequestered 

space of my mind. 

And yet we call this shared experienced, mutual presence. All the love between us, the 

speech that appears to flow back and forth, is a series of perceptual inferences. We are crafting 

meaning together, generating worlds from the suggestions of sensations.  

We believe we are having a shared experience. And so we are. But we can’t restrict what 

we call a ‘shared experience’ to mean the same perceptual experience. It isn’t possible for our 

senses to perceive the same thing, so if that’s the basis of our communion, then say goodbye to 

love or fear or friendship or anything we identify as ‘connection.’ 

But this isn’t necessary or desirable. We don’t need shared experience to mean the same 

sensorial experience. 

We are producing different worlds concurrently. But these different worlds aren’t really 

separate. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. We’re all the same stuff, it’s all one world. Our brains are 

generating simultaneous realities, peeling apart the one world into names and stories. 

It’s the same scenario whether we’re talking about gods or humans or starlings or stars, 

though our sense perceptions vary and prompt us to talk about everything as separate things. 

They dazzle our eyes and flow in and out of one another like eddies on a river. 

Gods are curious animals. They jump up and dance in response our gaze when we pause 

to look, and then run and hide within each other’s faces. They walk the world nameless, 

unstoried, until the moment of creation.  

 



I have spoken a little about the gods of the colonists, and how the colonists refused to 

take responsibility for the works of their hands. But they were not the first, and nor are they the 

last, to act so impiously. 

With each technological advance, deities proliferate. But do we show them reverence? 

Do we understand the scope of their power? Do we approach with fear and trembling the images 

our hands have made? 

How do we approach our many gods of many names–gods that order our days for better 

and for worse?  

Gods of light and energy that determine when we rise and sleep. Transportation gods that 

ordain where we go and how we get there. Gods of urban planning and architecture that stratify 

our towns and decide what gets built where. Socio-economic gods enshrined in our legal system 

and upheld by our white supremacist myths, gods that determine who makes how much and 

where they live.  

Gods that reflect how they are looked at. 

I think those of us inhabiting industrialized societies have tricked ourselves into thinking 

we’re godless, that we don’t look at gods. But we have more gods than ever before–we’ve just 

forgotten the magnitude of our gaze. It’s not that we don’t look–it’s that we pretend that we don’t 

look. We think that this absolves us of our creations, detaches us from them.  

But they remember us. 

Say you feel the force of the wind and you pay it homage. And you craft a windmill to 

harness its energy. You have not eliminated the wind god but created a second god: the windmill 

god. 

So, too, the river. You see the movement of the river. You build a watermill over it to 

channel its strength to your use. You have not done away with the gods of water, storm, or flood. 

You have only made a new god, another name. 

But here in the heart of industrialization, there seems to be little reverence of the river or 

honor for the storm. The less we have to think about weather, the better. We do our best to make 

sure it doesn’t encroach on our daily doings and cause us discomfort. We take refuge in our air-

conditioned houses and offices, our shelters from sun, rain, and wind. 

These are temporary solutions that serve only to beat the weather back as long as 

possible. They aren’t even steps to mending the wounds we’ve inflicted on the earth. They just 

defer the reckoning between humans and the earth, delaying the day when we’ll have to own the 

trauma we’ve inflicted on Mother Earth. 

The weather gods cry out in storm, flood, blizzard. If they are angry, I can understand–

but my gut says more than likely the gods are suffering, feeling our abuse and neglect of the 

earth as a scourge on their own bodies. 

As I write this, hurricane Irma rips through Florida. Already it has torn through the 

Caribbean, passed north of Puerto Rico and surged through northern Cuba. Last week, hurricane 

Harvey devastated southeastern Texas. 

Floods, storms, droughts, earthquakes–natural disasters have been around since time 

immemorial and have been pinned on gods for just as long. Drought suggests a storm god is 

missing. Flood and storm are the work of a miffed deity. The divine motivations range from 

place to place and time to time, but everywhere–lo, a god! 

But wasn’t that in the old days of ancient polytheistic imagination? Or in the mythologies 

of superstitious, less enlightened peoples? 



Such questions reveal both the paternalism and the lack of self-knowledge indigenous to 

the colonizing imagination. Colonial versions of monotheism are not immune to mythology. 

There is no escape from mythology, thank heaven. We’re here for the stories, and the 

stories are here for us. 

The choice is not mythological existence versus nonmythological. The choice before us is 

how we will approach our role as artisans of the universe. Will we learn our craft with humility 

and attention to the ways of those who have gone before us? Will we interrogate our stories–

sometimes gently, other times with more acuity–to discern whether they are helping or hurting 

us? 

Do our stories lead to the flourishing of all? Do they create and reinforce communal 

bonds or tear us apart? Are they generative? Do they facilitate fear and violence or knowledge 

and generosity? Do they help us live well? Die well? Do they create abundance or inhere the 

world with scarcity? 

We’ll sit and around the table and argue over stout about what ‘well’ looks like, of 

course. But we’ve got to keep hashing out the stories, asking if they are helping or hurting us. 

 

I’ve seen many hurtful stories written across the earth’s expanse. They seem to have less 

to do with the number of gods and more to do with the way the gods dance. 

Whenever the U.S. experiences a natural disaster, there’s always a pastor or two on hand 

to collapse the gods of storm and flood into one and insist that this one God is punishing the 

country for legalizing same-sex marriage.  

The story goes that the one God has written limits into the laws of the universe and has 

set most of these down in a Book so that humans will know right from wrong. When human 

potential starts to press against these bounds, color outside these lines, God is beholden to push 

humans back into the boxes he has set, lest we dismantle the order of the universe and loose evil 

into the world. Humans ought to be copyists, scribes, rather than artists. 

In the logic of this story, right and wrong are static, abstract categories carved into the 

walls of heaven–a word once written is permanent and can only be accepted or rejected. Reality 

is brittle and breakable instead of dynamic and malleable. The one God created a universe of 

creative potentials, but felt threatened as its possibilities began to actualize, and decided to throw 

wrenches in the gears. 

Enter storm, flood, drought, famine: God’s wrenches. 

The one God jigging in this story isn’t the only one available to monotheists and not all 

monotheists gaze at it, but it’s a particularly prevalent one. 

Pull up a chair. I’ll pour you a dram of Glen Moray and propose a different story. 

Could it be that the weather gods are writhing in pain because human choices have made 

the earth hotter? Could it be that the earth, like a lover, responds to our touch, and has sensed in 

our gestures that we do not love it after all? That it feels threatened and violated instead of 

respected and cared for? 

What if we were to love the soil as our own skin? What if we were to nourish the earth as 

our own body? What if we were to long for its wellbeing and right to collaborative autonomy as 

intensely as we cherish basic human civil rights? 

Maybe that’s the problem. Do we even recognize our human neighbor’s generative 

nature? Or our own? Do we realize that to be conscious is to be part of a vast network of creative 

movement, and that inequity of its parts means a limit to the flourishing of the whole? 



If we don’t acknowledge that our human neighbor exists not to be exploited, but to be 

loved as our very self–that she is our very self–we will not know how to approach the earth with 

love either. 

Love. Is this synonymous with piety, do you think? Piety means respecting our visions 

and taking responsibility for the beings that rise and dance in response to our gaze. It means 

careful attention to the craft of world-shaping. To be mindful of the gods within our purview. 

 As I sit on the creekbank next to my son, the child of my body–my self disseminated, de-

centered–I ache with wonder. 

Everything is full of gods. 

I don’t know what Thales meant by this statement or, for the life of me, why I always 

remember it wrong. It sticks in my mind as The air is thick with gods. A fog, a sense of density, 

an everything. The universe is an ocean, gods are its water. No matter where you turn, lo and 

behold! A god. There it is. Look! A god that is looked at. 

I turn my head to look at Marshall staring at the water. “Are you ready to walk back 

now?” I ask. 

“No,” he says, not turning his eyes from the river. “Let’s stay.” 

This, here, is the miracle of consciousness: to be confronted with the indissoluble. 

Everything is full of gods, the universe swirling with infinite potentials, thick with what could be 

if we would only stop and perceive. A world where there are no ‘false’ gods. All the gods that 

we perceive are perceptions. All roses have the look of flowers that are looked at. Nothing exists 

apart from consciousness. Of all the gods and flowers that might be cognized, these are the ones 

that capture our gaze (or are captured, framed, by our gaze). 

In a universe of possibilities, uncountable abstractions that could become concrete, this 

right here is the actual I see. 

I am at this juncture of the Wissahickon, looked over by these particular trees. I drink the 

coffee in my hand, the cup crafted from hot water and two thimblefuls of beans from Columbia, 

the coffee I will never drink again even if I make a similar-tasting cup from the same batch of 

beans. I sit beside a small human who might have been, or been very different than he is now, a 

conscious body that is changing day by day. 

As the slight brown god flows by under our watch, all the gods dissolve into its current. 
 


