The consuming passion: 
a background paper for the NW Archdeaconry Forum 
A brief introduction to consumerism, one of the many influences upon western, even global, culture and (specifically) upon us and on those to whom we seek to minister. 
Consumerism is a major element of the free market. Christian writer Lesslie Newbigin considers that there are in the main three ‘big ideas’ in the world that compete for the allegiance of the human family: the Christian gospel, the free market and Islam. 
The free market and consumer culture go hand in hand and consumerism has increasingly influenced life in e.g. the USA since the 1960s
. On this side of the Atlantic, the Bishop of London identifies 1963 as the year when the collapse of duty and the rise of consumerism began to dominate British culture. 
But what is consumerism and how wide is its influence? Consumerism is a preoccupation with the acquisition of consumer goods and carries expectations of 
· innovation (How many new mobile phones came on the market last Christmas?)
· disposability (If it breaks down or becomes outmoded, just throw it away.)
· instant gratification (‘Want a loan now?’), and 
· novelty (‘New from L’Oreal!’). 
Consumerism’s influence goes far beyond the supermarket aisle and I would like to suggest seven ways in which it can (and in my view does) affect the way people consider faith or practice it. Before I do that may I offer a word of warning? Someone like me, trained in marketing, might be tempted to make the gospel into something we can ‘market’. In the last analysis, though, Christianity is not a product so will not conform to consumerism’s expectations. Christianity is about God revealing himself in human history so is neither novel, nor sits comfortably with the idea of human progress, ‘all things new being better’. Theologically orthodox Christianity understands the good news of Jesus Christ to transcend cultures and time, and to be never-changing yet always relevant. How we seek to communicate God’s saving love and truth to our culture may and can change as regards e.g. the medium we use or (as St. Paul challenged the ideas and idols of his day in Acts 17) what we have to challenge in our day. Too, faith in Christ does (if we let him) change the here and now, but much of what the Cross achieved is future (such as a new earth or a new heaven). We thus walk as Christians in faith, hope and obedience rather than experiencing instant gratification in all things.
So how is consumerism influencing our cultures? First, in what it offers humans. You will be familiar with brands such as Skoda, Seat, VW and Audi. Whilst all are brands owned by the same firm (VW) each are targeted at and bought by different types of people. Why are such brands important (and now so prominent) and why do companies spend so much money on building them? An authority on branding (an idea central to modern marketing) asks
‘Why are brands such a clear and unique manifestation of our time? Simply because in a world that is bewildering in terms of competitive clamour, in which rational choice has become almost impossible, brands represent clarity, reassurance, consistency, status, membership – almost everything that enables human beings to define themselves. Brands represent identity’ 
. 
The last word (identity) is a clue to how consumerism tries to fulfil the ultimate human need of meaning and significance. Of course, brands cannot give eternal identity, so dissatisfaction with consumerism’s offerings (arguably) can create an enormous evangelistic opportunity because, as we know, ‘one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions’
.    
2. Its affect on how we decide what to believe Many westerners’ religious beliefs are about my choice and my satisfaction with the religious ‘product’ (or combination of products) I adopt, and its immediate perceived consumer benefit is frequently more important to the individual than the truthfulness of the belief system or its long term consequences
. This personally focussed, individualistic approach is how consumers are conditioned to exercise choice in the supermarket or on the web. Religious belief can be also about therapy, so we hear some say of our faith ‘Fine to believe if it helps you’. Even for many Christians, one commentator
 thinks that faith has become just a private act of consumption, a ‘plastic rain hat’ to cover felt needs rather than the sacred canopy
 of a big Christian story which makes sense of the universe, eternity and life at home, work, university and in the public square. Consumerism has affected Christianity of all traditions and denominations. 
3. Consumerism means we elevate choice Central to free market forces is the idea of choice. Consumerism thrives on it. British premier Mrs Thatcher said (in a BBC Radio Four PM programme interview) during the 1987 election campaign, ‘The essence of morality is freedom of choice’. One element of her economic theory and political manifesto was based on the idea that if people had the choice they (or the market) would produce the right outcomes. Having a choice and exercising it does not mean though that we will make the right choice. Christianity, of course, is about God’s choice of us.  

4. Its influence on how the church proclaims the good news. Given often falling congregational numbers across Europe (less prevalent a phenomenon in international churches, though) we can be tempted to offer the non-believing world someone to whom people can more easily relate than the historic Jesus of the Bible. In the past the church has erected various (as marketers say
) barriers to entry to the Christian faith such as political allegiance, obeying rules, circumcision, or conforming to a Christian sub-culture. The opposite temptation is to lower the barriers to entry and make Christianity more attractive by e.g. making Jesus seem a little less extreme, a touch more personally satisfying, a little more palatable to the people. To use a traditional phrase, though, the ‘whole counsel of God’ needs in every age to be explained and lived out as we try to communicate the authentic gospel in the world. 
5. Consumerism creates and thrives on a culture of success The very act of consumption is acquisition. Buy more fashion, the wardrobe fills and we buy more wardrobes (as one might build bigger barns
). The power to acquire is evidence of success. Success is necessary to have the power to acquire. The acquisitive assumptions and success/growth/achievement orientation of the free market is, though, so often the antithesis of the Christian virtue of sacrifice, a servant heart, mission, the Cross, and the Christian calling to obedience rather than success
. Christianity does not teach the material world to be evil: we can and should enjoy it and wisely steward it, but the created world and its contents must never become god.
6. It can shape our expectations of God Innovation is at the very core of consumerism; it may tempt us to demand the same sort of innovation from God. We can fall into a trap of evaluating the church’s ministry only by whether or not it is novel. God does do instant and new things, but we must discern carefully between what is to be done instantly and what will only be achieved on the long journey of patient obedience and thought by thought transformation. Those who were promised the crown of glory were not those who delivered a constant stream of ‘New! New! New!’ but those whose obedience bore lasting fruit and who persevered to the end
. 

7. Finally, consumer culture influences Christian giving Consumer credit enables consumerism. Prior to the Great Depression, US companies developed hire purchase and consumers learned to pay for their high cost items like cars month by month, creating the experience of instant gratification but deferred spending. The authors of a recent major study of American Christian giving
 undertook their research because they realised that, whilst American Christians had become wealthier since the 1920s, they now give away proportionately less, and in a more sporadic way. One of the researchers’ main conclusions is that the overwhelming influence of consumerism and the constant temptation (in the US) to borrow and buy has made American Christians significantly less generous than they can or should be. 
This is no exhaustive survey, but I hope it provokes thought as we consider how to proclaim Christ by word and deed in a world often influenced by consumer values.
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� ‘The move towards self-gratification was especially strong in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s’ says marketing guru Philip Kotler in Marketing Management (8th ed, 1994) p. 167


� Wally Ollins, On Brand, (2003).


� Luke 12: 15.


� Of course Christianity does meet felt needs, but in a profoundly, eternally different way to how consumer goods might meet felt needs. Felt needs are also only one dimension of human need.  


� Os Guinness, The Gravedigger File (1983)


� Sociologist Peter Berger’s phrase.


� The writer has an MSc in Marketing Management: his thesis was on new product development and consumer adoption of photographic products. 


� Luke 12: 18


� In a recent Google-search of the internet for the ‘success’ I found 388 million search results, but for ‘self-sacrifice’ only 1.76 million. In the New American Standard Bible (a very literal translation) ‘success’ occurs only seven times and prosperity twenty-nine, but ‘obey’ seventy-two times, and ‘obedience’ eighteen. ‘Sacrifice’ is mentioned in 185 verses, before you count those mentioning ‘sacrifices’ or ‘sacrificed’. 


� Revelation 2: 7.


� Passing the Plate, Christian Smith, Michael Emerson and Patricia Snell (2008) p. 175ff.
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