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‘the story that we are angels is the ultimate narcotic, distorting our 
understanding of our own bodies and the bodies with which we share this 
world’ 

 
Donovan Schaefer, Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution, and Power (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2015). 
 
In Religious Affects Schaefer diagnoses an addiction bedevilling the human 
species, at least within the world we call western, to the fantasy of our 
ontological separation from animality. He charts the effects of this addiction 
particularly in the realm of religion, considering how this insistence of human 
particularity – defined by human capacity for reason, language and spirituality – 
has blinded us to the pre-linguistic corporeal basis of religious appetite and 
practice. Humans do not, Schaefer points out, have a monopoly on the forms of 
wonder, desire for connection and talismanic experience of the natural world 
that he argues to constitute religious experience. But when we make ourselves 
angels, rather than animals, Schaefer argues we repudiate the spiritual 
possibilities of our carnality, and alienate ourselves from the world that gives us 
life. 
 
This symposium asks two questions. The first is historical. How did we turn 
ourselves into angels? And what were the historical moments within which our 
angel-ness gained purchase and bedded down. Are there historical moments 
where the costs, as defined by Schaefer, become particularly and helpfully 
visible? The second question is one that pertains to current practice in Religious 
Studies. How does our study of religion look if we try to go to rehab for our 
reliance on the narcotic of our supposed angel-ness? That is, if we give 
materiality, affect and embodiment priority over the cognitive and linguistic for 
understanding spiritual experience. Would ‘religion’, ‘faith and ‘sacred’ work as 
categories anymore? What other words in our tool kit might we lose if we stayed 
off the drug? What are the gains and losses of ‘recovery’? 
  



Program 
 
9:30 – 9:45 Clare Monagle (MQ) 
Welcome and Introduction 
 
9:45 – 10:45 Donovan Schaefer (Penn) 
Feeling Faithless: Taking the Affective Turn in Secularism Studies 
 
It’s easier than ever to talk about the ways that religion is more than just what’s 
in our heads. Scholars working on embodiment, ritual and emotion have 
diagrammed the paths by which religion is felt, experienced, and lived—rather 
than merely believed. But could we say the same of the secular? This talk 
explores the ways that the category of the secular can be understood from the 
perspective of affect. It suggests not only that what Talal Asad calls formations of 
the secular are felt, but that starting with affect allows us to reframe and revisit 
the secular/religious binary in productive ways. 
 
10:45 – 11:00 Morning Tea 
 
11:00 – 11:40 Clare Monagle (MQ) 
Title: Angels, Heads, Pins? Modernity’s Repressed Angelologies.  
 
It is a catchy common place, the claim that scholastic theologians quarrelled 
about how many angels might be able to attach themselves to the head of a pin. 
Of course they did no such thing, but that is hardly the point. Scholastic 
theologians wrote about a great many topics that lent themselves to the mocking 
of moderns. So why invent this particular question in scholastic theology? What 
is it about the question of angels and pins that enables mirth, derision, and, 
contempt on the part of scholasticism’s critics? 
 
If Schaefer is right, that we in the west are addicted to, and intoxicated by, a 
sense of ourselves as angels, then how do we explain the continual recourse to 
the idea of the angel as one synonymous with the medieval and the obscure? 
This paper will argue that angels go underground in modernity. That is, I will 
show how scholastic angelology implicitly suggests a theory of the human, one 
that reifies the ontological separation of humanity from other species. 
Scholasticism’s critics were determined to destroy the complicated angelology of 
the theologians, but they had no interest in jettisoning the anthropology that 
accompanied it.  
 
11:40 – 12:20 Karin Sellberg (UQ) 
The Matter of Life: Sacred and Secular Theories of Life and Blood in Early 
Modern English Medical Texts 
 
This paper will investigate early modern medical theories of blood, and the 
material manifestation of ‘life itself’. A number of English medical texts, including 
William Harvey’s De Motu Cordis (1628), Nicholas Gyer’s The English Phlebotomy 
(1592), John Harward’s Phlebotomy (1601) and Helkiah Crooke’s 
Mikrokosmographia (1615) developed a natural philosophy of blood, focusing on 



the substance as simultaneously the theological and the physical substance of 
life. I will argue that historians of science have overlooked the central congruity 
between secular and sacred perspectives on spirit, passion, life and blood in 
early modern thought. In fact, practically all the canonical English authors on 
theories of blood and practices of bloodletting were trained in theology as well 
as surgery or physic, and often practiced in both fields. As S. Manning Stevens 
(1997), Gail Kern Paster (2004) and Caroline Walker Bynum (2007) have shown, 
sacred and secular notions of spirit, passions and the humoural body share a 
common language in early modern English science, and ideas of circularity were 
widespread in medical as well as in theological conceptions of the body. 
Distributions of blood and spirit throughout the body could not be fully 
explained by either theology or natural philosophy alone, but required the 
presence of both perspectives. 
 
12:20 – 1:00 Chris Müller (MQ) 
Automatic Faith: Affect, Technicity and the Rise of Money in the 18th 
Century 
 
‘We believe that money is only a meaningless token of no intrinsic value, yet we 
act as if it has a holy value.’ 

Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism. 
 
This paper makes the case for a decisive shift in the relationship between affect, 
the body and faith during the 18th century. As Philip Goodchild argues in 
Capitalism and Religion, the invention of paper money and a state backed 
currency by the Bank of England in 1694 lead to the gradual monetisation of 
everyday life and made available for the first time a calculus that can translate 
sentiments and desires into simple numbers. This was, in Goodchild’s words, the 
subtle, but decisive move in the “murder of God” through the institution of a new 
relationship to future: credit in the form of national debt. This helped fund the 
Industrial Revolution and massive expansion of Empire, heralding an unbridled 
faith in progress.  
 
In this paper I turn Daniel Defoe’s writings on Credit, Walter Benjamin’s 
fragment “Capitalism as Religion” and Georg Simmel’s Philosophy of Money to 
argue that monetary systems complicate notions of affect that centre on the 
affected animal body. Money, in Simmel’s words, is the ultimate expression that 
humans are “technological” animals, whose affective make up and sentiments are 
shaped by their own products. It is from this vantage point that I will present the 
rise of money as an automation of faith that underpins a new form of “secular 
faith” which no longer views the body as fate, but as something that can be 
renegotiated with the aid of the redemptive power of technology.  
 
1:00 – 1:40 Lunch 
 
1:40 – 2:20 Danielle Celermajer (Sydney) 
Reading with Katie 
 



Scholars interested in moving beyond anthropocentric and individualized 
assumptions about mindedness have begun to draw on a range of philosophical 
ideas like intra-action (Barad), entanglement (Gruen) and distributed agency 
(Bennett), to provide resources for recasting the site of experience and value. 
Simultaneously, the political turn in animal studies calls for new institutional 
arrangements to provide a political infrastructure for inclusion, recognition, 
rights and voice for non-human animals. Bringing these two together indicates 
the need for, and the possibilities of new forms of practice and sense making, 
based on ontologies that not only refuse classical human-animal hierarchies, but 
recognize that humans are always already in relationship with animals. 
The rub comes when we try to work out how to build out from abstract notions 
that remain largely utopian, to forms of life/modes of practice that are 
embedded in our everyday ways of being, knowing and acting. There are, 
however, philosophical resources, in particular in the work of Maurice Merleau-
Pointy and Charles Pierce, which suggest that sense making and acting become 
normalized and entrenched not through committing ourselves to new ontologies 
or abstractions, or through reasoned argument, but through every day rituals, 
often starting with small daily practices. Shifting our material conditions, and 
altering the contexts in which we move play a critical role in rebuilding worlds 
and frames of meaning at the more macro level. 
 
In this paper, I discuss some micro-practices I am exploring to normalize 
entangled epistemologies and politics within my academic practice. The first is 
the simple, though irreverent act of reading in bodily contact with Katie, a four-
year-old rescued pig. The second is the attempt to explore the possibilities and 
limits of shared decision making in a multi-species community. At the most 
superficial level, both seem to impede the work of critical philosophy (muddy 
papers, time away from my computer), but what might they do to the capacity of 
philosophy to penetrate worlds and transform the experience of bodies? 
 
2:20 – 3:00 Teja Brooks Pribac (Sydney) 
Place attachment and the roots of spiritual relating in animals 
 
This paper explores the possibility of place attachment (and aversion) as a 
relational framework through which animal bodies learn to communicate with 
intangible agencies within inhabited geographical spaces. I will first briefly 
explain my conceptualisation of animal spirituality which resonates with 
Schaefer’s view of animal religiosity. This section will include a concise 
presentation of relevant aspects of intersubjective attachment theory, the 
development of the self, and the self-nonself relation/continuum. I then turn to 
place attachment.           
 
Research in place attachment has focused more on social aspects of place, that is, 
place as a container for social interactions than on the direct person-place 
relationship which will be of principal concern in this paper. We live and breathe 
spaces, we are attracted to some but not others, some may promote wellbeing, 
others not. From the womb (or egg) on, animals communicate, on an implicit level, 
with intangible agencies that constitute a space. Attachment figures (parents, 
partners, etc.) could themselves be viewed as a place with the multimodal support 



they offer, thus blurring the lines between subject and place bidirectionally. I 
explore these issues, and their potential significance for spiritual relating, by 
including in the discussion works that have examined this more intimate aspect of 
person-place relations, and ecopsychology. They provide useful insight into the 
propensity for connectivity with the rest of life (ecocentric self, as opposed to 
egocentric self), and an opportunity to investigate the relation between an 
organism and the environment as an interactive presence.    
 
3:00 – 3:20 Coffee  
 
3:20 – 4:00 Peter Sherlock (University of Divinity) 
Feeling Ordinary: The Politics of Australian Religious Experience  
 
Abstract 
Australian politics has long engaged with religious doctrine, practice and 
experience. The classic understanding of religion and politics has been the 
doctrine of separate spheres: religion is a private, personal phenomenon that 
should not impact upon or be restricted by the policies and politics of the public 
nation-state. Yet the most compelling image of the 2019 Australian federal 
election campaign was a photograph of the Prime Minister at prayer. This was 
not the stereotypical religious politician, submissively suited up and kneeling or 
sitting in the ordered pews of a Catholic or Anglican church. ScoMo was standing, 
one hand raised, in the embodied, lively context of Pentecostal worship. Here 
was the ordinary Australian, who had no dogmatic statement to make, while 
demonstrating his unashamed physical engagement in the act of loving and 
being loved by God. This paper uses this remarkable image to explore how the 
political power of religious experience might be reappraised in twenty-first 
century Australia. 
 
4:00 – 4:40 Louise D’Arcens (MQ)  
The Little Hours: medievalist farce, clerical sex and victim testimony 
 
The Little Hours is a 2017 comedy film based on Tale 1 Day 3 in Boccaccio’s 
Decameron, where the nuns of a respected abbey have sexual relations with a 
gardener whom they believe to be a deaf mute. I will explore the film’s unstable 
approach to the institutional and interpersonal power dynamics shaping clerical 
sex. In particular, I will examine how its sympathetic, feminist-libertarian 
approach to clerical sexuality leads it to represent the power relations 
underlying the gardener’s treatment by the nuns, who initiate sex with him on 
the pretext that his deafness prevents him from giving testimony. I will also 
meditate on the personal experience as a Catholic of viewing this film and its 
handling of testimony at a time when the Catholic Church is being exposed for its 
ongoing sexual abuse of children, with increasing attention also being given to 
the mistreatment of the disabled. My discussion will bring the film into 
conversation with Boccaccio, Pier Paolo Pasolini’s version of the same tale in The 
Decameron (1971), the recent film Spotlight (2015) about the exposé of child 
abuse in the US Catholic Church and documents from the Australian 
government’s Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse. 



 
4:40 – 5:00 Closing Remarks 
 
Drinks….. 
 
 
 
 
 


