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“Many Christians vaguely sense that all is not well with their relation to consumer
society, but find it difficult to name just what ails them. In Being Consumed William
Cavanaugh offers the clearest, most helpful diagnosis I have ever seen. No liberal

. guilt-tripping here, just some serious theological reflection on matters like God,
desire, justice, pluralism, and the nature of human freedom. I especially like
Cavanaugh’s concrete examples of economic practices consistent with life in the
body of Christ. This book will be required reading in my introductory theology

course. — JOSEPH MANGINA

Wyecliffe College, Toronto |

“Rampaging retail therapy in our Western economics requires a radical analyst.

We have an Augustinian prophetic voice in William Cavanaugh, who subjects the
free market, consumer culture, globalization, and scarcity to Catholic interrogation.
He employs the traditions of Augustine, Aquinas, Hans Urs von Balthasar, and John
Paul 11, proposing an alternative desire that transforms the church and our practices.
Envisioning a eucharistic justice that leaves us rich in community-caring and pros-
perous in our constant sharing, Cavanaugh is lucid, personal, practical, and theo-

logically wise. — GAVIN D’COSTA
University of Bristol '

“Can a book free Christians from the ‘invisible hand’ that seems more and more to
dominate every aspect of our lives? William Cavanaugh provides a much-needed ,
how-to manual for just such a liberation. Clearly written and even entertaining, Being
Consumed frees us from the ironic position of ‘having no choice’ but to live by the
rules of free-market consumerism in a globalized world of scarce resources. . . .
Cavanaugh makes clear that the everyday economic life of Christians can be dif-
ferent and can make a difference. And he sows seeds that could, if taken seriously
by Christians and churches, produce well over a hundredfold — produce, that is,

a revolution. — M. THERESE LYSAUGHT

Marquette University

WILLIAM T. CAVANAUGH is associate professor of theology at the University
of St. Thomas, St. Paul, Minnesota, and the author of Torfure and Eucharist and
Theopolitical Imagination.
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Introduction

S ome Christians may be tempted to assume that economics is
a discipline autonomous from theology. Many Christians,
however, intuit that what we do with our money and our stuff
should be directly informed by how we relate to God. God and
Mammon are somehow contestants on the same playing field.
Nevertheless, Christians of the latter kind tend to remain in a re-
active posture. That is, we tend to take current economic realities
as givens and then wonder what our stance should be when con-
fronted by these givens. Are we for or against the free market?
Should we not think of ourselves as consumers? Are we for or
against globalization? How do we live in a world of scarce re-
sources?

In the four brief chapters of this book, I deal with these basic
matters of economic life: the free market, consumerism, global-
ization, and scarcity. In each chapter I use Christian resources to
try to change the terms of the debate. In the first chapter, I use
Augustine to argue that there is no point in being cither for or
against “the free market” as such. The key question is: When is a
market free? In the second chapter, I discuss how, in the Eucha-
rist, God forms us to consume rightly. In the third chapter, I ar-
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Introduction

gue that, rather than simply being for or against globalization, the
church catholic should be about knowing how to be global and
how to be local. Finally, in the fourth chapter, I show that life in
Christ refuses to accept scarcity as a given. Taken as a whole, this
book attempts to sketch out a view of everyday economic life
with the use of Christian resources. I examine some pathologies
of desire in contemporary “free-market cconomies,” and display a
positive vision of how the dynamics of desire in Christ can both
form and be formed by alternative economic practices.

This book will be, I hope, a contribution to a kind of theologi-
cal microeconomics. Rather than blessing or damning the “free
market” as such, I want to focus our attention on concrete Chris-
tian attempts to discern and create economic practices, spaces,
and transactions that are truly free. Christians are not faced with
the choice of either accepting “the free market” as it is, or pinning
our hopes on state intervention to bring freedom to the market.
We might perhaps recognize, under certain circumstances, the
usefulness of the state in mitigating the most egregious injustices
of the market. But I argue that Christians themselves are called to
create concrete alternative practices that open up a different kind
of economic space — the space marked by the body of Christ.

In order to address the subject of economics from a theological
point of view, we need to discuss the ends of human life, specifi-
cally the end of life in God. This means that we should not defer a
discussion of the ends of human life in favor of a more formal dis-
cussion of whether the market performs best with or without
state intervention. The key question in every transaction is
whether or not the transaction contributes to the flourishing of
each person involved, and this question can only be judged, from
a theological point of view, according to the end of human life,
which is participation in the life of God. This, in turn, means that
a theological vision of economics cannot help but engage at the
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micro level, where particular kinds of transactions — those that
really enhance the possibility of communion among persons and
between persons and God — are to be enacted. For this reason, in
every chapter I point to concrete examples of alternative eco-
nomic practices in which Christians participate — businesses, co-
operatives, credit unions, practices of consumption — that to-
gether mark out a vision for Christian economic life.

Those looking for a radical Christian alternative to the way
things are might at this point be wondering if a certain kind of res-
ignation underlies this project. Perhaps the era of grand revolu-
tions has passed, and all we can hope for now, at the “end of his-
tory,” is to create “niche markets” in which do-gooders can appease
their consciences by making a few socially conscious purchases.
have no doubt that many, if not all, of the practices I mention in
this book can be written into the grand narrative of capitalism.
“Fair Trade” coffee, for example, can be read as simply showing the
genius of the market to accommodate all kinds of preferences, in-
cluding the preference to pay a bit more to support a poor farmer.

Christians, nevertheless, will narrate the Fair Trade movement
differently, as the pursuit of one of the chief ends of human life,
that is, communion with other persons. This is not the mere ex-
pression of a preference but the pursuit of an end that is objec-
tively valid — that is, given by God, not simply chosen. If we are
dealing with a liberal state that professes to be agnostic about the
ultimate ends of human life, and if we are not willing to endorse
the violent imposition of state socialism, then Christians who are
called to witness to a different kind of economics have no choice
but simply to enact this economics now, in history, beginning in
the concrete, local experience of the church. There can be no res-
ignation to the way things are. The church is called to be a differ-
ent kind of economic space and to foster such spaces in the world.
This does not mean a “sectarian” withdrawal from the world;
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Introduction

Christians are in constant collaboration with non-Christians in
making such spaces possible. But there is simply no alternative to
the actual creation of cooperatives, businesses, and other organ-
isms that behave according to the logic of the gospel. The only al-
ternative to blessing or damning “the free market” as such is to
create really free markets, economic spaces in which truly and
fully free transactions — as judged by the true telos of human life
— can take place. The goal is indeed revolution, to transform the
entirety of economic life into something worthy of God’s chil-
dren. But it is a revolution that cannot be imposed from above by
force. It will only take place in the concrete transformation of
transactions that enslave into transactions that are free.

I focus each chapter of this book on a set of binaries: negative
freedom and positive freedom, detachment and attachment, the
global and the local, scarcity and abundance. Chapter 1 challenges
free-market ideology, which is concerned to proclaim the bless-
ings of “the free market” and to warn against state intervention
therein. In examining some of Milton Friedman’s writings on
freedom, I demonstrate some problems with this ideology, but I
do not think there is any point in rejecting the free market as
such. The crucial question is: When is a market free? In other
words, how can we judge when any particular transaction is free?
I reject the idea that a transaction is free just because it is not sub-
ject to state intervention or any other form of external coercion.
We must give a fuller, more positive, account of freedom; and to
do so from a Christian point of view, we must draw on theologi-
cal resources. In this first chapter I use some of Augustine’s writ-
ings on free will to show that real freedom must embrace the posi-
tive end (zelos) of life in God. I show that a merely negative view
of freedom, as in Friedman, lends itself to coercion. In the ab-
sence of any objective ends to which desire is directed, all that re-
mains is the sheer arbitrary power of one will against another.

Introduction

In Chapter 2, I examine the dynamics of attachment and de-
tachment in consumer culture. Although consumerism is often
equated with greed, which is an inordinate attachment to mate-
rial things, I show that consumerism is, in fact, characterized by

" detachment from production, producers, and products. Con-

sumerism is a restless spirit that is never content with any particu-
lar material thing. In this sense, consumerism has some affinities
with Christian asceticism, which counsels a certain detachment
from material things. The difference is that, in consumerism, de-
tachment continually moves us from one product to another,
whereas in Christian life, asceticism is a means to a greater attach-
ment to God and to other people. We are consumers in the Eu-
charist, but in consuming the body of Christ we are transformed
into the body of Christ, drawn into the divine life in communion
with other people. We consume in the Eucharist, but we are
thereby consumed by God.

In Chapter 3, I examine the binary concepts of global and lo-
cal. I describe globalization as a kind of aesthetics, a way of look-
ing at the world that produces and is produced by a certain kind
of desire. Globalization claims to encourage a diversity of the
particular and the local, both identities and products, but the
proliferation of the particular and the local tends to be swal-
lowed up into a universal gaze. Differences proliferate, but ulti-
mately the differences do not matter; for the globalized desire,
everything is available, but nothing matters. This applies equally
to globalized economies and to globalized theologies, in which
Jesus is just one exemplification of a more universal ultimate re-
ality. However, the Christian response is not simply to reject the
global for the local. I draw on theologian Hans Urs von
Balthasar’s analysis of Jesus Christ as the “concrete universal” to
argue that Christ solves the problem of the global and the local

— or the one and the many — in a satisfactory way. We are then
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Introduction

called to realize the universal body of Christ in every particular
and local exchange.

In Chapter 4, I address the question of scarcity, which is one of
the fundamental loci of modern economics. The standard as-
sumption of economists that we live in a world of scarce resources
is not based simply on an empirical observation of the state of the
world, but is based on the assumption that human desire is limit-
less. In a consumer culture we are conditioned to believe that hu-
man desires have no end and are therefore endless. The result is a
tragic view of the world, a view in which there is simply never
enough to go around, which in turn produces a kind of resigna-
tion to the plight of the world’s hungry people. The Eucharist, by
way of contrast, enacts a different story, a story of abundance: by
being drawn into Godss life, we radically call into question the
boundaries between the haves and the have-nots.

In each chapter I connect theology to practice by briefly indi-
cating some concrete examples of how God’s economy is enacted
by Christians and others on a daily basis. I point to consumer
choices such as buying local goods, supporting producer-
consumer cooperatives such as church-supported agriculture and
Fair Trade, investing in banks that support grass-roots develop-
ment, supporting gospel-inspired business models such as
Focolare’s Economy of Communion and the Mondragén Corpo-
ration, and attempting to overcome the passivity of consumption
by making products of one’s own. These examples are not meant
to constitute an exhaustive treatment of alternative economic
spaces in which Christians participate, but I hope they will pro-
vide inspiration for the Christian imagination to envision and
enact new kinds of practices. Taken together, these examples in-
dicate that the Christian vision of economics that animates this
book is not impractical but may in fact be the most practical of all
ways to live out the Christian life.

xii

chapter 1

FREEDOM AND UNFREEDOM

here is a gap between dual perceptions of the market econ-

omy that seems to be getting wider in the age of globaliza-
tion. On the one hand, we are told that we live in an era of unpar-
alleled freedom of choice. As the last few state barriers to free
markets crumble, we see an infinity of opportunities for work
and consumption opening up all around us. On the other hand,
there is a profound sense of resignation to fate in attitudes toward
the market. The process of globalization seems to have advanced
beyond anyone’s control. Managers sigh that their decisions are
subject to the impersonal control of “market forces.” The popu-
larity of Dilbert cartoons bespeaks a cynicism about the
instrumentalized and bureaucratized nature of corporate em-
ployment. Consumers feel besieged by marketing and surveil-
lance, and they feel powerless in the face of enormous transna-
tional corporations that are disconnected from the communities
where they live. We hear rumors that our shoes are made by chil-

Thanks to D. Stephen Long and Michacl Naughton for their helpful comments
on an earlier draft of this chapter.



Being Consumed

dren and other exploited laborers, but we have no idea how we
could begin to resist.

The argument of this chapter is that there is a fundamental
connection between these two kinds of perception of the market.
In the ideology of the free market, freedom is conceived as the ab-
sence of interference from others. There are no common ends to
which our desires are directed. In the absence of such ends, all that
remains is the sheer arbitrary power of one will against another.
Freedom thus gives way to the aggrandizement of power and the
manipulation of will and desire by the greater power. The libera-
tion of desire from ends, on the one hand, and the domination of
impersonal power, on the other, are two sides of the same coin.

If this is the case, then true freedom requires an account of the
end (telos) of human life and the destination of creation. I use St.
Augustine to help make this argument. There is no point to ei-
ther blessing or damning the “free market” as such. What is re-
quired is a substantive account of the end of earthly life and cre-
ation so that we may enter into particular judgments of what
kinds of exchanges are free and what kinds are not.

I. When Is a Market Free?

When is a market free? According to Milton Friedman, the cen-
tral problematic of economics is how to ensure the cooperation
of free individuals without coercion. The answer, says Friedman,
was provided by Adam Smith, who saw tha, in the absence of ex-
ternal coercion, two parties enter into exchanges because it will
be mutually beneficial for them to do so, ‘provided the transaction
is bi-laterally voluntary and informed.” No exchange will take
place unless both parties benefit.

1. Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago: University of Chi-

Freedom and Unfreedom

So long as effective freedom of exchange is maintained, the
central feature of the market organization of economic activ-
ity is that it prevents one person from interfering with an-
other with respect to most of his activities. The consumer is
protected from coercion by the seller because of the presence
of other sellers with whom he can deal; the seller is protected
from coercion by the consumer because of other consumers
to whom she can sell; the employee is protected from coer-
cion by the employer because of other employers for whom
he can work, and so on. And the market does this imperson-
ally and without centralized authority.”

State authority is necessary to maintain law and order and en-
force contracts that are voluntarily entered into, but the state
must not interfere in the market; in fact, the state may be called
on to prevent such interference. According to Friedman, if indi-
viduals are voluntarily entering into exchanges from which both
parties expect to benefit, then the market is free.

This is a fairly conventional definition of a free-market econ-
omy. It hinges on the insistence that exchanges be voluntary and
informed. With regard to information, an exchange cannot be
free if one party has deceived another, say, by selling the other a
house without divulging a severe problem with termites. Barring
such deception, however, Friedman is confident that the price
system in a free-market economy transmits all the information
needed to make exchanges informed. Indeed, “[t]he price system
transmits only the important information and only to the people
who need to know.” Producers of wood do not need to know

cago Press, 1962), p. 13; Milton and Rose Friedman, Free fo Choose (New York:
Avon Books, 1980), pp. xv-xvi.

2. Friedman, Capitalism and Freedem, pp. 14-15.

3. Friedman, Free to Choose, p. 7.



Being Consumed

why demand for pencils has increased or even #hat it has in-
creased. They only need to know that someone is willing to pay
more for their product to increase production. At the other end,
the increased price of pencils will tell the consumer to wear her
pencil down to a stub before buying a new one. She doesn’t need
to know why the price of pencils has increased, only that it has.*
Similar comments apply to the contract between employer and
employee: the price system applies in equal measure because
wages and salaries are the prices of labor, and the employer-
employee relationship is an exchange of labor for money.

Besides being informed, a free-market exchange must also be
voluntary. What this seems to mean, first, is an absence of exter-
nal coercion. The chief culprit here is the state. In a free-market
economy, the state does not interfere. No one threatens dire con-
sequences if one party decides not to enter into a particular ex-
change. In a voluntary exchange, each party enters into the trans-
action in the expectation of gain and not in the fear of
punishment. Second, then, voluntary exchanges are based on
cach party’s desires. They need not want the same kinds of things:
wrestling videos and rosaries can be freely exchanged for each
other. There need be no agreement at all on the nature of desire
for a voluntary exchange to take place. A market is free if people
can satisfy their wants without harming others, even if there are
utterly incommensurable ideas about what people ought to de-
sire. As Friedman says, a free-market economy “gives people what
they want instead of what a particular group thinks they ought to
want, Underlying most arguments against the free market is a
lack of belief in freedom itself.”* Freedom itself is pursuing what-
ever you want without interference from others.

4. Friedman, Free to Choose, pp. 7-8.
5. Friedmam, Capitalism and Freedom, p. 15.

4

Freedom and Unfreedom

Two corollaries follow from this concept of voluntary ex-
change. The first is that freedom is defined negatively, that is, as
freedom from the interference of others, especially from the state.
Freedom is what exists spontaneously in the absence of coercion.
This approach is agnostic about the positive capacities of each
party to a transaction, for example, how much power or property
cach party has at his or her disposal. To be free, it suffices that
there be no external interference. The second corollary is that a
free market has no zelos, that is, no common end to which desire
is directed. Each individual chooses his or her own ends. As
Friedrich Hayek says, “this recognition of the individual as the ul-
timate judge of his ends” does not mean there can be no common
action among individuals, but the ends on which such actions are
based are merely the “coincidence of individual ends.”® “What are
called ‘social ends’ are [from a free-market view] merely identical
ends of many individuals — or ends to the achievement of which
individuals are willing to contribute in return for the assistance
they receive in the satisfaction of their own desires.”” To claim
that desires can be ordered either rightly or wrongly to objec-
tively desirable ends has no place in a free market. To stake such a
claim within the market itself would be to interfere in the free-
dom of the market. As Michael Novak says, democratic capital-
ism — of which a free market is a crucial component — is built
on the explicit denial of any unitary order. There is no common
telos or “sacred canopy” above the diversity of desires, only an
“empty shrine” or “wasteland” where common goals used to

stand.

6. Friedrich A. Hayck, The Road to Serfdom (Chicago: University of Chi-

cago Press, 1944), p. 59.
7. Hayek, Road to Serfdom, p. 6o.



Being Consumed

The “wasteland” at the heart of democratic capitalism is like a
field of battle, on which individuals wander alone, in some
confusion, amid many casualties. Nonetheless, like the dark
night of the soul in the inner journey of the mystics, this desert
has an indispensable purpose. It is maintained out of respect
for the diversity of human consciences, perceptions, and inten-
tions. It is swept clean out of reverence for the sphere of the
transcendent, to which the individual has access through the
self, beyond the mediations of social institutions.®

The transcendent is not denied but preserved in the freedom of
each individual to pursue the ends of his or her choice.

If ends are chosen and not received, on what basis are these
choices of ends made? On the basis of “wants” or “preferences” or
“desires.” Where do these come from? Free-market economists
are agnostic on this question. It may be unanswerable, and it does
not matter anyway. Milton and Rose Friedman address a distinc-
tion sometimes made between the “real wants or desires of con-
sumers” and artificial wants supposedly created by advertising.
They believe that advertising succeeds not by creating artificial
wants but by appealing to real wants. “Is it not more sensible to
appeal to real wants or desires of consumers than to try to manu-
facture artificial wants or desires? Surely it will generally be
cheaper to sell them something that meets wants they already
have than to create an artificial want.”® As an example, the
Friedmans cite the success of automobiles that change models
year after year over those, such as the Superba, that did not. If un-
changing models were “what consumers really wanted, the com-

8. Michael Novak, The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1982), pp. s4-ss.
9. Friedman, Free to Choose, p. 214.

6

Freedom and Unfreedom

panies that offered that option would have prospered, and the
others would have followed suit.”*® How do you tell the differ-
ence between real wants and artificial wants? Simply by seeing
what people in fact choose. If they choose something, they must
have a real want for it. Where do real wants come from? For the
Eriedmans, it doesn’t matter. All that marters for a market to be
free is that individuals have real wants and can pursue them with-
out the interference of others, especially the state.

IL. Augustine on Freedom and Desire

An examination of Christian thinking on voluntary action ren-
ders both of the above corollaries — that freedom is defined
purely negatively and that freedom requires no objective ends —
suspect. I will take as my principal guide St. Augustine of Hippo,
arguably the classic source of Christian reflection on freedom and
desire. Augustine was forced to wrestle with these questions in
controversies with both the Pelagians, whose account of free will
seemed to render God’s grace unnecessary, and the Donatists,
whose schism from the Catholic Church raised questions of us-
ing coercion to reunify the fold. These controversies may at first
seem far removed from the dynamics of market economies, but
Augustine represents the heart of Christian reflection on free-
dom and desire, and is thus directly implicated in any Christian
attempt to answer the question “When is a market free?”

With regard to the first corollary identified above, freedom in
Augustine’s view is not simply the absence of external interfer-
ence. Augustine’s view of freedom is more complex: freedom is
not simply a negative freedom from, but a freedom for; a capacity

10, Friedman, Free to Choose, p. 214 [italics in the original}.
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to achieve certain worthwhile goals. All of those goals are taken
up into the one overriding telos of human life, the return to God.
Freedom is thus fully a function of God’s grace working within
us. Freedom is being wrapped up in the will of God, who is the
condition of human freedom. Being is not autonomous; all being
participates in God, the source of being,

Autonomy in the strict sense is simply impossible, for to be in-
dependent of others and independent of God is to be cut off from
being, and thus to be nothingat all. To be left to our own devices
cut off from God, is to be lost in sin, which is the negation of bc-’
ing. For the Pelagians, in order for humans to be convicted of sin
and rewarded for righteousness, their freedom must be in some
sense “external” to divine grace. Freedom then becomes a kind of
human power, and sin is an exercise of that power. For Augustine
on the other hand, sin is not a power but a weakness. Augustim;
uses the metaphors of slavery and sickness to discuss the nature of
sin. In his Confessions he says of his own condition, before his
conversion, that he was “bound not by an iron imposed by any-
one else, but by the iron of my own choice.”" In his anti-Pelagian
treatise, The Spirit and the Letter, he says: “How, if they are slaves
of sin, can they boast freedom of choice?”'? Or again, “by grace
comes the healing of the soul from sin’s sickness; by the healing of
the soul comes freedom of choice.”™ Sin is not subject to free
choice, properly speaking. The alcoholic with plenty of money
and access to an open liquor store may, in a purely negative sense,
be free from anything interfering with getting what he wants; but

in reality he is profoundly unfree and cannot free himself, In or-

11. St. Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1991), p- 140 [VIILio].

12. Augustine, The Spirit and the Letter, para. sz, in Augustine: Later Works,
ed. John Burnaby (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1955), p. 236.

13. Augustine, The Spirit and the Letter, p. 236,

Freedom and Unfreedom

der for him to regain freedom of choice, he cannot be left alone.
He can only be free by being liberated from his false desires and
being moved to desire rightly. This is the sense in which Augus-
tine says “freedom of choice is not made void but established by
grace, since grace heals the will whereby righteousness may freely
be loved.”"* Freedom is something received, not merely exercised.
Therefore, in order to determine whether a person is acting
freely, we need to know much more than whether or not that per-
son is acting on his or her desires without the interference of oth-
ers. In Augustine’s view, others are in fact crucial to one’s free-
dom. A slave or an addict, by definition, cannot free himself or
herself, Others from outside the self — the ultimate Other being
God — are necessary to break through the bonds that enclose the
self in itself. Humans need a community of virtue in which to
learn to desire rightly.”

On display here is a fundamentally different view of desire
from that of the Friedmans. Augustine does not assume that indi-
viduals simply have wants that are internally generated and that
subsequently enter the social realm through acts of choice. Nor
does he assume that desires are simply real because people have
them, nor that what one really desires is fully transparent and ac-
cessible to one’s own self. For Augustine, desire is a social produc-
tion: desire is a complex and multidimensional network of move-
ment that does not simply originate within the individual self but
pulls and pushes the self in different directions from both inside
and outside the person. In his famous examination of his theft of

14. Augustine, The Spirit and the Letter, p. 236.

15. In his Confessions, Augustine writes of the habits of the will that hold back
his conversion even after his intellectual problems have found resolution. At that
point there appeared to him a vision of Lady Continence, who showed him a mul-
titude of holy men and women to serve as exemplars for him and as mediators of

God’s grace (Confessions, pp- 150-52).
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some pears as an adolescent, Augustine repeatedly draws atten-
tion to the social nature of the act.

Yet had I been alone I would not have done it — I remember
my state of mind to be thus at the time — alone I never
would have done it. Therefore my love in that act was to be
associated with the gang in whose company I did it. Does it
follow that I loved something other than the theft? No,

nothing else in reality because association with the gang is
also a nothing."®

Here Augustine points to the social nature of desire, the origina-
tion of desire from both inside and outside the individual self.
Augustine also points to the unreality of his desire. The object of
his desire, because it is not oriented to the true end of human life,
is in reality a nothing, His desirc is not endowed with reality sim-
ply because he experiences it and chooses on the basis of it. Fur-
thermore, the whole affair — and the desire irself — is not simply
transparent to us mortals whose bodies are battlegrounds of com-

peting loves: “Who can untie this extremely twisted and tangled

knot?” The answer is God. Only through the sheer grace of God

is Augustine able to continue on to say, “My desire is for you.”

That is, his rea! desire is for God."

All of this indicates that there are true desires and false de-
sires, and we need a felos to tell the difference between them.
The second corollary of free-market economics that I have iden-
tified above is that freedom is maximized in the absence of a
common felos. A market is free if individuals are free to choose
their own ends based on nothing more than their own wants.

16. Augustine, Confessions, p. 33.
17. Augustine, Confessions, p. 34.
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On the contrary, in his controversy with the Donatists, Augus-
tine argues that freedom in fact depends not on the autonomy of
the will but on the end to which the will is moved. I do not wish
to defend Augustine’s justification for the use of civil authority
to compel the Donatists to rejoin the Catholic fold. What is in-
teresting about the way Augustine argues in this matter, how-
ever, is his conceptualization of the relationship between free-
dom and coercion. For Augustine, the most important question
is not whether the will has been moved externally or internally;
rather, the most important question is to what end the will has
been moved.

Augustine acknowledges that no one can be forced to be good
against his or her own will. Nevertheless, since he does not as-
sume that mere negative freedom of the will from interference is
a good end in itself, he believes that the individual will can be
moved from outside itself to re-examine its ways.'® According to
Augustine, many of the Donatists had long been prevented from
examining the Catholic case because of complacency, fear, igno-
rance, and indifference. Their wills had become entrenched in
habit; they were “held prisoners by the force of old custom.””’
What was needed, therefore, was for their wills to be moved from
without. Just as Christ “coerced” Paul to cause his conversion,
God’s grace often works on us for our own profic — despite our
own will.?® In Augustine’s thought, we desperately need not to be
left to the tyranny of our own wills. The key to true freedom is
not just following whatever desires we happen to have, but culti-
vating the right desires. This means that the internal movement
of the will is not a sufficient condition for freedom; we must con-

18. Augustine, Letter 93, in The Political Writings of St. Angustine, ed. Henry
Paolucci (Chicago: Gateway Editions, 1962), p- 203.

19. Augustine, Letter 93, p. 205.

20. Augustine, Letter 93, pp. 193-94.
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sider the end toward which the will is moved. The mere fact of
one party moving another against its will does not solve this ques-
tion: “What is important to attend to but this: who were on the
side of truth, and who on the side of iniquity; who acted from a
desire to injure, and who from a desire to correct what was
amiss?”*' In the case of the Donatists, the “whole question, there-
fore, is whether schism be not an evil work.”** For this reason, ac-
cording to Augustine, Christ said, “Blessed are those who are per-
secuted,” and added “for righteousness’ sake.”” The cause of the
persecution makes all the difference.

Does this mean that the end justifies the means? In places it
seems as though Augustine is saying so.

When good and bad do the same actions and suffer the same
afflictions, they are to be distinguished not by what they do
or suffer, but by the causes of each: g Pharaoh oppressed
the people of God by hard bondage; Moses afflicted the same
people by severe correction when they were guilty of impi-
ety: their actions were alike; but they were not alike in the
motive of regard to the people’s welfare, — the one being in-
flated by the lust of power, the other inflamed by love.*

Nevertheless, Augustine ultimately makes no separation of ends
and means. He counsels moderation in dealing with the
Donatists, and he refuses to allow deception in bringing them
back into the fold. Furthermore, Augustine rejects the use of ju-
dicial torture in dealing with the Donatists, and he limits the
means of punishment to be used to those available to school-

21, Augustine, Letter g3, p. 198.
22. Augustine, Letter 87, p. 190.
23. Augustine, Letter 87, p. 191,
24. Augustine, Letter g3, p. 195,
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teachers — beating with canes. “For he whose aim is to kill is not
careful how he wounds, but he whose aim is to cure is cautious
with his lancet; for the one seeks to destroy what is sound, the
other that which is decaying.”® His images from education and
medicine here are deliberate. In pedagogy, a teacher will often
need to redirect the will of students, sometimes forcefully, in or-
der for them to learn. In medicine, the healer must sometimes
produce pain for the sake of healing. In both cases, however, the
administrator’s means must be proportionate to the end in order
to achieve a good end.

I believe that Augustine was wrong in his choice of means for
dealing with the Donatists; nonviolent witness is a far more faith-
ful means of persuasion. Nonetheless, Augustine’s broader point
about the relationship of desire to ends is valid, and it goes to the
heart of our discussion of the freedom of the free market. The
point is this: the absence of external force is not sufficient to de-
termine the freedom of any particular exchange. In order to judge
whether or not an exchange is free, one must know whether or
not the will is moved toward a good end. This requires some kind
of substantive — not merely formal — account of the true end,
or telos, of the human person. Where there are no objectively de-
sirable ends, and the individual is told to choose his or her own
ends, then choice itself becomes the only thing that is inherently
good. When there is a recession, we are told to buy things to get
the economy moving; what we buy makes no difference. All de-
sires, good and bad, melt into the one overriding imperative to
consume, and we all stand under the one sacred canopy of con-
sumption for its own sake.

And yet, Augustine says, desire for objects that are cut free
from their source and their end in God is ultimately the desire for

25. Augustine, Letter 93, p. 197.
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nothing. Because choice itself is the only good, because desire is
the only thing objectively desirable, desire becomes a desire for
nothing, In Augustine’s vision of the great chain of being, all
things that exist are good, but only insofar as they participate in
God, the source of their being and the source of all good. To pur-
sue the lower things on the chain of being for their own sake, to
forget their source and their final end, is to sever the link that
holds them in being, at which point they begin to slide back into
the nothingness from which the creatio ex nibilo summoned
them.” For Augustine, sin is committed when “in consequence
of an immoderate urge towards those things at the bottom end of
the scale of good, we abandon the higher and supreme goods, that
is you, Lord God, and your truth and your law.”” This is not just
a matter ofwanting too much; it is a matter of wanting without
any idea why we want what we want. To desire with no good
other than desire itself is to desire arbitrarily. To desire with no
telos, no connection to the objective end of desire, is to desire
nothing and to become nothing. “I abandoned you to pursue the
lowest things of your creation. I was dust going to dust.”**
Augustine presents a remarkably sympathetic account of the
person in this condition, for even in the pursuit of lower things,
Augustine spies the inchoate groping for the true end of human
life. Even murder is committed out of love, but it is love for some
lower good that has become detached from its true end.” All
such loves are disordered loves, loves looking for something

26. See Augustine’s exposition of evil as the privation of good, and therefore
as nothing, in Confessions, pp. 124-25.

27. Augustine, Confeéssions, p. 30.

28. Augustine, Confessions, p. 16. Augustine’s ideas here are put into literary
form in C. S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce. In Lewis’s hell, everything — including
the inhabitants — exists as mere shadow, with no solid reality.

29. Augustine, Confessions, p. 30.
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worth loving that is not just arbitrarily chosen: “I sought an ob-
ject for my love; I was in love with love.”*® Augustine would have
no problem recognizing the pathologies of twenty-first-century
advanced industrial countries, in which it is estimated that an ad-
diction to shopping claims more than 10 percent of the popula-
tion, and 20 percent of women — more than drugs and alcohol
combined.” A person buys something — anything — trying to
fill the hole that is the empty shrine. And once the shopper pur-
chases the thing, it turns into a nothing, and she has to head back
to the mall to continue the search. With no objective ends to
guide the search, her search is literally endless.

I11. Libido dominandi

Even if Augustine is right about the need for objective ends to
guide the will, the question remains: Who is to say what those
ends are? There is no doubt that Augustine’s view can be taken in
a very paternalistic direction: “We know what you really want,
and we are going to organize society accordingly.” I do not wish
to endorse such a view. This is the specter of a socialist command
economy that free-market advocates rightly reject. Free-market
advocates would prefer to have individuals make their own mis-
takes. That some will make bad choices is inevitable; but it is far
better to give individuals the freedom to damn themselves than
to subject everyone to a power that is no more guaranteed than
any other individual will to choose well.

30. Augustine, Confessions, p. 35.

31. See, for example, Tracy McVeigh: “One in five women is a shopaholic”
(London Observer, Nov. 26, 2000). A search for “shopaholics anonymous” on
the web generated the following advertising message: “Buy and sell shopaholics
anonymous’ and millions of other items on eBay!”
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Nevertheless, the idea that this kind of economy is free is also

problematic. The problem with the “free-market” view is that it
assumes that the abolition of objective goods provides the condi-
tions for the individual will to function more or less autono-
mously. The reality, however, is quite different, For, as Augustine
sees clearly, the absence of objective goods does not free the indi-
vidual, but leaves him or her subject to the arbitrary competition
of wills. In other words, in the absence of a substantive account of
the good, all that remains is sheer arbitrary power, one will
against another. This is what Augustine calls the Zibido domi-
nandi, the lust for power with which Pharaoh was possessed.
Without the idea that some goods are objectively better than oth-
ers, the movement of the will can only be arbitrary. Persuasion in
this context can only be the domination of one will over another:
the will is moved by the greater force, not by any intrinsic attrac-
tion to the good. The difference between authority and sheer
power has been eliminated.

In this section I wish to look at some of the ways that power
actually operates in the market. In the absence of any objective
concept of the good, sheer power remains. The prevailing models
of business strategy recognize this fact and are unsentimental
about it. For example, on the one hand, marketing is communi-
cated to the broader public as the provision of information about
products so that consumers may make choices that are both in-
formed and voluntary. Here consumers are depicted as autono-
mous and rational, perfectly sovereign over their choices of prod-
ucts and ends. On the other hand, marketing is an in-house
presentation to its practitioners and clients that it is a machine
fully capable of creating desire and delivering it to its intended
goal. These two aspects of marketing are two sides of the same
coin; marketing can manipulate desire successfully in part be-
cause of its success in convincing the broader public of consumers
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that it is not manipulating their desires. Richard Ott’s popular
marketing text Creating Demand is one example of the two faces
of marketing. His introduction extols the consumer as king and
declares the impossibility of manipulating consumers. However,
the rest of his book is a detailed analysis of how to use the latest in
psychological research to create desires by targeting consumer.s’
subconscious impulses.”” This is not an isolated example. Busi-
nesses clearly expect more from the billions of dollars they-spc.nd
on advertising/marketing than the mere purveying of objective
information to the consumer.

In fact, most contemporary marketing is based not on providing
information but on associating products with evocative images and
themes not directly related to the product itself. Goods that cannot
be commodified, such as self-esteem, love, sex, friendship, and suc-
cess, are associated with products that bear little or no relationship
to those goods. Marketers intensify the desire for such g(;;)ds by
calling into question the acceptability of the consumer, . what
General Motors’ research division — in a reference to changing car
models each year — once called “the organized creation of dissatis-
faction.” This shift in the twenticth century from product-
oriented advertising to buyer-centered approaches has been exten-
sively documented, and it is recognized not just by critics of the ad-
vertising industry but by its practitioners as well. As one marketer
promises, advertising creates emotional bonds between consumers

32. Richard Ott, Creating Demand (Burr Ridge, IL: Irwin Professiona! P'ub-
lishing, 1992), cited in Michael Budde, The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christian-
ity and Global Culture Industries (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1997), - 39.

33. Budde, (Magic) Kingdom of God, p. 43. . _

34. Quoted in Erik Larson, The Naked Consumer: How Onr Private Lives
Become Public Commodities (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1992),
p. 20. See the Friedmans’ reference above to yearly car model changes as reflect-
ing the “real desires” of consumers (footnote 9 above).
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and products; it is about “creating mythologies about their brands
by humanizing them and giving them distinct personalities and
cultural sensibilities.”” The efficacy of these approaches is aug-
mented by the fact that most of us believe ourselves to be immune
to such approaches. This sense of immunity is fostered by an entire
genre of anti-advertising advertising, which either “exposes” the
process of advertising itself (Sprite: “Image is nothing. Obey your
thirst.”) or advances the notion that, by buying the product in
question, you will not be conforming but rather following your
own path (Taco Bell: “Think outside the bun.”)

It is, of course, true that advertising does not work on each indi-
vidual the way a lobotomy does. Tracing cause and effect is diffi-
cult. The individual does not react like a programmed zombie on
being exposed to effective advertising. As Michael Budde puts it,
being subjected to advertising is more akin to playing poker
against an opponent who, unbeknownst to you, has already seen
the hand you are holding — perhaps in a slightly blurred mirror.
You still exercise free will, but the dynamics of power have shifted
because the situation is set up to advance the interests of others.*
This imbalance of power happens in two related ways. First, sur-
veillance ensures that the balance of information is decidedly in fa-
vor of the marketer. Not only do marketers withhold information
about a product from consumers, or divert their attention to evo-
cative images unrelated to the product itself; they also gather ex-
tensive information about individual consumers and target their
efforts based on this disequilibrium of knowledge. Erik Larson de-
tails this phenomenon in his book 7he Naked Consumer: How
Our Private Lives Become Public Commodities. Larson began re-

35. Marketing News, Feb. 17, 1992, quoted in Budde, (Magic) Kingdom of
God, p. 38.
36. Budde, (Magic) Kingdom of God, p. 42.
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search for the book when, a few days after the birth of his second
daughter, a sample of Luvs diapers showed up on his doorstep,
courtesy of the Procter & Gamble Corporation. His older daugh-
ter had already received birthday greetings, just days before turn-
ing one year old, from a marketer on behalf of several corpora-
tions, such as Revlon and Kimberly-Clark, who were selling
toddler-related merchandise. Larson describes how information
on our purchasing patterns, births, deaths, political views, educa-
tional levels, credit histories, pet ownership, hobbies, illnesses, and
so on is harvested from credit-card records, bank statements, hos-
pital records, websites visited, answers to surveys, frequent-buyer
cards — even filmed records of our shopping habits in stores. Such
surveillance has become incredibly sophisticated. A flyer for
“OmniVision,” a system developed by the consumer intelligence
service of Equifax, boasts, “We think we know more about your
own neighborhood than you do, and we'd like to prove it!”
The second way marketers produce an imbalance of power is
through the use of the information gathered from surveillance to
saturate the social environment of consumers. The average per-
son is exposed to thousands of advertising images every week.
Virtually everywhere we look or listen — television, radio,
websites, newspapers, magazines, billboards, junk mail, movies,
videos, t-shirts, buses, hats, cups, pens and pencils, gas-pump han-
dles, walls of public restrooms — is saturated with advertising. As
one observer puts it, “What the record reveals is an almost total
takeover of the domestic informational system for the purposes
of selling goods and services.”** To pretend, as Friedman does,

37. Larson, Naked Consumer, p. s8. An advertisement for Aristotle Indus-
tries says: “We can’t tell you what they cat for dinner. But we can tell you where
they live. And their phone number, who they live with, whether they have
voted, and much, much more” (quoted in Larson, p. 3).

38. Herbere Schiller, quoted in Budde, (Magic) Kingdom of God, p. 33.
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that the consumer simply stands apart from such pervasive con-
trol of information is to engage in fantasy.

Marketing is not the only area in which the logic of sheer
power is manifest. Another is the concentration of power in
enormous transnational corporations through mergers and ac-
quisitions. The last two decades have seen an intensifying of
mergers and acquisitions as large corporations seek to outdo their
rivals through the increase of their size and market power. The
result is such behemoths as AOL Time Warner and ExxonMobil.
In industry after industry, a few huge corporations dictate pat-
terns of production and consumption. In the meatpacking indus-
try, for example, four giants handle 8o percent of the beef pro-
duction in the United States, leaving small farmers and ranchers
powerless to have any input into pricing or even how their cattle
are raised. Myriad independent bookstores and department
stores have shut down in the face of the advance of Barnes & No-
ble and Wal-Mart. Some argue that here the sovereign consumers
have spoken: they simply prefer Barnes & Noble and Wal-Mart to
smaller, less “cfficient” operations. But if that’s the case, king and
queen consumer have paradoxically used their freedom to restrict
their freedom, since now there are fewer choices available, and
they are increasingly faced with the prospect of frequenting the
same few chain stores whether they like it or not. Rather than cel-
ebrating the growth of enormously powerful corporations as the
manifestation of consumer freedom, it is more realistic to exam-
ine the ability of sheer concentrated economic power to control
patterns of consumption.

More severe than the asymmetrical power relations between
corporation and consumer are the disparities of power in the
exchange between employer and employee. In 1980 the average
CEO made 42 times what the average production worker
made; by 1999 that ratio had risen to 475 to 1, and it continues
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to rise.”> Why do executives pay themselves so much? In part,
because they can. Top executives serve on each other’s boards of
directors, and there is an expectation that they will keep up
with increases in each other’s pay packages. As the owners of
capital have gained power, labor has lost power. Only 13 percent
of American workers now belong to unions, and “Right to
Work” legislation in twenty-nine states has made union orga-
nizing extremely difficult. A crucial factor in the atrophying of
labor power in the United States has been the ability and will-
ingness of corporations to shift production overseas, where they
can and do pay wages as low as 30 cents an hour. Capital can
move freely across national borders, but labor cannot. Factory
workers in Massachusetts know that the threat that owners can
move operations to El Salvador or China hangs over every ne-
gotiation with management, and the mere existence of such a
threat suffices to weaken their bargaining power.

“Rosa Martinez produces apparel for US markets on her sew-
ing machine in El Salvador. Yox can hire her for 33 cents an hour.”
So goes an advertisement, paid for by the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development, in the textile trade journal Bobbin.** Why
do companies pay such wages? Again, because they can. Transna-
tional corporations are able to shop around the globe for the
most advantageous wage environments, that is, those places
where people are so desperate that they must take jobs that pay
extremely low wages, in many cases wages insufficient to feed and
house themselves and their dependents. In other words, it is con-
sidered good business practice to maximize the disparity of power
between employer and employee in order to increase the profit

39. Michael J. Naughton, “The ‘Stumbling and Tripping’ of Exccutive Pay,”

New 0.\5ﬂ)rd Review 68, no. 11 (Dec. 2001): 27-28.
40. Eric Bates, “Losing Our Shirts,” The Independent (Durham, NC), April

6, 1994.
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margin of the corporation. All of this is done in the name of
“free” trade. As Augustine saw, in the absence of any substantive
ends, what triumphs is the sheer lust for power. The one and only
end is profit, the aggrandizement of the corporation — in short,
naked power. This end is served precisely by the minimization of
the employees’ freedom.

“Because they can” is not the end of the story, however, for
most managers of corporations would reply “because we must.”
There is a deeper sense in which managers act as they do because
they feel compelled to do so. When managers lament the dis-
placement and suffering caused by closing factories that pay liv-
ing wages and opening others that do not, they are not just being
disingenuous, nor are people who make such decisions ipso facto
bad people. When they blame the move on necessity, they recog-
nize a very real sense that the “free” market does not leave them
free to act in ways they might believe are more just. In their search
for cheap labor, managers often appeal to a sense of fate. They feel
they have no choice in the matter, because they assume that, given
the prevailing logic of free exchange, consumers will want to max-
imize their own gain in any transaction by paying the lowest price
possible for a product. In a world of consumption without ends,
it is assumed that the consumer will want to maximize his or her
own power at the expense of the laborer, and the manager does
not feel free to resist this logic, lest his or her own corporation fall
victim to competition from other corporations that are better po-
sitioned to take advantage of cheap labor.

More than consumers, however, it is stockholders who drive
the search for cheap labor. As Peter Drucker, Michael Naughton,
and others have observed, over the last twenty years the tremen-
dous concentration of stock in institutional investment plans —
mutual funds, pension plans, insurance companies, and so forth
— has shifted the power dynamics of publicly traded corpora-
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tions. Institutional investors have put tremendous pressure on
executives to maximize returns for their clients. At the same time,
offering stock options to executives has been the favored tool for
ensuring that the interests of the executives and those of the
stockholders coincide. As a result of this shift of power, execu-
tives have strong incentives to favor the concerns of stockholders
over those of other stakeholders, such as employees and their
families and their communities.’ Who owns corporations — the
question of property, concerning which Friedman and others are
generally agnostic — plays a crucial role in the dynamics of
power.

When market forces alone are not enough to discipline the la-
bor force, political coercion has often been brought to bear, sup-
posedly on behalf of protecting free markets from interference.
As the examples of China, South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and
Myanmar indicate, authoritarian regimes are perfectly compati-
ble with “free”-market economies, where a disciplined labor force
is considered attractive to business. The economies of many
Latin American nations were “freed” of state interference
through a series of military dictatorships in the 1970s and 1980s.
As Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano says about this period,
“People were in prison so that prices could be free.”* Milton
Friedman himself made a highly publicized visit to General
Pinochet’s Chile in 1975 to help guide the reconstruction of the
economy under Chilean economists known as “Los Chicago
Boys,” who had been students of Friedman and Arnold
Harberger at the University of Chicago. In published remarks,
Friedman counseled General Pinochet to ignore his image

41 Naughton, “Stumbling and Tripping,” pp. 27-31.
42. Eduardo Galeano, quoted in Lawrence Weschler, A Miracle, A Universe:
Settling Accownts with Tortuvers (New York: Pantheon Books, 1990), p. 147.
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abroad as an abuser of human rights and to focus instead on cur-
ing Chile of “statism.”* Friedman also declared publicly that the
Chilean economy needed “shock treatment.”** To those thou-
sands subject to torture by electroshock under Pinochet, Fried-
man’s words were a chilling confirmation of the link between the
discipline of labor and the freeing of capital.

IV. Judging When a Market Is Free

Is Rosa Martinez free? If we take Friedman’s definition at face
value, then we might answer yes. Her decision to take a job mak-
ing clothes for American markets would presumably be both in-
formed and voluntary, provided she was not deceived about the
kind and amount of work she would be doing, or about the
hourly amount she would be paid. Presumably no one would
force her to take the job, and no one would prevent her from leav-
ing it. Both Rosa Martinez and her employer would enter into
this exchange in the expectation of benefiting from it. The em-
ployer would expect to increase profits by paying low wages, and
Rosa Martinez would expect an improvement over starvation.
The problem with this view is that it pretends to be blind to
the real disparity of power at work here while simultaneously
stripping away the ability to judge an exchange on the basis of
anything but sheer power, since any telos, or common standard of
good, has been climinated from view. Nothing necessarily con-
nects the employer’s desires to Rosa Martinez’s desires. In Fried-
man’s view, to ask whether this exchange serves the common
good, or if it is just, is irrelevant to the question of whether or not

43. “El consejo del professor,” Ercilla (April 2, 1975): 19-22.
44. Pamela Constable and Arturo Valenzuela, A Nation of Enemies: Chile
under Pinochet (New York: W, W. Norton & Company, 1991), p. 170.
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the exchange is free. We may only appropriately ask whether both
parties are entering into the exchange expecting to gain some-
thing for their own individual interests that they would not have
gained had they not entered into the exchange. Considerations of
goodness and justice only seem to apply to the capitalist system as
a whole. Friedman and other free-market advocates argue that
capitalism as such is the best system based on its ability to give
people what they want. A system that is allegedly based on indi-
vidual rights is thus ironically justified by a utilitarian justifica-
tion of the system as a whole, to which individuals and their free-
dom are sacrificed.

Some free-market advocates may wish to argue, on the other
hand, that Rosa Martinez’s exchange with her employer is not
free, but that it is an aberration in the free-market system that will
work itself out if the market mechanism is given time to operate.
Similar claims could be made for all the examples I gave above un-
der the heading Libido dominandi. That is, none of these are ex-
amples of the true functioning of the free market, and the market
mechanism will protect against coercion if it is given time and al-
lowed to function without interference.

However, in order to judge which exchanges are truly free and
which ones are not, one must abandon Friedman’s purely negative
and functionalist approach to freedom and have some positive
standard by which to judge. For example, if we admit that Rosa
Martinezs exchange with her employer is voluntary and informed,
yet still want to claim that it is not truly free, we must be able to
muster an argument based on some standard of human flourish-
ing and the ends of human life that are being violated by her work-
ing for less than a living wage. In other words, once we admit that
freedom defined strictly negatively is inadequate, we are pushing
ourselves toward the recognition that Augustine was right; to
speak of freedom in any realistic and full sense is necessarily to en-

25

Malyon College Libraty



Being Consumed

gage the question of the true ends of human life. Yet such ends are
precisely what free market advocates would banish from the defi-
nition of the free market. To enter into judgments about the free-
dom of particular exchanges, we must abandon Friedman’s defini-
tion of a free market, and we must also abandon any claims for the
goodness of “the free market” as such. There is no point to claim-
ing that “capitalism produces freedom” unless one wants to claim
that “any economic exchange that produces freedom is capital-
ism,” in which case one has simply uttered a tautology. The key
point is that the freedom of each economic exchange is subject to
judgment based on a positive account of freedom, which must
take into account the good ends of human life.

Let us consider some examples. Reporter Bob Herbert visited
a factory in El Salvador that makes jackets for the Liz Claiborne
line of clothing. The jackets sell for $178 each in the United
States; the workers who make them earn 77 cents per jacket, or 56
cents an hour. The factory is surrounded by barbed wire and
armed guards. A worker interviewed after her 12-hour shift told
of being unable to feed herself and her three-year-old daughter
adequately. Her daughter drinks coffee because they cannot af-
ford milk; both mother and daughter suffer fainting spells. David
Wang, president of Mandarin Company, which runs one of the
plants in El Salvador, admitted to Herbert that the wages are in-
adequate: “If you really ask me, this is not fair.” But then he went
on to offer a lesson in “free” trade. “In the United States, if you
want to buy a Honda Civic, you can shop around and always you
will find cheaper ones.” This is what the clothing companies were
doing, according to Wang. “They are shopping around the whole

world for the cheapest labor price.”"

45- Bob Herbert, “In magquiladora sweatshops: Not a living wage,” Minne-
apolis Star Tribune, Oct. 22, 199s.

26

Freedom and Unfreedom

Contrast this situation with the Spain-based Mondragén Co-
operative Corporation, which was founded by Basque priest Jos¢
Maria Arizmendiarrieta in 1956. Mondragén employs 60,000
people and has annual sales of manufactured goods in excess of $3
billion. What makes Mondragén extraordinary is that it is based
on the principles of distributism: this idea — based on papal so-
cial teaching and promoted by Hilaire Belloc, G. K. Chesterton,
and others — is that a just social order can only be achieved
through just distribution of property and a recognition of the
dignity of labor. Mondragén is entirely worker-owned and
worker-governed, and it is based on a system of one vote per
worker. At Mondragén they believe that labor hires capital, in-
stead of capital hiring labor. Their capital comes largely from a
credit union that is supported by workers and the community.
The highest-paid employee can make no more than six times
what the lowest-paid makes; 10 percent of surpluses are given di-
rectly to community development projects. Not only is the com-
pany successful and laborers highly satisfied with their work, but
the communities in which Mondragén plays a significant part en-
joy lower crime rates, lower rates of domestic violence, higher
rates of education, and better physical and emotional health than
neighboring communities."

By Friedman’s standards, both the Salvadoran textile worker
and the worker at Mondragén are free. If we allow ourselves to
judge freedom on the basis of the true ends of human life, how-
ever, it becomes obvious that the Salvadoran woman is little
better than enslaved and that the Mondragén worker is afforded

46, Race Mathews, “Mondragon: Past Performance and Future Potential,”
paper presented at the Kent State University Capital Ownership Group Con-
ference, Washington, DC (Oct. 2002). This paper can be found at hetp://
cog.kent.edu/Author/Author.htm. More information on Mondragon is avail-
able at the company’s website, www.mondragon.mcc.es.
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the opportunity for true freedom. We must make particular
judgments like this if we are not to use “freedom” as an empty slo-
gan to cover over the depredations of naked power. Mondragén
is founded on the recognition that true freedom requires a careful
consideration of what is required for human flourishing, which
requires consideration of the ends of being human. As Belloc
said, “Economic freedom can only be a good if it fulfills some
need in our nature.”"

Economic freedom is in our eyes a good. It is among the high-
est of temporal goods because it is necessary to the highest life
of society through the dignity of man and through the multi-
plicity of his action, in which multiplicity is life. Through well-
divided property alone can the units of society react upon the
State. Through it alone can a public opinion flourish. Only
where the bulk of the cells are healthy can the whole organism
thrive. It is therefore our business to restore economic free-
dom through the restoration of the only institution under
which it flourishes, which institution is Pr()p(:rty.49

The link between property and freedom is a crucial one. Free-
market advocates tend to be agnostic on the question of owner-
ship: barring external interference, an exchange is formally free
even if the only thing a person has to exchange is his or her labor.
Burt as the example of Rosa Martinez makes plain, having no
ownership of anything can make one little better than a wage
slave. For much of the Catholic tradition on the subject of prop-
erty, going back to Aquinas and beyond, the ownership of prop-

47. Hilaire Belloc, The Restoration of Property (New York: Sheed 8 Ward,
1936), p. 21.
48. Belloc, Restoration of Property, p. 27.
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erty is natural to human beings and allows them to develop their
own capacities.”” As Belloc says, property is thus essential to hu-
man freedom. But he does not construe freedom negatively here.
The ownership of property is not about power, and the wide dis-
tribution of property is not about a greater equilibrium of power.
Rather, property has an end, which is to serve the common good.
The universal destination of all material goods is in God. As
Aquinas says, we should regard property as a gift from God, a gift
that is only valid if we use it for the benefit of others.”® Thus
Aquinas sanctions private ownership only insofar as it is put to its
proper end, which is the good of all: “Man ought to possess exter-
nal things, not as his own, but as common, so that, to wit, he is
ready to communicate them to others in their need.”" Absent
such a view of the true end of property, freedom means being able
to do whatever one wants with one’s property, and property can
thus become nothing more than a means of power over others.
Let us consider two more examples, this time having to do di-
rectly with consumption. When one buys a steak at a large chain
grocery store, according to Friedman, all the information one
needs in order to make a free decision — assuming that the steak

s not simply defective or contaminated — is conveyed by the

price. The true story behind the shrink-wrap, however, is more
consequential than Friedman would have us believe. A calf might
spend the first few months of its life cating grass on the range, but
typically the rest of its short life is spent in a feedlot, ankle deep in
manure. By nature, cattle are equipped to turn the grass that
grows naturally on arid land into high-quality protein. However,
allowing cattle to graze is considered inefficient these days, be-

49. St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 11-11.66.1.
so. Aquinas, Summa, II-11.66.1ad2.
s1. Aquinas, Summa, 11-11.66.2.
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cause it takes too long. Today’s beef cattle in the United States go
from 80 to 1200 pounds in just fourteen months on a crash diet
of corn, protein supplements, and drugs. They are given hor-
mone implants (banned in Europe) to promote growth. Their
calories come from corn, which is cheap and convenient but de-
pends on the use of lots of petroleum products, and wreaks havoc
on their ruminant digestive system, which is designed for grass.
The only way to keep cattle from dying of bloating, acidosis, or
abscessed livers as they fatten up on a grain diet is to give them
steady doses of antibiotics. Still, many strains of bacteria survive,
In the past, we could count on the fact that such bacteria, raised
in a cow’s neutral-pH digestive tract, would be killed off by the
acids in the human stomach. But now that the cow’s digestive
tract has been acidified by a corn diet, acid-tolerant strains such
as E. coli have developed; when those are found in our food, they
can kill us. When the cattle are slaughtered, they are caked with
feedlot manure, which is where the E. coli reside. Rather than al-
tering beef cactle’s diet or keeping them from living in their own
feces or slowing down the processing speed of the slaughter lines,
all of which are considered inefficient and impractical, processors
spray the meat with disinfectant solution and irradiate it. Then
they shrink-wrap it and send it to your local supermarket.**

The meat is cheap, but the social costs are not included in the
price. Each head of cattle requires about 284 gallons of oil in its
lifetime. As Michael Pollan says, “We have succeeded in industri-
alizing the beef calf, transforming what was once a solar-powered
ruminant into the very last thing we need: another fossil-fuel ma-
chine.”*® Runoff from the petroleum-based fertilizer has traveled

sz. Michael Pollan, “Power Steer,” New York Tinies Magazine, March 31,
2002,
53. Pollan, “Power Steer,” p. 71.
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down the Mississippi and created a 12,000-square-mile “dead
zone” in the Gulf of Mexico. Extensive use of antibiotics has led
to resistant strains of bacteria. And scientists believe that hor-
mone use has contributed to dropping human sperm counts and
sexual abnormalities in fish. One cattleman interviewed by
Pollan said: “I'd love to give up hormones. If the consumer said,
“We don’t want hormones, we'd stop in a second. The cattle
could get along better without them. But the market signal’s not
there, and as long as my competitor’s doing it, I've got to do it
t00.”* But it is difficult to imagine how this signal would be gen-
erated, because the system is designed to keep the origins of beefa
mystery to the consumer. So the cattleman continues to feel co-
erced into using hormones.

Contrast this to the Zweber Farm in Elko, Minnesota. When I
buy beef from Jon and Lisa Zweber, I know that it is grass-fed,
raised on pastureland behind their house. The Zwebers use no
hormones or antibiotics in their operation. When I buy beef
from them, it is a truly free exchange. All the information I need
is available and transparent, and the exchange contributes to the
flourishing of the Zwebers, their local community, my family, the
cattle, and the environment. My exchange with the supermarket
is less than free, because the information I need is not readily
available to me. Before I read Michael Pollan, T had only the vagu-
est sense of how beef is typically raised. The ranchers and feedlot
workers chafe under the compulsion of market forces beyond
their control, and all the while their profit margins are squeezed
ever tighter by the four conglomerates that dominate the
meatpacking industry. And the overall effect of the system on the
environment and on rural communities has been devastating.

54. Pollan, “Power Steer,” p. s1.
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V. Conclusion

Is this a call, then, for state intervention in the market? No. Itisa
false dichotomy to limit the possibilities to either requiring state
intervention or blessing the unfettered reign of corporate power.
Neither state intervention nor its absence ensures the freedom of
a market. There is no point in making broad utilitarian claims
about the benefits of “zhe free market” as if we could identify a
market as “free” merely by the absence of restraint on naked
power. Giving free rein to power without ends is more likely to
produce unfreedom than to produce freedom. There is simply no
way to talk about a really free economy without entering into
particular judgments about what kinds of exchange are condu-
cive to the flourishing of life on earth and what kinds are not.
Though my purpose in this chapter has not been to go into detail
about the specific ends of human work and material possessions,
the Christian tradition provides a wealth of reflection on these
matters.” [ believe it would be counterproductive to expect the
state to attempt to impose such a direction on economic activity.
What is most important is the direct embodiment of free eco-
nomic practices. From a Christian point of view, the churches
should take an active role in fostering economic practices that are
consonant with the true ends of creation. This requires promot-
ing economic practices that maintain close connections among
capital, labor, and communities, so that real communal discern-
ment of the good can take place. Those are the spaces in which
true freedom can flourish.

ss. For example, the Catholic social encyclicals Laborem Exercens,
Quadragesimo Anno, Gandinm et Spes, and others.
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chapter 2

DETACHMENT AND ATTACHMENT

In January 200s, a twenty-year-old Nebraska college student
auctioned off advertising space on his forchead. The winning
bid was over $37,000. For that princely sum, the young man spent
thirty days with a temporary tattoo on his forehead extolling the
virtues of a snoring remedy. Although his actual forehead would
be seen by a limited number of people, the manufacturer of the
product hoped to benefit by the worldwide publicity that the hu-
man ad campaign generated. The human billboard himself was
quoted as saying, “The way [ sce it 'm selling something I already
own; after thirty days [ get it back.”

It would be easy to approach this story — and the subject of
this chapter, consumerism — with some stern finger-wagging
about the greed of people these days. “People will do anything for
money. Everybody wants more, and nobody wants to share with
those who have less. The world would be a better place if we all

1. “Man auctions ad space on forehead,” BBC News, 10 Jan. 200s, at: htep://
news.bbe.co.uk/1/hi/technology/ 4161413.5tm. For information on the winning
bid, see Ina Steiner, “No Snooze for this eBay Auction: Ad Space Wins $17.375
Bid,” AuctionBytes.com, January 25, 2005, at: http://auctionbytes.com/cab/

abn/yos/mor/izs/so7.
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shared.” And so on. But what makes consumer culture worth
talking about from the point of view of moral theology is not pri-
marily greed. The Nebraska man pulled this stunt to pay for his
college education, not apparently out of plain greed. What is in-
teresting about this story for our purposes is the way it illustrates
something more basic about a consumer culture: its ability to
turn virtually anything into a commodity, that is, into something
that can be bought and sold.

The Christian tradition has always condemned greed (also
called avarice). Jesus denounces storing up treasures on earth
(Matt. 6:19-21); Paul attacks greed as a form of idolatry (Col. 3:5);
Pope Gregory the Great included avarice in his list of seven
deadly sins, which would serve over the centuries as a catalogue of
perils for the soul to avoid.* Greed usually signifies an inordinate
attachment to money and things. We think of the miser counting
his money and storing it in the bank, or we picture the person
reveling in her possessions, obsessed with stuffing her big house
or houses with more things. But this view of greed does not really
capture the spirit of our consumer economy. Most people are not
overly attached to things, and most are not obsessed with hoard-
ing riches. Indeed, the United States has one of the lowest savings
rates of any wealthy country, and we are the most indebted soci-
ety in history. What really characterizes consumer culture is not
attachment to things but detachment. People do not hoard
money; they spend it. People do not cling to things; they discard
them and buy other things.

In a consumer society, detachment occurs in both selling and
buying, and anything can be sold: healthcare, space, human
blood, names (“Tostitos Fiesta Bowl”), adoption rights, water,

2. Henry Faitlie, The Seven Deadly Sins Today (Notre Dame, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1978), p. 12.
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genetic codes, the rights to emit pollutants into the air, the use of
one’s own forehead. The Nebraska man describes himself as the
“owner” of his forchead, which he can sell and get back. Con-
sumerism is the remarkable ability to be detached even from
those things, such as our foreheads, to which we are most obvi-
ously attached. But the detachment of consumerism is not just
the willingness to sell anything. The detachment of consumer-
ism is also a detachment from the things we buy. Our relation-
ships with products tend to be short-lived: rather than hoarding
treasured objects, consumers are characterized by a constant dis-
satisfaction with material goods. This dissatisfaction is what pro-
duces the restless pursuit of satisfaction in the form of some-
thing new. Consumerism is not so much about having more as it
is about having something else; that's why it is not simply buying
but shopping that is the heart of consumerism. Buying brings a
temporary halt to the restlessness that typifies consumerism.
This restlessness — the moving on to shopping for something
else, no matter what one has just purchased — sets the spiritual
tone for consumerism.

Consumerism is an important subject for theology because it
is a spiritual disposition, a way of looking at the world around us
that is deeply formative. In many ways, consumerism has affini-
ties with the traditional Christian view of how we should regard
material things. We will need to explore where consumerism and
Christianity converge and where they part ways. In the first sec-
tion of this chapter, I want to examine some of the economic con-
ditions that typify consumerism and its detachment from pro-
duction, producers, and products. In the second section, I will
look at consumerism as moral formation and compare it with
some themes from Christian moral theology. In the third section,
I will explore the Eucharist as a Christian practice that offers an

alternative way to practice consumption.
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1. Detachment

Some critiques of consumerism are content to complain about
the greed and materialism of the present age: people have aban-
doned God and the higher, more spiritual values of life for the
base pleasures of material objects. There may be some truth to
these complaints, but they miss the mark in at least two ways.
First, they set up a false dichotomy between the spiritual and the
material. In the Christian tradition, which believes that God be-
came flesh (John 1:14), the material world is sanctified and
charged with spiritual significance. The Christian is not meant to
choose between God and the creation, because all of creation
sings of the glory of God. In the Catholic tradition especially, the
sacraments show us how we encounter God in everyday material
elements. The second problem with such a critique of people’s
values is that most people do not simply choose material goods
over spiritual values. The person who deliberately decides to be-
come a hedonist and materialist is rare. Even pop singer Ma-
donna, the self-declared “Material Girl,” is involved in spiritual-
ity, a de-Judaized version of the ancient Jewish mystical practice
called Kabbalah. Consumerism is not simply people rejecting
spirituality for materialism. For many people, consumerism is a
type of spirituality, even if they do not recognize it as such. It is a
way of pursuing meaning and identity, a way of connecting with
other people. Many others, finding themselves in relentless pur-
suit of the requisite material things of the American dream, sense
that something is awry. They read reports of Thai women being
worked to death making the plastic toys and gadgets that litter
our lives, and they recoil. The problem is not people deliberacely
choosing their own comfort over the lives of others because of
their skewed values. The problem is a much larger one: changes in
the economy and society in general have detached us from mate-
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rial production, producers, and even the products we buy. T will
take each of these in turn.

Production

Take a look around your home or room at the things you and
your family own. How many of these items did you make? If you
are a typical Westerner, the answer is “very few.” Even meals are
often prepackaged affairs to be microwaved and consumed. We
take this situation for granted; almost all the things we have, we
have bought. In most homes in most cultures for most of human
history, however, the situation was radically different. Before the
advent of industrialization, the typical home was a site of produc-
tion, not merely consumption. Most people lived on farms, and
they made the majority of the goods they used. People had less,
and life was often hard. There is no need to romanticize pre-
industrial society. But the difference in our attitudes toward ma-
terial things can hardly be overemphasized. We used to make
things; now we buy them.

The Industrial Revolution depended on people moving from
subsistence farming and handcrafts to factory labor. This was ac-
complished in several ways. The forced enclosure of common
lands in England and the Continent often made subsistence
farming untenable. The enclosure movement privatized common
lands, dividing them up among landowners, usually to the advan-
tage of large landholders and the detriment of subsistence farm-
ers.” Cottage industries were wiped out by the flood of cheap
manufactured goods from the new factories, often forcing people

3. For a detailed account of this process in England, see J. L. Hammond and
Barbara Hammond, The Village Labourer 1760-1832: A Study in the Govern-
ment of England before the Reform Bill (New York: Harper & Row, 1970).
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to seck work in the same factories that put them out of business.*
The movement from handcrafts to factory work was significant.
Today, however, we are even further removed from the produc-
tion of goods. Fewer and fewer Americans or Europeans have any
idea what factory work is like, since the process of globalization
has sent many manufacturing jobs overseas, with more such
transfers coming every day. Not only do we not make the things
we use; more and more, we don’t make any things at all.

Why should we care? Perhaps because it has something to do
with widespread negative attitudes toward work in our society.
“Thank God it’s Friday” is a common sentiment, and not only
among blue-collar workers. The cartoon Dilbert expresses a deep
discontent among white-collar cubicle-dwellers as well. Many
people do not see their work as meaningful, only a means to a
paycheck. One’s labor itself has become a commodity, a thing to
be sold to the employer in exchange for the money needed to buy
things. For many people, work has become deadening to the
spirit.

Though negative attitudes toward work are common, it was not
meant to be so. Our work was meant to be an outlet for creativity, a
vocation to make our impress on the material world. Work is the
way we put our very selves into the world of material objects. As
Pope John Paul II has said, “Work is a good thing for man — a
good thing for his humanity — because through work man not
only transforms nature, adapting it to his own needs, but he also
achieves fulfillment as a human being and indeed, in a sense, be-
comes ‘more a human being.”” According to John Paul II, work is

4. Rodney Clapp, “Why the Devil Takes Visa: A Christian Response to the
Triumph of Consumerism,” Christianity Today 40, no. 11 (Oct. 7, 1996): 18.

5. Pope John Paul 11, On Human Work [Laborem Exercens] (Boston: St.
Paul Editions, 1981), §9. I would have preferred inclusive language, but I have
quoted this passage as it appears.

38

Detachment and Attachment

the key to the whole social question, because the question facing
society is how to make life “more human.”® Being more human
means, at the same time, participating in the creative activity of
God. “The word of God's revelation is profoundly marked by the
fundamental truth that man, created in the image of God, shares by
his work in the activity of the Creator.”” This is the true meaning of
the call in Genesis to “fill” and “subdue” the earth, and to have “do-
minion” over it (Gen. 1:28).° This spiritual view of work has an evo-
cative appeal to many people who feel alienated from their work
and detached from creative engagement with the material world.
But this spiritual view of work has not waned simply because peo-
ple have bad attitudes and negative values; rather, it is because our
whole system of production has changed. The system has shown a
tremendous capacity to increase the volume and variety of goods
produced, while it also detaches us from the creation of things.

Producers

If labor has become a commodity to be sold, it is also a commodity
to be bought. The people who make our things are less often our-
selves or our neighbors, people with names and faces and aspira-
tions to self-realization, and more often an impersonal “work
force.” In a reversal of Genesis, “man is treated as an instrument of
production, whereas he.. . . ought to be treated as the effective sub-
ject of work and its true maker and creator.”” The people who
make our things are referred to as “labor costs,” which naturally
need to be “minimized.” And one of the key ways to reduce labor

6. Pope John Paul II, On Human Work, §3.
7. Pope John Paul 11, On Human Work, §25.
8. Pope John Paul I, On Human Work, §4.
9. Pope John Paul II, On Human Work, §7.
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costs is to move production overseas, where wages are much lower
and protections for workers are much more lax.

Hip-hop star P. Diddy launched his Sean John line of de-
signer clothing with the slogan “It’s not just a label, it’s a life-
style.” Of the forty dollars or more that consumers in the United
States pay for a Sean John shirt, the women who actually make
the shirts, from start to finish, get fifteen cents. Lydda Gonzélez
is a young Honduran woman who worked at Southeast Textiles,
a factory in Honduras sewing clothes for Sean John, Old Navy,
Polo Sport, and other popular brands. The factory is located in
Honduras’s San Migucl Free Trade Zone, a compound sur-
rounded by tall metal fences and armed guards. Lydda began
working in a bakery at age eleven, and then went to work at
Southeast Textiles at seventeen, hoping to pull her family out of
poverty. This is what she found instead: miserable wages, twelve-
hour shifts six days a week, and mandatory unpaid overtime. She
was subjected to random searches, sexual harassment, and com-
pulsory pregnancy tests. Her supervisor was abusive, the air in
the factory was filled with textile particles, and the drinking wa-
ter was tainted with raw sewage. When Lydda and fourteen co-
workers got together to demand better working conditions, they
were all fired and their names put on a blacklist to be shared with
other factory owners. She has been subjected to death threats for
speaking out.'’

Many transnational companies are now pulling out of Central
America, but not because of concern for the Lydda Gonzalezes of
Honduras. The companies are moving to Asia because they can
cut their labor costs in half: instead of the 65 cents an hour Lydda

10. Sarah Stillman, “Made by Us: Young Women, Sweatshops, and the Eth-
ics of Globalization,” the 2005 Elie Wiesel Prize in Ethics, at: htep://www
.eliewieselfoundation.org/EthicsPrize/WinnersEssays/2005/Sarah_Stillman

.pdf.
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received, they can get away with paying 33 cents an hour in facto-
ries in China, with some documented cases of wages as low as 12
cents an hour."" Workers making Disney children’s books at the
Nord Race factories in Guangdong Province, for example, must
work 13-15 hours a day, seven days a week, and earn only 33 cents
per hour in abusive conditions.'” Such conditions tend to be the
norm, not the exception. The Chinese have even coined a word
— guolaosi — for death from overwork. A Washington Post arti-
cle highlighted the death of Li Chunmei, a nineteen-year-old
woman who collapsed and died after working 16-hour shifts for
sixty days straight in a toy factory making stuffed animals for
children in the “developed” countries."’

We shop; they drop. What is the connection? It’s often diffi-
cult to find out. The young writer Tom Beaudoin tells a story
that many middle-class Westerners can appreciate. He had a
vague sense that other people were suffering because of the way
his things were made, but he was too busy to know what to do
about it. One day he took some of his favorite brand-name items
from his closet and decided to call the companies directly to ask
how they were made. He often found himself on hold fifteen or
more times, as he was routed through various managers, public-
relations representatives, cven mailroom attendants. On the few
occasions that he was allowed to talk to someone knowledgeable
about production, that manager would refuse to take responsibil-
ity for the well-being of workers, since most production workers

1. Philip P. Pan, “Worked Till They Drop: Few Protections for China’s
New Laborers,” Hashington Post, May 13, 2002, Aol

12. National Labor Committee, “Disney in China,” at: heep://
www.nlenet.org/news/china/pdfs/Nord_Race.pdf.

13. Pan, “Worked Till They Drop,” cited in Vincent J. Miller, Consuming
Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture (New York: Con-
tinuum, 2004), 16-17.
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were distanced from the branding company by means of
“outsourcing” work to independent contractors."?

Naomi Klein argues that the goal of a transnational corpora-
tion is a kind of transcendence of the material world. Such a cor-
poration

attempt(s] to free itself from the corporeal world of com-
modities, manufacturing and products to exist on another
plane. Anyone can manufacture a product, they reason. . . .
Such menial tasks, therefore, can and should be farmed out
to contractors and subcontractors whose only concern is fill-
ing the order on time and under budget. . . . Headquarters,
meanwhile, is free to focus on the real business at hand —
creating a corporate mythology powerful enough to infuse
meaning into these raw objects just by signing its name."?

According to Klein,

. after establishing the “soul” of their corporations, the
superbrand companies have gone on to rid themselves of
their cumbersome bodies, and there is nothing that seems
more cumbersome, more loathsomely corporeal, than the
factories that produce their products.'®

We are invited to participate in this transcendence of the mate-
rial world of production and producers. We are invited to buy
products that miraculously appear on store shelves without inquir-

14. Tom Beaudoin, Consuming Faith: Integrating Who We Are with What
We Buy (Lanham, MD: Sheed & Ward, 2003), pp. ix-xiv.

15. Naomi Klein, No Lago (New York: Picador, 1999), p. 22 (quoted in
Beaudoin, Cﬂm:mzi}zg Faith, p- 69).

16. Klein, No Logo, p. 196 (quoted in Beaudoin, Consuming Faith, p. 69).
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ing into their origins. And yet Beaudoin’s dilemma haunts us. As 1
write this, I stop to look at the clothes I am wearing: my shirt was
made in Indonesia, my jeans in Mexico, my shoes in China. My un-
dershirt, whose label instructs me to “have a nice day,” was made in
Haiti, where a nice day for most people is a day when there is
enough food to eat. Most of us would never deliberately choose our
own material comfort over the life of another person. Most of us do
not consciously choose to work others to death for the sake of
lower prices on the things we buy. But we participate in such an
economy because we are detached from the producers, the people
who actually make our things. Not only are the people who make
our things often a world away, but we are prevented from learning
about where our products come from by a host of roadblocks. And
so we inhabit separate worlds, worlds that have entirely different
ways of looking at the material world. The “happy meal” toys from
McDonald’s that we easily discard reveal nothing of the toil of the
malnourished young women who make them. We spend the equiv-
alent of two days’ wages for such women on a cup of coffee for our-
selves — without giving it a second thought. We do so not neces-
sarily because we are greedy and indifferent to the suffering of
others, but largely because those others are invisible to us.

Products

On a road that passes close to the house I grew up in, shopping
malls have replaced corn. On one particular stretch stands a new
McDonalds fast-food joint, built in a retro style to look like the
original McDonald’s from the 1950s. Next to it stands a restau-
rant with a medieval English castle theme, buile with drawbridges
and turrets. On the other side of the castle is a Mexican fast-food
joint, with some features that are meant to suggest an cighteenth-
century Spanish mission. It shares space with a seafood restau-
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rant, decorated with a scattering of nets and life preservers and
piratey paraphernalia. All of this stands in the middle of an Illi-
nois cornfield.

This kind of scene is so common that it hardly even strikes us
as odd anymore. Of course, we know it’s all fake. But what would
“authentic” mean in this context? We take for granted that other
times and places — 19508 America, medieval England, colonial
Mexico, the high seas — are all available for our consumption.
The expansion of the global economy has brought the world to
our fingertips. Music, food, products, and ideas from around the
globe are commodities for our enjoyment. This applies not just to
low-end products such as fast food, but also to high-culture prod-
ucts such as single-malt Scotch whisky and yoga accessorics.
Globalization has increased our awarenéss of, and sympathy for,
other times and places. At the same time, however, it produces a
detachment from all times and places.

What is “authentic” suburban Illinois culture at the beginning
of the twenty-first century? It is, I suppose, fragments of tradi-
tional rural Midwestern life and urban Chicago themes, mixed
with a hodgepodge of other times and other places. We stand
back from culture like a shopper in a supermarket and pick and
choose our culture from the infinite variety of experiences mar-
keted to us. Because our consumption can take us anywhere, we
are nowhere in particular. The stretch of road I have described is
the same as other stretches throughout the country and through-
out the world. If you were dropped out of the sky and landed on
this road, it would take some investigation to figure out if you
were near Chicago or Dallas, Montreal or Sydney.

This detachment tends to characterize our attitudes toward
the products we buy. Far from obsessively clinging to our stuff, we
tend to buy and discard products easily. We don’t make them
ourselves or have any connections to the people that make them;
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increasingly, we have no connection to the people that sell them
either, as small local businesses are replaced by gigantic chain re-
tailers. Under these conditions, our connections to products be-
come very tenuous and fleeting as well. The products we buy are
mute as to their origins, and the people we buy them from can tell
us little. Products say nothing about where they come from and
how they are produced, and we scarcely bother to wonder. We
simply take for granted that we can buy fresh bananas in Minne-
sota in the dead of winter. Meat comes not from cows and pigs
but from little Styrofoam trays wrapped in clear plastic. We sim-
ply dump them in our carts and keep on shopping.

This does not mean that we have become indifferent to the
products we buy. On the contrary, as human relationships fall
away from the process of buying products, relationships become
more direct between ourselves and our things. The relationship
of consumption has largely been reduced to the bare encounter at
the store (or on the computer screen) between consumer and
thing. But marketers know that consumption could never keep
pace with production if encounters with products were encoun-
ters with inert things. The product must be made to sing and
dance and create a new kind of relationship between itself and
the consumer. Over the course of the twentieth century, market-
ing moved from primarily offering information about a product
to associating certain feelings with a product. Soft-drink com-
mercials say little about the actual fizzy liquid that you get when
you buy a can; rather, they try to associate the product with posi-
tive images like swimsuit-clad youths frolicking on a beach. As
one marketer says, “Products are made in the factory, but brands
are made in the mind.”"” “Branding” — that is, getting people to
identify with a particular corporate brand — is about creating re-

17. Quoted in Beaudoin, Consuming Faith, p. 76.
4 P
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lationships between people and things. Associating in one’s mind
with certain brands gives a sense of identity: one identifies one’s
self with certain images and values that are associated with the
brand. Branding offers opportunities to take on a new self, to per-
form an “extreme makeover” and become a new person. Some
people deal with depression by going shopping; it offers the
chance to start anew, to bring something new into one’s life. At
the same time, branding can also provide a sense of community
with all the other people who associate with a particular brand."
Why, then, should we speak about detachment from products
when much of consumer culture is about creating relationships
with products? Because such relationships are not made to last.
There would not be a market for all the goods that are produced
in an industrialized economy if consumers were content with the
things they bought. Consumer desire must be constantly on the
move. We must continually desire new things in order for con-
sumption to keep pace with production. The “extreme make-
over” is an ongoing process in the search for novelty, for bigger
and better, for “new and improved,” and for different experi-
ences. The shaving razor with one blade had to be surpassed by
the double-bladed razor, which was bested by three blades, then
four, and now an absurd five blades on one razor. This is more
than just a continuing attempt to make a product better; it is
what the General Motors people called “the organized creation of
dissatisfaction.”"® How can we be content with a mere two blades
when the current standard is five? How can we be content with
an iPod that downloads two hundred songs when someone else
has one that downloads a thousand? The economy as it is cur-

18. Beaudoin, Consuming Faith, pp. 53-58.

19. Quoted in Erik Larson, The Naked Consumer: How Our Private Lives
Become Public Commodities (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1992),
p. 20.
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rently structured would grind to a halt if we ever looked at our
stuff and simply declared, “It is enough. I am happy with what I
have.”

The truth is, however, that we do not tend to experience dis-
satisfaction as merely a negative. In consumer culcure, dissatisfac-
tion and satisfaction cease to be opposites, for pleasure is not so
much in the possession of things as in their pursuit. There is plea-
sure in the pursuit of novelty, and the pleasure resides not so
much in having as in wanting. Once we have obtained an item, it
brings desire to a temporary halt, and the item loses some of its
appeal. Possession kills desire; familiarity breeds contempt. That
is why shopping, not buying itself, is the heart of consumerism.
The consumerist spirit is a restless spirit, typified by detachment,
because desire must be constantly kept on the move.

I1. Moral Formation and the Material World

Consumer culture is one of the most powerful systems of forma-
tion in the contemporary world, arguably more powerful than
Christianity. While a Christian may spend an hour per week in
church, she may spend twenty-five hours per week watching tele-
vision, to say nothing of the hours spent on the Internet, listening
to the radio, shopping, looking at junk mail and other advertise-
ments. Nearly everywhere we lay our eyes — gas-pump handles,
T-shirts, public restroom walls, bank receipts, church bulletins,
sports uniforms, and so on — we are confronted by advertising.

Such a powerful formative system is not morally neutral: it
trains us to see the world in certain ways. As all the great faiths of
the world have attested, how we relate to the material world is a
spiritual discipline. As one corporate manager frankly put it,
“Corporate branding is really about worldwide beliefs manage-
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ment.”* This does not mean that the moral effects of consumer
culture are always negative. The global economy that has arisen
with consumer culture has the potential to broaden our horizons
and make us more aware of other peoples and other cultures in
the world. Nevertheless, we need to be aware of the powerful for-
mative effects of consumer culture, and we need to approach it
with eyes wide open. Let’s look at two ways that consumerism
constitutes a spiritual discipline, and then at some Christian re-
sponses.

Transcendence

Consumerism has certain affinities with the great faith traditions
of the world because, as we have seen, it trains us to transcend the
material world. Not only do we seck to leave behind the bodily la-
bor that goes into making things. Consumerism represents a con-
stant dissatisfaction with particular material things themselves, a
restlessness that constantly seeks to move beyond what is at hand.
Although the consumer spirit delights in material things and sees
them as good, the thing itself is never enough. Things and brands
must be invested with mythologies, with spiritual aspirations;
things come to represent freedom, status, and love. Above all,
they represent the aspiration to escape time and death by con-
stantly seeking renewal in created things. Each new movement of
desire promises the opportunity to start over.

The Christian tradition also recognizes the goodness of mate-
rial things — and the necessity of transcending them. The basic
Christian attitude toward material goods is established already in
the opening chapters of Genesis: because all things are created by
God, they are good. “God saw that it was good” is a phrase re-

20. Quoted in Beaudoin, Consuming Faith, p. 44.
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peated over and over (Gen. 1:4, 1:10, 1:12, 1:18, 1:21, 1:25, 1:31) in
the creation account. But precisely because all things are created
by God, created things are not ultimate. Created things, though
good, are never ends in themselves; rather, they point outside
themselves toward their Creator. As St. Augustine says, all cre-
ated things contain within themselves traces of the Creator. Pre-
cisely because of this, they are not ends but means toward the en-
joyment of God. According to Augustine, created things are to be
used, but only God is to be enjoyed.™

So the restlessness and dissatisfaction of consumerism are al-
ready found in a different form in Christianity. As creatures in
time, according to Augustine, we are passionate, desiring crea-
tures, and this is good. The constant renewal of desire is what gets
us out of bed in the morning. We desire because we are alive. Cre-
ated things, however, though essentially good, always fail fully to
satisfy because they are not ultimate. They are time-bound, not
infinite. Created things fall apart, and we lose interest in them
over time. They die. We die. Only God is eternal. Only God stops
the decay of time. In the words of Augustine’s famous prayer to
open the Confessions, “You have made us for yourself, and our
heart is restless until it rests in you.”** The restlessness of consum-
erism causes us constantly to seck new material objects. For Au-
gustine, on the other hand, the solution to our dissatisfaction is
not the continuous search for new things but a turn toward the
only One who can truly satisfy our desires. This does not require
the rejection of all earthly things, but an ability to see that all
things point to God. People and things are united in one great
web of being, flowing from and returning to their Creator. The

21. St. Augustine, City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (Harmondsworth,
UK: Penguin Books, 1972), p. 604 [(XVz7].

22. St. Augustine, Conféssions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991), p. 3 [L1] .
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Christian view elevates the dignity of things by seeing them as
participating in the being of God; but that view simultaneously
causes us to look through and beyond things to their Creator.

Community

Consumerism is a spiritual discipline that, like other spiritual
practices, lends itself to a certain practice of community. In iden-
tifying with the images and values associated with certain
brands, we also identify ourselves with all the other people who
make such an identification. Consumerism also allows us to
identify with other places and other cultures through our pur-
chases. White kids in Illinois can listen to reggac music and feel
themselves in solidarity with the struggles of poor blacks in Ja-
maica. As Vincent Miller points out, however, such types of “vir-
tual” community tend to reduce community to disembodied
acts of consumption.?* Miller cites the example of Moby's album
Play, which sold ten million copies in 1999. On that album
Moby combines samples of African-American spirituals, gospel,
and blues with techno-beat dance music. The song “Natural
Blues” begins with a sampling from a 1959 recording of Vera Hall
singing “Oh, Lordy, trouble so hard.” The sample is chopped
and mixed with dance music, and though such samples allow the
listener to enter into imaginative sympathy with the struggles of
the African-American community in its long hard history, Moby
takes the Hall samples out of context and offers them for listener
consumption.

Although Vera Hall and the other artists were not even ac-
knowledged, let alone thanked in Moby’s liner notes on the P/ay

23. Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a
Consumer Culture (New York: Continuum, 2004), pp. 7377
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album, every song on that album was eventually licensed for use
in a commercial — for such companies as Calvin Klein and
American Express. Concrete suffering is abstracted from its con-
text and offered as a commodity. No matter how much the lis-
tener feels in solidarity with others, virfual solidarity offers no
concrete results. As Miller notes, “This abstraction impedes the
translation of ethical concerns into action, reducing ethics to sen-
timent. The virtual becomes a substitute for concrete political
solidarity, or to put it another way, a fundamentally different act
— consumption — is substituted for political action.”**

In the Christian tradition, by contrast, one’s attitude toward
material goods is closely tied to an imperative of concrete solidar-
ity with others. When the rich young man approaches Jesus and
asks what he must do to attain eternal life, Jesus says to him, “Go,
sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, and you will
have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). For
Jesus, detachment from material goods went hand in hand with
attachment to Jesus himself — “follow me” — and to his commu-
nity of followers. St. Antony of Egypt (251-356) took Jesus’ com-
mand quite literally. Upon hearing this passage from Matthew’s
Gospel read in church when he was eighteen, he gave away most
of his possessions, sold the rest, and gave the money to the poor.
He went off to follow Jesus without the distractions of material
possessions, eventually gathering a community of monks around
him.” St. Clement of Alexandria (150-215) did not interpret Mat-
thew 19 to mean that Christians need to renounce all material
possessions, only the ones that are injurious to the soul.” Never-

24. Miller, Consuming Re/z;gion, p- 76.

25. St. Athanasius, The Life of Antony, trans. Robert C. Gregg (New York:
Paulist Press, 1980), pp. 30-32.

26. St. Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man that Shall Be Saved?”
§1, 15, at http://\'.'ww.carlychristianwrirings.com/tcxt/clcmcnt-ric]nmn.hrml.
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theless, Clement also encouraged an attitude of detachment from
material things that accompanied a concrete attachment to God
and to other people. Clement treated material possessions instru-
mentally, that is, as a means to be used toward other ends, namely
the service of God and others.”” Things are to be used “more for
the sake of the brethren™® than for oneself, he said, for “the na-
ture of wealth is to be subservient, not to rule.”?

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) derives this atticude of de-
tachment from material things from the fact that God is the
proper “owner” of all things. This is a common Old Testament
theme: “The world and all that is in it belong to the Lorp” (Ps.
TR i According to Aquinas, humans have dominion over ma-
terial things only “as regards their use.”" In other words, this is
God’s world, and we are just using it for the time being. Any do-
minion we have over creation is given to human beings in com-
mon by God. It follows that, with regard to the power to “pro-
cure and dispense” property, an individual has the right to possess
property. However, with regard to its use, a person “ought to pos-
sess external things, not as his own, but as common, so that, to
wit, he is ready to communicate them to others in their need.”*
We may possess property, but use it only for the common good,
especially for the sake of the neediest among us.

In the Christian tradition, detachment from material goods
means using them as a means to a greater end, and the greater end
is greater attachment to God and to our fellow human beings. In

27. Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man?” §14.

28. Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man?” §16.

29. Clement of Alexandria, “Who is the Rich Man?” §14.

30. See also, e.g,, Exod. 19:5: “The whole earth is mine, says the Lorp.”

31. St. Thomas Aquinas, Swnma Theologiae, trans. Fathers of the English
Dominican Province (Westminster, MD: Christian Classics, 1981), II-1L.66.1.

32. Aquinas, Swmma Theologiae, 11-11.66.2.
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consumerism, detachment means standing back from all people,
times, and places, and appropriating our choices for private use.
Consumerism supports an essentially individualistic view of the
human person, in which each consumer is a sovereign chooser. In
the Christian tradition, the use of material things is meant to be a
common use, for the sake of a larger body of people. We do not
help each other as individuals but as members of one another. Ac-
cording to Paul’s famous image (1 Cor. 12), we are all members of
the same body, the body of Christ. There is pluralism in the body:
some are eyes, some are hands, some are feet. And yet precisely be-
cause of that differentiation, all are needed. No member can say to
another, “T have no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21). Furthermore, Paul
says, the members of the body who seem weakest are the most in-
dispensable (12:22-24). The poor and the needy are not just ob-
jects for individual charity; rather, they are indispensable because
they are part of our very body. “If one member suffers, all suffer to-
gether with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with
it” (12:26). The reason that we do not cling to material things is
precisely because of our attachment to others. We must con-
stantly be ready to relinquish our claim to ownership, and to use
our goods for the common good of the whole body.

I11. Being Consumed

There is no question about whether or not to be a consumer. Ev-
eryone must consume to live. The question concerns what kinds
of practices of consumption are conducive to an abundant life for
all. In the Catholic tradition, the Eucharist is a particularly im-
portant locus for the Christian practice of consumption. Let’s
conclude this chapter by considering this sacramental practice
and how it might affect our daily practices of consumption.
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In the Eucharist, Jesus offers his body and blood to be con-
sumed. “Jesus said to them, ‘I am the bread of life. Whoever
comes to me will never be hungry’” (John 6:35). The insatiability
of human desire is absorbed by the abundance of God’s grace in
the consumption of Jesus’ body and blood. “Those who eat my
flesh and drink my blood have eternal life” (6:54), that is, they are
raised above mere temporal pursuit of novelty. “Do not work for
the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal
life” (6:27).

It would be easy enough to assimilate the consumption of the
Eucharist into a consumerist kind of spirituality. The presence of
Jesus could become another kind of commodity to be appropri-
ated for the benefit of the individual user. Indeed, much of what
passes for Christianity in our culture today is addressed to fulfill-
ing the spiritual needs of individual consumers of religion. Many
kinds of religion — or more commonly, “spirituality” — are
largely about self-help, using God to cope with the stresses of
modern life. The practice of the Eucharist is resistant to such ap-
propriation, however, because the consumer of the Eucharist is
taken up into a larger body, the body of Christ. The individual
consumer of the Eucharist does not simply take Christ into her-
self, but is taken up into Christ. Jesus says, “Those who eat my
flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and L'in them” (6:56). Paul
writes to the Corinthians: “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it
not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is
it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread,
we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one
bread” (1 Cor. 10:16-17).

The act of consumption is thereby turned inside out: instead of
simply consuming the body of Christ, we are consumed by it. St.
Augustine hears God say, “I am the food of the fully grown; grow
and you will feed on me. And you will not change me into you like
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the food your flesh eats, but you will be changed into me.””? In the
Christian view, we do not simply stand apart, as individuals, from
the rest of creation — appropriating, consuming, and discarding.
In the Eucharist we are absorbed into a larger body. The small in-
dividual selfis de-centered and put in the context of a much wider
community of participation with others in the divine life. At the
same time, we do not lose our identities as unique persons, for as
Paul says, cach different member of the body is valued and needed
for the body to function (1 Cor. 12:12-27).

If we remain satisfied with the unity of our own communities,
however, we have not fully grasped the nature of the Eucharist.
For becoming the body of Christ also entails that we must become
food for others. And this often involves moving beyond our own
communities and comfort zones. Jesus teaches this lesson in a dra-
matic way in his depiction of the Last Judgment in Matthew 25:31-
46. When the Son of man comes in glory, he will gather all the na-
tions before him and separate those who will inherit the kingdom
from those who will be sent into eternal punishment. To the for-
mer group he will say: “Come, you that are blessed by my Father
... for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed
me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took
care of me, I was in prison and you visited me” (Matt. 25:34-36).
When the blessed cannot remember ever attending to Jesus when
he was hungry or thirsty, a stranger or naked, sick or in prison, Je-
sus tells them that, whenever they did it to the least of his brothers
or sisters, they did it to him (25:40). Here “brothers and sisters”
does not refer merely to Christians, for the Son of man is judging
“all the nations” (25:32).>* All the downtrodden are Christ’s broth-

13. Augustine, Confessions, p. 124 [VIL16].
14. The New Jerome Biblical Commentary notes that the term adelphos
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ers and sisters. To those who are condemned for not attending to
Jesus, he says, “Just as you did not do it to one of the least of these,
you did not do it to me” (25:45).

What is truly radical about this passage is not that God re-
wards those who help the poor; what is truly radical is that Jesus
identifies himself with the poor. The pain of the hungry person is
the pain of Christ, and it is thus also the pain of anyone who is a
member of the body of Christ. If we are identified with Christ,
who identifies himself with the suffering of all, then what is called
for is more than just charity. The very distinction between what
is mine and what is yours breaks down in the body of Christ. We
are not to consider ourselves as absolute owners of our stuff, who
then occasionally graciously bestow charity on the less fortunate.
In the body of Christ, your pain is my paing and my stuff is avail-
able to be communicated to you in your need, as Aquinas says. In
the consumption of the Eucharist, we cease to be merely “the
other” to each other. In the Eucharist, Christ is gift, giver, and re-
cipient; we are simultancously fed and become food for others.

Our temptation is to spiritualize all this talk of union, to make
our connection to the hungry a sentimental act of imaginative
sympathy. We could then imagine that we are already in commu-
nion with those who lack food, whether or not we actually meet
their physical needs. We might even wish to tell ourselves that
our purchases of consumer goods do in fact feed others — by cre-
ating jobs. But we have no way of knowing if such jobs create dig-
nity or merely take advantage of others’ desperation unless we

{brother) in Matthew sometimes refers to a member of the Christian commu-
nity and sometimes to “any human being as the object of ethical duty.” The
commentator concludes that Matt. 25:40 should be taken in the latter sense,
noting that the word is dropped in Matt. 25:45. See Raymond E. Brown, Jo-
seph A. Fitzmyer, and Roland E. Murphy, eds., The New Jerome Biblical Com-
mentary (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990), p. 669.
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find concrete ways to overcome our detachment from produc-
tion, producers, and products.

The first step toward overcoming our detachment is to turn
our homes into sites of production, not just consumption. Few of
us have the means to make most of what we consume, but simple
acts such as making our own bread or our own music can become
significant ways to reshape the way we approach the material
world. Making things gives the maker an appreciation for the la-
bor involved in producing what he consumes. It also increases
our sense that we are not merely spectators of life — for example,
hours spent passively watching and listening to entertainment
that others make — but active and creative participants in the
material world. We can appreciate, as Pope John Paul II said, our
true vocation as sharers in the creative activity of God.

Overcoming our detachment from producers is a daunting
task when so much of what we need to know is hidden from our
view. Nevertheless, there are ways to foster life-giving connec-
tions with the resources available to us. One way to do so is to do-
nate time and money to those in need. Another way is to try to
ensure that our choices with money contribute to a sustainable
life for others. Depositing money in smaller banks that specialize
in community development is a simple way to put money to the
service of those ignored by most corporate banks.*® Buying things
that are locally produced, and at stores that are locally owned,
generally increases the chances of relationship and accountability.
There is also a growing Fair Trade movement that ensures fair
wages and equitable treatment to producers around the world.
The U.S. Catholic bishops, through Catholic Relief Services

35. The Self-Help Credit Union in Durham, North Carolina, is one success-
ful model of small-business and home loans to lower income and minority peo-

ple (see wwwiself-help.org).
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(CRS), sponsor a program of Fair Trade in coffee, chocolate, and
many other handmade items. The goal of the program, according
to CRS, is “a new model of international trade built on right rela-
tionships between us and the people overseas who create the
items we consume — relationships that respect human dignity,
promote economic justice, and cultivate global solidarity.”*
Rather than leaving coffee growers to the mercy of “market
forces,” to middlemen who try to pay them as little as possible,
Fair Trade organizations such as CRS ensure a sustainable wage
for growers. They also educate American consumers, putting
names and faces on those who produce what they consume.”

Finally, overcoming detachment from the products we buy is
not a matter of developing a fierce attachment to material
things. Things are not ends in themselves; they are means to
greater attachment to others. We are not to cling to our things,
but to use them for the sake of the common good. But to have a
good relationship with others, it is necessary to have a proper re-
lationship with things. We must understand where our things
come from and how our things are produced. Things do not
have personalities and lives of their own, but they are embedded
in relationships of production and distribution that bring us
into contact, for better or for worse, with other people’s lives. A
sacramental view of the world sees all things as part of God’s
good creation, potential signs of the glory of God; things be-
come less disposable, more filled with meaning. At the same
time, a sacramental view sees things only as signs whose meaning
is only completely fulfilled if they promote the good of commu-
nion with God and with other people.

36, CRS Fair Trade at: htep://www.crsfairtrade.org/index_flash.cfm.
37. One can take a virtual tour of coffee production in Matagalpa, Nicara-
gua, at: http:/ fwww.crsfairtrade.org/coffee_project/index.htm.
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chapter 3

THE GLOBAL AND THE LOCAL

n this chapter, I treat the problem of globalization as a version
Iof the ancient philosophical conundrum of the one and the
many. How should the global and the local, the universal and the
particular, the one and the many, be related? Along the way I will
argue that the process of globalization is not, as the word implies,
merely a process of universalization, the dominance of the one
over the many, but that it is a peculiar proliferation of the many
who are still ultimately absorbed into the one. I will then turn to
the great twentieth-century Catholic theologian Hans Urs von
Balthasar to argue that only Christ adequately solves the problem
of the one and the many. Christ is the key, therefore, to the suste-
nance of a sane culture in a globalizing world.

I will treat globalization as, in part, an economic and political
phenomenon; but, more importantly, T will present globalization
as a way of seeing, an aesthetic, that configures space and human
subjects in peculiar ways. Implicit in my argument is the convic-
tion that culture and economics are not autonomous spheres
with no mutual effect. Economic relationships do not operate on
value-neutral laws, but are rather carriers of specific convictions
about the nature of the human person — the person’s origins and
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destiny. There is an implicit anthropology and an implicit theol-
ogy in every economics.

It is possible, for example, to see in globalization a kind of secu-
larized catholicity, a longing for worldwide communion that may
have its origins in the Christian desire to bring the Good News to
the whole world and unite all human beings as one. There is much
in this fragmentary longing that a Christian could recognize as the
clandestine work of the Holy Spirit. My purpose in this chapter,
however, is to argue that globalization is a way of configuring space
that fails to produce a true catholicity, for it abstracts human rela-
tions — economic and otherwise — from their concrete embodi-
ment in the local and the particular. The particular is rendered dis-
posable, and the globalizing subject becomes detached from
relationships that can render subjectivity possible. Globalization
sees the world through homogenizing eyes in a way that ultimately
dissolves all differences into the same; this aesthetic is powerful
but not unavoidable. I will show how Balthasar presents an alter-
native aesthetic in the form of Jesus Christ, an aesthetic that con-
structs human subjects and communities in a different way.

L. The Triumph of the Universal

The term “globalization” is sometimes used as a rough synonym
of “whatever is happening in the world these days.” I will use it in
a somewhat more refined sense to speak of the process of world-
wide economic, political, and cultural integration that has taken
on accelerated force in the last few decades. Even given this broad
definition, however, there is no full consensus on what globaliza-
tion means or even if it really exists. A group of skeptics believe
that globalization is a myth: they begin with a thoroughly eco-
nomic understanding of globalization as an integrated world
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market, then argue that there was, in fact, more integration in the
nineteenth century under the gold standard. Today, they argue,
we have more intervention into the market by nation-states and
increasing fragmentation into regional, ethnic, religious, and na-
tional blocs.!

I will argue that there is truth in the positions of both the glob-
alization affirmers and the globalization deniers, precisely be-
cause universalization and fragmentation are two sides of the
same coin. I begin with universalization. There is no question
that significant shifts have occurred in the movement from a
“Fordist” to a “post-Fordist” model of production. In the former
model, as championed by Henry Ford, the wheels of production
were greased by regarding one’s employees as one’s consumers.
The factory town was an educative enterprise in civic consump-
tion: the concentration and discipline of labor in the assembly
line was accompanied by the cooperation of management, union,
and family in the production of consumers who were able and
willing to buy the products they produced. The demise of
Fordism began in the 1970s via the accelerated internationaliza-
tion of the labor market and the consequent separation of pro-
duction from consumption. Under pressure from rising oil prices
and general overproduction, First-World corporations began
moving their operations en masse to countries where cheap labor
could be found. The well-documented exploitation of cheap la-
bor in the Two-Thirds World (as I discussed in the first two
chapters of this book) is not exactly new under the sun, but the
rate at which nationally based corporations became transnational
has undergone a tremendous increase in the past thirty years.

1. For a summary of this viewpoing, see David Held, Anthony McGrew, Da-
vid Goldblatt, and Jonathan Perraton, Global Transformations: Politics, Eco-
nomics, and Culture (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 5-7.
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As a result, the local and the particular have been increasingly
integrated into the global market. Locations have become for-
mally interchangeable and measurable according to quantifiable
considerations of labor price, availability of raw materials, and lax-
ity of environmental oversight. As the New York Times declares,
“The new order eschews loyalty to workers, products, corporate
structures, businesses, factories, communities, even the nation.”
The chair of Gulf & Western observes: “All such allegiances are
viewed as expendable under the new rules. You cannot be emo-
tionally bound to any particular asset.”

The discipline of labor through assembly line and factory
town has thus been changed, but labor is not consequently more
free. The discipline of labor now depends less on the surveillance
of a particular location, and more on the sheer ability to flee. For
example, to meet a recent holiday demand for toys in the United
States, the Kader corporation was forcing its young female work-
ers in China to work fourteen hours a day, seven days a week.
Chinese government officials objected, but as Andy Lee, an exec-
utive for Kader, told a Business Week reporter, “We told them,
this is the toy biz. If you don’t allow us to do things our way, we’ll
close down our Chinese factories and move to Thailand.” The
Chinese officials backed down.” The willingness and ability of
capital to abandon any particular location at any time has played
a crucial role in subduing wages worldwide and in sapping the
ability of unions to gain leverage in negotiations with corpora-
tions. Hence unions have begun attempts to go global and orga-
nize across national boundaries — without much success.

This detachment from the local and the particular has been fa-

2. Jerry Mander and Edward Goldsmith, eds., The Case Against the Global
Economy (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1996), p. 221

3. Robert A. Senser, “Dragon in the Toy Factory: Workers’ Rights in Asian
Plants,” Commontweal CXX, no. 17 (Oct. 8, 1993): 12.
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cilitated by a series of international agreements that relativize the
sovereignty and oversight of national and local governments.
NAFTA and the Uruguay Round of the GATT agreements were
approved as the elimination of barriers to “free trade.” What that
means in reality is that the decisions of more local forms of gov-
ernment on environmental protections and health and safety reg-
ulations can be overridden without their consent. The GATT
created the World Trade Organization (W'TO), centered in
Geneva, which has the power to declare a local law a barrier to
free trade. Any country that does not conform is subject to trade
sanctions. One of the first acts of the WTO in the United States,
for example, was to target a law passed by the Massachusetts state
legislature barring the state government from purchasing prod-
ucts from Myanmar (formerly Burma), home of one of the
world’s most oppressive military regimes. While the WTO
strictly polices local legislation meant to protect workers, local
habitats, and so forth, it has increased the protection of corporate
property rights.* One result has been an increase in the central-
ization of corporate power, as well as a tendency to concentrate
corporate power across geographical frontiers through mergers
and acquisitions.

What is meant by “free trade,” therefore, is a detachment from
the local and a commitment to the hypermobility of capital. This
can be seen clearly in the evolution of the financial system.
“Banking,” says the Financial Times, “is rapidly becoming indif-
ferent to the constraints of time, place, and currency.”” The de-
regulation of financial activity by the Western nation-states in

4. Nader and Wallach, “GAT'T, NAFTA, and the Subversion of the Demo-
cratic Process,” in Mander and Goldsmith, Case Against the Global Econonzy,

pp. 92-96.
5. Quoted in David Harvey, The Condition of Postmedernism (Oxford:

Blackwell Publishers, 1990), p. 161.
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the 1970s and 1980s has resulted in the formation of a global
stock market, a global commodity and debt futures market, and
currency and interest rate swaps. As a result, there has been an ac-
celeration of what is called “paper entreprencurialism,” the mak-
ing of profits by ways other than the production of actual goods
and services. Techniques vary from takeovers and raids of rival
corporations (or even unrelated companies) to creative account-
ing techniques whereby multinational corporations can make
profits from small relative shifts in currency values and interest
rates across geographic boundaries. The instability of the current
financial system is attributable to the way that capital flows are di-
rected and redirected without restraint of time or space.® The
most valuable asset is information, specifically the kind that al-
lows for a universalizing gaze that maps the whole of the globe as
so many interchangeable localities.

The mobility and universalization of transnational corpora-
tions has had a profound effect on culture. This effect is obvious
to anyone who has had the eerie experience of traveling hundreds,
even thousands, of miles without a change of scenery. It is possible
to drive from one coast of the United States to the other and eat
the same food, stay at the same motel, shop at the same mall, hear
the same music on the radio (the same music you were hearing on
the radio twenty-five years ago — “classic rock”), hear the news
delivered in the same accent, see the same cars, see the same
clothes, and hear the same narrow range of political opinions all
the way from Florida to Oregon, from California to Maine. Of
course, this phenomenon does not just apply to the United States.
I have heard “Disco Duck” in Yugoslavia and (to my everlasting
shame) eaten at a Pizza Hut in Chile. We are rapidly approaching
a utopia, which, says the president of Nabisco, will be “one world

6. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernism, pp. 160-64.
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of homogeneous consumption. .. . [l am] looking forward to the
day when Arabs and Americans, Latins and Scandinavians will be
munching Ritz crackers as enthusiastically as they already drink
Coke or brush their teeth with Colgate.”” Sumner Redstone,
owner of Viacom and the purveyor of MTV and Ren and Stimpy
to a waiting world, declares: “Just as teenagers are the same all over
the world, children are the same all over the world.” Seeing them
that way makes them increasingly so.

II. The Particularization of the Universal

The dominant universalization that I have been discussing, how-
ever, is not the whole picture, for globalization has also produced
a certain proliferation of the particular, which has taken different
forms. One form is a kind of opposite reaction to globalization
that secks a retreat and retrenchment in particular identities.
Thus the title of Benjamin Barber’s book Jibad vs. McWorld.” It is
no secret that the globalization of capitalism and Western culture
has spawned a host of what are termed “fundamentalisms” that
are sworn to mortal combat against what they usually see as the
Americanization of the world.

A second form of particularization is the move toward multi-
culturalism, the celebration of diversity we hear so much about at
our universities and schools. Here the explicit attempt is not to
replace the hegemony of Western culture in a given location with

7. Quoted in Jerry Mander, “The Rules of Corporate Behavior,” in Mander
and Goldsmith, Case Against the Global Economy, p. 321

8. Quoted in Richard Barnet and John Cavanagh, “Homogenization of
Global Culture,” in Mander and Goldsmith, Case Against the Global Economy,

p- 73
9. Benjamin R. Barber, Jihad vs. MeclWorld (New York: Times Books, 1995).
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another hegemony, say Islam, but to affirm the juxtaposition of as
many different cultures and faiths as possible within a given
space. That is, the idea is not to replace the one with another one,
but to replace the one with the many. Where particularities have
faded, it is necessary to recover or invent them, which is reflected
in the title of the Hobsbawm and Ranger book The Invention of
Tradition."® The contributors to this anthology show how, at the
end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth
century, national symbols, monuments, and histories — for ex-
ample, state Shinto in japan — were invented as a way of creating
alink to the past in an increasingly deracinated world. The inven-
tion of tradition is thus an explicitly modern form of anti-
modernism. The process continues today in phenomena as di-
verse as Wicca, Kwanzaa, and Montenegran nationalism.

A third form of the resurgence of the particular is found in the
bewildering variety of products and services offered to the con-
sumer, at least in affluent societies. What sociologist George
Ritzer has called the “McDonaldization of Society” is not a one-
sided process of ever-narrowing choices."' McDonald’s itself is
engaged in a never-ending process of trying to produce novelty,
to reconfigure the sizes and sauces of its products to give at least
the appearance of something new to attract the consumer, The
post-Fordist economy depends on increasingly high rates of turn-
over, planned obsolescence, and the creation of new desires to
stimulate consumption and stave off the specter of overproduc-
tion. The Fordist tendency toward vertical integration is replaced
by subcontracting, outsourcing, and “just-in-time” delivery that
maximize flexibility. Computer technologies permit small-batch

10, Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition
{Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

1. George Ritzer, The McDonaldization of Society (Thousand Oaks, CA:
Pine Forge Press, 1993).
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production and rapid retooling and reskilling for a constantly
changing array of products. Rapid change in production has been
matched by rapid change in consumption. Internet shopping has
made an entire world of products and services available. Technol-
ogy and mass saturation marketing have produced an accelera-
tion of changes in fashion and trends. Goods are more disposable
than ever. At the same time, there has been a shift toward con-
sumption of services over and above consumption of goods; ser-
vices are more ephemeral and have a shorter “lifetime.”"* In short,
the new economy has made a greater variety of goods and services
available than ever before.

Are we left to conclude, therefore, that globalization is the real-
ization of both greater universality and greater particularity? In a
sense, this is an accurate way of expressing it. Roland Robertson
has coined the term “glocalization” to illustrate how the process si-
multaneously produces greater sameness and greater difference.”
However, I think that, if we examine it more closely, such an ap-
parently happy synthesis of the universal and the particular is mis-
leading, There is no question that the new economy has produced
an abundance of goods for those who can afford to purchase them.
But difference in globalization is largely a surface difference. The
sheer abundance of difference, the very variety and speed with
which differences are produced, mandates that no difference be
sufficiently different to constitute a true departure from the same.
Any difference is on the surface and is ultimately dispensable. This
applies not only to products but to traditions, cultures, religions,
and self-identities of all kinds.

If we examine multiculturalism, for example, it becomes ap-

12. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernism, pp. 284-86.
13. Roland Robertson, Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture

(London: Sage, 1992), pp. 173-7+4.
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parent that the true battle lines in this culture war are not the di-
versity of global cultures versus the sameness and hegemony of
Western civilization. Both sides are wrong. Multiculturalism is
more accurately described as a rival unity, a rival hegemony. Be-
yond simple and laudable attempts to include those who are dif-
ferent in our institutions, multiculturalism as an ideology is in
fact postcultural or anticultural: it subjects every culture to the
withering hegemony of cultural relativism and individual choice.
As Christopher Clausen observes, “Twentieth-century America
is a graveyard of cultures.”’* The melting pot is where cultures
come to die, where bagpipes and haggis are traded for Britney
Spears and Big Macs, unless one chooses consciously to retain el-
ements of the past. To make a tradition the subject of choice,
however, is to kill it as a tradition. Any.claim a particular cul-
tural or religious tradition might make on the individual is
threatened by the overriding imperative of choice. The result is
what Clausen appropriately labels “mass individualism”: the
more we celebrate our differences for their own sake, the more
similar we become.

This same dynamic is observable in the production and con-
sumption of goods. Awash in the bewildering variety of the su-
permarket — the twenty-four different kinds of orange juice,
some with pulp, some without, some with pulp and calcium
added, some “homestyle,” and so on — it is easy to forget that all
that variety tends to fade into the one overriding imperative to
consume. The economy, we are told, is driven by demand and not
by any substantive zelos of human good. When we are in a reces-
sion, we are told to consume — it doesn’t matter what — because
buying pushpins or pornography will grease the wheels of pro-

14. Christopher Clausen, Faded Mosaic: The Emergence of Post-Cultural
America (Chicago: Ivan R. Deg, 2000), p. 7-
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duction in equal measure. To stimulate demand and desire, we
are presented with ever-differing products — from “clear deodor-
ant” to “dry beer” — that exhibit ever more ephemeral differ-
ences. Everything is available, but nothing matters. It is not diffi-
cult to feel, as Bruce Springsteen sings, that there are “s7
Channels and Nothin” On.”

It thus becomes increasingly necessary to convince us that the
products we buy are really, as Dodge’s one-word slogan has i, “dif-
ferent.” Plank Road Brewing Company responds to the large na-
tional beer brands with an advertising campaign featuring a cou-
ple of down-home folks sitting around the company’s garage-sized
warchouse. Leinenkugel commercials feature the brewmaster, Ja-
cob Leinenkugel, whose family has been brewing in Chippewa
Falls, Wisconsin, for generations. The giant brewer Miller re-
sponds with an ad touting the virtues of good old macrobrew: “It’s
time to drink beer made in vats the size of Rhode Island.” What
we don’t see is that Plank Road and Leinenkugel are both owned
by Miller, which in turn is owned by a South African conglomer-
ate. So much for diversity. The surface appearance of diversity in
fact masks a stifling homogeneity.

This homogeneity is not just a matter of corporate culture but
culture in general. Globalization is an aesthetic, a way of secing
the world, of reading its images and signs. Fredric Jameson is
right, 1 think, to call postmodernism the “cultural logic of late
capitalism,” because in both it is the surface image that counts. In
globalized capitalism, exchange value has overcome use value, and
what is desired is desire itself. Postmodernism also trumpets the
vacuity of signs, such that the signifier refers only to other signifi-
ers, not to the signified. According to Jameson, postmodernism is
aleap in what Walter Benjamin called the “aestheticization” of re-
ality, the cutting loose of representations from what they repre-
sent. “Postmodernism is the consumption of sheer commodifica-
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tion as a process.”’> Andy Warhol captured this depthlessness of
signs in his Campbell soup-can art. As Jameson observes,
Warhol’s art should be a powerful political critique of commodity
fetishism. The fact that it is #zos makes it postmodern. Even the
critique of commodities has itself become a commodity."®

II1. The Theological Significance of Globalization

The emptying of the particular for the universal is not merely acci-
dentally related to theology, because the reconciliation of the
many with the one is perhaps the quintessential religious question.
In Christianity the theme of catholicity captures the aspiration of
a divided humanity to be united as a whole. Indeed, the Greek
words (kath’ holow) from which the English word “catholic” is de-
rived indicate a universal reach, a taking in of reality “according
(kata) to the whole,” or “on the whole.” We speak of someone
with “catholic” tastes as someone who ranges broadly, who takes
in a little of this and a little of that. In Roman Catholic circles, rep-
resentatives of universities like to proclaim that their institutions
are “catholic with a small ¢ ” to dispel the fear of crabbed dogma-
tism. “Catholic” is treated as an antonym of “particular,” with the
result that “Roman Catholic” appears to be oxymoron.

In the Catholic tradition, however, there is a much more sub-
tle interplay between the particular and the universal in the con-
cept of catholicity. As Henri de Lubac pointed out, there is a
sense in which, for the church fathers, catholicity meant a gather-
ing together rather than a spreading out, a cohesion around a cen-

15. Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, o1, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991), p. x.
16. Jameson, Postinzoderiism, p.- 9.
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ter that unites the disparate elements in their very diversity."”
That center is the Eucharist, in which the universal Christ is me-
diated in particular form. Each eucharistic community is not
merely a part of a whole, as if Christ could be divided into parts,
but a microcosm, a mini-cosmos in which the cosmic Christ is
wholly present. The closer one is attached to the particular com-
munity gathered around one particular altar, the more united
one becomes to the universal. For this reason Paul can refer to the
local assembly in Rome as hole he ekklesia, the whole church
(Rom. 16:23). “Roman Catholic” turns out not to be an oxymo-
ron after all.

Globalization as I have been describing it often takes the form
of a parody of true catholicity. The cosmopolitan gaze ranges
broadly, and it sees the attachment to the particular as being in
fundamental tension with universality. The particular is thus
drained of its eternal significance. This vacuity of the particular
image shows up in acute form in the attempts to construct a
global theology and thus to deal with the embarrassing particu-
larity of Jesus. The so-called pluralists, such as John Hick, sce
globalization as an opportunity to shed the oppressive exclusivity
of Christian belief in Jesus Christ as the unique mediator of salva-
tion. As the pluralists tell the story, globalization has awakened
Christians to the reality that they share the planet with a majority
of people who are not Christian and who do not share their be-
liefs. Arrogant claims by colonists to the superiority of the Chris-
tian way have caused bloodshed and misery for the non-Western
world. If we are to coexist with others on a shrinking planet, we
must learn to appreciate the otherness of the other and the legiti-
macy of other ways of salvation.

17. Henri de Lubac, The Motherhood of the Church, trans. Sr. Sergia Englund
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982), p. 174.
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The pluralists’ appreciation for the particular is based on an a
priori assumption that Lessing was right: there is an ugly and
uncrossable ditch between the absolute, on the one hand, and the
relativities of history, on the other. Stanley Samartha, a contribu-
tor to the Hick and Knitter anthology The Myth of Christian
Uniqueness, puts it this way: “Through the incarnation in Jesus
Christ, God has relativized God's self in history. Christian theo-
logians should therefore ask themselves whether they are justified
in absolutizing in doctrine him whom God has relativized in his-
tory.”"* The solution to the problem of many religions is to
relativize them all in the face of the absolute. Pluralism appeals to
the utter mystery and ineffability of God, though even “God,” ac-
cording to Hick, is just a particular Christian name for the “ulti-
mate Reality” to which all religions point. Therefore, Christ, just
like the Buddha, is a sign of something else, 2 pointer to the abso-
lute Reality that lurks mysteriously beyond all signs. As Samartha
says, the pluralists thus adopt the solution of the Vedas to the
problem of the one and the many: truth (Saz) is One, but has
many names."”

The pluralists claim to have found a way to celebrate the
uniqueness of each particular religion without trying to assert the
superiority of one over another. As Hick and Knitter say, Chris-
tianity “is unique in the precise and literal sense in which every
religious tradition is unique — namely that there is only one of it
and there is therefore nothing else exactly like it.”*® If the crite-

18. Stanley J. Samartha, “The Cross and the Rainbow: Christ in a
Multireligious Culeure,” in John Hick and Paul F. Knitter, eds., The Myth of
Christian Unigueness: Toward a Pluralistic Theology of Religions (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1987), p. 69.

19. Samartha, “The Cross and the Rainbow,” p. 73.

20. From the preface of Hick and Knitter, Myth of Christian Unigueness,
p. vii.
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rion of uniqueness is that there is only one of it, however, being
precise would mean rephrasing that sentence thus: “Christianity
is unique in the sense in which not only every religious tradition
is unique, but every individual thing is unique: my right shoe,
that chair, this piece of lint, that box of cereal, that can of Diet
Pepsi. ...” In this merely guantitative concept of uniqueness, par-
ticularities are recognized, but immediately relativized and
trivialized by the dominance of the One. Because any path to the
One suffices, particularities are interchangeable. Difference is
not celebrated but radically effaced. The different religions are
just so many different ways of experiencing exactly the same
thing, the ultimate Reality that swallows all difference whole.”
In an article subtitled “Religious Pluralism in the Age of the
McDonald’s Hamburger,” Kenneth Surin shows how this kind of
pluralism is linked to the rise of economic and cultural globaliza-
tion. Far from ending the period of colonization, globalization
furthers the expansion of the cosmopolitan gaze over the face of
the globe. Although the Malaysian villager finds it impossible to
imagine that she and the wealthy landowner from the same vil-
lage occupy the same space, the pluralist indulges in the fiction of
a “global village” in which all people share a common space and a
common experience. The pluralist is above and detached from all
particular traditions, and is able to situate them all next to each
other and compare them. Hick writes of what happens “when
one stands back from one’s own tradition to attempt a philosoph-
ical interpretation of the fact of religious plurality.”* As Surin

21. On a recent bleary-eyed Saturday morning, the public television show I
was watching with my three-year-old son treated us to children singing a peppy
song that went: “We're all different but we’re all the same.” Another song pro-
claimed, “Everybody’s special.” It made me nostalgic for watching Wile E. Coy-
ote get an anvil dropped on his head.

22. Hick and Knitter, Myth of Christian Uniqueness, p. 34.
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puts it, the “Hicks of this world are seemingly a new kind of sub-
ject, one that is ‘universal” or ‘global’ in the way that the McDon-
ald’s hamburger has become the ‘universal’ or ‘global” food.””

The triumph of the universal and the interchangeability of
signs in globalization then produce a peculiar kind of subject. In
After Virtue, Alasdair MacIntyre writes of certain “characters” or
social roles that provide a particular culture with its moral defi-
nitions: the manager, the therapist, and the bureaucrat figure
prominently in Maclntyre’s account.”* For our purposes, we
might add the consumer and the tourist as especially evocative of
the subject under globalization. The tourist stands detached
from all particular times and places and surveys them all from
above, as it were. The tourist craves what is different and authen-
tic, but when particular locations make themselves available to
the tourist, authenticity and difference are lost. Particularities,
especially from the past, are invented for the tourist, but the
tourist cannot participate in them. The tourist can go anywhere,
but is always nowhere.

The rourist is a type of consumer, a consumer of places. Con-
sumerism is marked by desire with no zelos other than consump-
tion itself. Particularities are interchangeable. Above all, the con-
sumer consumes; rather than being drawn ecstatically into a
larger drama, the consumer empties things into the self. Both
the tourist and the consumer try to transcend their own limits
and particularity by adopting a universal stance detached from
and consuming particularities. But when they do so, the self be-
comes a kind of empty shell, itself dependent on the constant
novelty of the particular for its being, yet itself simultancously

23. Kenneth Surin, “A Certain ‘Politics of Speech’: ‘Religious Pluralism’ in the
Age of the McDonald’s Hamburger,” Moders Theology 7, no. 1 (Oct. 1990): 72.

24. Alasdair Maclntyre, Affer Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1981), pp. 27-32.
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destroying the particularity of the many, and thus negating its

own being.

IV. The Concrete Universal

Resolving this problem of the particular and the universal is a ma-
jor preoccupation for Balthasar, who proclaims it the .ﬁmdamcn—
tal philosophical problem and a fundamental expericnce of all
human being. The nonbiblical person experiences his or her self
as limited and nonabsolute, not-one. At the same time, that real-
ization engenders a longing to transcend this limitcdness.and be
joined to what is One and absolute. The person thus sunu'lra—
neously experiences herself as part of a larger whole, yet reah.zcs
that she is other than this whole. The primary way of overcoming
this problem is to see the particular, the many, as mere agpcar-
ance, as ultimately unreal and passing away into the One.

In philosophy the problem of the One and the many has
come down to a struggle between rationalism and empiricism.
Empiricism is seen as a necessary corrective to the devaluation of
the particular and the concrete, but rationalism, as }.3althasar
says, has always been looked on as the higher form of philosophy,
because it attempts to overcome the mere brute facticity of the
particular by locating the deeper explanation of things in tbe
realm of essence. Thus we get Hegel’s grand subsuming of all his-
torical fact under universal reason. In one sense this can be read
as the highest form of tribute to the particular, in that Hegel se'es
every individual fact as a meaningful presentation of reason it-
self. In another sense, however, Hegel is the ultimate devaluation

25. Hans Urs von Balthasar, The von Balthasar Reader, ed. Medard Kehl,
S.J., and Werner Loser, $.J. (New York: Crossroad, 1982), pp. 97-99.
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of the particular, leaving no room for the genuinely creative and
singular.®

Religious solutions to this problem are equally unsatisfactory,
according to Balthasar. They either absorb the One into the
many, as in polytheism and pantheism, or, more commonly, they
absorb the many into the One, as in Vedic and Sufi mysticism.”
Any single person who would bring redemption to the estrange-
ment of the many must be some one individual who cannot re-
deem history as a whole. At best the person could only be a reli-
gious founder who points to a universal way of salvation that all
may tread. “Any such ‘way’ could be historical only in an external
sense: if it is really to have validity for all, to be a universal and
valid way, its basis will have to be in essentiality.”*® Once again,
the universal trumps the particular. ‘

Only Christianity satisfactorily solves the problem of the One
and the many, because Christ is the “concrete universal.” Only in
the Incarnation can an individual be universal and the universal
be individual. “Christ is neither one individual among others,
since he is God and so not susceptible of comparison, nor is he
the norm in the sense of a universal, since he is this individual.”*
However, though Christ is not just one individual among others,
Balthasar makes clear that he is also not the mere removal of an
individual from the sphere of his fellow individuals. Christ is a
human being; to raise him above human beings is to make Arius’s
mistake and thus to eliminate the possibility of our participation

26. Hans Urs von Balthasar, A4 Theology of History (New York: Sheed &
Ward, 1963), pp. 5-7.

27. Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, trans. Erasmo
Leiva-Merikakis (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982), p. 506.

28. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 10.

29. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Characteristics of Christianity,” in Explora-
tions in Theology, vol. I (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989), p. 170.
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in Christ. Christ remains immersed in history; yet, because he is
God, all historical norms are subordinated to Christ. Christ can-
not be interpreted in terms of the universal norms of history,
since he is unique, so there is no place for abstracting from partic-
ular cases or inessential accidents. There are no accidents in God,
so Christianity can only display the normative content of history
manifest in the irreducible particular fact of Jesus Christ. Christ
is the concrete norm for all abstract norms. The norm for history
comes not from above it, from the absolute laws of universal rea-
son, but from within it.”® Christ thus bridges Lessing’s ditch be-
tween the absolute and the particularities of history.

Because Christ is immersed in history and does not merely
hover above it, there are some analogies between Christ and some
other relatively unique events. A great work of art, for example, is
simultaneously universal in its appeal and in its connection to the
whole history of art before it, and yet unique and inexplicable in
terms of that history and of the influences that preceded it. In
love, something of the universal shines forth in one particular in-
dividual. Finally, in death one becomes conscious of one’s unique-
ness and loneliness, despite the solidarity of the human race and
the social nature of salvation. All these relative singularities, how-
ever, fail to escape the dialectical relationship with the universal.
Only Christ is absolutely unique: Christ embraces the course of
all history in an ultimate way.”

The arrogant claim of the Incarnation is thus much more radi-
cal than the claim that the one God becomes transparent at par-
ticular times and places. The doctrine of the Incarnation, as
Balthasar says, is the claim that the “all” has become identical
with a tiny “someone.” This runs directly counter to the broaden-

30. Balthasar A Theology of History, pp. 14-2L
31. The von Balthasar Reader, pp. 1s-20.
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ing and universal impulse of other religions, and it casts Chris-
tianity in the role of a particularity that “demonically questions
the unification of the world.”** We have here the apparent an-
tithesis of the process of globalization. Balthasar admits that “the
future belongs to the ‘religious man’ who will ‘tolerate’ the differ-
ent outward forms religion may take,” while Christianity be-
comes more solitary. In a passage that strikingly parallels my anal-
ysis of the homogeneity of globalization, Balthasar says:

For faith, all human religions and philosophical systems seem
to approach one another ever more closely on one side, and
Christianity seems to become more and more isolated on the
other. No matter how variegated the market display of hu-
man world views may be, seen from a bit.of distance its stalls
and attractions soon come to take on a common air, all
equally of human provenance and human proportions.”

But Christ, of course, is not isolated, not merely a unique
“freak of nature,” because Christ is, precisely s unique, the ful-
fillment of all partial truths contained in the religious myths of
the world.>® As the absolutely unique, Christ is the center to
which all the relative uniqueness of all the other forms and im-
ages of the world are related.” Christ is the infinitely integrating
one who makes room in himself for everything truly human.
Other forms are not simply false and thus excluded; their frag-
mentary truth is illuminated by the comprehensive truth of

32. The von Balthasar Reader, p. 195.

13. Balthasar, “The Word and History,” in Explorations in Theolagy, vol. |,
p. 38.

34. The von Balthasar Reader, p. 114.

35. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lovd, vol. I, pp. 496-97.

36. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. I, p. s07.
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Christ, and in Christ they are brought fully to themselves. Their
differences are not simply obliterated; in them the whole Christ
is revealed.

This integration is very different from the way that globaliza-
tion makes every particular form dispensable, an empty stand-in
for a universal desire. What makes the form of Christ attractive
is the perfect harmony between finite form and infinite fullness,
the particular and the universal. Christ is the unique hypostatic
union between archetype and image. Christ does not point be-
yond himself to something else, something more universal, but
he is the fullness of God. For this very reason, Christians reject
the Platonist idea that the world of matter is a concealment of
the spiritual. To the Platonist concept, according to Balthasar,
the sacraments and the church itself are mere material crutches
for the materially minded. On the other hand, because of the In-
carnation, Christians see the universal revealed in even the low-
est of the material. The cross remains revelation — not a mere
pointer to something else.”

Nevertheless, the appearance of the One in the many is not the
limitation of the One. God remains wholly other, and God tran-
scends the many. Even in the natural world, the very existence of
what is not one both reveals and conceals the One; on the one
hand, the limitedness of what is not one points beyond itself to
the possibility of unity. Yet there is no way simply to deduce the
One from the many, because, as Balthasar says, we can never un-
derstand how a monad would need to go out of itself into a dyad
in order to preserve its unity: “In other words, by its very being
creation shows that it is not necessary.”** Therefore, in natural
theology the contingency of the many both reveals and conceals

37, Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. L, pp. 432-40.
38, Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. I, p. 448,
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God. Only in Christ is the many revealed as “justified” by the
very plurality that exists within the triune God himself.”” God is
revealed as #of a monad. Because the Trinitarian God is both one
and not-one, in Christ the One and the many, God and the
world, are revealed as not-other (non-aliud) to each other. But
God is, of course, both not-other and yet remains wholly other.”
The Incarnation does not resolve, but it brings to perfection, the
most complete revelation of God within the most extreme con-
cealment. God is shown immediately in the form of the God-
man, and yet he is made manifest in the “hopelessly relativized re-
ality of one individual man in the crowd,”* and one who dies an
ignominious death besides.

In the pluralist concept of God, it is a one-sided emphasis on
God’s utter transcendence, his concealment from the many, that
licenses the proliferation of particular religious forms, all of
which are interchangeable and none of which really reveal the
universal. God’s hiddenness reveals only the emptiness of signs.
In Balthasar’s much more complex account, it is precisely God’s
hiddenness that reveals God. This is especially apparent in the
cross, which for Balthasar is the concretissimum. Nothing could
conceal the God of the universe more completely than a half-
naked man being tortured to death. And yet the Christian
claim is that it is precisely here, in this self-emptying, that the
very fullness of God’s inner life is revealed, for the Father is only
the Father in his complete self-giving to the Son, which is re-
turned by the Son as the Gift, which is the Holy Spirit. There-
fore, the ugliness of the cross itself paradoxically is pure glory.”
The particularity of the cross does not limit God, but opens up

39. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. s06.
40. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. 459.
41. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. 457.
42. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. 460.
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the world to participate in the drama enacted on the stage of
the Trinity itself.*

The kenosis of God creates the possibility of a human subject
very different from the consumer self. The absolute uniqueness
of Christ cannot be subsumed under any more general categories
of being. If God is God, then God must be always beyond our
comprehension: s comprebendis non est Dens. We are, neverthe-
less, invited to participate in the Trinitarian life through Christ
and the work of the Spirit. But in order to do so, we cannot grasp,
we can only submit. We cannot stand back from the world and
survey it; we must simply take our role in the drama that God is
staging and give ourselves to it.*"

The aesthetic that accompanies the Christ-form thus produces
a particular kind of subject. The acsthetic of Herrlichkeit moves
necessarily into the dramatics of Theo-Drama. Once the person
sees the form of Christ, he or she is moved to follow. Unlike the
consumer self who consumes, the true self is taken outside itself,
enraptured, swept away by the form that is anything but indiffer-
ent. Indeed, to speak of a unique human self at all, one must begin
outside the self. In living beings, says Balthasar, the problem of
the one and the many appears in that every individual member of
a species shares in a nature that is identical in every individual,
but yet cach one possesses it in a unique way. As a spiritual being,
however, the human person is not content with this merely guan-
titative distinction of one individual from another. One’s unique-
ness is encountered in being addressed by an other who finds one
indispensable. But this other cannot be merely another human
being, for then the recognition could always be withdrawn.

43. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Thes-Drama, vol. III, erans. Graham Harrison

San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), pp. 46-47.
& pp
44. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. 450; see also “Characteristics

of Churistianity,” pp. 172-73.
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Without God, there is nothing really unique; the temptation will
always be to absorb the individual into the universal, the person
into an all-encompassing nature.”

What constitutes the human person for Balthasar is not
merely being recognized as a self by God, but also being sent out
of one’s self by God. One’s very identity is discovered in one’s
mission.

Outside Christ’s acting area, no one can identify himself, nor
can he be conclusively and validly identified by anyone
else. . .. Who knows if he really is a particular, unique indi-
vidual, or not just anybody, someone who just happens to
have individual features: “Mann ist Mann? En Christoi, in
the acting area Christ opens up as the fruit of his Resurrec-
tion, each individual is given a personal commission; he is en-
trusted both with something unique to do and with the free-
dom to do it. Bound up with this commission is his own,
inalienable, personal name; here — and only here — role and
person coincide.*®

He adds that this personal commission is “actually constitutive of
the person as such.”"

This analysis of the human person is dependent on the analysis
in Theo-Drama on the person of Christ, who reveals humanity to
itself. As God’s exhaustive self-communication, Christ’s mission
is identical with his person. Balthasar’s exegesis of New Testa-
ment texts, especially from John, shows how Jesus’ knowledge of
himself coincides with his knowledge of being sent. And this

45. The von Balthasar Reader, pp. 90-91.
46, Balthasar, Theo-Drama, vol. 111, p. s1.
47. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, vol. 111, p- 5L
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analysis of God's economy in Jesus of Nazareth flows from
Balthasar’s analysis of the immanent Trinity. Existence as recep-
tivity to being sent out receives its form from the procession of
the Son from the Father, and the openness of the Son to being
sent in time to the world by the will of the Father.*® What's more,
the mission of Christ is also the very form of self-emptying, in
which he who is in the form of God is abandoned to the cross.
God thus makes room within himself for human freedom, sus-
ceptibility to temptation, and even death, thus making it possible
for human beings to participate in the drama of Christ. “Thus, in
the very discipleship in which the Christian ‘loses his soul; he can
attain his true identity.”"

The true identity of each unique human person is thus
founded on the overcoming of an illusory self-sufficiency
through the overcoming of the opposition between the One and

the many, God and creatures.

Just as the divine Persons do not confront one another as au-
tonomous beings but, in God’s one concrete nature, are for-
ever one divine Being, so too, in Christ, the covenant be-
tween God and creature as a covenant of free partners is
forever surpassed and indissolubly established, in anticipa-
tion, upon the hypostatic union. ... This becomes most strik-
ing for us in the Eucharist: in it the whole substantial Christ
offers himself to the world as the gift of the Father, and he es-
tablishes the Christian’s total life of faith upon the physico-
sacramental “cating and drinking” of his Flesh and Blood.*

48. Balchasar, Theo-Drama, vol. 111, pp. 149-57; see also A Theology of His-

tory, p. 25.
49. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, vol. 111, p. 162.
so. Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord, vol. 1, p. 480.
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The form of this eating and drinking is established not by human
beings but by Christ: in its entirety the event and person of
Christ is eucharistic, given and poured out to be consumed by
others. If in consuming the Eucharist we become the body of
Christ, then we are called, in turn, to offer ourselves to be con-
sumed by the world. The Eucharist is wholly kezotic in its form.**
To consume the Eucharist is an act of anticonsumption, for here
to consume is to be consumed, to be taken up into participation
in something larger than the self, yet in a way in which the iden-
tity of the self is paradoxically secured.

Thus Balthasar says that self-giving in the Eucharist partici-
pates in the very life of the Trinity. The “flowing” of Christ into
the Eucharist is “the glowing core about which . . . the cosmos
crystallizes, or better, from which it radiates.””* Nevertheless, this
center is a decentered center, for the Eucharist “enables him to
give himself away so prodigally that, by the power of the Holy
Spirit, he is ‘liquified’ and rendered accessible to all times and
places, without forfeiting his uniqueness.”** This universalization
of the body of Christ, however, is never detached from the local
and the particular, for the eucharistic community is essentially lo-
cal, gathered around the altar in a particular time and place. Fur-
thermore, the particular is of supreme importance because the
Eucharist is not a mere sign that points to Christ; this particular

piece of bread #s the body of Christ.

The eucharist is the marvelous means of freeing Christ’s his-
torical humanity from the confines of space and time, of
multiplying mysteriously its presence without forfeiting its

st. The von Balthasar Reader, pp. 282-8.4; The Glory of the Lord, vol. ], pp-
57374

s2. The von Balthasar Reader, p. 284.

s3. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, vol. 111, pp. 38-39.
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unity and, since it is given to each Christian as his indispens-
able nourishment (John 6:53-58), of incorporating all into
the body of Christ, making them in Christ one body through
which courses the divine life. Through the eucharist the
Church comes into being as the body of Christ; and while
the one flesh of the Lord is multiplied, mankind divided is

unified in it.**

The catholicity of the church is not sustained by a cosmopolitan
detachment from the particular, the (lowercase) “catholic taste”
of the globalized subject. “Catholic” means a gathering rather
than a spreading out, a unification of the many through attach-
ment to the local cucharistic community. One becomes more
catholic, more universal, the more one is tied to a particular com-
munity of Christians gathered around the alear. As Balthasar says,

The Catholica is in fact a region whose middle point is every-
where (where the Eucharist is celebrated); and (structurally)
she can theoretically be everywhere: geographically, her pe-
riphery extends to “the very ends of the earth” (Rev. 1:3), 2 pe-
riphery that in any case can never be far from the midpoint.>”

V. Conclusion

I have argued here that globalization is an aesthetic and a practice
that fails to solve satisfactorily the problem of the one and the
many. As a result, a consumer subject and a homogenizing culture

5.4, Balthasar, “The Word, Scripture and Tradition,” in Explorations in The-

ofogy, vol. I, pp. 15-16.
ss. Balthasar, Explorations in Theology, vol. IV, trans. Edward QOakes (San

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), pp- 65-66.
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become increasingly common features of our world. I have sug-
gested that Balthasar’s analysis of Christian aesthetics and dramat-
ics can provide a way of overcoming the dualism of universal and
particular without collapsing the latter into the former. If Christ is
the concrete universal, then it suggests an aesthetic in which the
particular is given its particularity precisely by incorporation into
the universal. The subject becomes a subject by being sent out of
the self. The form of human life is then not consumption but
kenosis. However, this kenosés is not mere altruistic self-emptying
but participation in the infinite fullness of the Trinitarian life. If
economic relations are not to be excluded in the drama of divine-
human relations, then the form of economic life is the life of the
Trinity, which is mutual self-giving and mutual receiving.

Though Balthasar himself never draws out the economic and
social implications of this aspect of his work, the implications are
profound. If detachment from particular places and communities
has contributed to the depersonalization of the global cconomy,
then a proper aesthetic of the particular would place the human
person back at the center of economic relations, as Pope John
Paul IT has repeatedly insisted. An aesthetic and practice of self-
giving mutuality would likewise resist the construction of the
subject as consumer, which equally depersonalizes the subject by
disrupting the divine eros, which marks true human flourishing.

All of this can only be instantiated in concrete, local practices.
For it is only in the encounter with other persons that Christ is
encountered, in the concrete and not the abstract, and only by at-
tachment to — not detachment from — the concrete that the
universal Christ is encountered. The call to Christians is not so
much either to embrace or try to replace abstractions such as
“capitalism” with other abstractions. It is rather to sustain forms
of economy, community, and culture that recognize the univer-
sality of the individual person.
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One example of how Christians are meeting this call is Church
Supported Agriculture (CSA), which creates a direct link be-
tween family farmers and local congregations. Rather than limit
their economic activism to demanding that the state intervene in
the market, local churches are creating alternative kinds of eco-
nomic spaces in which they resist the abstraction of globalization
by face-to-face encounters between producers and consumers. In
the CSA model, family farmers — most of whom farm organi-
cally and practice environmentally sustainable methods — sell
their produce directly through local congregations. Parishioners
cither buy individual products or buy a share of a farmer’s pro-
duce at the beginning of the season, thus helping share in the risks
of farming. The church serves as a drop-off point for produce and
a place for farmers and parishioners to meet. In this space they
avoid the middleman and they personalize the food. Food no lon-
ger comes from some anonymous distant place; rather, it comes
from another particular human being, and the consumer enters
into a relationship with that producer. In this encounter, the per-
son is seen as another self and another Christ, the universal in the
particular. As a result, cconomic exchanges are not based simply
on supply and demand, on what the market will bear. This model
sets prices to ensure a sustainable living for farmers, who are oth-
erwise subject to the vagaries of the market.”

However, the engagement with the concrete, treating the
neighbor as another self, is not restricted to geographic proxim-
ity. The Fair Trade movement I discussed in Chapter 2 is an ex-
ample of how Christians can be global in a way that does not lead
to detachment from the local. Fair Trade recognizes that the poor
in faraway countries are our neighbors; they, too, are members or

s6. For one example of Church Supporccd Agricu[turc, see Www.

wholefarmecoop.com.
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potential members of the body of Churist. Fair Trade treats the
distant neighbor not as “labor costs,” reducible to monetary
terms, the universal standard of exchange. Fair Trade sees the dis-
tant neighbor in all of her or his particular dignity: a person with
concrete needs, one whose particular pains and joys are shared by
the other members of Christ’s body, which is simultancously
global and local.

Jesus Christ’s incarnation, death, and resurrection situates the
subject in a drama in which the subject is united to particular
others in the body of Christ. This body opens up the possibility
of forms of exchange that are based neither on self-interest nor
self-sacrifice but on seeing the concrete other as not-other, as part
of the same body. The Christian is called not to replace one uni-
versal system with another, but to attempt to “realize” the univer-
sal body of Christ in every particular exchange.
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chapter 4

SCARCITY AND ABUNDANCE

here was a woman named Rosalinda with whom I attended
Sunday mass when I lived in Santiago, Chile, in the 1980s.
Rosalinda lived in a small wooden shanty with her elderly
mother. Their income, which sufficed for little more than bread
and tea, was derived from the potholders and other items that
Rosalinda crocheted and sold at the local market. On one of my
first visits to her home, Rosalinda gave me a little crocheted bird
that is used for grasping the handles of hot teakettles. When
Rosalinda presented it to me as I was leaving her home, my first
impulse was to reach into my pocket and give her some money for
it. But I sensed that that would have been the wrong thing to do.
The little blue-green bird with a white fringe currently adorns
the rice container on my kitchen counter. I live with my wife and
kids a world away from Santiago in St. Paul, Minnesota. We live
our lives at the intersection of two stories about the world: the
Eucharist and the market. Both tell stories of hunger and con-
sumption, of exchanges and gifts; the stories overlap and com-
pete. In this concluding chapter, I will try to tell these two sto-
ries briefly, and reflect on what they mean for Rosalinda and the

bird.
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I. Hunger and the Market

Economics, we are told, is the science that studies the allocation
of resources under conditions of scarcity. The very basis of the
market, zrade — giving up something to get something else — as-
sumes scarcity. Resources are scarce wherever the desires of all per-
sons for goods or services cannot be met. In other words, hunger
is written into the conditions under which economics operates.
There is never enough to go around. But it is not simply the hun-
ger of those who lack sufficient food to keep their bodies in good
health. Scarcity is the more general hunger of those who want
more, without reference to what they already have. Economics
will always be the science of scarcity as long as individuals con-
tinue to want. And we are told that human desires are endless.

This insight about desire is not new. For St. Augustine, the
constant renewing of desire is a condition of being creatures in
time. Desire is not simply negative; our desires are what get us out
of bed in the morning. We desire because we live. The problem is
that our desires continue to light on objects that fail to satisfy, ob-
jects on the lower end of the scale of being that, if cut off from the
Source of their being, quickly dissolve into nothing.! The solu-
tion to the restlessness of desire is to cultivate a desire for God,
the Eternal, in whom our hearts will find rest.

In a consumer-driven market economy, the restlessness of de-
sire is also recognized. Marketing constantly seeks to meet, create,
and stoke new desires, often by highlighting a sense of dissatisfac-
tion with what one presently has and is. In a consumer culture,
we recognize the validity of Augustine’s insight: particular mare-
rial things cannot satisfy. Rather than turning away from material

1. Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1991), pp. 29-30 [IL1o].
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things and toward God, in consumer culture we plunge ever
more deeply into the world of things. Dissatisfaction and fulfill-
ment cease to be opposites, for pleasure is not in possessing ob-
jects but in their pursuit. Possession kills eros; familiarity breeds
contempt. That’s why shopping itself has taken on the honored
status of an addiction in Western society. It is not the desire for
any one thing in particular, but the pleasure of stoking desire it-
self, that makes malls into the new cathedrals of Western culture.
The dynamic is not an inordinate attachment to material things,
but an irony and detachment from all things. At the level of eco-
nomics, scarcity is treated as a tragic inability to meet the needs of
all people, especially those who are daily confronted with death
because of hunger and extreme deprivation. At the level of experi-
ence, scarcity in consumer culture is associated with the pleasur-
able sensation of desiring. Scarcity is implied in the daily erotics
of desire that keeps the individual in pursuit of novelty.

For a number of reasons, desire in consumer society keeps us
distracted from the desires of the truly hungry, those who experi-
ence hunger as life-threatening deprivation. It is not simply thac
the market encourages an erotic attraction toward things, not
persons. It is that the market story establishes a fundamentally in-
dividualistic view of the human person. The idea of scarcity as-
sumes that the normal condition for the communication of
goods is through trade: to get something, one must relinquish
something else. The idea of scarcity implies that goods are not
held in common, that the consumption of goods is essentially a
private experience. This does not mean that charitable giving is
forbidden, but it is relegated to the private realm of preference,
not justice. One can always send a check to help feed the hungry,
but one’s charitable preferences will always be in competition
with one’s own endless desires. The idea of scarcity establishes the
view that 70 one has enough. My desires to feed the hungry are al-
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ways being distracted by the competition between their desires
and my own.

Adam Smith thought that this distraction was a result of the
fact that every person is “by nature, first and principally recom-
mended to his own care.”

Men, though naturally sympathetic, feel so little for another,
with whom they have no particular connexion, in comparison
of what they feel for themselves; the misery of one, who is
merely their fellow-creature, is of so little importance to them
in comparison even of a small conveniency of their own.’

In his Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith ponders the question of
how disinterested moral judgments could ever trump self-interest.
He developed the idea that pain and other sentiments are commu-
nicable from one individual to another via the ability of the hu-
man person sympathetically to put himself or herself in the posi-
tion of another. Nevertheless, according to Smith, nature has
made our resentment of a lack of justice greater than our resent-
ment of a lack of benevolence, so only the former is subject to pun-
ishment: “When a man shuts his breast against compassion, and
refuses to relieve the misery of his fellow-creatures, when he can
with the greatest ease . . . though everybody blames the conduct,
nobody imagines that those who might have reason, perhaps, to
expect more kindness, have any right to extort it by force.” Soci-
ety can exist without benevolence, but not without justice.” In the
absence of explicit violence or theft, the inability of a person to

2. Adam Smich, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ed. A. L. Macfic and D. D.
Raphael (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 82 [ILii.2.1).

3. Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, p. 86 [ILii3.4].

4. Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, p. 81 [ILii.17].

5. Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, pp. 85-91 [ILii3].
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feed herself is not a failure of justice but a call for benevolence,
which falls to individuals. The communicability of pain in the
body of society is faint. Moral indignation in its strong form is re-
served for explicit attacks on the status quo of life and property.

Adam Smith does not simply leave the care of the hungry to in-
dividual preference, however, for in the larger scheme of The
Wealth of Nations, the needs of the hungry are addressed by the
providential care of the market. According to Smith, the “invisible
hand” of the market guides economic activity so that the pursuit
of self-interest by uncoordinated individuals miraculously works
out to the benefit of all. The great economic machine of society is
driven by people’s wants. Through the mechanism of demand and
supply, the competition of self-interested individuals will result in
the production of the goods society wants, at the right prices, with
sufficient employment for all at the right wages for the foreseeable
future. The result is an eschatology in which abundance for all is
just around the corner. In the contemporary consumer-driven
economy, consumption is often urged as the solution to the suffer-
ing of others. Buy more to get the economy moving, because more
consumption means more jobs; via the miracle of the market, my
consumption feeds you. One story the market tells, then, is that of
scarcity miraculously turned into abundance by consumption it-
self, a contemporary loaves-and-fishes saga.

In reality, however, consumerism is the death of Christian es-
chatology. There can be no rupture with the status quo, no in-
breaking kingdom of God, but only endless superficial novelty.
As Vincent Miller says, “Since desire is sustained by being de-
tached from particular objects, consumer anticipation wishes for
everything and hopes for nothing.” The witness of the martyrs

6. Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a
Consumer Culture (New York: Continuum Books, 2003), p. 132.
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to living the kingdom of God in the present becomes a curiosity:
How could someone be so committed to some particular thing
as to lose his life for ic? We are moved by the suffering of others,
but we can hardly imagine a change radical enough to under-
mine the paradigm of consumption. Even the suffering of others
can become a spectacle and a consumable item: tsunamis sell
newspapers.’

And so we choose to believe that, through the miracle of free
competition, our consumption will feed others. But the truth is
that self-interested consumption does not bring justice to the
hungry. The consumer’s pursuit of low, low prices at Wal-Mart
means low, low wages for the people in Asia who make the prod-
ucts we buy. Eschatological hope easily fades into resignation to a
tragic world of scarcity.

II. Hunger and the Eucharist

The Eucharist tells another story about hunger and consump-
tion. It does not begin with scarcity, but with the one who came
that we might have life, and have it abundantly (John 10:10).
“Jesus said to them, ‘T am the bread of life. Whoever comes to
me will never be hungry’” (John 6:35). The insatiability of hu-
man desire is absorbed by the abundance of God’s grace in the
gift of the body and blood of Christ. “Those who eat my flesh
and drink my blood have eternal life” (6:54); they are raised
above mere temporal longing for novelty. And the body and
blood of Christ are not scarce commodities; the host and the
cup are multiplied daily at thousands of eucharistic celebrations
throughout the world. “Everything that the Father gives me will

7. See Miller, Consuming Religion, pp. 133-34.
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come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive
away” (6:37).

This invitation to come and be filled is assimilable to private
spiritualities of self-fulfillment if it is packaged as an “experience”
of divine life. But the abundance of the Eucharist is inseparable
from the kenosis, the self-emptying, of the Cross. The consumer
of the body and blood of Christ does not remain detached from
what he or she consumes, but becomes part of the body: “Those
who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I'in them”
(6:56). The act of consumption of the Eucharist does not entail
the appropriation of goods for private use, but rather being assim-
ilated to a public body, the body of Christ. As Augustine reminds
us, God is the food that consumes us.® The Eucharist effects a
radical decentering of the individual by incorporating the person
into a larger body. In the process, the act of consumption is
turned inside out, so that the consumer is consumed.

When we consume the Eucharist, we become one with others
and share their fate. Paul asks the Corinthians, “The bread that
we break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16).
He answers: “Because there is one bread, we who are many are
one body, for we all partake of the one bread” (10:17). St. John
Chrysostom comments on this passage:

. because he said A SHARING IN THE BODY, and that
which shares is different from what it shares in, he removed
even this small difference. For after he said A SHARING IN

THE BODY, he sought again to express it more precisely,
and so he added FOR WE, THOUGH MANY, ARE ONE

BREAD, ONE BODY. “For why am [ speaking of sharing?”
he says, “We are that very body.” For what is the bread? The

8. Augustine, Confessions, p. 124 [VILi6].
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body of Christ. And what do they become who partake of it?
The body of Christ; not many bodies, but one body.’

The enacting of the body of Christ in the Eucharist has a dra-
matic effect on the communicability of pain from one person to
another, for individuals are now united in one body, connected
by one nervous system. Not only can the eye not say to the hand
“I have no need of you” (1 Cor. 12:21), but the eye and the hand
suffer or rejoice in the same fate. “If one member suffers, all suffer
together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together
with it” (12:26). For this reason, Paul tells the Corinthians that
we should take special care for the weakest members of the body
(12:22-25), presumably because the whole body is only as strong as
its weakest member.

This communicability of pain underlies the obligation of the
followers of Christ toward the hungry. The point of the story of
the final judgment in Matthew 25:31-46 is not simply that an indi-
vidual performing good deeds — such as feeding the hungry — will
be rewarded with a ticket to the kingdom. The force of the story
lies in the identification of Christ with the hungry: “For I was hun-
gry and you gave me food” (25:35). The pain of the hungry person is
the pain of Christ; therefore, it is also the pain of the member of
Christ’s body who feeds the hungry person. Unlike in Adam
Smith, there is no priority of justice to charity here, no prior sort-
ing out of who deserves what before benevolence can take place. In
Matthew, as in Paul, the hungry and the benevolent are confused in
Christ, so that distinctions between justice and charity, public and
private, become impediments to seeing reality as God sees it.

9. St. John Chrysostom, Homily on I Corinthians, no. 14, in The Eucharist:
Message of the Fathers of the Church, ed. Daniel J. Sheerin (Wilmington, DE:
Michael Glazier, 1986), p. 210.
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Adam Smith’s economy underwrites a separation between
contractual exchanges and gifts. Benevolence is a free suspension
of self-interested exchange. As such, benevolence cannot be ex-
pected or even encouraged on the public level, because the mar-
ket functions for the good of all on the basis of self-interested
consumption and production. Benevolent giving freely transfers
property from one to another; nevertheless, it respects the
boundaries between what is mine and what is yours. In the
eucharistic economy, by contrast, the gift relativizes the bound-
aries between what is mine and what is yours by relativizing the
boundary between me and you. We are no longer two individuals
encountering each other cither by way of contract or as active
giver and passive recipient. Without losing our identities as
unique persons — Paul’s analogy of the body extols the diversity
of eyes and hands, heads and feet — we cease to be merely “the
other” to each other by being incorporated into the body of
Christ. In the Eucharist, Christ is gift, giver, and recipient. We
are neither merely active nor passive, but we participate in the di-
vine life so that we are fed and simultancously become food for
others.

Our temptation is to spiritualize all this talk of union, to make
our connection to the hungry a mystical act of imaginative sym-
pathy. We can thus imagine that we are already in communion
with those who lack food, whether or not we meet their needs.
Matthew is having none of this: he places the obligation to feed
the hungry in the context of eschatological judgment. Paul, too,
places neglect of the hungry in the context of judgment. At the
cucharistic celebration in Corinth, which included a common
meal, those who eat while others go hungry “show contempt for
the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing”
(1 Cor. 1m:22). Those who thus — in an “unworthy manner” —

partake of the body and blood of Christ “eat and drink judgment
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against themselves” (11:27, 29). Those of us who partake in the
Eucharist while ignoring the hungry may be cating and drinking
our own damnation.

The Eucharist places judgment in the eschatological context of
God’s in-breaking kingdom. There is no gradual, immanent prog-
ress toward abundance that the market, driven by our consump-
tion, is always about to — but never actually does — bring about.
The Eucharist announces the coming of the kingdom of God now,
already in the present, by the grace of God. Vatican II's Sacro-
sanctum Concilium affirms the eschatological dimension of the
Eucharist in these terms: “In the earthly licurgy we take partin a
foretaste of that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy
City of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims. ...”"" In
the Eucharist, God breaks in and disrupts the tragic despair of hu-
man history with a message of hope and a demand for justice. The
hungry cannot wait; the heavenly feast is now. The endless con-
sumption of superficial novelty is broken by the promise of an
end, the kingdom toward which history is moving and which is
already breaking into history. The kingdom is not driven by our
desires, but by God's desire, which we receive as the gift of the Eu-
charist.

The Economy of Communion Project of the Focolare Move-
ment goes a long way toward making this vision of abundant eco-
nomic life a reality. Focolare is one of the international ecclesial
movements in the Roman Catholic Church, founded by
laypeople in Italy amidst the wreckage of World War II. Focolare
has recognized that the essence of human life is living in commu-
nion. The Economy of Communion grew out of this insight.
Beginning in 1991, Focolare began sponsoring ordinary, for-profit

to. Sacrosanctum Concilirm 8, in Decuments of Vatican I, ed. Austin P.
Flannery (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), p. s.
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businesses that divide their profits in three equal parts: a third for
direct aid to the poor, a third for educational projects that further
a culture of communion, and a third for the development of the
business. Today more than 700 businesses worldwide follow this
model — and thrive."

The Economy of Communion is based on breaking down the
divide between people on which economic exchanges are usually
based. If we see employees and members of the wider community
as members of our own body, then we will make decisions with
the well-being and development of those employees, the commu-
nity, and the environment in mind. The founder of Focolare,
Chiara Lubich, has said: “Unlike the consumer economy, based
on a culture of having, the economy of communion is the econ-
omy of giving.”"* However, the Economy of Communion does
not see the poor whom they assist as passive recipients of charity,
but as active participants in the process. They contribute their ex-
perience of God’s love, and most are motivated to share the help
they receive with others who are more needy. In turn, recipients
become givers, so that the line between recipient and giver is
blurred. A Brazilian participant in the Economy of Communion
explains:

It is not merely a question of reaching the right persons and
of giving priority to the most urgent needs. ... . Ir also involves
making sure that the assistance be part of a fraternal rapport
that does not tolerate positions of inferiority and superiority

1. Luigino Bruni and Amelia J. Uelmen, “The Economy of Communion
Project,” Fordham Journal of Corporate and Financial Law X1, no. 3 (2006):
645-s0. For more information on the Economy of Communion, see www.ede-
online.org.

12. Chiara Lubich, quoted at: heep://www.edc-online.org/uk/_idea.hem
(Nov. 10, 1991).
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because it sees the other person as “another me,” as a brother,
and this is possible due to the fact that we are dealing with

persons who know how to share.”

IfTlook at it in that light, I think I can see why it would have been
wrong to give Rosalinda money for the bird. It would have annulled Index
the gift and turned it into an exchange. It would have re-established
the boundaries between what is hers and what is mine, and therefore

—o——
reinforced the boundaries between her and me. The Eucharist tells a
different story about who we — the hungry and the filled — really
are, and where we are going.
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