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Abstract 

 

Consumerism impacts all parts of life including identity, values, hope and 

desire.  Advanced consumerism, with its ability to commodify any system of 

belief, is able to then become its own meaning making system.  As such, 

consumerism can take the role of folk religion for consumer-oriented cultures 

and thereby compete with, commodify, and challenge traditional constructs 

of religiosity.  This thesis will explore how an ethos of advanced consumerism 

impacts Christian belief and practice, particularly in reference to the 

Seventh-day Adventist Community in Australia.  It will then, after surveying 

wider responses that can be pertinent for Adventism and by drawing on and 

re-ascribing Adventist motifs and practices, shape a response for how the 

Seventh-day Adventist denomination in Australia can effectively engage 

within consumer culture yet, at the same time, be a counter-cultural 

community that imagines beyond consumerism.  

 

After defining advanced consumer culture and how it acts as a meaning 

making system, the thesis will overview the factors that shaped the 

development of advanced consumer culture as it is expressed in western 

capitalist democracies including the influence of Protestant individualism.  

The thesis then interacts with the principal perspectives on, and constructs of, 

consumer society to establish the location and agency of a response.  

Consumerism’s ability to shape a fluid identity is mapped out in view of later 

implications for ecclesiology and spirituality.  The response balances both 

reflexive and participative perspectives to establish a social productionist 

construct that maintains room for individual agency.   

 

The second section maps out the nature and place of religion in advanced 

consumer culture.  Commodification has deregulated spirituality in Australia 

and created a privatised “spiritual” consumer category and corresponding 

homogenous religiosity.  The implications of this shift will be outlined in terms of 
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the individualised mode within which the reflexive participant relates to the 

church.  The interplay between the Christian church and consumer culture in 

Australia is overviewed with a particular focus on factors that have shaped 

the Seventh-day Adventist expression.  

 

Seventh-day Adventist theology and experience is explored in terms of the 

commodified abstraction of Adventism and what factors might be drawn on 

to inform a response.  The Seventh-day Adventist church’s agency, in 

responding to consumerism, is established and its capacity to engage with 

the various systematic and personal responses, outlined in the literature, 

evaluated.  The response is further informed by exploring Seventh-day 

Adventist tokens and signifiers that might be co-opted as part of a creative 

counter-cultural engagement within advanced consumer culture. In 

developing a way forward, the tension of and balance between formal and 

substantial commodification is outlined.  A balance is sought between the 

denomination being able to offer a consumer engagement, to remain 

relevant, yet protect its essential substance from the oversimplification and 

reduction of commodification.  It is within the substance of Adventism that an 

imaginary can be developed to inform and mature beyond simplistic 

consumer engagements.  Seventh-day Adventist beliefs, grouped under the 

Great Controversy motif, including Creation, Eschatology, and the Nature of 

Humanity are shaped into a counter consumer narrative to guide the 

Adventist community as it interacts within consumer culture. Particular 

attention is given to the powerful signifiers of Sabbath and the Adventist 

constructs of Babylon and the remnant.  Growing out of this counter 

narrative, challenges and recommendations are outlined to inform local 

church expressions and national strategies.  

 

This thesis adds to a growing body of consumer studies with an inter-

disciplinary analysis of advanced consumer culture through the socio-

theological window.  It provides a guide for the Seventh-day Adventist 



xii 

 

church in Australia that informs its missional interaction within advanced 

consumerism along with addressing the challenges of commodification.



1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background 

 

Consumerism is so much part of contemporary culture that its underlying 

assumptions and constructs mostly go unquestioned.1  It has been described 

as the primary meaning-making system in contemporary Western Capitalist 

Culture wherein society’s values, aspirations and collective identity are 

defined in relation to commodities, or at least their marketed illusion, and 

signified value assigned accordingly.2  Consumerism has become a “cultural 

ecology” that provides a grid for thinking, feeling, and acting that shapes all 

the elements of culture including relationships, work, music and religion.3  In 

consumer oriented societies, consumption has moved from simply meeting 

needs to become the “social language” of the culture and the predominant 

informer in the quest for a meaningful life.4  Kasser et al., define consumerism 

 
1 The term ‘consumerism’ is generally used in three contexts.  Firstly, it is often used to define 
efforts to bring pressure on business and governments to correct conduct or manufacturing 
that is thought to be unethical or defective.  For example, see David W. Cravens and Gerald 
E. Hills, “Consumerism: A Perspective for Business,” Business Horizons 13, no. 4 (August 1970): 
21-28.  Secondly, it is used to define a system of ethics related to purchasing products that 
give dignity to life along the production process and promotes environmental sustainability.  
This includes the terms ethical and conscious consumerism.  An example of the term 
consumerism used in this context can be found in Anita Roddick, Take it Personally: How 
Globalisation Affects You and Powerful Ways to Challenge It (Hammersmith, London: Harper 
Collins, 2001). This thesis works within the third definition, which encapsulates the second, 
where consumerism is seen as a cultural system of thinking, feeling, and acting wherein a 
society’s values, aspirations and collective meaning are primarily defined in relation to 
commodities and signified value is assigned accordingly. See Gregory R. Beabout, Eduardo 
J. Echeverria, “The Culture of Consumerism: A Catholic and Personalist Critique,” Journal of 
Markets and Morality 5, no. 2 (Fall 2002): 362 for a more thorough history and overview of the 
term. 

2  Both James B. Twitchell, Lead us Into Temptation: The Triumph of American Materialism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 5 and John F. Kavanaugh, Still Following Christ in 
Consumer Society (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000), 31 provide an overview of how consumerism is the 
grid through which contemporary western culture derives meaning 

3 John McKnight and Peter Block, The Abundant Community (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 
2010), 44-47. McKnight and Block provide an overview of how consumerism is a “networked 
ecology”.  

4 Halina Szejnwald Brown, and Philip J. Vergragt, “From Consumerism to Wellbeing: toward a 
cultural transition?” Journal of Cleaner Production 132, (September2016): 308-317 and 
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as the complex web of economic, political and social structures that interact 

to provide a system of meaning.  Consumerism provides easily accessible 

answers to individual psychological needs, predominately insecurity, even if 

in giving these supposed answers it increases the insecurities it purportedly 

addresses.5  In advanced consumer culture, a whole social system derives 

and expresses meaning through commodified materialist values.  Unlike other 

cultures or previous time periods, which include expressions of materialism, 

advanced consumerism is a complete social system and an entire way of life.  

 

In its expression as a social system, consumerism has moved beyond being 

simply an expansion of materialism.6  Kasser et al., outline how in advanced 

consumerism materialism has been intensified to become the more 

encompassing social system. 

Homo sapiens have long distinguished themselves by their use of and 
desire for material objects, and human social environments have long 
worked to support these tendencies to consume.  It seems safe to say, 
however, that never before in humankind’s history has our drive toward 
materialism and consumption been afforded such opportunity for 
expression and satisfaction.7 

 

 
Douglas J. Goodman and Mirelle Cohen, Consumer Culture (Santa Barbara: ABC Clio, 2004), 
3 outline how consumer is the social language of western culture. 

5 Tim Kasser, Richard M. Ryan, Charles E. Couchman, and Kennon M. Sheldon, Materialistic 
Values: Their causes and consequences, in Psychology and consumer culture: The struggle 
for a good life in a materialistic world, edited by Tim Kasser and Allen D. Kanner (Washington: 
American Psychological Association, 2004), 12. 

6 The terms consumerism and materialism are often used interchangeably for example Pope 
Benedict XVI, “Pope Says Western Materialism Corrupts Africa,” Sun, October 4, 2009, uses 
the term materialism when he warned Africa of the dangers of the ‘virus’ that includes an 
attachment to goods. This thesis agrees with Julie Kelly, Consumerism (Cambridge: Grove, 
2003), Eric Brende, “Why Consumerism Still Consumes Us,” New Oxford Review, (April 2011): 
26-30 and Richard Denniss, Curing Affluenza: How to buy less stuff and save the world 
(Sydney: Black Inc, 2017) who use the words materialism and consumerism to describe 
different expressions of attachment.  While the term materialism describes the meaning 
sought in material things, the word consumerism is used to describe materialism as expressed 
in a cultural system. Consumerism is a social network rather than simply the individual pursuit 
of material comfort.   

7 Tim Kasser, et al, 11.  
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Consumerism is often characterised, in a productionist mode, as a 

manipulative system of greed; the commodified expression of individual 

desire and the unchecked phase of late capitalism that institutionalises 

individualism over relational values.  However, consumerism can also provide 

a vehicle for positive, liberative expression including the technological 

progression of human flourishment and the means for a more creative, 

privatised spirituality.8  This thesis recognises consumerism’s enabling ability 

and will harness this in a response.  However, it questions consumerism in 

terms of extent, relational impact, and commodification of the Christian 

tradition.  

 

Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniss, along with Zygmunt Bauman and Oliver 

James, from sociological perspectives, outline how from the late twentieth 

century onward consumerism has moved to a deeper place in the social 

ecology of capitalistic cultures.9  Bauman describes this movement as “liquid 

modern” where the values of modernity have altered their forms and 

structures to now be expressed in a more culturally fluid state.10  Peter Stearns 

questions if the final decades of the twentieth century constitute a new 

period of Western consumer history, “or just an amplification of well-

established trends.”11  Regardless, there is a noted intensification of the 

consumer mechanism.  Hamilton refers to this dynamic as late or globalised 

 
8 For a representation of the consumerism as manipulation view see Juliet Schor, Born to Buy, 
The Commercialized Child and the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scriber, 2004).  For a 
representation of this view see James B. Twitchell, Lead us Into Temptation: The Triumph of 
American Materialism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999). 

9 Clive Hamilton and Richard Denniss, Affluenza: When Too Much is Never Enough (Crows 
Nest, NSW: Allen and Unwin, 2005), 178 and Oliver James, Affluenza (London: Vermillion, 
2007), 23.  Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2007), 1 all identify the intensification of consumerism. Hamilton and Denniss and James 
use the terms “Affluenza” to describe the shift while Bauman uses the term Liquid Modern. 

10 Zygmunt Bauman, Consuming Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 5. 
 
11 Peter N. Stearns, Consumerism in World History (New York: Routledge, 2001), 139. 
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capitalism and Mercer as late consumer capitalism.12  This thesis uses the term 

advanced consumerism as it will contend that capitalism and consumerism, 

while deeply connected, are not necessarily the same.  The term advanced 

consumerism is also more encompassing of the wider complexities of a 

commodified culture. 

 

New technology, particularly social media platforms that facilitate shifting 

forms of identity construction, have further intensified the sphere and 

expression of commodified values.  Consumer values are increasingly 

disconnected from being referenced by wider cultural values, unless with a 

view to commodify, but rather have become the cultural values themselves.  

Goodman and Cohen state:  

Consumption no longer seems to simply reflect cultural values; it has 
itself become a cultural value.  It has entered into the warp and woven 
the fabric of modern life.  All forms of social life – from education to 
sexual relations to political campaigns – are now seen as consumer 
relations.  Every public space, every occasion for public gathering, 
every creative expression is seen as an opportunity to encourage more 
consumption.  Our lives apparently amount to little more than a 
diversity of opportunities to consume.13 
 

This intensification is reflected in commodified identities and branded 

constructs of community or what sociologist Tony Blackshaw refers to as  

“pseudo-community… a community of merely like-thinking consumers”.14   

 

The shift to advanced consumerism is expressed in the movement of desire.  

 
12 Clive Hamilton, “Observations on Late Consumer Capitalism,” Australian Quarterly 79, no. 3 
(2007): 1-12 also Joyce Ann Mercer, “Capitalizing on Children’s Spirituality: Parental Anxiety, 
Children as Consumers, and the Marketing of Spirituality,” International Journal of Children’s 
Spirituality 11, no 1. (April 2006): 23-33.   

13 Goodman and Cohen, 4. 

14 Tony Blackshaw, Key Sociologists - Zygmunt Bauman (Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 109. 
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Unlike earlier expressions of consumerism, that emphasised accumulation, 

advanced consumerism detaches from what one owns and shifts desire to 

what one does not own, or has not experienced, yet.15  The shifting texture of 

desire is accompanied by a relocation of hope into the consumer ascribed 

better version of the self.  This shift moves consumerism into the social space 

previously occupied by formal religion.  Vincent Miller outlines how the 

commodification of hope and desire challenges Christianity because the 

“shape and texture of the desires that it cultivates are profoundly similar to 

Christian forms of desire.”16  Consumerism takes on religious elements and 

expressions while at the same time commodifying more traditional religious 

systems. 

 

The commodified form of life, the lived manifestation of consumerism, 

connects experience with an underlying frame of meaning and purpose that 

finds expression in belief and practice.  Consumerism’s ability to commodify 

beliefs, symbols and values subverts Christianity which can, in place of being 

a teleological framework, take its place as a spiritual meaning-making 

commodity alongside other life options.  A commodified form of life becomes 

the grid through which Christianity’s claims are filtered, abstracted, and 

resynthesised.  In this context, the symbols and practices of traditional religion 

can become another commodity to fill in the identity of the consumer after 

being filtered through the ambient values of advanced consumerism.   

 

As a commodity, Christianity becomes subject to the abstraction, reification, 

individualisation, and privatisation that characterises all products.  

“Consumerism is undiscriminating, and everything becomes a consumer item, 

 
15 Gregory Beabout and Eduardo J. Echeverria, “The Culture of Consumerism: A Catholic and 
Personalist Critique,” Journal of Markets and Morality 5, no. 2 (Fall 2002), 365 overview the 
shifts in desire.  

16 Vincent Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture 
(New York: Continuum, 2003), 107.  
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including meaning, truth and knowledge.”17  This process changes the nature 

and texture of how formal religion operates and defines the cultural space it 

can work within.  Spirituality becomes an individually constructed consumer 

category and a marketing tool.  In this individualised context, institutional 

religion is deregulated and simplified.  In an attempt to remain relevant, the 

church can become a supplier into this market and present as a commodity. 

The commodified religious “product” is a homogenised, easily packaged 

spiritual experience.  Engagement with the church then is primarily from a 

customer mode which only serves to support and promote further 

commodification. 

 

In a cultural context where anything can be subject to commodification, 

including religion and even elements that at first seemingly work against 

consumerism, it is important for a denomination to intentionally work through 

issues of its identity.  What essential substance must be protected from 

commodification and what forms can be used for marketable consumer 

engagement so that the denomination remains relevant to the culture?  

Commodification provides the tools for ministry engagement yet, at the same 

time, can reduce the value of the substance.   

 

Within this consumer driven context, the Seventh-day Adventist church is both 

shaped by consumerism yet contains a substance that can inform and 

temper it.  The Seventh-day Adventist denomination grew up within 

industrialised North American capitalism and inherently interacts with, and 

often relies on, the values of consumer capitalism.  While in many ways the 

church is complicit with and accommodating of consumerism, it also 

contains counter-cultural elements that provide separation and the space to 

address consumer excess.  

 

 
17 Lyon, Jesus in Disneyland, 61. 
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A growing body of literature provides responses and strategies to address the 

deformations of advanced consumerism.  These responses mostly pertain to 

environmental, social, and psychological concerns and are generally 

variations on individual simplification or reworking system measurements. 

Responses vary depending on the extent to which consumerism is seen as a 

system that people merely reflexively respond to or is participative and 

shaped by individual choice.  However, the more significant response is in 

outlining a counter consumer imagination that relocates the foundational 

consumer drivers of desire, hope, freedom, and identity.  It is only at this point 

that the religious disposition of consumerism can be addressed.  Establishing 

how the Christian tradition can engender an uncommodified desire, hope 

and freedom is essential in a counter consumer response that address the 

foundational consumer promises and challenges.  Themes of incarnation and 

the kingdom of God shape a divine narrative of other-centredness that 

relocates the consumer into a system of relational outcomes over consumer 

endpoints.  Location within the divine narrative provides a fixed foundation 

for identity construction as opposed to the fluidity of branded identities.  

Practices including communion and baptism can celebrate and affirm life in 

the divine narrative that then informs consumer engagement. 

 

For the Seventh-day Adventist denomination, this relocation of desire, hope 

and freedom involves joining beliefs and practices in a way that the 

“container” of Adventism is both engaging, so as to be relevant in a 

consumer culture, but is also able to protect its essential substance from 

commodification.  The themes of the great controversy motif including 

Creation, counter-empire and the Second Coming can engender desire, 

hope and freedom in the counter consumer imagination.  The Sabbath 

provides a motif that brings together the themes of Adventism in a way that 

celebrates and recalibrates the imaginary beyond consumerism.  The 

centrality of Babylon and remnant imagery in Adventism’s self-identity 
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provide constructs that can be extended to inform a counter-cultural yet 

missionally engaged community.  

 

While Seventh-day Adventist theology has been propositionally well 

articulated, the work of filtering Adventist themes in view of shaping a 

counter consumer imagination, for the most part, remains to be done.  It is 

within this space that this thesis makes its most significant and unique 

contribution.18   

 

The Problem 

 

Advanced consumerism has become a complete meaning making system 

that includes a religious disposition that then constitutes consumer culture’s 

folk religion.  In the resulting commodified form of life, traditional religion is 

abstracted and simplified to be offered as another meaning making product.  

The Christian church can often, in an attempt to remain relevant, present 

itself in consumer constructs and so further foster a commodified 

engagement. 

 

For the Seventh-day Adventist denomination in Australia, consumerism 

challenges its ability to be a relevant and meaningful community.  

Commodified spirituality engenders an individually mediated, deregulated 

engagement with the church.  The commodification of Adventism, with its 

 
18 The most extensive work relating the beliefs and practices of the Seventh-day Adventist 
denomination to consumerism is provided in a chapter in Laura M. Hartman’s book “To 
Envision the Future,” in The Christian Consumer: Living Faithfully in a Fragile World (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 201)1. Among Seventh-day Adventist writers Reinder Bruinsma 
addresses many of the issues that drive consumerism without using consumer terminology in 
Present Truth Revisited: An Adventist Perspective on Postmodernism (Zeewolde: Ut Intelligam, 
2014).  In Australian Adventism Nathan Brown provides editorials on consumerism that have 
been included in the denominational magazines the themes of which are summarised in 7 
Reasons Life is Better with God (Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2007), 85-86. 
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simplification and homogenisation, threatens the substance of Adventism as 

a movement.  At the same time, Adventism contains within its history, 

theology and identity motifs that can inspire the counter imaginary and 

inform consumer engagement.  However, to this point, these tools have not 

been significantly filtered and reworked with a view to guiding the Seventh-

day Adventist church in Australia as it participates within, informs, and 

mediates engagement with advanced consumerism.  This thesis then will 

bring insights to the discussion and application of Seventh-day Adventist 

belief and practice and inform the denomination in view of its interaction in 

advanced consumer culture.  

 

Outline of the Study 

 

The thesis will initially outline factors that have shaped the development of 

advanced consumer culture as it is expressed in western capitalist 

democracies.  While the history of consumerism, particularly the process of 

commodification, is open to conjecture, this thesis works primarily within the 

North American history of consumerism. The Seventh-day Adventist church 

grew up and interacted within the North American expression of 

consumerism.  Shaping factors include Protestantism, the Industrial Revolution, 

and the media consumer apparatus.  A survey of shaping factors will allow 

the response provided in part three to be informed by and address the 

primary developmental drivers of consumerism.  As Twitchell points out, “If the 

church is to play a leading role in returning us to health, it must first 

understand why consumerism is so very attractive, and then come to terms 

with its complicity in this phenomenon.”19 

 

 
19 James B. Twitchell, Lead Us into Temptation: The Triumph of American Materialism (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 17. 
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After establishing the historical context, the thesis then interacts with the 

principal sociological and marketing theories of consumer society to establish 

the consumer construct the thesis will respond within.  How one deems 

consumerism to operate and the extent of agency, both individual and 

organizationally, inherently informs the texture of the response.  

Representative constructs are evaluated that move from the production of 

consumption reflexive modes, including Jean Baudrillard and Conrad 

Lodziak, to more autonomous, participative expressions of empowerment, 

including Ulrich Beck and the marketing perspective of Twitchell.  Particular 

reference is given to the “liquid modern” construct of Bauman who combines 

both participate and reflexive expressions of consumerism.  Bauman’s 

construct more closely describes the lived experience of consumer 

opportunity while recognising the deformations of excessive individualism.  

Establishing a reflexive participant mode recognizes consumerism’s 

productionist constraints yet makes room for enabling agency in a response.   

 

Consumerism’s ability to shape a fluid identity is then mapped out in view of 

later implications for ecclesiology and spirituality.  The commodification of 

identity development, relationships and community are factors that are 

addressed in view of establishing how commodification shapes beliefs, 

values, and practices.  Chapter four brings the work of Part One together in 

outlining how consumerism takes the role of folk religion in advanced 

consumer culture.  This identification is an important element for Part Three 

where a Seventh-day Adventist construct of Babylon, that includes an 

expression of false religion, is used as a signifier to inform counter-cultural 

consumer engagement.  

 

Part II outlines how advanced consumerism has deregulated religion in 

Australia and shaped spirituality to be a privatised, self-mediated, consumer 

category.  It then explores how Adventism interacts within this cultural shift.  

Chapter five explores the movement toward a homogenised, simplified 
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religiosity where the church is engaged with as a cultural resource.  It 

establishes where consumerism and Christianity converge and part ways.  A 

subsection of this chapter is a case study of the spiritualty, philosophy and 

sense of community expressed in the marketing strategy of active-wear 

brand Lorna Jane and implications for cultural engagement.  

 

A model for balancing the need to be relevant, so offered for consumer 

engagement, with the protection of the substance that can then inform 

consumer interaction is derived from the categories and process of formal 

and substantial commodification.  The commodification of forms provides 

access to the denominational beliefs and practices however the substance 

of the denomination needs to be protected from the homogenising 

simplification of commodification.  

 

Chapter Six then charts the course of market driven ecclesiology and what it 

means for the church to operate as a faith brand.  The interplay between the 

church and consumer culture in Australia is overviewed with a particular 

focus on factors that have shaped the Seventh-day Adventist stream. 

Chapter seven outlines implications for when the church member engages 

the church through commodified categories, particularly service logic.  

 

Chapter eight explores more specifically Adventism’s relationship with 

consumerism, particularly the tensions that are evident in how it has 

interacted within North American capitalism.  The way developing Adventism 

related to the antecedents of advanced consumer culture in North America 

is evaluated with a view to understanding and informing current 

engagement in Australia. 

 

In Part III, the Seventh-day Adventist church’s agency, in responding to and 

finding expression within consumerism, is established.  The texture of response 

is explored on three levels.  Initially, in chapter 9, the wider responses to 
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consumerism are evaluated for their applicability to the Seventh-day 

Adventist context.  Chapter 10 outlines the predominant Christian responses 

in view of Seventh-day Adventist appropriation of these wider Christian 

themes.  This includes Christian themes that relocate desire, hope and 

freedom into the divine narrative and through which the counter consumer 

imagination can be generated.  Chapter 11 brings the tools from chapters 9 

and 10 into a Seventh-day Adventist context as it explores a more particularly 

Adventist counter-cultural narrative.  

 

Seventh-day Adventist beliefs including creation, the sanctuary and 

eschatology are explored in the context of the overriding great controversy 

narrative.  The potential of these doctrines to fix identity and relocate desire, 

hope, and freedom into a divine imaginary is established.  In chapter 12, 

particular attention is given to the Sabbath as a practice that can bring 

together the major themes of Adventism to celebrate and recalibrate the 

counter consumer imagination.  Chapter 13 extends and re-ascribes the 

metaphor of Babylon to then use empire themes as an informer and driver of 

the counter consumer narrative.  The imagery of the remnant in exile is then 

used to inform a Seventh-day Adventist posture that is both engaged within 

consumer culture but counter-culturally beyond at the same time.  

 

The conclusion will include recommendations for the Seventh-day Adventist 

community in Australia with scope for wider applications.  Challenges and 

recommendations will be outlined to inform national strategies and local 

church expressions, including corporate, group and individual responses. 

Strategies that articulate belief to inform practice will be outlined with a view 

to engendering and sustaining the counter imaginary that relocates an 

identity beyond consumerism while at the same time informing engagement 

within it. 
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Scope and Delimitations 

 

In crossing the lines between academic disciplines, including history, religion 

and sociology, this thesis risks specialists in each discipline identifying 

perceived shortcomings in their preferred area of expertise.  However, it is 

important to broadly bring together the cross-discipline perspectives as each 

provides important insights and tools in view of a comprehensive response.  

Consumerism has not been significantly addressed in a Seventh-day 

Adventist context to this point and so rather than explore a particular facet of 

consumerism, a much broader approach has been taken. This approach 

provides a map to explore the overall foundations, issues, responses, and 

implications for Adventism.  However, this comprehensive approach means 

significant areas are assumed or engaged with only to the extent the 

argument moves forward.  This approach leaves these spaces requiring more 

extensive exploration.  

 

The scope is limited to advanced consumerism as it is expressed in western 

capitalist cultures. This is the Australian context along with being the historical 

context for Seventh-day Adventist development.  This limitation is particularly 

evident in the treatment of history where more oriental developments, 

influences and expressions are not significantly engaged with.20  Large 

sections of history, including the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, 

topics for many dissertations in themselves, are covered in a matter of 

paragraphs.  The generally agreed upon aspects of consumerism’s history are 

extrapolated for the salient points that inform a response to consumerism 

bringing large areas of discussion and contention down to a few main ideas.  

This allows the thesis to move forward, generally informed by history, but not 

deeply engaged in it. 

 
20 Peter Stearns, Consumerism in World History: The Global Transformation of Desire (New York: 
Routledge, 2001) provides a comprehensive overview of the emergence of consumerism in 
Russia, East Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Islamic Middle East.  
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The more prominent Christian responses to consumerism focus significantly on 

the environmental impacts of consumer culture.21  This thesis, while being 

informed by and at points interacting with environmental responses, does not 

significantly address the environmental challenge.  This is not to imply 

environmental considerations of consumerism are not important.  However, 

this thesis assumes the environmental challenge to the Christian community 

and, while recognising some excellent work in this field, moves to other areas 

that underlie a response.  Themes explored will enhance environmental 

engagement as part of an overall posture of consumer interaction.  This thesis 

also does not call for a radical re-working of capitalism but rather provides a 

more subversive, and more likely achievable, response in terms of what 

factors can be renegotiated and reattributed to leverage the positive 

aspects of consumerism while addressing and reworking the deformations. 

 

A commodified engagement with and from the church inherently has 

implications for ecclesiology.  This thesis explores commodification’s 

implications for ecclesiology, briefly interacts with some ecclesiological 

constructs and makes recommendations that shape an ecclesiological 

focus.  However, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide the thorough 

going ecclesiological study that this work points toward and requires. 

 

In its treatment of Seventh-day Adventist doctrine, this thesis does not set out 

to prove or defend the Seventh-day Adventist positions.  Rather, it takes the 

official belief statement, or generally agreed upon position – as much as that 

exists - as a given starting point and then filters those positions for how they 

 
21 Laura M. Hartman, The Christian Consumer and Ruth Valerio Just Living: Faith and 
Community in an Age of Consumerism (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2016) provide 
excellent overviews of consumer culture in relationship to Christianity and implications for 
environmental care. 
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can contribute to, or be re-worked toward, informing the counter consumer 

imagination.  The Seventh-day Adventist doctrines are engaged to the extent 

that a comprehensive overview can be provided as opposed to a thorough-

going analysis of a particular doctrine.  For example, the doctrine of the 

sanctuary, which has been extensively debated in the Seventh-day Adventist 

discourse, is filtered for its ability to inform consumerism in just a few pages.  

This thesis includes discussion of formal and substantial commodification 

however does not do the work required to thoroughly delineate the 

boundaries between commodifiable form and what constitutes the 

substance to be protected from the abstraction and simplification of 

commodification.  That work remains to be done however will be informed by 

this thesis. 

 

The response, for the most part, is principle based and largely avoids the 

more concrete example and applications.  This is in view of the rapidly 

changing nature of consumerism where customers are kept in a tension of 

never being fully satisfied and so are continually looking for the new.  This 

thesis then gives principles for engagement and application as the changing 

nature of technology, especially social media, continually reshapes the 

process of commodification and the tools with which it can be addressed. 

 

This thesis was completed during the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The implications of the thesis will be significant as Australia emerges into post 

pandemic realities where the structures of consumption and commodity 

exchange may change.  However, the underlying drivers of individualism will 

still likely be evident and in some ways perhaps enhanced.  How a pandemic 

shapes consumerism, or how consumerism shapes a pandemic, provides 

ground for a future thesis. 
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PART I 

THE CONSTRUCT OF ADVANCED CONSUMERISM AND ITS RELGIOUS TEXTURE 

 

CHAPTER 1  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF ADVANCED CONSUMERISM 

 

Material desires are not a modern invention. But they can be cultivated 
and amplified or neglected and silenced. The last five hundred years 
were a period of sustained amplification.1 
 
While there is no doubt that in the past few decades technology and 
advertising have been the driving force of rapid cultural change, there 
is also no doubt that communities, churches and governments play a 
significant role as well.2 

 

The terms “consumer culture” and “consumer society” emerged after the 

Second World War in an attempt to label the growing identification of a 

particular variant of capitalism that was moving away from the centrality of 

production and placing more focus on the act of consumption.3  However, 

the antecedents that made that movement possible can be traced back to 

the Reformation and Enlightenment periods.  Charting the development of 

consumer society establishes the major underlying themes that require 

addressing as part of a comprehensive response. 

 

Just how one interprets the rise of consumerism impacts how a response is 

shaped.  Causal factors will need to be assessed for their impact in 

contemporary culture and addressed if necessary.  Other factors, that 

consumerism may simply have found expression in, may not necessarily need 

 
1 Frank Trentmann, Empire of Things: How We Became a World of Consumers, from the 
Fifteenth Century to the Twenty-First (London: Penguin, 2017), 7. 

2 Denniss, Curing Affluenza, 10. 

3 First widely used by authors including, J. K. Galbraith, The Affluent Society (London: Penguin, 
1962) and Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures Revised Edition 
(London: SAGE Publications,1998). 
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to be addressed or might simply be reworked for a different expression.  As 

Beabout and Echeverria explain: “While the enlightenment, industrialization, 

mass production and the market economy may be elements that are 

necessary for the possibility of consumerism, it does not follow that those 

conditions cause consumerism.”4   

 

The shift from an agrarian society that included expressions of materialism to 

one where consumerism is the meta-narrative is complex.  The consumer 

society emerged gradually through a progressive interaction of economic, 

political, sociological, psychological, and technological factors. Roberta 

Sassatelli outlines how, “The history of consumer society is also the history of 

the formation of new cultural orientations towards the economy, goods and 

material culture.”5  Various constructs for relating to creation, self, one 

another, God, and consumption needed to be reshaped for consumerism to 

become a culturally acceptable expression of meaning.  Rodney Clapp, in 

giving an overview of the forces that have shaped contemporary 

consumerism, rightly points out that consumerism cannot be attributed to any 

single factor or simple linear progression. “It did not itself appear overnight, 

but instead over the course of centuries.”6   

 

Traditionally, the development of consumerism has been explained through a 

productionist perspective.  A linear progression is mapped out that includes 

the Protestant work ethic, the Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution as 

the primary drivers of consumerism.  Consumerism is then given an intensified 

expression in technology, advertising and the media, particularly recent 

 
4 Gregory R. Beabout, Eduardo J. Echeverria, “The Culture of Consumerism: A Catholic and 
Personalist Critique,” Journal of Markets and Morality 5, no. 2 (Fall 2002), 374. 

5 Roberta Sassatelli, Consumer Culture: History, Theory and Politics (London: Sage, 2007) 
kindle locations 526-530 overviews this shift in relationships. 

6 Rodney Clapp, “Why the Devil Takes Visa: A Christian Response to the Triumph of 
Consumerism.” Christianity Today 40, no. 11 (1996): 28. 
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iterations of social media, to form advanced consumerism.7  However, more 

recently historians and sociologists, including Peter Stearns, Colin Campbell 

and Neil McKendrick, have argued a less productionist cultural systems 

approach.8  These accounts emphasise factors such as the relationship to 

luxury, the increasing availability of colonial products, promotional 

techniques, hedonistic ethics and commerce.  These more sociological 

approaches identify historical global trends and attitudes, including in 

eighteenth century England and seventeenth century Holland, that 

contributed to the development of new relationships between the use and 

enjoyment of goods and the texture of desire prior to the Industrial 

Revolution.9  Attitudes and values then shaped the technology and cultural 

phases that increased consumer expression.  Even so, the factors that shaped 

consumerism in North America, where Adventism developed, and that are 

largely reflected in the development of Australian consumer culture, are 

broadly agreed upon. These factors follow a productionist line through the 

Protestant Reformation, Enlightenment, and Industrial Revolution before 

being intensified by advertising and technology.  Regardless of the 

perspective taken, the relationship between capitalism and consumerism, 

expressed in an increasing individualisation, is crucial in the rise of global 

consumer culture. 

 

  

 
7 Miller, Consuming Religion, James, Affluenza and Schor, Plentitude are examples of this line 
of development. 

8 Stearns, Consumerism in World History, Campbell, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of 
Modern Consumerism and McKendrick, Consumer Society. 

9 Neil McKendrick, “Commercialization and the Economy,”  in The Birth of a Consumer 
Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England, ed. N. McKendrick, J. Newer 
and J. M Plumb (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,1982) and Colin Campbell, The 
Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Capitalism (London: Alcuin, 2005), identify significant 
historical trends shaping new attitudes towards and patterns of consumption including the 
rise of luxury consumption in the late medieval period.   
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The Relationship between Capitalism and Consumerism 

 

Anti-globalisation activists and environmental economists emphasise the 

close link between the rise of a capitalist economic system and 

consumerism.10  In some cases, capitalism and consumerism are identified so 

closely that they are deemed to be essentially the same thing.11  David 

Schindler exemplifies this view when he outlines how “there is something 

inherent to the capitalistic system that makes consumerism its necessary 

complement.”12  Where production is ever increased, which Schindler sees as 

inextricably linked to capitalism, then consumerism must be the inherent 

corollary.  For Schindler, responding to consumerism would necessitate the 

undoing and replacing of capitalism.  

 

Stearns identifies signs of consumerism in Asia and Africa before Western 

capitalist forms emerged.13  However Stearns agrees that modern 

consumerism is “wrapped in Western Influence” and found impetus for 

expression as a function of commercial capitalism.14  Beabout and 

Echeverria outline how the structures of the market economy, with a focus on 

individualism, means capitalism is most likely expressed in human nature as 

consumerism.15   

 
10 For a representation of this thinking see Juliet Schor, Plentitude: The New Economics of True 
Wealth (Melbourne:  Scribe, 2010) and Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies 
(London: Flamingo, 2000).   

11 See for instance Schor and Anita Roddick, Take it Personally: How Globalisation Affects You 
and Powerful Ways to Challenge It, (London: Harper Collins, 2001).  

12 David L. Schindler, Heat of the World, Center of the Church: Communio Ecclesiology, 
Liberalism, and Liberation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 130-131. 

13 Sterns, viii. 

14 Stearns, ix.  For Stearns, modern consumerism was born in Western Europe and predates 
the industrial revolution.  The United States came “on board” as an imitator (viii) even though 
it would ultimately lead in most facets of consumerism. 

15 Beabout and Echeverria, 371. 
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Clapp identifies the individualised, profit focused expression of capitalism as 

the challenge rather than capitalism itself.  He outlines how in early American 

history, capitalism, as it is expressed today in terms of economic growth, “was 

unthinkable.”16  For Clapp, community-oriented values mitigated against the 

excesses of a system primarily focused on economic over relational 

outcomes.  Max Weber gives the example of a hired hand, in the early 

capitalist period, who when offered an increase in wage per acre of hay 

mowed would not increase his overall production but would rather work until 

he had earnt the same amount of money to which he was accustomed.17  

The concept of a limitlessly increasing growth economy did not drive 

production at this point.  Weber then explains that this example shows that “a 

man does not by nature wish to earn more and more money, but simply to 

live as he is accustomed to live and to earn as much as is necessary for that 

purpose.”18  This would suggest that capitalism can be expressed in terms 

that are driven more relationally over simply economic growth. 

 

For Kasser and Kanner, it is capitalism’s more recent fixation on economic 

growth that brings about consumerism.19  Clive Hamilton in Growth Fetish, 

and more recently Richard Denniss in Curing Affluenza agree and describe a 

more relational expression of capitalism in what they term “the post-growth 

 
16 Clapp, 21. Clapp cites the case of a Puritan merchant in Boston who in 1635 was fined for 
greed because he had sold his wares at six percent profit. 

17 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Scriber, 1958), 903-
904. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Kasser and Kanner, 3. Even though Kasser refers to consumerism as “capitalisms younger 
twin” he maintains that capitalism does not in itself necessitate consumerism.  Clive Hamilton, 
Growth Fetish (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen and Unwin, 2003) and Richard Denniss, Curing 
Affluenza: How to Buy Less Stuff and Save the World (Carlton, Vic: Black Inc, 2017) both raise 
the same questions and propose a ‘third way’ that focuses on the growth of well-being over 
simple economic growth. 
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society”.20  Consumerism, for Hamilton and Denniss, is seen as a distortion of 

capitalism’s freedom rather than being its inherent expression.  This stance 

would then allow for a response that focuses on the re-interpretation and 

extent of system measurements over totally dismantling the capitalist 

mechanism.   

 

Protestantism and the Legitimisation of Consumer Antecedents 

 

For capitalism and the legitimacy of consumerism to flourish, notions of 

asceticism and minimising consumption needed to be reoriented.  Clapp 

explains how: “For capitalism to succeed it required a theological foundation 

and legitimation.”21  Clapp finds in Protestantism a framework that was able 

to give theological support to the building blocks of capitalism and with it the 

validity of individualised consumer values.   

 

Central in this shift was John Calvin’s recasting of asceticism from that 

promulgated by medieval Catholic theology.  Calvin argued that “if we are 

only to pass through the earth, we ought undoubtedly to make such a use of 

its blessings as will rather assist than retard us in our journey.”22  In the context 

of God’s blessing, Calvin glorified hard work and the need to use time 

profitably.  Both factors generated financial reward that inherently signified 

God’s blessing.  Calvin argued that one must avoid the extremes of 

extravagant excess and intemperance but also “life-denying austerity and 

 
20 Both Hamilton, Growth Fetish, 205-241 and Denniss, Curing Affluenza, 211-250 give 
extensive overviews of their conceptions of a post-growth society. 

21 Clapp, Devil Takes Visa, 21. 

22  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion - Vol 1, trans. John Allen (Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1843), 645. Arthur, A. Berger, The Objects of Affection: 
Semiotics and Consumer Culture - Semiotics and Popular Culture (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan), 38-49 provides a summary of Calvin’s place in the development of consumer 
thinking. 
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asceticism”. 23  However, the increased income that came with Calvin’s ethic 

opened the way for products to be signifiers of blessing beyond their use 

value.   

 

Weber maintains that some of the fundamental theological assumptions of 

Calvinism, including election and vocation, set in place justifications and 

values that brought about the Industrial Revolution in Western Europe and the 

rise of modern capitalism.24  In Calvin’s theology, the elect of God seek to 

demonstrate their status by producing the fruits of righteousness.  This 

demonstration is then often expressed in and measured by the fruits of 

economic success through which God is glorified.25  Weber points out that 

the Protestant ethic “was not originally consumer-oriented or hedonistic” and 

in fact featured “a strict avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment of life”.26  

However, for Weber, Calvin’s theology simply legitimised the shift towards 

materialism and provided the theological building blocks that capitalism 

required. 

 

John Wesley identified the ironic consequences of Calvin’s work ethic.  The 

Protestant work ethic produced “industry and frugality and these cannot but 

produce riches”.27   However, as Wesley points out: “as riches increase so will 

pride, anger and love of the world in all of its branches.”28  This crossover 

 
23 Calvin. Institutes, 95. 

24 Weber, Protestant Ethic, Kindle Location 2075 

25 Ibid, Kindle Location 3870. Weber’s view of Calvinism and its contribution to capitalism is 
well summarised by Paul H. Santmire, “From Consumerism to Stewardship: The Troublesome 
Ambiguities of an Attractive Option.” Dialog - A Journal of Theology 49, no. 4 (2010): 332-339. 

26 Weber, Protestant Ethic, 63.   

27 John Wesley, Letter XXIII “Thoughts on Methodism”, in The Works of John Wesley – Volume 
23 Journal and Diaries VI (1776-1786), ed. W. Reginal Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1995), 267. 

28 Ibid. 
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between frugality and riches is what Clapp refers to as the “blurry line” 

between a theology of production and a theology of consumption.29   

 

Carrie McLaren and Janson Torchinsky then identify the legacies of Calvinism 

mixing with Social Darwinism to justify a “pervasive, self-serving assumption” 

that affluent people were intelligent and vice versa.30  “Their wealth was 

evidence of strong character, hard work, God’s blessing, and sharp wits.”31  

The Protestant ethic then gave legitimacy to a theology that justified and 

honoured consumption by rationalizing and submitting all of life to the 

criterion of efficiency and by seeing the making of money to be honourable.  

While Calvin would have been highly unlikely to support what became the 

excesses of consumerism, the point is still made that in Protestantism 

capitalism was able to find theological support of sorts.   

 

The Protestant emphasis on the individual gave further legitimisation and 

support for the individualism that was later expressed in and subverted for 

consumerism.  The individual could now access and interpret scripture and 

could communicate directly with God.  Sallie McFague outlines how the 

individually mediated Protestant view of salvation shifted the focus toward an 

individual righteousness.  Consequently, the individualised believer’s attention 

turned increasingly inward.32  Campbell sees in the individualising Protestant 

ethic the “blossoming of a theology of consumption”.33  Campbell outlines 

how the Puritan emphasis on an intensely personal, subjective experience 

 
29 Clapp, Devil Takes Visa, 22. 

30 Carrie McLaren and Janson Torchinsky, Ad Nauseam: A Survivor's Guide to American 
Consumer Culture (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009), Kindle Locations 3221-3226. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Sallie McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers: Climate Change and the Practice of Restraint 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 113-114. 

33 Campbell, 219 argues that Romanticism is in part secularized Puritanism.  
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laid the groundwork for the later Romantic preoccupation with self.  Feelings 

became a source or pleasure in themselves.   

 

In Clapp’s outline, this emphasis on feelings grew into the “object” of 

consumer culture.34  However, Clapp points out that this is not to suggest that 

there was an intentional Protestant sanctioning of capitalism.   

At no point in the development of capitalism did any theologian set 
out consciously to construct a theology of capitalism – let alone to 
justify such abuses as capitalistic economics.  The process of 
sanctioning capitalism and consumerism was done without economics 
in mind, so that in looking back on a ‘theology’ of capitalism and 
consumption we are talking about indirect and often even undesired 
effects.” 35   

 

Historian Jackson Lears outlines how the consequences were ironic and 

unintended.  “The Protestant Ethic provided the psychological justification for 

the organizational spirit of rational capitalism.”36  The drive toward control of 

the inner self fostered a corresponding drive toward mastery of the outer 

world.  Laurence Moore extends this theme in outlining how Protestantism 

provided an “excellent preparation”  for the pleasures of modern consumer 

hedonism: 

It sanctified choice. It brought Christianity lock, stock, barrel and Bible 
into the marketplace and redefined faith in terms of the marketplace.  
It refined close observation and exquisite stimulation of feelings, and 
since the Protestant imagination was free to venture forth on its own 
without the intervention and control of priests, it luxuriated in novelty.37 
 

 
34 Clapp, “The Theology of Consumption and the Consumption of Theology,” in The 
Consuming Passion – Christianity and the Consumer Culture, ed. Rodney Clapp (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 1998), 179 outlines how puritanism introduced the idea that success in 
one’s labours was a reassuring sign of God’s election. 

35 Ibid.  

36 Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 46. 

37 R. Laurence Moore, Selling God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 38. 
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The individualised categories and ethics established by Protestantism, while 

initially checked by wider values of community, were able to be subverted 

for a commodifiable expression in a growing consumerism.   

 

Adventism traces its ecclesiological identity through the sixteenth-century 

Protestant Reformation and more precisely the Radical Reformation of the 

Anabaptists.38  The freedom of the individual, in terms of scriptural 

understanding and ecclesiology, was highly valued in each movement of 

Adventism’s reformation lineage and reaffirmed by the American pilgrim’s 

quest for individual freedom.   

 

Darius Jankiewicz, in his call for an interdependent Seventh-day Adventist 

ecclesiology that avoids both the overemphasis of rigid authoritarian 

dependence and fiercely individual independence, identifies the growing 

individualism in each of the reformation movements and reactions that 

shaped early Adventism.39  The Anabaptist ecclesiology was particularly 

foundational in shaping the Christian Connection and Methodist constructs of 

the individual in relation to scripture and authority.  This emphasis on the 

individual then in turn inherently shaped the ecclesiology of the newly 

forming Adventist group.  For the Anabaptist, the true church of God was in 

heaven.  The church on earth was simply the assembly in which “every 

individual believer had the right to interpret Scripture as he pleased.”40  This 

ecclesiology then raised the private judgment of the individual and 

facilitated identities that could later make space for the individualism of 

consumerism.  In addressing advanced consumerism in a Seventh-day 

 
38 George Knight, A Search for Identity: The Development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs 
(Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2000), 30. 

39 Darius Jankiewicz, Models of Religious Authority Journal of the Adventist Theological 
Society 18, no.1 (Spring 2007): 15–34. 

40 Ibid, 33. 
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Adventist context, individualism is a central factor that will require checking 

by wider values. 

 

Protestantism can also be seen to have provided the legitimisation for 

separating the “sacred” and “secular”.  This separation created a category 

of the sacred that did not necessarily interact with what were seen as secular 

pursuits.  In this dichotomy consuming was able to be separated from the 

sacred.  McFague outlines how “the separation of the worldly and the 

heavenly was a major feature of the Protestant worldview, whether in its 

mainline form of the Lutheran two tracks, the religious and the secular, or the 

sectarian avoidance of things of the flesh for things of the spirit.”41 For 

McFague, it is within this context of separation that thinking patterns emerged 

which then allowed consumerism to develop seemingly unhindered in the 

secular realm largely unchecked by religious teaching on greed and 

asceticism that remained in the sacred.42   

 

However, it would be a significant distortion to view Protestantism alone as 

having seeded the ethics and categories that later gave rise to consumer 

capitalism and advanced consumerism.  Other factors essential to the birth 

and growth of consumerism, including a shift from production to consumption 

and the ability for goods to become free-floating signifiers, were required to 

provide the vehicles for the expression of advanced consumer culture. 

 

Modern Cultural Currents - The Enlightenment and the Romantic Self. 

 

The autonomy of the individual over the community along with the 

separation of sacred and secular spheres of life, seeded by Protestant ethics 

and values, was further legitimised in the Enlightenment period.  Intellectually 

 
41 McFague, 113-114. 

42 Ibid. 
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the Enlightenment brought with it an emphasis on autonomous human 

reason along with an optimism regarding humanity’s potential for discovering 

and providing the “good life”.43  Both intellectual shifts contributed a way of 

thinking that allowed consumerism to become a viable deliverer of 

significance and meaning.  

 

Enlightenment thinking promoted material progress with an emphasis on 

what can be ascertained by the senses.  This focus began to change the 

way the world was perceived.  In place of theistic answers, explanations 

were increasingly directed toward human potential.44  David Wells explains 

how in this movement: “No longer did Western culture look to the heavens to 

find a sense of self; instead, it looked to the material world to discover a new 

way of processing identity along with a sense of existential emptiness.”45  For 

Wells, this emptiness provided the existential space that consumerism offered 

to fill.46  While Wells provides an over-simplification of the Enlightenment, the 

point is still made that this cultural current gave consumerism more space to 

take root.  For Tom Sine, the Enlightenment “offered a new imagery of the 

better future we are invited to come home to – a new secular salvation.”47  

 

In challenging the traditional social, moral, and philosophical authority of the 

Church, partly supported by Protestantism’s separation of sacred and secular 

coupled with expressive individualism, the Enlightenment intellectuals sought 

to establish a framework for society that avoided the religious rule and 

 
43 For a detailed analysis of this shift see Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1997). 

44 Mark Sayers, The Vertical Self (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 12 overviews the shift 
towards the Enlightenment’s human reasoning. 

45 David F. Wells, Losing our Virtue: Why the Church Must Recover Its Moral Vision (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 104. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Tom Sine, The New Conspirators – Creating the Future one mustard seed at a time 
(Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2008), 79. 
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conflicts of previous centuries.48  Organised religion began being moved to 

the private sphere of life and separated from the public realms of politics, 

science, and philosophy.  Steans outlines how, “The stress was put on secular 

rather than religious values and for some people this change in itself may 

have helped legitimate greater consumer interests.”49  In Stearns outline, the 

Enlightenment supported a set of values “consistent with believing that better 

clothing or furnishings constituted an acceptable goal in life.”50   

 

The Enlightenment facilitated the movement toward Romanticism and with it 

an even more significant cultural space for consumerism.51  Romantic writers 

praised emotion, individualism and beauty, particularly female beauty.52  

Campbell explains how the Romantics “encouraged self-expression and a 

search for different and meaningful experiences as they moved toward 

individualism.”53  Conspicuous consumption then became the vehicle for the 

expression of individual essence.  The movement of the Romantic period was 

primarily about the negation of the “self-typical of Protestantism” and its re-

expression in the “self-typical gratification of Romanticism”.54  Campbell 

argues that it was Romantic values, especially acquired through reading 

“new, emotion-laden novels” by European authors that most explicitly 

 
48 Jeremy Carrette and Richard King, Selling Spirituality: The Silent Takeover of Religion 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 3 overview the process of separating sacred and secular.  
While David Lyon, Jesus in Disneyland – Religion in Postmodern Times (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2008) identifies in the work of Carrette and King an oversimplification of the secularism 
arguments it still holds that the place traditional religion played in society was shifting to a 
more private individual space. 
49 Stearns, 5. 

50 Stearns, 31 gives the example of how the Enlightenment interest in education helped 
motivate middle-class purchases of items such as children’s books and pedagogical aids, 
which were becoming specific consumer categories by the end of the eighteenth century. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Ibid, 32. 

53 Campbell, 94. 

54 Ibid.  
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“spurred” consumerism.55  The individualised expression of Romanticism both 

shaped and become coupled with an intensification of the production of 

capital enabled by the Industrial Revolution. 

 

The Industrial Revolution and the Disengagement from Production 

 

Production based constructs of consumerism mostly ignore the shifting 

thought patterns that were antecedents of the Industrial Revolution and 

largely see it as the starting point for consumerism.  However, to do so misses 

the enhancement of the individual, the changing location of desire and a 

shifting of the “spiritual” which need to be addressed in a response.  

  

In both the productionist and cultural systems schemes of consumerism’s 

development the Industrial Revolution’s separation of production and 

consumption is a pivotal point.  The shift from agrarian communities to the 

city included a redefinition of who one was in relation to others and products.  

“People were increasingly disconnected from one another, their own story 

along with the story of the products being consumed.”56  Prior to the Industrial 

Revolution most homes in western culture were sites of both production and 

consumption.57  The Industrial Revolution meant that products, once 

produced at home, were now more cheaply produced in large quantities.  

The separation of production and consumption allowed commodities to be 

removed from the story of their production and so able to become free-

floating signifiers.   

 

 
55 Ibid, 92. 

56 For an overview of how the disconnection of people, production and consumption gave 
rise to greater expressions of consumerism see Peter N. Stearns, Consumerism in World History: 
The Global Transformation of Desire, Second Edition, (New York: Routledge, 2006), 33. 

57 Clapp, 25. 



30 

 

In Miller’s outline, consumption negated a dependence upon traditional skills, 

neighbouring families, and local merchants and in so doing people were 

removed from the story of the products they were consuming.  People 

became detached from one another, particularly extended family, and from 

the story of production and so inherently became detached from the actual 

products themselves.58  Miller sees in this detachment from production a mass 

de-skilling.  People consumed goods produced geographically far from them 

and so in place of the actual story products were able to “float” and so were 

more easily able to take on other signified meanings.  For Miller, the 

consequence then is that our “countless acts of consumption and evaluation 

train us daily to value things out of their contexts.”59  This removal from 

context, for Miller, is then transferred into other spheres of life including 

religion. 

 

Ruth Valerio claims that the ability to detach consumption from production 

causes one to consume with less respect and “so we discard and move on to 

the new.”60  Valerio outlines how a sense of amnesia becomes an important 

feature of consumerism, “we forget how to make things, who has made them 

and what we bought them for in the first place. And we forget the time that 

has gone into so much of what we consume.”61   

 

Mass-production resulted in previously unimaginable quantities of affordable 

goods.  This increase in manufacturing resulted in a gap between production 

and consumption.  Productionist perspectives then see advertising as the 

vehicle through which desires were artificially created to meet the supply.  

 
58 Miller, 47. 

59 Ibid. 

60 Ruth Valerio, Just Living: Faith and Community in an Age of Consumerism (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 2016), Kindle Location 928-935. 
 
61 Ibid 
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Clapp might be overstating the level of intentionality underlying the focus on 

consumption as a strategy during the Industrial Revolution however still makes 

a significant point when he states: “But they realised consumption was a way 

of life that had to be taught and learned.  People had to move away from 

habits of strict thrift toward habits of ready spending.”62  Clapp claims that in 

the process of marketing the oversupply of production, “consumers, in short, 

were made, not born.”63  McKendrick stresses that the consumer revolution 

was “the necessary analogue to the Industrial Revolution, the necessary 

convulsion on the demand side of the equation to match convulsion of the 

supply side.”64  

 

The Consumer Apparatus – Advertising the Consumer Illusion and 

Hyperreality 

 

The de-personalisation of production made room for a later more 

personalised relationship with objects and their meanings.  Advertisers were 

given space to create “personality” with brand names and mascots and so 

attach meanings to objects beyond their original production stories and use-

value.  Advertising exploited the dislocation that other factors, mainly 

industrialisation, had brought about and proposed consumption as the 

remedy.   

 

Stearns identifies in the changing role and methods of shopkeepers, as they 

moved toward a “marketing phase”, the first iteration of a specifically 

consumer oriented society.65  Stearns outlines how “imaginative storeowners” 

 
62 Ibid, 24. 

63 Ibid. 

64 McKendrick, 9.  

65 Stearns, 18. 



32 

 

began to develop techniques to “lure” customers.66  “Indeed what one 

group of historians has called the consumer revolution was based on the 

realization by shopkeepers and consumer goods producers that wants and 

needs were infinitely stretchable.”67  Fashion become a shifting space and 

pursuit beyond the upper classes.  Stearns also identifies in the marketing 

movement a change in the locus of identity as acquiring goods moved from 

“novelty” to “necessity”.  Goods were becoming part of the individual’s 

identity, “their measurement of what a satisfactory life involved.”68 

 

Miller identities a similar consumer shift in the movement of print advertising 

from being primarily textual and informational to include more “emotional” 

illustrations.69  Advertising became increasingly focused on identity over 

simply supplying information about a product.  Miller claims that the 

exploitation of this “therapeutic paradigm” in marketing “was a watershed in 

the commodification of culture.”70  By associating consumption with 

psychological and social needs, including meaning, wholeness and 

belonging, consumerism moved into a space that was previously fulfilled 

through nonmarket means including community and religion.  Miller claims 

that “It is impossible to overstate the importance of this shift.”71  Lears outlines 

how it is through advertising that the consumer is educated in insatiability with 

hope and desire being transferred from deity to products.  Both the form and 

the content of advertising reinforced the perspective of the therapeutic self 

 
66 Ibid, 17 gives the example of how as early as 1747 discounted sugar was used to “lure” 
people into the store. 

67 Ibid. 

68 Stearns, 17. 

69 Vincent Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practise in a Consumer Culture 
(New York: Continuum, 2004), 88 uses the example of a shifting focus in vehicle advertising 
from facts about the vehicle to later being predominantly image based with little actual 
content. 

70 Ibid, 87. 

71 Ibid. 
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and exploited its anxieties.72  By exploiting the human desire for meaning and 

belonging, products were positioned, even if unintentionally, to compete 

with religion.  

 

Protestant revivalism can be seen to have provided the content and context 

for emotional advertising that could dislocate people into the ever new and 

more.  Clapp outlines how “advertising testimonials drew directly on the 

before-and-after pattern of evangelical testimonies”.  Clapp describes how 

“Revivalism encouraged rapturous feelings and a malleable self that is open 

time and time again to the changes of the conversion and reconversion.” 73 

In Clapp’s overview, the feelings of revivalism were translated into a 

“conversion to new products a variety of brands and fresh experiences.”74  As 

Skye Jethani describes it; “Advertising became the prophets of capitalism – 

turning the hearts of people toward the goods they didn’t know they 

needed.”75 

 

For Berger, advertising takes advantage of the desire for a better life and uses 

envy of what one might be, if the right thing was purchased, as the 

motivator.76  Berger outlines how publicity manufactures “glamour”, 

especially around celebrities and sports heroes, and so creates mimetic 

 
72 Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self-Realization: Advertising the Roots of the Consumer 
Culture, 1880-1930,” in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880-
1980, ed. Richard Fox and T.J. Jackson (New York: Pantheon, 1983), 6. 

73 Clapp, Devil Takes Visa, 22. Clapp provides the example of “Coca-Cola magnate” Asa G 
Candler who concluded sales meetings with the singing of “Onward Christian Soldiers”. 
Kathryn Kemp, God’s Capitalist – Asa Candler of Coca-Cola (Macon: Mercer University Press, 
2002) provides an overview of how Candler modeled entrepreneurial expansion, including 
advertising, on his Protestant religious experience. 

74 Ibid. 

75Skye Jethani, “All We Like Sheep: Is Our Insistence on Choices Leading Us Astray?” 
Leadership 27, no. 3(2006): 30. 

76 Ibid. 
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desires that foster a culture of envy.77  “Publicity persuades us that such a 

transformation is possible by showing us people who have apparently been 

transformed and are, as a result, enviable.”78  However publicity is never a 

celebration of pleasure-in-itself, rather it is always about the buyer’s future.  

Berger explain how “it offers him an image of himself made glamorous by the 

product or opportunity it is trying to sell. The image then makes him envious of 

himself as he might be.”79  The illusion promises fulfilment but is always beyond 

attainment and so leads to a constant state of dissatisfaction. Consumerism, 

through more advertising, offers itself as the answer to the dissatisfaction.  

 

The advent of television enabled unprecedented promulgation of the 

“consumerist gospel” and its “illusions”.80  Further advances in media quality 

and reach along with new technology, including social media platforms, 

have contributed to the development of what Jean Baudrillard terms 

“hyperreality”.81  In hyperreality advertising depicts products and life in a way 

that does not actually exist.  Sayers describes the hyperreal illusion:  

The clear message behind hyperreality is that if we are to have lives of 
worth, happiness, and well-being, we need to move our lives into the 
hyperreal world.  We need to imitate the lives we see in movies, in 
advertising in lifestyle magazines, in music videos, and on television – 
then we will be happy.82 
 

 
77 Arthur Berger, Ads, Fads, and Consumer Culture: Advertising’s Impact on American 
Character and Society - Fourth Edition (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), 131. 

78 Ibid,132. 

79 Ibid. 

80 Mark D Harmon, “Religious Groups and ‘Affluenza’: Further Exploration of the TV-
Materialism Link”, Journal of Religion & Popular Culture 22, no. 1 (2010),1-26, for an overview 
of the role of television in growing consumerism.   

81 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (London: Sage Publications, 
1998), 14. 

82 Sayers, Trouble, 11-15. Mark Sayers outlines Baudrillard’s Hyperreal construct and then 
relates it to Christian character formation. 
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This leaves consumers pursuing “happiness” and seeking meaning in a world 

of “simulations and illusions”.83  An illusion is created that other people have 

managed to establish themselves in the hyperreal world and one’s happiness 

would be realised if they were able to join them by purchasing the right 

products and having the right experiences.   

 

Valerio provides the reminder that both technology and media can also be 

used to promote and facilitate relational values that negate the individualism 

of advanced consumerism.84  “What is at stake here is to be aware that 

technology and the media have the potential to form us in ways that run 

counter to our focal concerns, and so to ensure that we use them wisely.”85  

The role and use of media and technology, particularly the ability to analyse 

consumerism’s formational dimensions and engage people into counter 

consumer values, will need to be included in shaping a response. 

 

Postmodernism as Consumerism 

 

In the latter part of the twentieth century the term postmodernism came into 

use to describe the changes that were becoming apparent in the arts, 

philosophy and even theology.  Grand social narratives, including those of 

Christianity and the Enlightenment, were seemingly being replaced by 

fragmented, even contradictory, smaller stories with “truth” being replaced 

by individualized private “truths”.  With the rejection of a universal meta-

narrative, the individual was given responsibility to tell their own story and 

thereby arbitrate their own happiness, meaning and satisfaction.  

 
83 Ibid.  

84 Valerio, Just Living, Kindle Location 1699-1716. 

85 Ibid, provides an overview of how technology and the media can be formational in both 
positive and negative ways. 
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Ben Gooley overviews how in the context of a fragmented, individually 

focused, postmodernism “the way was paved for consumerism to bloom.”86  

For Gooley, postmodernism finds expression in consumerism.  Andy Crouch 

comes from the other direction in seeing postmodernity as having been 

made possible by the consumer economy.  Crouch claims that 

postmodernity was a development within modernity rather than a departure 

from it and postmodernity is the “outworking”, in both philosophy and 

lifestyle, of the consumer economy that modernity has made possible.87  Both 

perspectives demonstrate the shared philosophical foundations for both 

postmodernism and consumerism. 

 

For Alan Storkey, postmodernism does not make a way for consumerism, it is 

the very expression of consumerism.88   

The deconstruction and fragmentation which is often identified with 
changes in approaches to text and philosophy is actually buying, 
advertisements, TV culture, in-your-face entertainment, shopping, 
pressure, thing-filled living – in a word, consumption.  This is where the 
fragmentation is located and initiated, and much of the culture merely 
reflects these pressures.89 
 

The cultural fragmentation, for Storkey, is a result of consumerism’s ability to 

use any cultural idiom available to generate sales. “To reconstruct this 

revolution in terms of thought, even the type of thought which appears in 

academic journals, is to ignore the culturally dominant fact that a slick, 

 
86 Ben Gooley, “Unravelling Consumerism,” Case - The Centre for Apologetic Scholarship and 
Education at New College, University of New South Wales 26, (2011): 20. 

87 Andy Crouch contribution in Leonard Sweet, ed., The Church in Emerging Culture – Five 
Perspectives (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 71. 

88 Alan Storkey, “Postmodernism is Consumption in Christ and Consumerism: A Critical Analysis 
of the Spirit of the Age, ed. Craig Bartholomew and Thorsten Moritz (Carlisle: Paternoster, 
2000), 115. 

89 Ibid. 
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vacuous advertising copywriter is trying to think up some slogan, any 

advertisement, that will sell.”90   
 

Zygmunt Bauman, in a similar way to Storkey, argues that in consumerism the 

shape of postmodern social circumstance was already visible. “Consumer 

conduct is at once the cognitive and moral focus of life, the integrative bond 

of society, and the focus of systemic management.”91  For Bauman, 

consumerism is the overriding cultural system that paves the way for 

postmodernism.92   
 

David Lyon combines both social descriptors in using the terminology 

“postmodern consumer society”.93  Lyon claims the postmodern consumer 

context is facilitated by the expansion of an individually mediated customer 

centric modality. “Effects are felt well beyond the store and the market, as 

more and more institutions – schools, hospitals, museums, government 

departments, universities, libraries, and so on – see their users as consumers, 

and their members and users respond as such.”94  For Lyon, both institution 

and individual promote the consumer project in how they present, engage, 

and evaluate one another.  Regardless of how the term postmodern is used, 

consumerism culturally facilitates the fragmentation, individualisation and 

deregulation that is identified in the postmodern construct.  For this thesis, 

agreeing with Storkey and Bauman, postmodernism is seen as simply an 

iteration of intensified consumerism and the out-workings of commodified 

culture. 

 

 
90 Ibid. 

91 Bauman, Intimation of Postmodernitiy (London: Routledge, 1992), 49. 

92 Ibid. 

93 Lyon, 80. 

94 Ibid. 
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Advanced Consumerism – Affluenza and Intensification. 

 

In a further step in terminology, various authors have identified the culturally 

pervasive expression of consumerism using the pathological label 

“Affluenza”.95  Hamilton and Denniss along with Oliver James, from 

sociological perspectives, use the term affluenza to denote consumerism’s 

late twentieth century movement to a deeper place in the social ecology of 

capitalistic cultures.96 

Since the early 1990’s, Australia has been infected by affluenza, a 
growing and unhealthy preoccupation with money and material 
things.  This illness is constantly reinforcing itself at both the individual 
and social levels, constraining us to derive our identities and sense of 
place in the world through our consumption activity.97 

 

The term affluenza describes the deepening cultural space of collective 

addictions, neuroses and disorders that are caused or exacerbated by the 

desire for more possessions or what society deems as the “right” image.  

Hamilton and Denniss describe affluenza as “a condition in which we are 

confused about what it takes to live a worthwhile life.”98  For Hamilton and 

Denniss, affluenza is a function of increased consumption as a “coping 

mechanism” to alleviate insecurity, which is concurrently characterised by 

poor interpersonal relationships.99  In this construct, relationships are negated 

in the quest to achieve the “good life” that consumerism offers. 

 
95 In Australia the term was defined and used as a title for a publication by Hamilton and 
Denniss. They see the term as having been popularized in the United States by the 
broadcasting of a documentary titled Affluenza by KCTS/Seattle and Oregon Public 
Broadcasting in 1995.  One of the producers John DeGraaf then with David Wann and 
Thomas H Naylor wrote a book Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, (San Fransisco: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2001).  In 2007 the term was popularized further by the publishing of 
James book also titled Affluenza, that became a Sunday Times Bestseller.  

96 Hamilton and Denniss, 10.  The term is used in the same way in James, 49-50. 

97 Hamilton and Denniss, 178. 

98 Ibid, 7. 

99 Ibid.  G. Reith, “Consumption and Its Discontents,” The British Journal of Sociology 55, no. 2 
(2004): 283 uses a similar pathological view in his construct of “addictive consumption” 
Stephanie Kaza, Hooked! Buddhist Writings on Greed, Desire, and the Urge to Consume 
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James outlines how the “affluenza virus” promises to deliver on, yet actually 

impedes, the meeting of four fundamental human needs: feeling secure, 

being part of community, feeling competent, and being autonomous and 

authentic.100  He further claims that affluenza is significantly impacting family 

life, one’s sense of community, sexuality, mental health, education and 

entertainment.101  What James does not establish is the extent to which 

affluenza causes the dysfunctions he identified or if they are caused by other 

factors but are then expressed in affluenza. 

 

Angela Ragusa, in her exploration of American Materialism, Consumerism 

and Social Values, defines affluenza as:  

The bloated, sluggish and unfulfilled feeling that results from efforts to 
keep up with the Joneses. An epidemic of stress, overwork, waste and 
indebtedness caused by dogged pursuit of the American Dream. An 
unsustainable addiction to economic growth.102   
 

However, Ragusa also outlines how pathologizing consumerism reduces the 

complexity of social order into an individualised, treatable diagnosis that shifts 

blame away from the structural variables characteristic of advanced 

capitalist societies and highlights the need for a poststructuralist sensibility.103  

Psychologist, Michael Kyrios, in a similar way outlines how the term affluenza, 

and what is ascribed to it, offers a framework of interpretation that is too 

 
(London: Shambhala, 2011) outlines how consumerist impulses function like an addiction. 
Kima Cargill, The Psychology of Overeating: Food and the Culture of Consumerism (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing) kindle locations 672-677 also outlines how consumerism becomes an 
addiction the includes intense cravings, devote extraordinary amounts of time to pursuing 
the addiction, and then disappointingly find that the reward delivered diminishes over time, 
leaving them forever chasing the initial high. 

100 James, 23. 

101 Ibid, 59-85. 

102 Angela T. Ragusa, “American Materialism, Consumerism and Social Values: A Sociological 
Analysis of Social Issues and Value Priorities.” in WiR Conference, 2005: Women doing 
research, ed. J. Lewis (Gladstone: Central Queensland University, 2005), 5. 

103 Ibid, 6. 
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simplistic a response to complex social dynamics.  Kyrios maintains other 

factors including biology, personality and early development are far more 

powerful than cultural materialism in driving social neurosis and that a 

simplistic term such as affluenza causes society to ignore the deeper social 

issues.104   

 

Social scientist, Kim Humphery, also cautions against the use of the term 

affluenza.  For Humphery, the danger comes in giving mainstream society a 

label and telling a large group that they need to be “fixed”.  Humphery 

believes labelling society negates the ability to seriously address social issues. 

"We need to drop the notion that the mainstream is brainwashed … there are 

reasons why we do what we do and consume. Some of them are rational 

reasons and to do with the structure of our lives."105  Hamilton and Denniss 

outline how the very fact affluenza is a relatively simplistic term is valuable as 

it allows one to grasp the concept and its implications even if the term itself 

does not convey all the underlying factors working against well-being.106  

 

Mark Bahnisch argues against the affluenza construct maintaining that there 

is no evidence that people in Australia are more materialistic, or consumer 

driven, than in the past.107  For Bahnisch, the major reason people purchase 

more materials is simply because most consumer goods have become 

cheaper.  He agrees with Hamilton that people are working longer hours 

however sees this as a product of the increase in the cost of housing and 

 
104 Michael Kyrios, “An Examination of Psychosocial Factors Associated with Compulsive 
Buying,” in Self-Regulation and Social Competence: Psychological Studies in Identity, 
Achievement and Work-Family Dynamics, ed. Todman McWelling (Athens: ATINER, 2008). 

105 Kim Humphery, “After Affluenza,” Arena Magazine 75, February 2005, 17. 

106 Hamilton and Denniss, 7. 

107 Mark Bahnisch, “The Affluenza Myth,” Club Troppo (blog), June 29, 2009. Geoffrey Paulin 
makes a very similar argument using USA statistics in, “Examining Expenditure Patterns of 
Young Single Adults in a Historical Context: Two Recent Generations Compared,” Monthly 
Labor Review, (December 2008), 19-50. 
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services rather than an increasing desire for products, or one finding their 

significance in products.  Bahnisch supports his claim with Australian Bureau 

of Statistics data that indicates no increase in the amount of time Australians 

spent shopping between 1992 and 2006.108  While these statistics do show 

similar shopping times, Bahnisch is claiming too much when he uses them to 

make his argument that affluenza has not increased.  Bahnisch has missed 

the point that consumerism is more about the significance attached to 

goods and experiences rather than simple accumulation or time spent 

shopping. 

 

Hil and Cairncross maintain that in asserting that affluence, rather than 

poverty, is the main issue in Australia, an implication they identify in the use of 

the term affluenza, Hamilton and Denniss “sweep aside deep and prolonged 

inequities that are characteristic of contemporary Australian society.”109  Hil 

and Cairncross question if Hamilton and Denniss are overstating the problem 

and understating its solutions.  They see ‘affluenza’ as predominately 

ethnocentric Anglo-Celtic in values and seemingly looks back to some ideal 

of a grand past rather than forward to what could be.  Hil and Cairncross 

defend capitalism against claims it is producing fragmented communities, 

spiritual disconnectedness and corroding meaningful relationships.110  They 

highlight the social achievements of the capitalist system and the 

environments it creates for well-being that are “seemingly forgotten” by the 

anti-globalisation, anti-consumerism movements.  Advances in health care, 

food quality and availability, shelter and even social stability are among 

 
108Ibid.  The statistics Bahnish used to make his point can be viewed at: The Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, Accessed    
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4153.02006?OpenDocument).   

109 Richard Hil and Grant Cairncross, "Well-being and Its Discontents: A Critique of Hamilton 
and Dennis’s Affluenza," Journal of Economic and Social Policy 12, no. 4 (2007),1. 

110 Hil and Cairncross are in this section of their paper responding to the claims made by 
Hamilton and Dennis along with Juliet Schor, Plentitude: The New Economics of True Wealth 
(Melbourne: Scribe, 2010) and Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies (London: 
Flamingo, 2000).   
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many well-being improvements that Hil and Cairncross see as attributable to 

capitalism as expressed in consumerism.  Hil and Cairncross explain how 

when capitalism is criticised for destroying well-being, as they see Hamilton 

and Denniss doing, the good it has brought about needs to be assessed 

before negatives are considered.  Even this explanation however still makes 

room for “negatives” that if addressed have the potential to promote a 

greater sense of well-being. 

 

Intriguingly Hamilton, in 2008, claimed the era of affluenza was over.  In 

making this claim Hamilton defines affluenza as a fifteen year period marked 

by sustained income growth and ever-rising aspirations in pursuit of lifestyles 

that would give identity and expressed in “an epidemic of stress, overwork, 

waste and indebtedness caused by the dogged pursuit of the Australian 

dream.”111  In making this claim, Hamilton identifies a downshift in the housing 

market, increased savings and, at that point, the developing Global Financial 

Crisis as factors.112  For Hamilton then, affluenza is more linked to consumerism 

as expressed in boom cycles of the economy.  In doing this Hamilton seems 

to have limited the definition of affluenza.  

 

Hamilton’s Affluenza co-author, Denniss, in his 2018 book Curing Affluenza still 

characterizes Australian culture “as suffering from a bad case of 

affluenza.”113  Denniss identifies a continuing addiction to “what we don’t 

own yet” and outlines how that in Australian culture buying products is 

increasingly unrelated to their use.  Dennis claims that we have built the most 

materially wealthy communities the world has ever known, but “despite this 

abundance of ‘stuff’, our culture makes people feel that they never have 

 
111 Clive Hamilton, “Recovering from Affluenza,” Sydney Morning Herald, October 30, 2008. 

112 Ibid. The downturn in the housing market in 2008 was minimal and short lived in Australia.  
The housing market has since continued to rise Corelogic. 25 years of housing trends. Aussie, 
2018, 5. 

113  Denniss, Curing Affluenza, (ix). 
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enough of the ‘right stuff.’”114  Dennis further outlines how affluenza has not 

only “transformed the size of our shopping malls and the contents of our 

garbage dumps, it has also transformed our culture, environment and 

economy.”115  For Denniss the affluenza construct is expanded to described 

environmental implications of consumerism which are still largely 

unaddressed. 

 

Summary 

 

Consumerism’s history is multifaceted and while a productionist approach 

provides a broad timeline, it needs to be extended to take on the 

sociological elements that were already present and widely spread prior to 

the Industrial Revolution.  This includes the Protestant Reformation’s facilitation 

of the individual which was given temporal expression in the Enlightenment 

and introspection in Romanticism.  The Industrial Revolution added the 

essentials of production and the ability to separate products from their story.  

These factors combined to provide the texture for therapeutic advertising 

and the ability to create branded illusions with the now free-floating objects. 

The illusions shifted the location of hope and desire and so competed more 

directly with traditional religion.  Technology intensified the hyperreal 

dynamic that promoted a better version of the self that, while always being 

just out of reach, engenders a hope and desire for the better consumer 

ascribed life.  In shaping a response then, especially for a Protestant 

denomination, the challenges of individualism and the location of hope and 

desire are critical.  Measures will need to be put in place that check 

individualism against values of relational community and so mitigate the 

ability of consumerism to head individualism into selfish consumption.  This 

relational focus will need to be combined with beliefs, practices and 

 
114 Ibid, viii. 

115 Ibid, 10 
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education that help the consumer evaluate the promises of the hyperreal 

and return products to their use value.  Hamilton and Denniss point out: “The 

problem is not so much that we consume but that we consume for the wrong 

reasons.”116  Ascertaining why people seek meaning in consumerism will be 

an important part in the process of relocating the consumer from an 

excessive individualism to expressions that are more relationally focused.  

 
116 Hamilton and Denniss, 187. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONSTRUCTS OF CONSUMERISM 

 

 If we are prepared to admit that consumerism has become the way of 
life, we are in a better position to learn a great deal about the ‘means 
and mechanisms’ of the liquid modern society, which means of course 
that we will also be better equipped to do something about changing 
the world for the better, for humanity.1   

 
The market had become too pervasive and needs to be put back in its 
place.  It plays an important – indeed, an unexcelled – role in the 
efficient exchange and distribution of material goods.  But it should not 
arbitrate and define our faith, family life, friendships and so much else.  
Consumption makes a fine slave but a tyrannous master; it provides an 
abundantly stocked pantry but a lousy way of life.2 

 
Beyond establishing the factors that underlie and shape consumerism, a 

response will require analysis of how advanced consumerism functions 

sociologically.  Consumerism is often explained through productionist social-

signifying reactionary constructs.  These outlines mostly view consumerism as 

a negative system in which people are seemingly subjects with little agency.3  

In its extreme, consumerism is seen as a conspiracy of the capitalist market.  

Alternatively, a liberal economic approach can see consumerism as the free 

expression of people’s wants and even the facilitator of a creative 

individualism that facilitates unprecedented cultural richness, creativity, and 

 
1 Tony Blackshaw, Key Sociologists - Zygmunt Bauman (NY: Routledge, 2005), 112.  

2 Rodney Clapp, The Consuming Passion: Christianity and the Consumer Culture, (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 1998), 12. Clapp provides a formative text in being one of the early works 
to relate consumerism to issues of Christian belief and practice.  

3 Lyon, 78 provides an overview of the structuralist consumer responses.  Bruce P. Rittenhouse, 
Shopping for Meaningful Lives: The Religious Motive of Consumerism (Eugen: Cascade, 2013) 
Kindle Locations 346-351, provides a substantial overview of consumer constructs grouped 
into a typology based on consumer motivation. Rittenhouse’s types are greed, status 
signalling, manipulation, imaginative hedonism and parental concern theories.  Rittenhouse 
largely works within the structuralist production of consumerism theories and does not include 
the economic liberation theories. 
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empowerment.4  This chapter will survey representative constructs of 

consumerism before outlining the construct that this thesis works within and 

responds to. 

 

Production of Consumption Social-Signifier Manipulation Mode – Jean 

Baudrillard.  

 

The term “consumer society” is attributed to Jean Baudrillard who provides a 

cultural re-appropriation of the commodity fetishism construct of Karl Marx.5  

Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism is widely used as a starting point for 

productionist explanations of the sociological drivers of consumerism.  In 

commodity fetishism, consumption is removed from production freeing it up 

for other signifying meanings.  The relationship between production and 

exchange is reduced to the perceived economic value that arises from the 

goods in themselves, removed from the interpersonal relationships that 

produce them.6  This separates the product and consumer from the social 

relationships of production and in so doing allows commodities to be 

depersonalised and become symbols of social class and wealth over their 

relational and use values.7  

 

In Marx’s construct of capitalist society, industrialisation has brought about an 

alienation from each other and production.  It is this alienation that then 

drives consumption as commodities provide a momentary escape.  Marx 

 
4 See Steven Miles. Consumerism: As a Way of Life (London, SAGE, 2006), 33-38, for an 
excellent overview of sociological and economic treatments of consumerism.  

5 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures, (London: Thousand Oaks, 
1998). Baudrillard’s construct is similar to that provided by Adorno and M. Horkheimer, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York: Herder & Herder, 1944).  

6 The theory of commodity fetishism is outlined in the first chapter Karl Marx, Capital. Critique 
of Political Economy, (1867) (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), 39-48. 

7 Ibid, Capital (London: Penguin Classics, 1990), 165. 
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then outlines how this consumption creates a capitalist cycle with products 

providing the temporary escape from the alienation, yet attaining these 

products requires more work which further fuels the alienation.8  For Marx, it is 

not consciousness that determines society but society that determines 

consciousness.9  Society then is the driver of a consumer response where 

individuals have little agency but mostly respond to social stimuli.   

 

Marx’s social class-based typology of capitalist society is based on ownership 

of capital as a means of production and labour.  However, in advanced 

consumerism, the association between capital and labour has been altered 

with a rising middle-class.  Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism then 

becomes limited where commodities take on roles in addition to reflecting 

social status and wealth.10  Baudrillard extends on Marx’s class-based theory 

of consumption by including the role culture and language play in the 

process.11 

 

In the construct of “tokens” Baudrillard builds upon and extends Marx’s 

commodity fetishism.  For Baudrillard, commodities become “tokens” that go 

beyond “use-value” to take on the fetishized “exchange-value”.  The tokens 

revolve around symbolic social signifiers of success and external identity 

formation.  The manipulation of identity based social signifiers over and 

above use-value satisfaction forms the “social logic of consumption”.12 

 

 
8 For an overview of Marx construct of selling and alienation see Marx, Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: International Publishers, 1964). 

9 Ibid, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1859), 20. 

10 For a discussion of the limitations and application of the commodity fetishism construct see 
Angela T. Ragusa, American Materialism, Consumerism and Social Values, 3. 

11 Ragusa, 3 overviews the nature of Baudrillard’s extension of Marx’s constructs. 

12 Baudrillard, 61. 
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According to Baudrillard, to appreciate and understand commodities one 

must transcend economic theory to explore the semiotic relationship 

between objects and their systemic value.13  Commodities are no longer 

evaluated in terms of their functionality but rather in regard to what they 

signify including taste, style, socioeconomic level and even attitudes toward 

authority.14  Commodities provide “certificates of citizenship” and “become 

tokens of recognition, or integration, of social legitimacy.”15  Baudrillard 

maintains: “Consumption is an active form of relationship (not only to objects, 

but also to society and to the world), a mode of systematic activity and 

global response which founds our entire cultural system.”16 

 

Commodities then are what enable individuals to acquire identities, social 

mobility and selfhood.  Through “commodity signification” everyone, 

regardless of class structure, “is equally rich in possibilities for happiness and 

satisfaction” which only need liberation.17  Baudrillard calls this signification 

the “secularization of the potential equality of all men before God.”18 

Commodity signification leads then to an overemphasis on the individual 

who is simply defined by their own needs and satisfaction.   

 

Consumption, for Baudrillard, is more deterministic than it is about personal 

enjoyment.  Consumerism is seen as a determining behaviour before even 

being considered in the consciousness of the “social actor”.19  Baudrillard 

 
13 Ibid, The System of Objects, trans. James Benedict (New York: Verso, 1996). 

14 Ibid, The Consumer Society, 80.  

15 Ibid, 54, 

16 Ibid, viii. 

17 Ibid, 38. 

18 Ibid, 38-39.   

19 Ibid, 32. 
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sees the act of consumption as the “immanence of political economy in 

everyday life…the very act in which man believes he has rediscovered 

himself.”20  Within this rediscovery is where Baudrillard sets the foundations for 

consumption taking on religious significance as it becomes the source for 

identity construction and meaning making.  

 

For Baudrillard, the “manipulation of mass-media and advertising” causes 

meanings to gain autonomy and so they are able to fluctuate free from 

objects. Reality then becomes a simulated “hyperreality” characterised by a 

continual cross-referencing between different images which determine 

people's choices.  In this hyperreality the simulations can seem more real than 

the objects and experiences they simulate.  The overproduction of signs and 

reproduction of images and simulations then leads to a loss of stable 

meaning, and an “aestheticization” of reality.21   

 

Advertising offers what Baudrillard calls a “leitmotiv of wants”, although 

presented as needs, and gratifications.22  Baudrillard claims that there is no 

such thing as advertising strictly confined to the supplying of information.  

Advertising is “pure connotation” and so forms a “useless and unnecessary 

universe” that sells consumption while being itself an object of consumption.23  

Baudrillard compares consumer culture’s belief in advertising to belief in 

Santa Claus whereby knowing the theory behind the consumer myth does 

not negate advertising’s powerful ability to tell people of their hidden desires 

 
20 Ibid. 

21 Ibid, “Hyperreal America” Economy and Society (May 22, 1993): 243-52. Mike Featherstone, 
Consumer Culture and Postmodernism, (London, SAGE, 2007), 15 overviews Baudrillard’s 
hyperreality. 

22 Ibid, The Consumer Society, 164. 

23 Ibid. While Berger, The Objects of Affection, 41 notes that Baudrillard’s claim is 
exaggerated, he still agrees that advertising is mostly connotation: “It contributes nothing to 
production or to the direct practical application of things.” 
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and how to satisfy them.24  In updating Marx’s construct, Baudrillard explains 

how advertising intensifies alienation and generates dissatisfactions and 

anxieties.  

 

Baudrillard’s construct rightly links commodities to a system of meanings and 

the identification of objects as floating symbols.  This symbolic value of 

objects will be incorporated into the construct of consumerism this thesis 

works within and responds to.  Consumers do reflexively respond to the 

societal ascribed constructs of consumerism.  However, Baudrillard’s 

limitations include leaving little room for individual agency, social 

relationships, and creativity in responding.  In its determinism, Baudrillard’s 

construct makes little room for personal resistance, subversion or the 

transgression of messages delivered by advertising agencies.  The individual is 

simply an actor responding to the signified socially ascribed meanings.25  

More recent extensions of Baudrillard’s work make more room for 

commodities to be polysemic and the power relationship between 

production and consumption to be less deterministic and so provide more 

room for individual agency in a response.26  

 

  

 
24 Mark Poster, ed., Jean Baudrillard: Selected Writings (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2001), 174. 

25 Roberta Sassatelli, Consumer Culture, History, Theory and Politics, (London: SAGE, 2007), 
Kindle Locations 1477-1478 overviews Baudrillard’s diminishment of individual agency. 

26 Ibid. John Kenneth, Galbraith The Affluent Society (London: Penguin, 1999) and Berger, The 
Objects of Affections provide extensions of Baudrillard’s work.  In a Christian context Sayers, 
Trouble with Paris is an example of an extensions of Baudrillard that makes more room for 
individual agency 
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Liquid Modernity – Zygmunt Bauman 

 

Zygmunt Bauman, who has been described as “the sociology-sovereign of his 

generation”, makes more room for an individual identity.27  Bauman’s 

extensive writing includes some of the formational work on consumerism as a 

cultural meaning making system.  Originally a social Marxist, Bauman’s views 

shifted significantly to the extent that his body of work is now split and 

referred to as Bauman mark one and Bauman mark two.28  Mark two is a far 

less ideologically driven sociology and is more a commentary on lived 

experience.  This thesis explores the constructs of late Bauman mark two 

which represents the culminations of his sociology of consumer culture. 

Bauman’s later work makes more room for individual participative agency 

and provides a construct that the various models of consumerism outlined in 

this chapter can find expression within.  His extensive work on how 

consumerism impacts identity and community allows for implications to be 

easily transferred into the church-based expressions of community. 

 

While Bauman rarely makes direct reference to the Christian community, 

apart from seeing Christian fundamentalism as an expression of consumer 

“disenfranchisement” and the evangelical church in the United States as an 

expression of a desire for a prosperity structure in liquid uncertainty, his 

constructs can be seen informing the work of social theologians including 

Miller, Kavanaugh, Hartman and more recently Valerio.29   

 
27 Blackshaw, 1. 

28 Ibid, 27. 

29 Vincent Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practise in a Consumer Culture, 
(New York: Continuum, 2004), John F. Kavanaugh, Still Following Christ in Consumer Society 
(Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000), Laura Hartman, The Christian Consumer: Living Faithfully in a Fragile 
World, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) and Ruth Valerio, Just Living: Faith and 
Community in an Age of Consumerism (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2016) are theologians 
who interact with Bauman’s constructs. In Australia, the influence of Bauman can be seen in 



52 

 

 

In the movement from a producer to consumer society, Bauman, like 

Baudrillard, explores the implications of consumption no longer being an 

instrumental activity aimed at satisfying basic living and material needs.   

Products, for Bauman, are the means of gratifying desires which are “open-

ended and infinite”.30  It is within this infinite openness that a concept of 

freedom, as a function of unrestricted choice, is developed. “Everything is 

always open to change, re-expression or simple disposal and the overriding 

commitment then is to the supposed freedom to consume.”31  It is in the 

exercise of choice, even though that is highly socially mediated, that 

Bauman makes more room for individual agency than does Baudrillard’s 

more deterministic construct.   

 

For Bauman, consumer conduct becomes simultaneously the cognitive and 

moral focus of life and so constitutes the integrative bond of society.32  

Consumerism, for Bauman, has become the crucial link that fastens together 

the life-worlds of the individual agents and the purposeful rationality of the 

complete system.33   

 

Perhaps Bauman’s most significant contribution to the study of consumer 

culture is his ability to create social metaphors which can then be stretched 

 
how Sayers responds to consumerism in The Trouble with Paris: Following Jesus in a World of 
Plastic Promises, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008).   

30 Matthew McDonald, and Stephen Wearing, Social Psychology and Theories of Consumer 
Culture: A Political Economy Perspective (NY: Routledge, 2013), 82. 

31 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000) Kindle Locations 320-
331. 

 

32 Ibid, Freedom (Berkshire: Open University Press, 1988), 87. 

33 Ibid, 31. McDonald and Wearing, 82 discuss Bauman’s life worlds construct. 
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and tested.  In the metaphorical construct of Liquid Modernity, Bauman gives 

language to explore the rise, drivers, and expressions of advanced consumer 

culture.  The liquid modern construct is particularly valuable in describing 

consumer identity formation and the implications for community. 

 

Bauman characterizes the earlier stages of modernity as “solid” in terms of 

overarching ideologies that fixed people in place.34  However, for Bauman, 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have seen the emergence 

of a more fluid self-identity that has now come to dominate all cultural 

reality.35  This “liquidification” has synchronised with the increasing pace of 

social, cultural, economic and political globalisation to form “liquid modern 

culture” or what Hamilton and Denniss term “affluenza”.36  Bauman’s liquid 

modernity is a construct that goes beyond simply a descriptor of 

postmodernism.  He finds modernism still very much expressed in 

consumerism, just formed differently.  Rather than a reaction to modernity, 

consumerism is a “heated up, changed” expression of it.37  For Bauman, 

rationality and social agency, both products of solid modernity, still inspire the 

enthusiasm and enticement for the “good life” in liquid modernity, but 

guided by a “will to happiness”.38    

 

 
34 M.H. Jacobsen and S. Marshman, “Bauman’s Metaphors: The Poetic Imagination in 
Sociology”, Current Sociology 56, no. 5 (2008): 805. Valerio, Just Living, 20 explores Bauman’s 
liquid modern metaphor in relation to consumerism. 

35 Bauman Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 6. 

36 Hamilton and Denniss, Affluenza. 

37 Bauman, Liquid Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), Kindle Location 1661. 

38 Ibid, Identity, 297. Bauman further makes these points in the context of what he calls ‘the 
consumer attitude’ and ‘the consumerist syndrome’ in “The Consumerist Syndrome in 
Contemporary Society”, an interview with Chris Rojek, Journal of Consumer Culture 4, no. 3 
(2004), 291-312. 



54 

 

Bauman outlines the movement from solid to liquid society as a shift from a 

society of producers to one which engages its citizens primarily as consumers. 

In present-day society, consumer conduct (consumer freedom geared 
to the consumer market) moves steadily into the position of, 
simultaneously, the cognitive and moral focus of life, the integrative 
bond of society, and the focus of systemic management.  In other 
words, it moves into the self-same position which in the past – during 
the ‘modern’ phase of capitalist society – was occupied by work in the 
form of wage labour.  This means that in our time individuals are 
engaged (morally by society, functionally by the social system) first and 
foremost as consumers rather than as producers.39  
 

Consumerism becomes the formational system to inform an “all 

encompassing” liquid reality.  Bauman highlights the primary place of 

consumerism in society: “If our ancestors were shaped and trained by their 

societies as producers first and foremost, we are increasingly shaped and 

trained as consumers first, and all the rest after.”40  Bauman argues that in 

liquid modernity private consumption replaces work as the backbone of the 

reward system in a sociality which is “underpatterened and disorganized  - 

the hypermarket of hype”.41  Grand narratives are undermined by smaller 

shifting self-stories.  What results is a world full of “uncoordinated, often 

contradictory chances and voices” that compete for attention without any 

clear standard by which they can be measured.42 

 

In the transition from solid to liquid modernity Bauman argues that needs 

have been replaced by desires, wants, and even wishes as the main 

 
39 Ibid, Consuming Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 49. 

40 Ibid, Identity (Identity, Cambridge: Polity, 2004), 66. 

41 Ibid, Consuming Life, 86. Blackshaw overviews Bauman’s ‘hype’ typology 120-121.  Mark 
Davis, “Bauman on Globalization – The Human Consequences of a Liquid World,” in The 
Sociology of Zygmunt Bauman: Challenges and Critique, ed. Michael H. Jacobsen and Poul 
Poder (New York: Ashgate, 2008), 125 also overviews Bauman’s social construct including the 
‘hypermarket of hype’ usage. 

42 Bauman, Intimation (London: Routledge, 1992), 73. 
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motivators of consumption.  Liquid modernity, in Bauman’s scheme, emerged 

when the majority of people could afford to consume items that were not 

necessary for survival.  This economic shift allowed consumption to be linked 

to a pursuit of happiness.43  This created the ground for consumer culture to 

grow as the social fabric became more woven around the stimulation of 

desires as opposed to the satisfaction of needs.  

 

In the ability to consume beyond needs Bauman sees a progressively 

promoted individualised concept of self and a context that allowed social 

relationships to be increasingly lifted out of their more traditional contexts to 

form new “habitats”.  Bauman describes this process as “the continuation of 

disembedding coupled with dis-continuation of re-embedding”.44  

Consequently, social relationships came to be continually “up for grabs” 

because they are increasingly being commodified while constantly being 

“remade, undone and remade again”.45  

 

For Bauman, liquid fluidity is foundationally informed by “choice” as an 

expression of “freedom”.46  Bauman states: 

Choice is the consumer society’s meta-value: the value with which to 
evaluate and rank all other values….  Choosing, that purely formal 
modality, is a value in its own right, perhaps the sole value of 
consumerist culture which does not call for, nor allow, justification.47   
 

Bauman describes the notion of freedom, as located in consumer choice, as 

having initially been a squatter that then became a legitimate resident 

 
43 Ibid, Liquid Modernity, 215.  Blackshaw, 30 overviews Bauman’s ‘happiness’ construct in 
relation to liquid modernity. 

44 Ibid, in Blackshaw, “Interview with Zygmunt Bauman,” 2. 

45 Ibid, 119. 

46 Ibid, Liquid Modernity, 6. 

47 Ibid, Freedom (Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, 1988), 87. 
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before now taking over the whole suburb.48  The individual, in Bauman’s 

choice/freedom modality, is continually burdened with the need to choose 

the life they think is best.  This infinite “life choice” creates, in Bauman’s 

construct, an inexhaustible source of insecurity that is the “hallmark of liquid 

modernity”.49  In the context of this “burdensome, overwhelming insecurity”, 

consumers hand over the responsibility of choosing to other agents including 

media and advertising.50   

Hapless consumers are grateful to whoever offers to take over and 
carry the burden of choice that they would otherwise find unbearable. 
Manipulators are welcomed as liberators from chores of exercising 
private responsibility, not as invaders of privacy; as friendly guides, 
rather than bossy impostors.51   
 

Bauman explains how in liquid modernity structures that limit individual 

choices, including those institutions that guard repetitions of routines and 

patterns of acceptable behaviour, can no longer, and are not expected to, 

keep their shape for long.  The Christian church is one of the structures 

Bauman identifies as having lost its shape. 52  Consumer fluidity, choice and 

the desire for new means institutional structures “decompose and melt faster 

than the time it takes to cast them.”53   

 

Bauman warns that while “shouldering all the responsibility”, the individual in 

consumer culture is often not actually really free in the choices that are set 

before them. “All too often, however, one needs to exercise that 

 
48 Bauman, Imitations, 49. 

49 Ibid, Consuming Life, 28. This could be seen as a contemporary iteration of Marx’s 
alienation but in this case a function of choice rather than fractured production and 
exchange relationships. 

50 Ibid. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Ibid, Liquid Times, 1. 

53 Ibid. 
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responsibility under conditions that entirely elude one’s own, intellectual as 

well as practical, grasp.”54  While this statement leaves little agency for the 

consumer, who is simply reflexively responding, Bauman does make space for 

being informed and growing in awareness so that this “grasp” can be 

enhanced.55  

 

For Bauman, liquid modern consumer culture is a society that has lost its 

moorings due to the “mind-boggling, unpredictable and uncontrollable” 

pace of change.56  Bauman explains how forms are unlikely to be given 

enough time to solidify, and cannot serve as frames of reference for human 

actions and long-term life strategies because of their own inherent, 

commodified, short life expectation.57  For Bauman, this liquid loss of shape 

results in a lack of time for a cohesive and consistent “life project” to be 

developed.58  

 

Liquid modernity finds expression in a “lighter, diffuse and more mobile” 

sociality where there is no one set of constraints and no definitive set of 

rules.59  In this fluid setting “flexibility is the name of rationality”.60  Bauman 

states: 

Ideally, nothing should be embraced by a consumer firmly, nothing 
should command a commitment forever, no needs should be seen as 
fully satisfied, no desires considered ultimate. There ought to be a 

 
54 Ibid, The Art of Life (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008), 53.  

55 Ibid. Mike Featherstone. Consumer Culture and Postmodernism (London, SAGE, 2007), 13-
18 discusses Bauman and what it is to be human.  

56 Ibid, Liquid Times, 11. 

57 Ibid, 1.  

58 Ibid. “Liquid Sociality,” in The Future of Social Theory, ed. N. Gane (London: Continuum, 
2004), 22. 

59 Ibid, “Liquid Sociality”, 22. 

60 Ibid. 



58 

 

proviso “until further notice” attached to any oath of loyalty and any 
commitment. It is the volatility, the in-built temporality of all 
engagements that counts; it counts more than the commitment itself, 
which anyway is not allowed to outlast the time necessary for 
consuming the object of desire (or the desirability of that object).61 

 

However, even after explaining how liquid modernity provides a total 

“meaning making system”, Bauman still warns that no single-factor model is 

likely ever to account for the complexity of the “lived world” and embrace 

the totality of human experience.62  Bauman recognises that in lived reality 

society is neither totally solid nor liquid.  Both the solid and liquid models are 

“but abstract idealizations of mutually incoherent aspects of the single life-

process which we all try our best to make as coherent as we can manage.”63  

For Bauman, the idealisations provide tools to live within and inform a 

response to the cultural realities however the very fluidity of liquid modern life 

makes space for the individual to shift within the cultural constructs.  It is within 

this shift that participative agency can be informed and developed. 

 

Bauman’s model of liquidity gives metaphorical language to a church 

community in shaping engagement within consumer culture, even if Bauman 

does not think genuine community can even really exist in liquid modernity.64  

Values, theological viewpoints, member commitment, worship expressions 

and ecclesiology can all be viewed through the lens of liquid modernity and 

its consumer driven fluidity.  While the church, engaged in liquidity, can 

inform and might even be chosen to shape at least a partial identity, liquid 

modernity would dictate that the Christian option itself is simply a commodity 

among many competing meaning making options.  This insight challenges 

 
61 Ibid, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor (Berkshire, Open University Press, 2005), 25. 

62 Ibid, Identity, 33. 

63 Ibid, Mortality, Immortality and Other Life Strategies (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), 11. 

64 Ibid, Liquid Modernity, 92. 
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the consumer response in terms of the possibility and receptiveness of fixities 

and the location of solid foundational values within the fluidity.  While 

Bauman’s critique of consumerism is often characterized as coming from a 

critical, negative perspective, he does see some reason for hope in 

consumer culture’s imagination and readiness to embrace new ideas, even if 

for reasons he sees as unhealthy.65  Bauman leaves at least some space 

within which the Christian church is able to play a part in shaping some of the 

“chemicals” in the liquid expressions of modern culture and actively inform a 

more relational way forward.  

 

Cosmopolitan Autonomy - Ulrich Beck 

 

German sociologist Ulrich Beck shares a common analytical framework with 

Bauman, even if they come to different conclusions on what the individual 

quest becomes in advanced consumer culture.  Beck’s term “reflexive 

modernization" became widely used to describe the systematic factors that 

shaped the individual in the phases of modernity.  Both Beck and Bauman 

see consumer culture as now being expressed in a “second” modernity.  For 

Bauman, this is the liquid modern, almost directionless, fluid expression of 

identities.  For Beck it is a “cosmopolitan autonomy” where consumer choice 

facilitates self-realisation and with it the ability to construct a creative 

biography.66  In Beck’s construct one’s life becomes a biographical solution 

to systemic contradictions.67 

 

 
65 Bauman, Liquid Times, 100. Also Mike Featherstone. Consumer Culture and Postmodernism 
(London, Sage. 2007) 13-18 discusses Bauman and what it is to be human. 

66Ulrich Beck, A. Giddens and S. Lash, Reflexive Modernization: Politics, Tradition and 
Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) Francois Gauthier and 
Tuomas Martikainen, Religion in Consumer Society: Brands, Consumers and Markets (Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2013), 27 provides an overview of Beck’s constructs. 

67 Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London: SAGE, 1992), 14. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reflexive_modernization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reflexive_modernization
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For Beck, the term consumerism was, but no longer is, a useful descriptor as it 

carries assumptions of a privatised, apolitical and narcissistic self which Beck 

leaves behind in his “creative second modernity”.68  In Beck’s construct, 

consumerism has commodified itself to the point that he includes it in his list of 

“second modernity’s zombie categories”.69  Globalisation and 

individualisation have, for Beck, left the term consumerism anachronistic in 

this second modernity.  For Beck, consumerism is now simply a production 

and consumption process that facilitates choice for his “much more powerful 

concept of cosmopolitan autonomy.”70  Beck feels that Bauman has failed to 

recognize the novelty of the contemporary context and so has become 

stuck in the traditional rejection of individualisation as egoistic individualism.71  

However, Beck seems to be simply recognizing the shift to a more intensified 

consumerism that is widely recognized even though he casts this shift in a 

more positive light.  

 

Beck maintains that what first modernity perceived as counterproductive of 

citizenship, namely the global market and its features of consumption and 

indifference, become the very foundation of citizenship in second 

modernity.72  For Beck, the unanticipated consequences of “successful” 

modernisation results in the release of individuals from ascribed class and 

gender identities into the “freedom of biographical self-construction, 

 
68 Ibid. 

69 Ibid.  A ‘zombie category’ for Beck is where the idea continues ‘lives on’ however the 
actual reality to which is corresponds is dead.  Commodification has emptied consumerism 
of its meaning in Beck’s construct.  An overview of Beck’s zombie category is provided in 
Dean Curran, “Beck’s creative challenge to class analysis: from the rejection of class to the 
discovery of risk-class.” Journal of Risk Research 21, no. 1(2018): 29-40. 

70 Ibid. 

71 Ibid.  

72 Ibid, Risk Society, 27. 
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achieved identity, and the imperative to choose a life of one’s own.”73  It is 

within second modernity’s global network of production and consumption 

that the “individual can now fully exercise her cosmopolitan autonomy.”74  

Beck still maintains the power of the market when he states: “Individualization 

means market dependency in all dimensions of living.” 75  However, this 

institutional individualisation is not a negative for Beck as it facilitates the 

freedom of identity constructing expression.  

 
In Beck’s construct, the individual is given significant participative agency.  

Beck sees consumption as a powerful tool to be used by the individual in 

second modernity and a continual vote on the institutions.  In the construct of 

“citizen shopper” Beck sees consumer choices as infused with “political 

potency”.  Each purchase is seen as having the potential to be a “direct 

ballot paper.”76   

 

Religion is simply another consumer choice, in Beck’s second modernity, 

available to the “citizen shopper via the cosmopolitan global market”.77 Beck 

overviews how in the “global market” God is freed from the “futile attempt to 

retrieve certainty in an age of contingency and risk”.78  Instead, in place of 

“control”, a god of one’s own is created as an expression of unhindered, 

questioning, autonomy-seeking cosmopolitan individualism.  This god is what 

Beck describes as a “bricolage deity” assembled through the encounter with 

 
73 Ibid, 17. 

74Ibid, 19. 

75 Ibid. 

76 Ibid, 23. 

77 Ibid, 30. 

78 Beck, 30. 
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other faith traditions in an essentially open and universalistic view of religiosity 

as a matter of individual choice. 79  

 

This potency of choice, for Beck, frees religion in second modernity from 

control and cognitive authority.  It is privatised and individualised and in so 

doing becomes a potentially important actor in second modernity’s project 

of validating human dignity.  Beck claims that in its “different disguises” 

religion “may become a positive force for a cosmopolitan future.”80  This view 

of religion is pertinent to informing a Seventh-day Adventist response to 

advanced consumerism where Adventism is often relying on individual 

agency in having people choose to become part of the denomination 

however then moving to community beyond the individualism that facilitated 

the choice.  

 

At the same time as describing the individualisation of religion, Beck 

maintains that “it is hardly possible to overstate the potential” of the 

established world religions as cosmopolitan actors.  Beck sees established 

religion as being able to “mobilize billions of human beings across barriers of 

nation and class and exercise a powerful influence on the way people see 

themselves and their relationship to the world.”81  Beck establishes two 

religious worlds in his second modernity.  The world of priestly religion and the 

world of individual faith.82  However, Beck does not really answer how and 

who mediates “powerful world religions” in the context of the mass 

individualisation of religion.83  

 
79Ibid, 34. 

80 Ibid, 25. 

81Ibid, 30. 

82Ibid, 33. 

83Ibid. Francois Gauthier, and Tuomas Martikainen, eds. Religion in Consumer Society (Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2013), 39 provide an overview of Beck’s double construction of religiosity. 
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Beck overcompensates Bauman’s lack of individual agency and makes room 

for a creative cosmopolitan autonomy to be expressed in advanced 

consumer society.  For Beck, this autonomy facilitates the creative crafting of 

identity.  For Bauman, it is unattached, fluid and so more open to 

commodification and with it the undermining of enriching community.  

Beck’s descriptions of the “bricolage deity” and the “global market god” 

agree with Bauman’s fluidly of choice being exercised in the individualised 

construction of religion.  The difference between Bauman and Beck is the 

extent to which this fluidity is either a deformation or liberation.  For a Christian 

denomination, both Beck and Bauman outline the same challenge of fluidity 

and the religious substance becoming subject to individually mediated 

consumer categories.  

 
Institutional Consumption and the Ideology of Consumerism – Conrad Lodziak  
 
In reacting to Baudrillard, Bauman and Beck, Conrad Lodziak maintains that 

consumerism is almost entirely about the “institutions” that the rest of the 

consumer system, including individual consumers, respond to.  In what 

Lodziak calls the “myth of consumer ideology” he views a “current theoretical 

consensus” regarding the study of consumption as too much based in 

individual constructs and ignoring the institutional systems that create the 

consumer environment.84  Lodziak states: “It would seem that the ideology of 

consumerism has exaggerated the identity-value of consumption.”85  For 

Lodziak, the influence of consumer culture over individuals is both “over 

generalised and significantly overstated.” 86  

 

 
84 Conrad Lodziak, The Myth of Consumerism (London: Pluto Press, 2002), 15. 

85 Ibid, “On Explaining Consumerism,” Capital and Class 24, no. 3 (2000): 120. 

86 Ibid, 112.   
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Lodziak finds limited value in culture-based explanations of consumption as, 

for Lodziak, most of what is consumed by most individuals can best be 

explained in terms of practical responses to contemporary living conditions 

rather than cultural factors.87  The signifier construct of Baudrillard along with 

the commodified identity construction of Bauman is seen by Lodziak as 

having a very small, negligible, application for a “few elite”.88  Lodziak claims 

that those espousing an ideology of consumerism uncritically generalise the 

identity and lifestyle value of consumption from the consumer patterns of 

atypical groups including the young and mentally unwell.89  Lodziak asks: 

“Who are the people who are continuously choosing their self-identities – 

whose very selves are a project – a project materialised through 

consumption? Is this notion really generalizable?”  In answering himself, 

Lodziak proposes that it might be applicable to a “precious minority and 

perhaps teenagers and young adults?”90   

 

For Lodziak, identity experiments are normal undertakings amongst young 

people and while identity might be expressed in designer labels, brand 

names or particular styles of fashion, it is simply an expression of human 

identity formation using the tools at one’s disposal, in this case commodities.91  

Lodziak celebrates the “unshackled” identity construction ability of 

consumerism even if it is limited to the few who can afford, or have time, to 

construct identities using commodities to help.92  For Lodziak, the “ideology of 

consumerism” wrongly assumes that identity experiments continue 

 
87 Ibid. 120. 

88 Ibid. 

89 Ibid, 121. 

90 Ibid. 

91 Ibid, 121. 

92 Ibid, 115. 
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throughout life with the same intensity and exaggerates the extent to which 

consumer goods have become the building blocks of identity or the primary 

means of self-display.93   

 

Lodziak does somewhat agree with Marx regarding the alienation of labour.  

For Lodziak though consumption is not so much in response to the alienation 

but rather people are “compelled to consume” due to necessity beyond 

which consumerism may compensate somewhat for the “dullness” of 

employment”94  In Lodziak’s outline, labour negates individual agency and 

creative response. “The dull compulsion of the employment relation imposes 

severe restrictions for the majority on the scope for creative autonomous 

consumer activity.”95  

 

Consumer implications for the individual are largely removed in Lodziak’s 

construct and are instead located almost entirely in social systems and 

institutions.  For Lodziak, the driver of over consumption is global capitalism 

and the “senselessness” and “irrationality” of consumer society that global 

capitalism constructs.  In this framework, increasing levels of consumption are 

principally due to institutional consumption undertaken by industries in the 

process of production.  The increases in personal and domestic consumption 

are primarily driven by the planned obsolescence of consumer products, 

changes in the social and physical environment, and inflated working hours.  

Lodziak outlines that “It is recent developments within capitalism, and the 

consequences of these developments in transforming social conditions, that 

are largely responsible for producing higher levels of consumption.”96  Lodziak 

 
93 Ibid. 

94 Ibid, 7. 

95 Ibid. 

96 Ibid.  
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claims that most personal and domestic consumption is an adaptive 

response to present day living conditions and is best seen as obligatory. 

I want to maintain that consumption as on outcome of the freely made 
choices of individuals, for whatever reason, is essentially of marginal 
importance for an explanation of increasing consumption. The profit 
motive is entirely to blame.97 
 

Lodziak sees little more than use-value exchange in consumer choices.  While 

he agrees that consumption can be meaningful, Lodziak maintains that the 

meaning is simply in consuming itself rather than signifiers attached to and 

beyond the act.   

 

For Lodziak, cultural theorist explanations divorce the meaningful from 

experience and in so doing create a distorted picture of consumption.98  

“Culturalist theory has it that what we actually consume are images, 

meanings, symbolic values, dreams, fantasies and the like.  We might 

suppose that our capacity to consume is based on the money we have at 

our disposal. Not so for culturalist theory.”99  Lodziak directs most of his 

criticism at greed, consumption and signifier approaches to consumerism 

without seemingly recognising or addressing the imaginative dimensions.  

While much of what is consumed is simply to meet needs, Lodziak does not 

address the therapeutic shift in advertising, that often does not include use 

value, to products presenting as signifying agency.  Also unaddressed by 

Lodziak is the significance of brand creation and marketing attempts to 

create consuming communities which are targeted at all age groups.  

 

Lodziak does make a valid critique of the consumer system’s built-in 

obsolescence and the manufacturing of consumer demand.  However, he is 

 
97 Ibid, 125. 

98 Ibid, The Myth of Consumerism (London: Pluto, 2002), 44. 

99 Ibid, 7. 
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limited in viewing “institutions” as almost entirely the driver of consumerism. He 

mostly dismisses the role individual participant agency and the lived 

experience of liquid modernity including participation in identity construction. 

J. Emmison, in his review of Lodziak, states: “One comes away with the 

distinct impression that he has had to create something of a straw man in 

order to justify the whole point of the book.”100  The lived reality of 

consumerism is seen in marketing built on the signifying value of products and 

individual participative choices that Lodziak largely ignores.  

 
Consumerism as Liberation - James Twitchell 
 
In a similar way to Beck, Twitchell, from a marketing perspective, sees 

consumerism as having the potential for creative liberation.101  Twitchell 

rejects the tendency of what he describes as “elitist academics” to criticise 

consumerism as manipulative and claims that such critiques are based on 

“Marxist-inspired condemnations of ‘false consciousness’”.102  Twitchell 

describes the approach of Baudrillard as “the  hypodermic consumer 

metaphor” where false needs are injected into a “docile populace” mostly 

by marketing.103  For Twitchell, a “refusal to consider the liberating role of 

consumption; has more to do with the kind of people academics are, rather 

than the kind of people most of us are.”104  Twitchell then finds expressions of 

materialist and acquisitive marks in tribal cultures which suggest that Twitchell 

is working in a definition of consumerism that sees it as simply a form of 

 
100 J.M Emmison, “Review of The Myth of Consumerism by Conrad Lodziak,” Journal of 
Sociology 39, no. 3 (2003): 318. 

101 Twitchell, 19. 

102 Ibid, “In Praise of Consumerism,” Reason, (August – September 2000): 20. 

103 Ibid, Temptation, 272.    

104 Ibid, 34. 
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materialism rather than the more culturally pervasive ethos of advanced 

consumerism.  

 

For Twitchell, people in a consumer society are not “gullible dopes” but 

simply “pursuing what they really want”.105  To want more or different 

products, for Twitchell, is simply an internally generated desire inherent in 

what it means to be human.106  Twitchell claims that: 

Consumerism is the triumph of the popular will…You may not like what 
is manufactured, advertised, packaged, branded and broadcast, but 
it is far closer to what most people want most of the time than at any 
other period of modern history.107  

 

Twitchell, in a similar way to Beck, maintains that the human desire for 

commodities is constant over time and now, in advanced consumerism, 

people simply have the opportunity to get what they want.  Twitchell asks:  

On a purely material basis, who among us really would want to go 
back to 1900?...  People have always wanted stuff and now they have 
the opportunity to get what they want.108 
 

Twitchell does not include any space for desires being generated in a social 

process.  Consumerism, for Twitchell, is agnostic to any telos or goal toward 

which desire ought to move.  It is simply the reflection of the desires 

themselves.109  Twitchell maintains “the idea that consumerism creates 

artificial desires rests on a wistful ignorance of history and human nature.”110  

For Twitchell, people simply desire what they choose.  Consequently, the 

 
105 Ibid, interview in Carrie McLaren and Jason Torchinsk, Ad Nauseam: A Survivor's Guide to 
American Consumer Culture (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009), Kindle Locations 1695-1696. 

106 Ibid, Temptation, 284. 

107 Ibid, 285.  

108 Ibid. 

109 Cavanaugh, 26. 

110 Twitchell, “In Praise of Consumerism,” Reason, (August – September 2000): 21. 
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more choices people have the more able they are to express their 

individualised identity.   

 

Twitchell provides a valuable contribution when he applies his construct to 

the North American Christian church and analyses it in purely marketing 

terms.111  He equates the success of the megachurch to that of the “big box” 

retailers.112  For Twitchell, the future of Christianity is in its ability to refine the 

product to meet the market.  What for Miller is the very problem, namely 

commodified, abstracted Christianity, for Twitchell is a liberating opportunity 

for creative responses that are unshackled from institutionalism.113 Twitchell 

describes consumerism, with its imperative to commodify and market, as the 

“life-blood” of Christianity in western culture.114  In his liberation derived 

marketing approach Twitchell has identified a response that many Christian 

churches, often for relevance driven mission based reasons, have already 

taken and consequently Twitchell’s construct, as it relates to expressions of 

the church, will need to be further assessed and addressed in shaping a 

response. 

 
Twitchell, in a similar way to Beck, provides space for creative, individual 

agency.  While Twitchell again oversimplifies consumerism to make his point, it 

still remains that consumerism has played a liberating role for many parts of 

society, particularly for those causes and groups that can be more easily 

commodified.  Twitchell validly reminds the “critic” that “the system” currently 

 
111 Ibid, Branded Nation: The Marketing of Megachurch, College, Inc., and Museumworld, 
(New York: Simon and Schuster), 80. 

112 Ibid, Shopping for God: How Christianity Went from in Your Heart to in Your Face (New 
York: Simon and Shuster, 2007), 48.  

113 Miller, Consumer Religion, 105-106. 

114 Twitchell, Shopping, 152. 
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feeds, shelters and educates many people”.115  Consumerism can be seen to 

provide intellectual stimulation, entertainment and an aesthetically pleasing 

society.  However, once again, where Bauman would see a hollowing out of 

what makes for a “good life” including relational implications, Twitchell simply 

sees freedom and expression within which choices, even relational, are 

instrumental and expressions of liberation.    

 

The Liquid Modern, Reflexive Participant. 

 

Each construct has at least some validity and to some extent includes factors 

of consumerism that would need to be accounted for in a wholistic response. 

Advanced consumerism is not fully explained as simply manipulative signifies 

driven by the alienation that structural, productionist, neo-Marxist 

interpretations move toward.  However, nor is it entirely the liberative, 

flourishment of empowered individualism that liberal economic perspectives 

claim.  This thesis then allows aspects from each construct to shape a view of 

consumerism that seeks to balance Baudrillard’s manipulation with Beck’s 

creative agency.  Bauman’s liquid modern metaphor is useful as it captures 

the cultural current that includes modernism and production values yet 

includes the fluid participative quest for identity in advanced consumer 

culture.  Bauman’s liquid modern social construction recognises the reflexive 

response to cultural systems and provides a useful descriptor of the lived 

reality of advanced consumerism.   

 

Bauman’s later work provides more room for individual agency.  This agency 

will be incorporated into the consumer construct used for this thesis using 

Beck’s construct of the participant.  Consumer choices are made within the 

reflexive and participative tensions.  The extent to which a consumer choice 

is reflexive or participative contextually varies and is different from person to 

 
115 Ibid. 
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person.  In constructing the liquid modern reflexive participant, this thesis then 

addresses both reflexive and participative perspectives so that a response 

covers the gamut of this tension that is expressed within the fluidity at 

advanced consumerism. 

 

Summary 

 

The constructionist approach of Baudrillard, who extends on Marx’s 

commodity fetishism, rightly links commodities, as free-floating symbols, to a 

system of meanings.  Baudrillard’s construct establishes well the reflexive 

nature of consumer society.  However, in its determinism there is little room for 

individual agency.  The individual is simply an actor responding to the 

signified socially ascribed meanings.  Bauman’s model of liquid modernity, 

while still largely reflexive in its approach, creates more space for 

engagement and resistance.  Bauman’s critique provides reason for hope in 

consumer culture’s imagination and readiness to embrace new ideas which 

can be reworked in resistant cultural narratives.  Beck’s second modernity, in 

which the consumer has cosmopolitan autonomy, facilitates an individual 

construction of identity.  The individualism, which for Beck provides 

autonomous creative freedom, for Bauman undermines relational 

community.  Lodziak views consumerism as being almost entirely system 

driven and mostly rejects the symbolic nature of commodification.  However, 

Lodziak misses the identity constructing nature of brands across the lifespan.  

The lived reality of consumerism is seen in the signifying value of products and 

individual participative choices that Lodziak largely ignores.  Twitchell, in a 

similar way to Beck, identifies consumerism as an agency of creative 

liberation and almost entirely an expression of individual choice.  For 

Twitchell, choices are simply instrumental and the more choices that are 

available the greater the individual’s ability to create the life they really 

desire.  Twitchell’s individualism does not recognise any inherent value in 
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greater relational goals for a culture and so negates the notion of 

community. 

 

The liquid modern reflexive participant mode recognises the power of social 

constructs, institutions, and marketing to reflexively shape a systematic 

consumer engagement, yet it includes a participative aspect which makes 

room for individual liberative choices.  The response that this thesis works 

toward will address both reflexive and participant approaches as in lived 

experience consumer choices are fluidly shaped by both dimensions.  The 

extent to which a consumer choice is reflexive, or participative varies with 

context.  Consumerism is both beneficial and deformative and so requires a 

response that allows for individual agency in negotiating the extents of 

engagement within it.  A response then must explore the tension between 

retaining what is relationally and creatively positive in consumerism while 

addressing the excesses of individualism that negates relational richness.  

How the self is formed within consumerism will then be an important next step 

in mapping out the space for, and texture of, a response. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IDENTITY FORMATION – INDIVIDUALISM, RELATIONSHIPS AND COMMUNITY IN 

THE COMMODIFIED FORM OF LIFE 

 

Branded lifestyles are not merely superficial veneers on deeper 
identities but have to some degree become substitute identities – forms 
of acquired character that have the potential to go all the way down 
to the core. They displace traditional ethnic and cultural traits and 
overwhelm the voluntary aspects of identity we chose for ourselves.1 
 
Consumers are driven by the need to ‘commoditize’ themselves - 
make themselves into attractive commodities. They must accurately 
watch the vacillations of what is demanded and follow the market 
trends: an unenviable, often utterly exhausting task, given the notorious 
volatility of consumer markets.2 

 
As people reflexively respond to and participate in the social organisation of 

advanced consumerism, where individualism and choice have largely 

replaced community and family obligation as the basis of self-definition, 

identity formation has become a more solitary and fluid process.  For most of 

human history, forming identity was reasonably well-defined progression 

where, for the most part, a person simply assumed the culturally prescribed 

roles parents and grandparents had themselves adopted.  Religion typically 

provided answers to personal identity questions.  Those who did not fit into 

the family role were sanctioned in some way.3  However, in consumer culture 

the value placed on continual choice, along with the cultural expectation to 

engage as a commodity, makes identity formation an increasingly unstable, 

fluid project.   

 

 
1 Benjamin Barber, Consumed: How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantilize Adults, and Swallow 
Citizens Whole (New York: Norton, 2007), 67. 

2 Mark Powley, Consumer Detox: Less Stuff, More Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015), 
Kindle Locations 3567-3580. 

3 James E. Cote, and Charles G. Levine, Identity, Formation, Agency, and Culture: A Social 
Psychological Synthesis (New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 1 overviews the identity 
formation shift from obligation to choice. 
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The Shift Toward External Commodified Identities 

 

James Cote and Charles Levine outline how it is only recently, in the context 

of fundamental needs being met, that a significant portion of society has 

been able to accumulate enough “security-providing wealth” to then make 

issues of identity a concern.  It is only when primary needs are met that room 

is made for the “luxury of pondering more abstract and philosophical 

questions about their existence.”4  These questions are then asked in a 

cultural context where consumerism offers itself as the answer and where 

commodification provides the process through which to achieve the signifiers 

of social identity.  

 

Bauman’s overview of identity formation outlines how in the pre and early 

industrial phases, self-identity was determined by one's station at birth, family, 

community, religious observances, and social class.5  Stories, seasonal rituals 

and well-defined cultural frames of reference provided a wider web of 

meaning.6  In modernity, identity became more personal, self-reflexive and 

subject to change and innovation.  Liquid modernity then offers multiple 

identities, images, and lifestyles from which to choose and which are “filtered 

through abstract systems of commodification.”7  The consumer values of 

individualism and ongoing choice are expressed in a context where 

community is fragmented and so one’s identity is not as readily or easily 

known.  Signifiers, provided by brands and other commodifiable identity 

markers, are required to express an identity in what Bauman calls the 

 
4 Ibid. 

5 Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist: A short history of identity,” in Questions on Cultural Identity, 
ed. S. Hall and P. du Gay (London: Sage, 1996), 18. 

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid, Liquid Modernity, 23. 
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“branded personality”.  This externalising of identity then means “exterior 

measurements are valued over inward qualities.”8 

 

Miller, in a similar way to Bauman, outlines how constructing identity is, in 

consumer culture, primarily a function of the shift in social status markers.  “As 

previous markers of social identity such as class and ethnicity changed, 

individuals were increasingly dependent on factors such as appearance and 

‘personality’ to prosper socially.”9  In this shifting context, malleable factors 

including personal-appearance, products, brands and luxury items took on a 

signifying role with which to construct identity over the more traditionally fixed 

markers.  However, the symbols offered for identity construction are ever 

shifting with changing fashions and updates.  Fluidity replaces the fixities of 

earlier eras, and the life project becomes “consumed” with protecting, 

maintaining and upgrading one’s status and the identity symbolised by it.  

 

Miller claims that in the wake of the collapse of traditional frameworks of 

meaning, the modern self faced increased demand to show outward 

performance and productivity over inward character traits. “This 

instrumentalized, commodified self was expressed in a shift in emphasis from 

character to branded personality.”10  The focus on external identity markers 

means that intrinsic introspective practices are devalued.11  Practices that 

can have an outward showing, including meditation poses and even 

Instagram pictures of a highlighted Bible, are still useful as an identity symbol 

however, as Miller outlines, the time demanding, complex traditions from 

which the practices were extracted are often discarded.12  The external 

 
8 Bauman, Postmodernity and its Discontents, 16. 

9 Miller. 115. 

10 Miller, 86. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. 
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image, used as an identity marker, becomes the end-point in itself over what 

the symbol originally pointed toward or was abstracted from. 

 

Arthur Berger outlines how in the context of external lifestyle signifiers, 

commodities can become a substitute for the genuine intrinsic development 

of self.  Appearance replaces essence as the signified values, the visible signs 

of successful consumption, come to outweigh the use-values of the 

commodities. “Identity then is ‘material’ that can be moulded whenever one 

has the whim to do so to suit one’s purposes.”13  However, the by-product of 

this identity project is self-alienation. “This is a kind of estrangement from any 

true self that we might have been otherwise able to fashion.”14  The focus on 

image, production and technique shapes external identity development 

where people present themselves as a marketable brand.   

 

In the place of a core identity, consumerism shifts the focus toward the 

signifying branded external.  Signified identity becomes a reflection of 

“lifestyles” that are closely associated with commercial brands.  For Berger, 

one of the reasons that consumers attach to particular brands is the help the 

brand provides in forming signified identity.  Having already developed a 

marketable image, brands easily facilitate differentiation of identity and so 

simply generate the individual’s desired image.  Brands provide the tokens 

that can be attached to signify identity as marketing has already established 

the signifiable story.  Berger states: 

We are always (with few exceptions) marketing ourselves to others, 
and they are marketing themselves to us. And much of this marketing is 
done by using products that announce to others our sense of who we 

 
13 Arthur Berger, Ads, Fads, and Consumer Culture: Advertising’s Impact on American 
Character and Society - Fourth Edition (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), Kindle 
Locations 1877-1880. 

14 Ibid. 
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are, and by implication, what our socioeconomic level is and what 
kind of taste we have.15   
 

Signified identities can also guard against the existential threat of 

meaninglessness.  The brands are displayed so that meanings are recognised 

and validation, carried by the brand, is then gained from others.  Rittenhouse 

claims that: “When successful, such recognition temporarily validates the 

subjective value that a person places on the meaning of his or her own 

individual life.”16  Branded lifestyles are not merely superficial veneers on 

deeper identities but have become substitute identities.17  The same process 

applies to religious branding where it can be used as an external token 

without any deeper formational engagement. 

 

Identity Formation and the Commodified Childhood 

 

The emphasis on external factors for identity construction means that physical 

appearance is increasingly emphasised as the starting point for self-

definition.18  Jennifer Hill outlines how commodified socialisation begins early 

in life “as there is virtually no escaping the ubiquitous presence of thin, 

muscular, attractive role models marketers choose to use as advertising tools 

to promote their goods and lifestyles.”19  Hill claims that the “synergistic 

effect” of exposure to what constitutes the “right” appearance can have a 

 
15 Ibid, Kindle Locations 1843-1850. 

16 Bruce Rittenhouse, Shopping for Meaningful Lives: The Religious Motive of Consumerism 
(Eugene: Cascade, 2013), 119. 

17 Barber, 33-34. Skye Jethani, The Divine Commodity, 47-66 explains the process of personal 
branding.  Also see, Mark Sayers, The Vertical Self (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 35-53 who 
also gives an overview of self-branding in terms of seeing oneself as part of a movie. 

18 Jennifer Hill, “Endangered childhoods: How Consumerism is Impacting Child and Youth 
Identity,” Media, Culture & Society 33, no.3 (2011): 358.  Hill also notes the increasing 
commodification for male appearance evident in the growth of the male cosmetics 
category. 

19 Ibid. 
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“profound impact on a child’s developing identity”.20  People are inherently 

encouraged, educated and resourced to see themselves as objects to be 

looked at and evaluated.  In this context, identity is determined by a 

consumer ascribed malleable appearance.   

 

What makes marketing to children at younger ages particularly problematic 

for Hill is consumerism’s ability to overtake, and so crowd out, competing 

thought processes including uncommodified creativity and the wonderment 

of the natural world.21  Instead, children are “bombarded” with media 

messages that the self is predominantly defined by its capacity to consume. 

Hill then claims: “Thus, the corporate producers of ‘kinderculture’, the 

purveyors of consumer ideology, are constantly destabilizing the identity of 

children”.22  It is within the context of “crowded out” and “destabilised” 

consumer mediated identities that the Christian church competes with its 

version of identity construction.   

 

Kasser et al., outline how from the time a child is born they “receive implicit 

and explicit messages endorsing the importance of money and 

possessions.”23  These “endorsements” take the form of parental values, the 

consumer lifestyles of family members and peers, and the consumer 

messages in popular culture, mainly advertising.  For Kasser et al., children 

simply grow up in a commodified environment where they learn the skills of 

comparing the value of not only objects but also ideas, experiences, and 

people.  Kasser et al., then outlines how “consumerism demands that ideas 

 
20 Ibid. 

21 Ibid, 348. 

22 Ibid. The term kinderculture was primary developed in the work of Shirley Steinberg and 
Joe Kincheloe, “No more secrets: Kinderculture, information saturation, and the postmodern 
childhood,” in Kinderculture: The Corporate Construction of Childhood, ed. Steinberg S. R 
and Kincheloe J. S (Boulder: Westview, 1997), 1–30. 

23 Kasser, Ryan, Courchman and Sheldon, 13. 
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become commodifiable produce.”24  It is then only a small extension for a 

child to see their own ideas as commodities and consequently form self-

commodified identities. 

 

For Martens, Southerton and Scott, a parental reading of consumerism is the 

most significant factor in shaping what place consumption plays in a child’s 

“reflexive formation of adult identities.”25  The way in which parents imbibe, 

participate in and express identity in consumer society correlates significantly 

with a child’s consumer identity.26  However, cultural expectations, usually 

promoted by marketing, put pressure on parents to take part in providing the 

“happiness” that products and the right commodified experience will 

supposedly bring their children.  Consumer culture informs both the parent 

and the child of what really is required for happiness and what brands and 

products need to be projected so that the right image is created.   

 

Susan Linn identifies the loss of creative play as a critical issue for childhood 

development in consumer culture.27  Linn outlines how companies are 

effectively limiting free play by providing commodified structured “play” and 

experiences in addition to externalising the imagination through advertising, 

media and screens.  This branded play then scaffolds other factors of 

commodification including an identity that is expressed and signified in those 

brands.  Linn claims that children who play creatively are not as dependent 

on consumer goods for having fun as they develop. “They are active rather 

than reactive.”28  The child’s playfulness, as well as their capacity for joy, then 

 
24 Kasser, Ryan, Courchman and Sheldon, 13. 

25 Lydia Martens, Dale Southerton and Sue Scott, “Bringing Children (and Parents) into the 
Sociology of Consumption: Toward a Theoretical and Empirical Agenda,” Journal of 
Consumer Culture 4, no. 2(2004): 174. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Linn, Kindle Location, 2019.   

28 Ibid, Kindle Locations 2042-2047.  



80 

 

rests mainly within themselves and what they bring to the world rather than 

what the world brings to them.  However, Linn then outlies how the ubiquitous 

nature of marketing can very quickly overshadow this inward capacity.29 

 

Siegfried Zepf, in exploring the development of branded identity in children, 

outlines how children growing up in an environment of consumerism develop 

“extrinsic identities” where external image overpowers the development of a 

sense of self.30  Identity becomes the external projected image rather than 

an expression of deeper core values. “Identities become labels used for an 

internal flat-sharing community of differing and interchangeable plastic 

figures as presented in movies, television programs, and commercials.”31  The 

focus on extrinsic identity negates traditional religion’s ability to be inform the 

intrinsic sense of self that then shapes values for the developing child.  

 

Buckingham identifies an intensification, over recent decades, of marketing 

techniques targeting children in western cultures and at an ever-younger 

age.32  For Buckingham, commercialisation is harmful to a child’s mental 

health in terms of the ongoing pressure of “fitting in” with the necessity of a 

branded identity.  In addition, Buckingham identifies the sexualisation that 

underlies adult marketing being increasingly directed at children and 

consequently shaping their identities in sexually commodified terms.  

 

Ironically, while consumerism is seen to be limiting play and sexualising 

children, with the effect of growing them up “too early”, it is also seen to be 

“infantilising” adults and stunting identity maturation.  Barber outlines how 

 
29 Ibid, Schor, Born to Buy, 91 also outlines how for children, less involvement in consumer 
culture leads to healthier psychological well-being. 

30 Siegfried Zepf, “Consumerism and Identity: Some Psychoanalytical Considerations,” 
International Forum of Psychoanalysis 19, no. 3 (2010):152. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Buckingham, 12. 
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advanced consumerism is an “infantilist ethos” where commodification 

promotes the simple, easily consumable over the complex.33  For Barber, 

consumerism “treats a whole society on an intellectual level as children.”34  In 

this infantilist environment, the mechanisms of consumer culture and identity-

making are more easily adopted by children as the whole “consumer 

system” is targeted to their thinking patterns.35  These infantilising factors 

make consumer identity construction easily accessible however keep the 

focus on external over intrinsic identity markers. 

 

For the most part, constructs of how consumerism impacts the development 

of identity for children have grown out of a production of consumption 

approach.  In this approach, the child is reflexively subject to marketing and 

the culturally imbibed consumer perceptions with very little space for 

agency.36  Martens, Southerton and Scott overview a more participatory 

mode of consumption in relation to childhood identity construction.37  In the 

participant mode of consumption approach room is made for individual 

agency, especially as children get older and increasingly use consumer tools 

to create their identity beyond that ascribed by parents.   

 

Nancy Deutsch and Eleni Tehdodorou outline how in consumer society 

identity is a “social construction created by individual interaction with the 

 
33 Barber, 86. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid. 

36 David Buckingham, The Material Child (Cambridge: Polity, 2011) Kindle Locations 181-192 
represents this approach when he claims children are “powerless victims of commercial 
manipulation and exploitation”.  The production of consumption perspective is also 
represented by Ed Mayo, and Agnes Nairn. Consumer Kids: How Big Profit is Grooming our 
Children for Profit (London: Constable, 2009), Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand 
Bullies (London: Flamingo, 2000) and Juliet Schor, Born to Buy, The Commercialized Child and 
the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scriber, 2004). 
 
37 Martens, Southerton and Scott, “Sociology of Consumption,” 163. 
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social world.”38  It is within this individual interaction that they identity what 

can be a positive agency, particularly for older children and teens, where 

consumerism provides an “essential mechanism” to individualise from parents 

but also link to a group identity and so mask differences.39  Both the reflexive 

production of consumption approach and participant mode identify 

consumerism as instrumental in the development of a child’s identity, or 

identities.  The difference is the extent to which a consumer ascribed, or 

derived identity is deemed to be problematic. 

 

The Liquid Modern Quest for Identities 

 

Bauman’s liquid modern construct provides a useful metaphor for exploring 

the construction of identity in relation to the commodified form of life. 

Bauman outlines how productivity, marketability, consumption, and 

technique become instruments of measurement in consumer society with the 

commodification of human identity being the end product.40  Liquid 

Modernity and its “selfish individualism” brings with it the commodification of 

“everything” including “self, others, nature, and religion – as replaceable and 

marketable.”41  Bauman points out that the real commodity in the consumer 

process is the person seeking identity through commodities:  

People are enticed, nudged or forced to promote an attractive and 
desirable commodity and so to try as hard as they can, and using the 
best means at their disposal, to enhance the market value of the 
goods they sell - and the commodity they are promoting and selling is 

 
38 Nancy L. Deutsch and Eleni Theodorou, “Aspiring, Consuming, Becoming: Youth Identity in 
a Culture of Consumption,” Youth and Society 42, no. 2 (2010), 230. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Bauman, Consuming Life, 110-112. 

41 Ibid, Liquid Modernity, 29-38. 
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themselves.  They are, simultaneously, promoters of commodities and 
the commodities they promote.42 
 

Bauman outlines how the consumer self-identity “leads people into thinking 

that they can liberate themselves by simply choosing a new identity.”43  It is 

for this reason that Bauman speaks of self-identities in the plural as “the life 

itinerary” of most individuals is likely to be “strewn with discarded and lost 

identities.”44  In a social system where seemingly unlimited choice is 

interpreted as freedom, identity formation is expressed in multiple identities 

being formed and discarded and even being lived at the same time.45 

 

For Blackshaw, extending on Bauman, liquid modern identity is “rhizomatic”.46  

“It is in a constant state of becoming: a middle without a beginning and 

end.”47  In a liquid modern world, “satiated with difference”, new selves soon 

become uneconomical and “boring”.  Blackshaw states: “Acquired 

identities, once the catalyst for a splendid metamorphosis, soon become 

instead prison wardens whose mere presence is a constant reminder of our 

captivity.”48  For this reason, liquid moderns are continually compelled to 

begin the identity formation process once again, shaping and marketing 

new selves.  Bauman explains how liquid moderns reconcile this “incongruous 

existence” by living parallel lives which have little to do with one another.  

“Identity in this sense is about disassociation, a mysterious division between 

the real and the hyperreal.”49   

 
42 Ibid, Consuming Life, 7. 

43 Ibid, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1998), 58. 

44 Ibid, Consuming Life, 28. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Blackshaw, Key Sociologists - Zygmunt Bauman, 93. 

47 Ibid. 

48 Ibid, 96. 

49 Bauman, Intimations, 27. 
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The rebirth of fluid identities is expressed in the break-down of what previously 

were solid, linear, age and time related identities.  Blackshaw places the 

continual recreation of identity in the quest for elusive transcendence.  “They 

have needs that can never be satisfied because they do not always know 

what they need…So they try to live with their longings as best they can, which 

means feeding them with placebos of DIY transcendence.”50  Bauman terms 

this continual recreation “identity shopping” and outlines how it offers “new 

starts and resurrections” along with the chance to be “born again in a 

process of perpetual re-birth.”51  It is in within this offer of a “new start” that 

consumerism competes with the Christian message of conversion. 

 

Blackshaw outlines how “liquid modern identities are not solid because they 

are not quite identities.”52  This is because liquid modern identity-making is 

concentrated on performing an identity rather than building anything 

foundationally solid.  In this commodification of identity, a new self is found 

through “rebranding”.  However, as Blackshaw outlines, “identities recast as 

‘brands’ tend to be little more than consumer products, conveniently 

packaged and displayed for use by those wishing to acquire the latest 

lifestyle or by designers wishing to create one for them.”53  Anthony Giddens 

describes an underlying “reflexive self-identity” that floats among the multiple 

identities, images and diverse lifestyles that consumer culture offers, 

increasing feelings of instability, anxiety and risk.54  In the liquid modern 

context identity itself becomes a consumable, fluid, continually re-inventible 

commodity.   

 
50 Blackshaw, 92. 

51 Bauman, Identity, 91. 

52 Blackshaw, 94. 

53 Ibid, 92.  

54 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), 11. 
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The quest for fluidity means that for older liquid moderns their behaviour is 

always that of someone a different age to themselves.  Blackshaw claims 

that “liquid moderns do not mature well, their younger counterparts do not 

do childhood well either.”55  This instability of the life project is motivated by a 

quest to break free from the fixities which accompany more predictable 

forms of identity and the linear course of life.56  The focus for liquid moderns 

then moves away from linear time toward the “now” and a life composed 

predominantly in the present tense in which the various moments have little 

connection and for which there is little or no conceivable future. As Bauman 

points out: “liquid modern consumer society is one of individuals who think of 

themselves as centre stage and growing ever more palpable – figures at the 

hub of the present.”57  Blackshaw outlines out how in liquid modernity the 

past “doesn’t really matter” because consumer culture has the ability to take 

people back to a time and a place, even if they were never there in the first 

place.58  This truncated view of time is incongruous with a Seventh-day 

Adventist linear eschatology and its deferment of ultimate hope. 

 

Reinder Bruinsma refers to the diversity of identities lived by the same 

individual as the “fragmentation” of the person.59  For Bruinsma, the 

fragmented person may find it difficult to bring all the aspects of their lives 

together and so may live their life in various “compartments”.  

They may be a totally different person at home—as a mother or 
spouse—than at work among colleagues, or when engaged in sports 
with friends. They may have different sets of friends and 

 
55 Blackshaw, 124. 

56 Ibid. 

57 Bauman, Consuming Life, 22. 

58 Blackshaw, 105.  

59 Reinder Bruinsma, “Adventist Identity in a Postmodern World”, (paper presented at the 
Church and Adventist identity in the 21st Century Conference, Avondale College, NSW, 
January 16-18, 2011). 13. 
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acquaintances, even different sets of moral standards, depending on 
what compartment of their life they happen to be in. 60   
 

The challenge Bruinsma identifies then is at what level, or “compartment”, 

does being part of a religious community impact identity?  What are the 

implications for Seventh-day Adventist identity, and its theology of wholeness, 

if it is expressed in one compartment of life but does not flow through to the 

other identities?61  The challenge for the church is to integrate belief and 

practice across identities or respond in such a way that the same 

uncommodified substance informs, and is integrated into, a central identity 

that can be expressed in multiple spheres but still extends from the same, 

internally consistent, foundational substance. 

 

The Commodification of the Self and Branded Lifestyles 

 

In advanced consumer culture, the construction of the self and choosing 

identities becomes an ongoing project expressed through consumer choices. 

Self-identity becomes expressed as a marketable product.  As Mike 

Featherstone explains, rather than reflexively adopting a lifestyle, through 

tradition, religion, social class or habit, “the new heroes of consumer culture 

make lifestyle a life project and display their individuality and sense of style in 

the particularity of the assemblage of goods, clothes, practices, experiences, 

appearance and bodily dispositions they design together into a lifestyle.”62  

The individual within consumer culture is made conscious of how they signify 

their identity through possessions and activities which are read and classified 

in terms of the presence, or absence, of “taste”.63  Featherstone further 

 
60 Ibid. 14. 

61 Ibid, Present Truth Revisited: An Adventist Perspective on Postmodernism 
(Zeewolde, NL: Ut Intelligam, 2014), 178. 

62 Featherstone, 86. 

63 Ibid. 
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explains how this preoccupation with customising a lifestyle and a stylistic self-

consciousness is not limited to the affluent or an age group.  Cultural 

“publicity”, fostered through advertising, suggests that “we all have room for 

self-improvement and self-expression whatever our age or class origins.”64   

 

Helga Dittmar describes how: “While people believe they are expressing 

themselves and attaining happiness they are, in fact, developing, monitoring, 

and moulding their identities with respect to unrealistic ideals promoted by 

consumer culture through advertising.”65  It becomes difficult, particularly for 

children, to not be influenced by the exposure to consumerism’s socio-

cultural ideals portrayed by advertising in the mass media. “The material 

‘good life’ in which affluence is associated with success, control, autonomy 

and happiness is continuously promoted by the media as the desirable 

ideal.”66  Media therefore plays a significant role in how individuals construct 

their own version of material and bodily norms, and hence identity. However, 

in this commodified context, the internalised standard of normal is ultimately 

based on the hyperreal marketed illusion and subject to market whims.  

 

In a form of life where seemingly everything is commodifiable, people, by 

simple extension of the processes that they have already used to evaluate 

products and experiences, commodify themselves.  The commodified form 

puts the onus onto the individual to both create one’s identities and to then 

sustain their “saleability” in the marketplace.  Kavanaugh maintains that the 

commodification of the self, and with it one’s identity, is the natural result of 

“consumer capitalism unchecked by any other universe of values but its 

 
64 Ibid. 

65 Helga Dittmar, “The cost of consumers and the ‘cage within’: the impact of the material 
‘good life’ and ‘body perfect’ ideals on individuals’ identity and well-being,” Psychological 
Inquiry 18, no. 1 (2007): 25. 

66 Ibid. 
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own.”67  The commodified body and person become “objects, packages 

and instruments” as an article for exchange and price.68  For Kavanaugh, it is 

the continual process of creating and sustaining identity that results in the 

consumer becoming a commodity.69  For the commodified human, value is 

determined to the extent he or she is marketable or productive. This leaves a 

person the sum of their commodified value as opposed to any intrinsic 

human uniqueness or irreplaceable value.  

 

Kavanaugh views the commodification of the self as consumerism’s biggest 

challenge to Christianity.70  When a person becomes marketable, they are 

then not sure of their “true identity” and their intrinsic value is lost.71  When a 

person is primarily known in terms of the mechanical, external, and 

instrumental, then the world of “personhood” is replaced by the world of 

“objectness”.72  Kavanaugh then argues: “And if the human person is an 

object, the dominant form of body-consciousness in that world will be thing-

consciousness.”73  Consequently, as Kavanaugh points out, “The human has 

a diminished sense of forgiveness, healing, telos, hope, trust, faith and love.”74  

The commodified person is left with what Kavanaugh terms “thingified 

value”.75   

If the worth of men and women is measured by the ‘thingified’ values 
of the Commodity Form, if persons can be known only in terms of the 

 
67 Kavanaugh, Following, 41. 

68 Ibid. 

69 Ibid, 30. 

70 Ibid, 66. 

71 Ibid, 111-112. 

72 Ibid, 56. 

73 Ibid, 40. 

74 Ibid. 

75 Ibid, 56. 
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mechanical, external, and instrumental, and if their interpersonal 
behaviour is more adequately expressed in manipulation, force, and 
violence, then the world of personhood is replaced by the world of 
objectness.  And if the human person is an object, the dominant form 
of body-consciousness in that world will be thing-consciousness.  The 
body is a commodity.  The body is a thing.76 
 

The body is no longer the mystical repository of God’s presence but rather 

simply a marketable, quantifiable machine.  This commodity form leaves 

people to view everything, including themselves, others, nature, and religion 

as replaceable and marketable.  Identity is determined by image which 

leaves people developing themselves as a brand rather than in relationship 

to an ultimate fixity beyond themselves.  

 

For Lodziak, the commodified shift in the locus of identity formation is a 

“positive, energizing process that breaks the individual out of the constraints 

of earlier eras.” 77  Lodziak explains how in place of a society where identity 

was “more or less determined at birth”, consumer society, with its ability to 

construct self-identity via consumption, has “unshackled” identity.78  The 

fluidity of identity, that is a concern for Kavanaugh, is the very aspect that 

Lodziak deems to be healthy individual freedom to create whatever identity 

one desires. “Within the ideology of consumerism, we are free to choose who 

we want to be and our self-creation is achieved, in the main by what we 

consume.”79  Lodziak explains that because consumerism is endless, so too 

are the possibilities for recreating identity.  This, for Lodziak, is the “genius” and 

“the most important element of the ideology of consumerism.”80   

 

 
76 Ibid. 

77 Lodziak, Explaining Consumerism, 115. 

78 Ibid. 

79 Ibid, 116. 
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90 

 

The tension between Lodziak and those who caution the deregulation of 

identity is in what one is trying to protect or negate in the cultural shift.  For 

Lodziak, religion is a control mechanism that negates the creative freedom 

that consumerism can give expression to.  For Kavanaugh, from a Catholic 

perspective, the move away from religion as a significant factor in the 

formation of identity includes the loss of communal identities and the 

undermining of the common cultural undergirding that religion provided.  In 

the commodified identity, religion can simply become another bricolage, an 

identity signifying brand, rather than a more foundational fixity.  

 

Consumer Identity – Individualism and Commodified Community 

 

Kavanaugh argues that without a meaningful interior life, a definable sense 

of self apart from possessions, people lose the skills necessary to establish 

meaningful relationships.  

We find that our ability to relate to other persons has atrophied.  We 
know not how to give ourselves to the other, since it is an empty 
fortress, we call the self.  And we know not how to receive the other’s 
love, since one cannot love what one does not know.81   
 

For Kavanaugh, commodification makes the human body a “machine rather 

than a temple”.82  He uses sexuality as an example of where commodified 

individualisation has separated sexual acts from selfhood.  Kavanaugh 

explains: “Sexuality itself becomes a thing for exchange and price, a 

battleground for competition, a stage for aggression and self-infatuation… 

The body is a commodity. The body is a thing.”83  In Kavanaugh’s outline, 

friendship, love and intimacy are reduced to objects of consumption.  

Accordingly, sexual technique is emphasised over telos, non-commitment in 

place of covenant, having over being and fragmentation in place of 

 
81 Kavanaugh, Following, 10. 

82 Ibid, 56. 
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community. 84  When the identity project is lived in the present, relationships 

become only instrumental to that moment.  

 

Clapp outlines how behaviours toward products are directly imported into 

relationships.  Advertising reminds the consumer to put themselves first and 

prioritise their own needs.  This thinking translates to an identity that sees 

relationships as “service providers”.  This leads Clapp to claim that: “A high 

increase in divorce rates signals many things, but one of them surely is that 

consumption is our way of life.”85   

 

Individualism is protected at the expense of relationships.  The protection of 

choice, that in consumerism is a marker of freedom, is also carried from 

products to relationships.  Choice is protected from the perceived 

constriction and fixity of on-going relationships and so engenders a selfish 

individualism. Blackshaw outlines how: 

When you get habituated to a consumer world where immediate 
gratification is the norm, your capacity to make long term 
commitments is undermined.  And it seems as if liquid moderns are 
terrified that committing themselves to another will plunge their lives 
into deep freeze, in the process depriving them of new experiences - 
all their individuality lost.86 
 

The foundational commitments required for relationships are undermined by 

the liquid modern’s more urgent priority of protecting choice. 
 

 

 
84 Ibid. Mark Powley, Consumer Detox: Less Stuff, More Life (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015), 
Kindle Locations 2077-2093 extends on the work of Kavanaugh in explaining how in sex 
people are commodified, consumed and discarded. “Sex has become consumerized. It has 
become a product to use in pursuit of a maximized life.” Powley explains how when sex is 
reduced to a commodity it becomes a technique and ultimately pornography where sex is 
divorced from personhood and simply a product to be used. 

85 Clapp, Consuming Passion, 193.  

86 Blackshaw, 98. 
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Valerio, building on Bauman, outlines how liquid culture becomes a place 

where “human bonds grow increasingly frail as long-term relational 

commitments decrease.”87  The tools of commodification are applied to 

relationships and so immediate needs become a primary consideration.  

Valerio states: 

I do not think it is going too far to say that the same values that lead us 
to upgrade to a newer version of technology seep through into how 
we view our personal relationships, so that if our partner does not meet 
our needs, it is acceptable to put them back on the shelf and replace 
them with a better model.88  
 

Valerio further points out how relationships are damaged in liquid modernity 

as a function of time.  The relational bonds of community dissolve in the face 

of a life that is “too busy and pressured to be able to cultivate friendships.”89 

When people, or relationships, begin to interfere or threaten one’s notion of 

freedom, one simply detaches and moves on.   

 

The commodity form of life views products, relationships, and spirituality as 

simply choices to achieve one’s own ends and must be guarded carefully to 

ensure they do not limit or threaten individual freedom and its supposed 

outcome of “happiness”.  As Mindy Makant explains: 

This notion of freedom as unfettered choice does not value friendship 
or fidelity, or even faith.  If our marriage or our friendships no longer 
seem to be good choices, defined loosely as choices that make me 
feel happy at the moment, than I am free to move on, to pursue better 
options… We relish the fact that we can choose; if we are unhappy 
with a choice we have made, it is no problem as we are always free to 
choose again. And again. Until we are happy with our choices.  But 
happiness thus understood is utterly unattainable, as there will always 
be the uncertainty brought about by the consideration of another 

 
87 Valerio, Just Living, Kindle Location 1081. 

88 Ibid, 32. 

89 Ibid, 34. 
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choice we might have made.  This freedom of the pursuit of happiness 
is bound to keep happiness always at bay.90 
 

The commodification of people destroys fidelity toward one another as 

relationships are simply choices to achieve one’s own ends. 

 

For McFague, commodified individualism is the natural extension of the 

Enlightenment view of the self as constituted by its inner, individual 

experience.  McFague’s construct of individualism is predicated by the 

enlightenment’s Social Darwinism where “success” is defined as taking more 

of the world’s goods into oneself and sees others as either contributing to or 

limiting one’s own fulfilment.91  McFague explains how restraint and 

individualism are polar 

 opposites:  

On the one hand, restraint insists that since there are many of us, all of 
whom need the basics for existence, we must restrain our own 
individual desires. On the other hand, individualism claims that each of 
us human beings is the center worthy of unlimited goods and 
services.92   

 

Individualism casts others as the “competition” for resources.  Consumer 

marketing can leverage this “scarcity” motive to generate a false urgency for 

“limited” stock and in so doing raises competitiveness for resources. The 

consumer competition only further reinforces individualised identity at the 

expense of supportive community.93 

 

As relational community is hollowed out, in its place marketing creates 

commodified, branded pseudo-communities.94  Bauman uses the terms 

 
90 Mindy Makant, “The Pursuit of Happiness: The Virtue of Consumption and the Consumption 
of Virtue,” Dialog: A Journal of Theology 49, (2010): 294. 

91 McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers, 152-153. 

92 Ibid, 27. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Blackshaw, 109 overviews the construct of Pseudo-Community.  
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“peg-communities” and “ad hoc communities” when describing these 

groups as disposable substitutes meant for an instant and one-off 

consumption.95  Bauman states:  

Like other consumables they promise freedom from the chores of 
endless negotiation and uneasy compromise; they swear to put paid to 
the vexing need for self-sacrifice, concessions, meeting half-way that 
all intimate and loving bonds will sooner or later require.96   
 

However, as Bauman further points out: “None is likely to deliver on the hopes 

invested, since they leave the roots of insecurity unscathed.”97   

 

Bauman describes liquid modernity as a culture that “lusts for community, 

searches for community, invents community and imagines community.”98  

However, for Bauman, liquid modern community only provides a copy of the 

genuine.  It is a “superb imitation” that hints at deep down themes but one 

entirely free of the demands of the “real thing”.  Bauman describes consumer 

community as “community without any harsh demands on commitment.” 99  

It is community one “goes to”, consumes and leaves rather than a relational 

network that one is inherently “part of”.100   

 

The commodified concept of community is highlighted in the overuse of the 

term to refer to an industry, sport, interest group or even brand followership.  

Bauman explains how constructs only reveal themselves as important when 

they start to break and this is what has happened to community.101  Leslie 

 
95 Bauman, Community – Seeking Safety in an Insecure World (Cambridge: Polity, 2000), 13. 

96 Ibid, Identity, 95. 

97 Ibid, in Blackshaw, “Interview with Zygmunt Bauman,” Network: Newsletter of the British 
Sociological Association 83, (October 2002), 3. 

98 Bauman, Modernity and Ambivalence, 272. 

99 Bauman, Consuming Life, 97. 

100 Ibid. 

101 Ibid. 
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Savan states: “While real communities in the traditional sense may be 

struggling to survive, the word “community” is booming, “cheerfully riding any 

modifier that waddles its way.”102  Blackshaw more starkly states: “If 

community is still there in liquid modernity, it is only there in the sour taste of its 

own absence.”103  Where once identity was constructed in the context of the 

community, the individual nature of consumerism undermines and negates 

the wider relational values and in its place leaves fluid, branded identities. 

 

Summary 

 

The commodification of the self allows identities to be constructed outside 

the confines of previous eras using brands, and their already ascribed 

marketable associations, as signifying tokens for the individual identity 

project.  Children growing up in commodified culture are repeatedly 

encouraged and provided the tools to create branded identities.  At the 

same time, consumerism overshadows other factors, including creative play 

and engagement with nature, that would work against the commodified 

identity.  Inherently, and often reflexively, the individual develops and 

presents themselves as a brand, or seemingly disconnected brands, in various 

contexts.  In advanced consumer culture, the individual becomes the 

commodity and, in the quest to protect choice and freedom, engages in an 

endless reconstruction of fluid identities.  The individualised focus of 

commodified identity constructions negates the value of the other and 

inherently destroys community, apart from the branded communities that 

trade on the pseudo-relational values.   

 

 
102 Leslie Savan, “Did Somebody Say “Community”?” in Ad Nauseam: A Survivor's Guide to 
American Consumer Culture, ed. Carrie McLaren and Jason Torchinsky (New York: Faber and 
Faber, 2009), 154-155. 

103 Blackshaw 104. 
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The commodified form, through creating branded lifestyles, provides the tools 

for identity construction and signifying meanings.  As such, consumerism 

occupies a space in society that once belonged to traditional religion.  In 

shaping a response to consumerism, the nature of identity development will 

need to be addressed and reworked to provide location and fixities in a way 

that protects the formation of Christian identity from simply adding to, and 

even facilitating, the commodified identity.  Consumerism, through providing 

the primary tools for identity construction, has become its own form of religion 

and in this way challenges and subverts traditional religiosity.  Charting how 

consumerism takes on the role of folk religion in consumer culture will be 

valuable to then inform a response that addresses consumerism at the more 

foundational, existential level. 
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CHAPTER 4  
ADVANCED CONSUMERISM AS FOLK RELIGION  

 

Consumerism is a cultural pattern that leads people to find meaning 
and fulfilment through the consumption of goods and services. Thus the 
well-known comment that consumerism is the newest and most 
successful “religion” on the globe is not an overstatement.1  
 
Economists think of themselves as scientists, but… they are more like 
theologians…Another basic role for economists is to serve as the 
priesthood of a modern secular religion of economic progress that 
serves many of the same functions in contemporary society that 
Christian and other religions did in their time.2 

 

As an identity forming system of meaning making, consumerism moves into 

the cultural space once occupied by formal religion.  While not setting itself 

up directly as a religion, it does take on religious elements and expressions 

while at the same time commodifying more traditional religious systems. 

Rittenhouse calls advanced consumerism: “the new religion of the masses – 

the new opium of the people with neoliberalism being the theological 

orthodoxy that is facilitating its spread.”3  Jeremy Carrette and Richard King 

identify shopping malls as the new altars for worshipping the god of money, 

business news as the hymns of capitalism and consumerism as the new 

esoteric knowledge.4  These views may be oversimplifications, however 

consumerism can increasingly be seen to be facilitating and mediating the 

expression of religious substance outside the traditionally religious sphere.  In 

 
1 McFague, Blessed are the Consumers, 2-3. 

2 Robert H. Nelson, Economics as Religion: From Samuelson to Chicago and Beyond 
(University Park, Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), xv. 

3 Rittenhouse, 125. 

4 Jeremey Carrette and Richard King, Selling Spirituality the Silent Takeover of Religion 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2005), 23-24. 
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this way, consumerism can be deemed to be taking on the role of “folk 

religion” in advanced consumer culture.   

 

Marion Bowman outlines how the construct of Folk Religion encompasses the 

views and practices of religion that exist among the people in a given culture 

apart from, and alongside, the strictly theological and liturgical forms of the 

official religion.5  Paul Hiebert, Daniel Shaw and Tite Tienou bring together 

sociological, anthropological, and lived experience perspectives to provide 

a representative, easily useable, typology of folk religion.  This typology will be 

used to measure consumerism against the marked of folk religion in this thesis. 

It is the folk religion of a given culture that provides a framework for social 

discourse, including meaning making, identity formation and a source for 

hope, apart from the “official” religion.  The folk religion then forms the grid 

through which all aspects of life, including the “official” religion, are filtered.6  

 

This chapter outlines how consumerism has become the framework for 

shared social discourse in advanced consumer-oriented societies.  It then 

establishes the process through which advanced consumerism “filters” 

traditional religion.  It is in the context of this filtering that an exploration of 

how consumerism commodities organised religion is valuable for establishing 

the context of a response toward, and interaction between, the organised 

 
5 The definition of folk religion used in this thesis is that most often used in a sociological 
context and typified by Bowman’s outline of folk religion as "the totality of all those views and 
practices of religion that exist among the people apart from and alongside the strictly 
theological and liturgical forms of the official religion." Marion Bowman, "Phenomenology, 
Fieldwork, and Folk Religion", in Religion: Empirical Studies, ed. Steven Sutcliffe (Farnham: 
Ashgate 2004), 3–4.   

6 The folk religion typology, against which consumerism is measured in this thesis, is that 
established by Paul G Hiebert, Daniel R. Shaw and Tite Tienou, Understanding Folk Religion: A 
Christian Response to Popular Beliefs and Practices (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2000), 
35-48.  This thesis does not discuss the entire list of folk religion attributes outlined by Hiebert 
and Shaw.  The additional factors are: no formal written text, no formal leadership structure 
and few formal institutions.  These factors, while they can be seen pertaining to advanced 
consumerism, are not expanding on in this thesis. 
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religion and consumerism.  Further, the identification of advanced 

consumerism as a religious disposition will be important in Part III of this thesis 

where a Seventh-day Adventist construct of Babylon as constituting “false” 

religion can then include and inform consumer interaction.  

 

Consumerism as Social Discourse 

 

For advanced consumerism and its expression in the commodified form of life 

to be viewed as the primary construct of folk religion in advanced consumer 

culture, its place as a shared social discourse needs to be established.  As 

Hiebert and Shaw outline: “Unlike in the West, where religion is often a small 

segment of life, in most of the world folk religion is at the core of the culture 

and touches every area of people’s lives.”7  The folk religion provides the grid 

through which life aspirations, hope and desire are filtered and identity 

defined within.  Folk religion further provides the shared language of social 

discourse where a society collectively understands motivations and hope.8  

 

In Bauman’s liquid modern construct, consumerism has moved into the place 

of “base-driver” in western capitalist culture. 9  Consumerism’s ability to easily 

communicate symbols of meaning, along with it adverting induced 

pervasiveness through all aspects of society, has moved consumerism into a 

social space so that it now provides the common cultural language for the 

liquid modern expression.  McCarthy, in a similar way to Bauman, explains 

how “a marketplace of things provides our most pervasive common 

language, and this shared understanding shapes a common world.”10  

 
7 Hiebert and Shaw, 6. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Bauman, Liquid Times, 16. 

10 David Matzko McCarthy, The Good Life - Genuine Christianity for the Middle Class (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2004), 54-55. 
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Through therapeutic advertising, consumerism has been able to deliver its 

message of hope and desire, as a function of commodities, to all ages and 

so has been able to move into a space that society collectively shares.  This 

then allows consumerism to be western capitalist culture’s primary meaning-

making grid.  

 

McFague graphically describes how western capitalist culture is so 

embedded in the discourse of consumerism that asking a person to curb it is 

like asking that person to stop breathing.  

They can do it for a moment but then, gasping, they will inhale again. It 
is important to take this seriously: the ‘culture of consumerism’ is not just 
a form of life that we can accept or reject; it has now become the air 
we breathe. This is the ‘nature’ of ‘culture’ — culture becomes nature, 
it becomes ‘natural.’11  
 

Consumerism has taken on the reflexive role of informing life goals, hopes, 

desire and what it means to live a “good life” – it has commodified those 

factors that constitute meaning making.12 

 

Kavanaugh, in a similar way to Bauman, claims that consumerism and its 

values hold together the fabric of life in advanced capitalist culture.  

Kavanaugh describes consumerism as: “a total worldview… It affects the way 

we think and feel, the way we love and pray, the way we evaluate our 

enemies, the way we relate to our spouses and children.”13  Other values and 

experiences, including friendship, love and intimacy are reduced to objects 

of consumption.14  Kavanaugh states: 

In connecting all of the parts of our experience with an underlying 
frame of meaning and purpose, consumerism becomes a worldview of 

 
11 McFague, 2-3. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Kavanaugh, 31. 

14 Ibid. 
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ultimate significance, a religion, in effect, supported by its own 
philosophy and leading to its own theory of behaviour.15   

 

In Kavanaugh’s construct of consumerism, material possessions become 

substitute gods, providing the objects of worship, transcendence, meaning 

and purpose.  Consumerism, for Kavanaugh, is a “system of reality, a 

philosophy of what is most real and valuable, and a religion, a belief in what 

saves us and gives us ultimate meaning.”16   

 

Consumerism provides the primary mode of social discourse for advanced 

consumer culture.  Beabout and Echeverria outline how advanced 

consumerism is uniquely able to take the place of dominant social discourse 

in western capitalist culture for three reasons.  First, it is comprehensive, a total 

way of looking at life; second, it involves an intellectual commitment to 

certain beliefs about humans and the world; and third, it enters deeply into 

the life, actions, and thinking of people.17  In this way, consumerism has been 

able to posit itself deep within the fabric of western, capitalist culture and 

with it provide the framework for primary social discourse.  Consumerism then 

has taken on the role of religion.  Makant states: “As something that gives us 

our identity and that informs us of our ultimate end (which is, of course, to 

consume more), consumption has become a religious practice in its own 

right.”18   

 

Inversely, the space traditional religion occupies in culture has been 

reshaped.  Social constructs based on secularisation theory see religion as 

having been marginalised to the private sphere of western culture and 

 
15 Ibid,19. 

16 Ibid, 31.   

17 Gregory R. Beabout, Eduardo J. Echeverria, “The Culture of Consumerism: A Catholic and 
Personalist Critique,” Journal of Markets and Morality 5, no. 2 (2002): 364.  

18 Makant, 293.  
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consequently losing its potency to speak to the “everyday” life of the 

culture.19  This relegation leaves an existential space that then requires 

another system to regulate cultural discourse.  Consumerism readily moves 

into that space and offers an overarching life system.  Paul Tillich identified a 

“hollowing out of the explicitly religious elements in culture.”  Tillich describes 

how religion was individualised, privatised, and moved to the margins of life 

and so no longer able to answer the question of meaningful existence on a 

cultural scale.  In its place, consumerism was able to move into and 

commodify the “hollow”.20   

 

More culturally based constructs see the deregulation of traditional religion, 

where it has lost its social control mechanisms, as simply the application of 

consumer constructs to religion.  Religion simply becomes a commodity that 

takes its places as another offering in the meaning making product 

category.21  Christianity then, in place of being a teleological framework, 

takes its place as a commodity alongside other life options.  A commodified 

form of life becomes the grid through which Christianity’s claims are filtered, 

abstracted, and resynthesised in a form that is more easily subverted to 

consumerism’s construct of meaning.  In this context, the symbols of 

traditional religion become another commodity to signify an identity for the 

consumer and becomes subject to the ambient values of advanced 

consumerism.   

 

In both secularisation and cultural constructs, traditional religion is made 

subject to the categories of consumerism.  It is moved to more marginal 

 
19 Carrette and King, 13 represent this secularisation construct. 

20 Paul Tillich, Courage to Be (New Haven: Yale, 1952), 142. 

21 The deregulation construct is seen in the work of Twitchell Shopping for God and Lyon, 
Jesus in Disneyland. 
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social spaces and mediated by the more dominant folk religion – that is 

advanced consumerism. 

 

Consumerism as Meaning Making Practice - The Changing Texture of Hope 

and Desire. 

 

Rittenhouse claims that it is primarily the emotional connectedness of modern 

media that has allowed consumer culture to take on the role of meeting the 

human need for meaning and order.  Modern media is able to create 

emotional stories around products and, in so doing, invest the commodity 

with the potential to fill great gaps of meaning in people’s lives.22  These, 

“seductive product messages” then become “conversion techniques” that 

replace traditional religious approaches to the pursuit of meaning and allows 

consumerism to conveniently and repeatedly offer commodified identities as 

the answer to existential questions.23   

 

Further, Rittenhouse explains how even when the ultimate meaninglessness of 

consumerism is encountered, consumerism is able to subvert itself and 

present in another form as the provider of meaning.  

The one whom consumerism’s answer to the existential problem of 
meaning fails is so anxious to escape the experience of existential 
disappointment that he or she grasps at the first promise of existential 
meaning that he or she encounters, without critically assessing whether 
it is truly capable of securing his or her individual meaning. 24   

 

The existential promises of consumer culture are offered repeatedly under 

various guises.  The individual who experiences existential disappointment will 

encounter more promises and will frequently attach to another form of 

 
22 Rittenhouse, 121.  

23 Bauman, Liquid Times, 16. 

24 Ibid. 
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consumerism.25  While, as Twitchell maintains, much of what is consumed is 

simply meeting a need or a particular preference, Rittenhouse correctly 

identifies the media’s ability to give products a place in the social discourse 

so that they can take on a much broader existential significance.  

Consumerism then has moved from being an act in itself, or even a status 

signifier, to the realm of hope and desire where the consumer is moved 

beyond the immediate to the possibilities of new identities.  In this way, 

advanced consumerism offers a new reality that is seemingly attainable with 

another purchase.  

 

Consumerism then becomes more about an attachment to what one does 

not have yet over simple materialism.  William Cavanaugh outlines how 

“consumerism is not so much about having more as it is about having 

something else.”26  It is this attachment to something else, or a quest to build 

a commodified identity, or identities, beyond what one has now, that allows 

advanced consumerism to take the place of the unrealised potential of 

Christian hope.  Hope and desire are instead transferred to the unrealised 

potential of a product or experience and placed in the somewhat unknown 

“happier” version of current reality.  In subverting desire, consumerism 

challenges the Christian’s eschatological temporality of hope - in its place is 

the desire for a commodified life that is more seemingly quantifiable yet still 

beyond one’s grasp.  Hope and desire then become tools for marketing 

more commodities.  

 

The commodification of hope and desire challenges Christianity because the 

shape and texture of the consumer desires are profoundly similar to Christian 

 
25 Ibid. 

26 William Cavanaugh, Being Consumed: Economics and Christian Desire (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008), 35.   
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forms of desire.  Miller explains how both advanced consumerism and 

Christianity know endless, insatiable longing:   

This form of desire is hauntingly similar to Christian portrayals of desire as 
an endless, unquenchable seeking after an infinite God.  This similarity 
in form presents the danger of a subtle derailing of fundamental 
Christian desires such as the desire for God and the desire for justice. It 
also tends to erode our ability to focus desire on the singular.27  

 

In keeping happiness at bay, yet always seemingly in reach, consumerism 

moves hope and desire into the unquenchable temporality of consumer 

culture.   

 

The Commodification of Christian Faith and Practice - The Subversive Nature 

of Consumerism and Filtering the “Official” Religion 

 

Many critiques of consumer culture tend to view consumerism as a 

framework of beliefs and values that are directly opposed to Christian values.  

Pope John Paul II’s “World Day of Peace” address is an example of such a 

treatment of consumerism.  John Paul II labelled consumerism as an outlook 

and myth “no less pernicious than Racism, Marxism, Nazism and Fascism.”28  

For John Paul II, consumerism was a clearly definable ideology in which “the 

selfish satisfaction of personal aspirations; becomes the ultimate goal of life 

with the resulting negative effects on others considered completely 

irrelevant.”29  Addressing consumerism’s deformations, for John Paul II, lies in 

developing, retrieving and promulgating a more adequate anthropology or 

ontology.   

 

 
27 Ibid, 7. 

28 Pope John Paul II, “Message of His Holiness, for the Celebration of the World Day of 
Peace,” (January 1, 1999), Available at www.vatican.va. 

29 Miller, 15. 
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In a similar way to John Paul II, Kavanaugh contrasts consumerism and 

Christianity as distinct value systems.  Kavanaugh develops an extensive table 

that compares what he terms the commodity form of life with the personal 

form.30  For Kavanaugh, the personal form of life is based on values from the 

Christian tradition while the commodity form is based in “thinghood”.  The 

commodity form is grounded in marketable value as opposed to intrinsic 

value and is expressed through competition, demand and manipulation as 

opposed to sharing, giving, and respect for freedom. 31     

 

Kavanaugh sets up a theological conflict and clash of meaning making 

between the two forms.  He claims that: “At its religious root, the culture of 

consumerism involves the false worship of another god, the god of 

consumption”32  After outlining the differences between the two forms and 

establishing the validity of the personal form, Kavanaugh explains the 

behaviours that grow out of this personal form.  He highlights the community 

destroying expressions of the commodity form and in so doing leaves the 

personal form as the only option for a significant, relationally rich life.  This 

approach relies on the assumption that consumerism can be neatly defined 

as a system of beliefs.   

 

Kavanaugh’s emphasis on beliefs and values is useful for clarifying the points 

of conflict between a traditional Christian construct and the form of life 

fostered by consumer culture.  However, it is oversimplified in overlooking the 

subversive ability of consumerism to commodify Christianity itself.  

Consumerism does not so much ideologically set itself up as a system 

opposed to Christianity, but rather has the ability to commodify any belief 

 
30 Kavanaugh, 110-111. 

31 Ibid. 

32 Beabout and Echeverria, 340.  
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system, even those that are dissenting against it, and reshape it to be a 

commodifiable, marketable product.  

 

For Miller, consumerism does not offer a different religion as such but rather a 

way of subverting any system of values for commodifiable ends.  

Consumerism does not meet Christianity in a head on collision but rather 

“heads it off onto a siding which is much less dramatic but more subversive 

and more difficult to address.”33  In this subversive role, consumerism 

commodifies traditions, symbols, and practices so that they no longer inform 

values and behaviours in their original way.  “Consumerism is primarily a way 

of relating to beliefs – a set of habits of interpretation and use – that renders 

the ‘content’ of beliefs and values less important.”34  In Miller’s outline, 

consumer desire does not so much arise from a coherent anthropology that 

can be contrasted with Christianity, but rather subtly filters the useable beliefs, 

symbols and values of any system, so that it appears in a similar way, but for 

commodifiable ends.35  “Just as it can turn any culture into content to be 

marketed, it can yoke just about any desire to the task of furthering 

consumption.”36  What changes is not the desire itself but rather the context, 

focus and texture of desire.   

 

Miller outlines how “as commodification expands through culture, it focuses 

on those elements of culture that can most readily be made into discrete 

elements of exchange.”37  When religion is commodified, it is broken into 

smaller, more marketable pieces.  Those aspects of religion that can be easily 

 
33 Ibid, 76. 

34 Miller, 1. 

35 Ibid, 107-144 provides a very detailed analysis of how consumer desire relates to desire in 
the Christian tradition. 

36 Ibid, 78. 

37 Ibid. 
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packaged, such as those that provide entertaining spectacle, are 

abstracted from their original significance.  Consequently, traditions and 

religious forms that lend themselves to visual intensity and symbolism are more 

easily and readily commodified.  In this process more complex traditions or 

those that engender existential introspection are lost to a more 

commodifiable, entertaining expression.   

 

The branded personality also seeks the abstracted, commodified expression 

of religious tradition which leaves Christian beliefs and practises subject to the 

simplification and cost benefit propositions marketing requires.  Miller 

contends that when beliefs become products to be bought and sold, the 

form they take is necessarily restricted by the need to appeal to the broadest 

possible audience and to the most bland and generic qualities.38  In this 

process complexity is lost as a small number of more easily defined and 

marketable characteristics are identified.  

 

In the process of abstraction, and in an attempt to meet the needs of its 

“consumers”, theology becomes fragmented and religious traditions lose 

much of their power to inform the concrete practice of life.  Miller outlines 

how the process of abstraction becomes a practice that consumers 

unquestionably repeat, while shopping, hundreds of times each day.  The 

ability to abstract products from their original contexts of production and 

instead ascribe a marketed story and value is then easily transferred and 

applied, mostly without question, to religious traditions, symbols, and beliefs.  

Miller states: 

The problem with consumer culture is not that the masses are 
encouraged to develop their own religions synthesis but that believers 
encounter the elements of tradition in an abstract, fragmented form 
and are trained to engage them as passive consumers.39 

 
38 Ibid, 37. 

39 Ibid, 9. 
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The religious elements become separated from the larger theological system 

they were originally a part of and are instead commodified, simplified and 

used as a resource in the branded self-story.  The individual then determines 

the value of the religious belief and practice and filters engagement through 

the consumer constructs of individual choice, freedom and what might be 

useful for identity signification or useful as a resource of support for already 

chosen ethics.  If a particular part of the tradition is not deemed to be a ‘right 

fit’ for the consumer’s identity construction, then it is discarded or 

theoretically adopted but not seen as valuable enough to shape practice.  

Miller explains how “traditions become out-of-date, a formless and 

meaningless reminder of last year’s fad; and religion becomes something 

that must be personalized to suit the individual consumer.”40  In this way, 

beliefs, narratives, symbols and practices are disarmed of much of their 

original significance and meaning making potential.  Religion is made subject 

to filtered individual choice rather than providing the meaning making 

framework.   

 

Removed from the coherence of their original story and their place within a 

broader network of beliefs that informed practise, the abstracted pieces 

become shallow signifiers that are made to fit into the expression of the 

consumer’s religious construct.  As Miller explains: “Elements of religious 

traditions are fragmented into discrete, free-floating signifiers abstracted from 

their interconnections with other doctrines, symbols and practices.”41   

 

Miller outlines how when practices are deprived of their links to the 

institutional and communal setting in which they were shaped; the result is a 

shallow engagement of religious symbols.  They are gauged on visual impact 

 
40 Ibid, 90. 

41 Ibid, 3. 
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rather than the practices associated with them.42  When faith is commodified 

into the context of consumer individuality, religions are left as merely 

“repositories of insights and practices that are appropriated for one’s own 

personal synthesis”.43  As Valerio outlines, commenting on Miller’s 

“Baumanesque” approach: “These doctrines, symbols and practices thus 

become like colours on a palette that can be chosen to enhance one’s 

already constructed life, rather than being the framework around which 

one’s life is shaped.”44  The religious symbols and traditions have become 

commodities subject to the folk religion of advanced consumerism. 

 

Miller observes the process of abstraction and reification at play in religious 

celebrity culture where religious content is filtered through consumer values. 

For Miller, Pope John Paul II, the Dalai Lama and Mother Theresa are 

examples of media driven religious celebrities, even if these individuals did 

not intend to cultivate that celebrity.  The challenge is not in what these 

people taught or demonstrated but rather how they were treated as 

commodities.  Their teachings were able to be fragmented and removed 

from their original theological framework and stories to be shaped into 

marketable quotes, tokens, and consumable content.45 

 

As religion is commodified and spirituality becomes detached from ritual and 

community, the religious traditions from which it ostensibly grew become 

more able to “conform to the default assumptions and practices of the 

dominant culture”46  Martyn Percy points out how consumerism dramatically 

quickens the process of mutation of religious memory and so can more easily 

 
42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid, 90. 

44 Valerio, Kindle Locations 1680-1683.  

45 Miller, 95-98. 

46 Miller, 9. 
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conform to the dominant culture.  Percy states: “Believers select at will from 

the package of religious goods on offer … and mould these into a variety of 

packages that suit a variety of lifestyles and subcultures”47   

 

As modern media encouraged fulfilment through consumption, it was also 

inherently transferring the habits and dispositions of commodification to the 

more traditional sources of meaning, including religion.  Kasser maintains that 

humans have a fundamental tendency to adopt ambient cultural and 

familial values with their behavioural regulations.  He states: “People often 

internalize the materialistic orientations of the salient models around them.”48  

It then becomes hard for an individual to interpret life through any other grid 

or to imagine meaning derived in any other way.  Even when placed in a 

system that provides a different construct of meaning, that construct will be 

assessed through and reconstructed to work within the framework already in 

place.   

 

Consumerism’s underlying assumptions and its ability to filter all aspects of 

culture are insightfully analysed in relationship to sport by John Horne.  Horne 

shows how sporting clubs and events can provide many of the elements of 

folk religion and offer a space for community and worship.  However, even 

then sport is filtered through an expression of the deeper folk religion of 

consumerism.  The commodification of sport includes the quest for the 

consumable spectacle and so, in Horne’s example, five-day cricket is 

reduced to one day and then an even shorter twenty over form with 

emphasis on the spectacle and marketing.49  Religion is “filtered” in a similar 

 
47 Martyn Percy, The Ecclesial Canopy: Faith, Hope, Charity - Explorations in Practical, Pastoral 
and Empirical Theology (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 42.  

48 Kasser, Materialism,16. 

49 John Horne, Sport in Consumer Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006) outlines how 
sport in many cultures also takes on the role of folk religion.  Even then it is filtered through the 
underlying grid of consumerism. 
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way with commodified values shaping the expression, content and context 

of traditional religion. 

 

The filtering ability of consumerism poses dilemmas for the Christian church.  

One example is the place of media.  Through media, religious traditions can 

connect and deliver their message in remarkably widespread ways.  

However, the delivery system can encourage an engagement that is 

interpreted through consumer categories.  The religious message is filtered 

through the entertainment category.  The message than is responded to 

using familiar entertainment logic.  Consumers have learnt to treat narratives, 

roles and symbols as disposable commodities: things to be played with, 

explored, tried on, and, in the end discarded.  This same learned process is 

applied to religious media “celebrities” where, in the context of individualist 

“spirituality”, the celebrity is admired but what they stand for or say is 

abstracted for what is useful to attach to an identity, as a signifier, and the 

rest “left on the shelf”.50   

 

The religious celebrity is able to deliver their message widely however that 

message is reduced in its ability to shape practice.  It is subject to the 

consumer who will mostly engage to the extent they already agree.  The 

message will then be abstracted for those pieces of information that the 

consumer adds to their story, quite apart from the system the religious 

instruction makes original sense within.  Percy outlines this religious 

abstraction: 

Media attractiveness is not a bad thing in itself.  The problem lies in the 
abstracting effects of commodification that accompany it.  Stripped of 
their traditions and practices, religious figures are more readily made 
objects of consumption, ready to signify whatever sentiments we need. 
The transformation of religious leaders into celebrities directly parallels 

 
50 Percy, 73. 
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the abstraction of doctrines and belief from practice.  Religion does 
not disappear but is reduced to commodified consumer content.51 

 

The challenge is not so much with the content of the discourse but rather 

how consumer culture abstracts and filters for its commodifiable ends. 

 

Nathan Brown identifies the process of commodified simplification of 

Christianity, with its abstraction of traditions and ability to create free-floating 

religious symbols, in the category of Christian merchandising.  For Brown, this 

reductionism challenges the integrity of Christianity.  In a warning to the 

Seventh-day Adventist denomination Brown outlines how “a market-driven 

faith” tends toward “the populist, the comfortable, the easily understood and 

the emotional.” 52  The danger for Brown is “adopting a voyeuristic faith” 

based on the latest marketing campaign and the next manufactured thrill of 

emotion. 53  While “religious paraphernalia” can, in the process of formal 

commodification, point back to the wider substance it was packaged from, 

the danger is in the abstraction becoming the substitute for a more 

encompassing engagement.  “Such things may help bring us nearer to God, 

but they must not be a substitute for God.”54  The simplified, merchandised 

version of Christianity can become the substitute for a more complex 

engagement with the substance.  The merchandised version is then judged 

as the totality of that religious system, rather than simply being forms that 

point toward engagement with the more significant essential substance. 

 

Joyce Mercer identifies similar challenges in her analysis of children’s 

spiritualty and dependence upon religious products that have been 

“generically simplified” in an effort to appeal to a mass-market buying 

 
51 Ibid, 98. 

52 Nathan Brown, Relevation (Warburton, VIC: Signs, 2006), 27. 

53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid, 26. 
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public.55  While again Mercer acknowledges the positive outcomes of 

commodification’s ability to simplify and then promote basic values in an 

easily accessible and useable form, she is concerned about what is lost in the 

discarded complexity.  “The simplification necessarily means leaving out 

certain sharper, more nuanced, features in the name of mass appeal.”56   

 

Mercer provides the example of the Veggie Tales Christian animation that, to 

appeal to a mass-consumer buying public, reduces spiritual traditions to a 

generic moral lesson.  For Mercer, rich internally diverse, spiritual practices 

and complex traditions stand at risk of being replaced by animated cartoon 

characters engaging in “slapstick humor” while promoting “narrow moralisms 

in the lowest common denominator.”57  For Mercer, the primary danger is in 

the commodified simplicity negating the complex narrative and resources 

needed for dealing with ambiguity and increasing levels of complexity later 

in life.  “Christianity is emptied of its nuanced answers.”58  The Christian 

“product” that is then rejected later in life, as not having substantial answers, 

is the abstracted, simplified version rather than the more complex substance.  

 

Craig Bartholomew follows a similar line of reasoning when outlining how a 

simplified commodification of scripture negates the impact and richness of 

the Christian narrative.  Scripture is reduced to “merchandisable fridge 

magnets and stickers”, removed from the generating narrative.59  To be 

commodifiable, the passage chosen needs to be simple and inspiring.  Once 

 
55 Joyce Ann Mercer, “Capitalizing on Children’s Spirituality: Parental Anxiety, Children as 
Consumers, and the Marketing of Spirituality,” International Journal of Children's Spirituality 11, 
no. 1 (2006): 27. 

56 Ibid, 27. 

57 Ibid, 32. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 
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again, while it might be valuable to have scripture available as a reminder, 

when it is abstracted to the point that it ceases to engage the tradition and 

narrative it comes from and becomes the commodified end in itself, it loses its 

ability to represent the complexities and nuances of the passage it was 

extracted from.60  Scripture passages and stories that provide sensation or 

inspiration become the totality of engagement and once again the Christian 

tradition is limited those more commodifiable abstractions. 

 

Bartholomew further contends that the tools of commodification, including 

an emphasis on the experiential, sensational and easily packaged, are 

brought to a reading of scripture.  “Scripture is filtered through the 

individualism and power constructs of capitalism.”61  This filtering process 

leaves consumerism shaping scripture rather than having scripture inform 

engagement within consumer culture.  Bartholomew states: 

We have argued that in the academy and in the church, there is a 
danger of the Bible being fitted into a consumer framework rather than 
it being allowed to critique consumerism. In the light of this 
deteriorating situation, it becomes urgent to ask: Is there a way in 
which we can read the Bible so as to inoculate ourselves against the 
idols of our times, and equip ourselves to love God in the midst of our 
consumer-oriented culture?62 

 

The simplification of a commodified engagement with Scripture negates 

both the more complex nuances of the Christian tradition along with 

scripture’s ability to critique consumer culture and guide a Christian response 

and engagement within advanced consumerism. 

 

 
60 Craig Bartholomew, “Consuming God’s Word: Biblical Interpretation and Consumerism,” in 
Christ and Consumerism, ed. Craig Bartholomew and Thorsten Moritz (Carlisle: Paternoster 
Press, 2000), 81-99. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid. 
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Norman Gulley extends on a consumer reading of scriptures in outlining how 

the writers of scripture are the “cultural producers” who “merely create raw 

materials”.  This leaves what is written “open to the consumers to recombine 

those elements in any way they wish.”63  The individual then, even if they 

engage with the text, is left as the arbiter of meaning for them and so can 

easily shape it into a form that accommodates rather than challenges. 

 

Sayers outlines how many Christians have developed a “hybrid faith that suits 

the goals of the hyperreal culture”.64  He describes what he terms “The Post-

Christian Trinity” that interacts with advanced consumer culture so that 

Christianity loses its “power” to provide a viable life choice.65  In Sayers post-

Christian trinity, the individual is god with all authority resting within one’s self. 

The second part of the trinity is a distant God.  The distant God, in a deist 

manner, provides no direction or moral compass.  The last part of the “trinity” 

is consumerism as the folk religion.  Folk religion, in Sayer’s construct, shapes 

everyday life decisions and as Sayers points out, consumerism tells us how to 

live and dream.66  The folk religion is then providing the tools for the 

abstraction, reification, identification with and marketing of the traditional 

religion.  

 

Summary 

 

Consumerism, expressed in the commodified form or life, provides a system 

for social discourse, a construct for meaning making, a framework for identity 

formation and the expression and pursuit of unrealised hope and desire.  The 

 
63 Norman Gulley, Systematic Theology: Prolegomena (Berrien Springs: Andrews University 
Press, 2003), 485. 

64 Sayers, Trouble with Paris, 195. 

65 For an overview and diagram of the model see ibid, 107. 

66 Ibid. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/sytmtctheogulley01?ref=Page.p+485&off=275&ctx=s+no+final+meaning.%0a%7EIn+his+book+Beyond+t
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commodified form of life forms the basis for thinking, feeling, and acting and 

so takes on the role of primary social discourse.  Consumerism then occupies 

a role in society that once belonged to traditional religion.  Consumerism is 

the folk religion of advanced consumer culture and so must be addressed as 

a religious disposition.  When consumerism, and its commodified form of life, 

are seen as religious expressions the symbolic dimensions at the very core of 

consumerism are highlighted.  It also follows that religion itself will be shaped 

by consumer culture.  

 
Understanding consumerism as folk religion in advanced consumer culture 

provides a construct to work with in terms of framing consumerism’s religious 

function.  The unfulfilled desires, that for the Christian tradition are traditionally 

located in the unrealised fullness of God, can be almost imperceptibly 

transferred into consumerism where there is a continual desiring for more and 

yet un-fulfilment.  Recognising the existential religious dimension of 

consumerism means a response will go beyond the usual exhortations toward 

simplification, sustainability, and benevolence to address the religious nature 

of advanced consumer culture including the underlying questions of 

meaning making, hope and desire.  A response to advance consumerism will 

require a reorientation of consumerism’s existential commitment to one that 

offers another basis for meaning.  It will also require an understanding of the 

cultural space and resources available for this reorientation.  This context will 

be established in Part II. 
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PART II – THE INDIVIDUALISATION, COMMODIFICATION AND DEREGULATION OF 
THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION WITH PARTICUAL REFERENCE TO THE SEVENTH-DAY 

ADVENTIST DENOMINATION IN AUSTRALIA  
 

CHAPTER 5 
COMMODIFIED SPIRITUALITY AND THE AUSTRALIAN RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE – 

FORM, SUBSTANCE AND DEREGULATION. 
 

Just as medieval society was balanced on God and the Devil, so ours is 
balanced on consumption and its denunciation. Though at least 
around the Devil heresies and black magic sects could organize. Our 
magic is white. No heresy is possible any longer in a state of affluence. It 
is the prophylactic whiteness of a saturated society, a society with no 
history and no dizzying heights, a society with no myth other than itself.1 
 
Spirituality springs up on many sites, expected and unexpected. 
Religious life is not shrinking, collapsing, or evaporating, as predicted by 
modernistic secularization theorists. Rather, in deregulated and post-
institutional forms, the religious life draws upon multifarious resources 
with consequences, for better or worse, that are hard to predict, but 
that cry out for understanding.2 
 

Consumerism filters religion to abstract traditions and symbols for 

commodifiable, individualised ends.  This process changes the nature and 

texture of how organised religion operates, the cultural space it can work 

within and how it is engaged with by the consumer.  As religion is 

reconfigured and recomposed into spiritually branded, consumer-centric 

shapes, the individual, in a participative mode, is given the right and 

resources to choose from the religious products.  However, the choices are 

mediated by reflexive consumer patterns.  Francois Gauthier and Tuomas 

Martikainen can then claim that consumerism has reversed Weber’s analysis 

and that it is no longer the different Christian cultures that shape capitalism; 

 
1 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society, ix.  

2 David Lyon, Jesus in Disneyland (Cambridge: Polity, 2008), 19.  
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rather it is consumer culture that shapes Christianity and religion in general.3  

This chapter explores and clarifies the cultural space the Christian church, 

particularly the Seventh-day Adventist denomination, is interacting within and 

what wider cultural dynamics need to inform its engagement within 

consumer culture. 

 

The Privatised and Individualised Deregulation of Institutional Religion in 

Australia 

 

Australians are proportionally disengaging from traditional Christian 

congregations.4  While the more recent, experiential, Pentecostal 

congregations showed a proportional increase in the number of adherents 

and while engagement in the services provided by denominations, including 

schools, hospitals and aged care, remains strong, those identifying 

themselves as belonging to a Christian denomination is in decline.5  Philip 

Hughes identifies the two biggest challenges in the religious profile of 

Australia over the past fifty years as firstly the movement of people into the 

“no religion” category and secondly the growth of people who describe 

themselves as “spiritual but not religious.”6   

 
3 Francois Gauthier and Tuomas Martikainen, Religion in Consumer Society: Brands, 
Consumers and Markets (Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), 16.  

4 From 2011to 2016 the number of Australians who identify Christianity as their religion 
decreased by 950 000. There were 12.20 million “Census Christians” in 2016, down from 13.15 
million in 2011. This figure includes those who indicated a Christian denomination or 
Christianity generally as their religion. This decline may be in part due to ‘No Religion’ being 
more prominent in the census form. A. McAleese, R. Powell and M. Pepper, “Comparing 
Church and Community: A Demographic Profile” (NCLS Occasional Paper 32. Sydney: NCLS 
Research 2018).  

5 Elle Hunt, “Christianity on the Wane in Australia, but Pentecostal Church Bucks Trend,” The 
Guardian, June 29, 2017.  https://www.theguardian.com/australia/news/2017/jun/27/ 
christianity-on-the-wane-in-australia-but-pentecostal-church-bucks-trend. Hunt traces Pentecostalism’s 
increase from nearly 220,000 attenders in 2006 to 260,500 in 2016.   

6 Phillip Hughes, “Spiritual but not Religious,” Pointers 29, no.2 (June 2019): 1-7. The terms 
“spiritual” and “religious” are described by Ruth Powell, Religion and Spirituality in Australia: 
results from the 2018 Australian Community Survey (Australian Community and Church 
Summit Presentation, September 21, 2018, Sydney, NCLS Research). 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia
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For Roy Williams, a significant dynamic in the shift toward the increase of 

Australians who claim to have “no religion” is consumerism’s ability to be a 

“killer of belief”.7  Williams outlines how the shift from production to 

consumption, as the key economic driver, was a vital turning point in 

Australia.8  Australian culture was encouraged to “spend and buy” rather 

than “save and cling” to a Protestant or Catholic asceticism.9  In Williams’ 

construct, this individual private quest for more undermines the communal 

values and asceticism traditionally fostered by Christian institutions with a flow 

on diminishing of religious norms that do not support the consumer quest.  The 

“crux of the matter” for Williams is that for many people the material quest 

has distracted from, overshadowed and hollowed out traditional Christian 

religion to the point that it is no longer deemed a possible answer to 

existential questions.10  “On the contrary, Australians are inclined to imagine 

that the solutions to their problems lie in the material realm.”11  Williams then 

outlines how this consumption focused thinking only exacerbates a sense of 

dissatisfaction and produces a state of mind even less receptive to what he 

terms “true religion” and “takes us further down the path of moral relativism 

and unchecked consumerism.”12   

 

Mark McCrindle identifies a similar relocation of meaning-making when he 

outlines how the spiritual search for Australians often does not include the 

church or traditional religion in its gamut.  “Indeed, there is a perception from 

 
7 Roy Williams, Post God Nation? How Religion Fell off The Radar in Australia - and What Might 
be Done to Get It Back On (Sydney: ABC Books, 2015), 274.   

8 Williams, 255. Williams links this shift with societal movements brought on by the second 
world war. 

9 Michael Hogan, The Sectarian Strand (London: Penguin, 1987), 272. 

10 Williams, 255.  

11 Ibid. 

12 Ibid. 



121 

 

many that organised religion is one of the last places they would expect to 

find meaning in their spiritual search.”13  For McCrindle, Australia’s growing 

consumer focus has created a culture without awe and consequently the 

transcendent claims of traditional religion no longer engender wonder. “This 

most educated, entertained and endowed generation have experienced so 

much, so young, that they aren’t amazed anymore.”14  In place of traditional 

religious answers, consumerism offers itself as the solution to the existential 

problems and the location of wonderment, most times through the spectacle 

of entertainment.  

 

Social analysis of religion, including that by Steve Bruce and John O’Neill, 

initially posited secularisation theory to explain the declining interest in the 

religious.15  For Bruce, the shift toward self-directed “consumer spirituality” was 

simply the progress of secularisation and part of western culture’s “grand 

downturn in religion.”16  The marginalisation of religion to the sphere of the 

individual and the institutions of private choice meant religion had 

increasingly less direct impact on the cultural narrative.  Traditional religion 

lost its social voice and was then only able to engage through secularised, 

consumable systems.  The growth of the “sovereign consuming individual” in 

late modernity led inexorably to what Bruce terms the “cultic milieu” where 

individually mediated relativism prevents any of the marginalised religious 

expressions from acquiring the power and influence of previous religious 

innovations.17  For Bruce, this left religion without a voice, save for the 

 
13 Mark McCrindle, The ABC of XYZ: Understanding the Global Generations (Sydney: University 
of New South Wales, 2011), 42. 

14 Ibid. 

15 Steve Bruce, Religion in the Modern World: From Cathedrals to Cults (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996). John O’Neill, “Religion and Postmodernism: The Durkheimian bond in 
Bell and Jameson.” Theory, Culture and Society 5, no. 2-3 (1988): 501-514. 

16 Bruce, 234. 

17 Ibid. 
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commodifiable versions of it, that rather than challenge consumer culture 

instead support and foster it.  O’Neill, working out of the same secularisation 

theory, claims that the private sphere eliminates any notion of “gift, sacrifice 

and community from informing the public sphere, leaving in its place 

narcissistic consumerism.”18  However, in the ensuing time since this view was 

dominant in the sociology of religion the new spiritualities have found space 

for a myriad of cultural expressions, albeit still commodified, that the 

rationalism of secularism may not have imagined.  For example, in the 

impulse buy section of Big W, an Australian variety store, one can purchase 

Archangel Tarot cards, Crystal Angels, Oracle Cards, Angel Guidance Cards, 

Ask the Universe Guides along with Bible Quote Cards all from the same 

checkout display.19  Spirituality is very much in the public space, just a 

reworked consumable version of it. 

 

While, from the perspective of a traditional Christian denomination, consumer 

culture can be diagnosed as a deformation, for other “players” in the 

“marketplace of spirituality” engagement is increasing and consumerism 

helps to create space for more liquid forms of religious expression.20  Thomas 

Luckmann, whose work is foundational in the socio-theology of modern 

religion, has observed that although traditional religious understanding has 

become unbelievable for many people in modern societies, the 

contemporary situation has seen the rise of a kind of “proto-religious” 

mentality that is characterised by a subjectivistic consumer orientation.21  The 

same people who are largely indifferent to traditional religious doctrine and 

discipline are demonstrating an attraction to astrology, the occult, and 

 
18 O’Neill, 501. 

19 Big W Department Store. Lilydale Market-town Shopping Centre, August 16, 2019. 

20 Lyon, 42. 

21 Thomas Luckmann, “The Invisible Religion” in Secularization and the Protestant Prospect, 
ed. James F. Childress and David Harnard (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), 74-75. 
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modern forms of Gnosticism.22  The reason for this, Luckmann argues, is that 

as the larger “public” sphere of modern society has become increasingly 

rationalised and impersonal, individuals have been left to themselves to 

provide self-meanings and purposes.23  “The religious self is constructed and 

flourishes on terms chosen individually.”24  The result is that spirituality is 

reconfigured to focus on the individual as the centre of reality.  The individual 

becomes pivotal in a society where religion has shifted from obedience and 

a compliance to pre-existing schemes to personal commitment and the 

synthesis of traditions and symbols that are often used to signify identity. 

 

Gary Bouma, while noting that Australians are disengaging from traditional 

Christian expressions of religion, challenges the notion that religion in Australia 

is in decline.  Rather than a decline, Bouma identities a shift in the zone of 

religious production along with its consumption.  The individualised 

spiritualities are a turning away from one form of organisation of the religious 

market, dominated by religious professionals and hierarchy, to a deregulated 

freedom of religious expressions.25  Bouma states: “Rather than consumerism 

facilitating a religious decline it has deregulated religion and individualised its 

location.”26  Religion then has become “naturalised” and “essentialised” in 

an unregulated open market.27  This movement, for Bouma, is not inherently 

 
22 Hughes, Spiritual but not Religious, 5 provides an overview of this shift. 

23 Luckmann, 74-75. Luckmann, reoriented the significance of religion by arguing that one's 
worldview, as an objective social and historical reality, fulfills an essentially religious function 
and religion then is inherent as part of the human condition, just simply reshaped and re-
expressed.  While Luckmann sees this change, in terms of religion, as simply a re-expression of 
religious culture he does see individualism as central to a reconfigured spirituality that is 
mediated by economic measures of success Luckmann’s fluid definition/s of religion sees it 
as a worldview almost synonymous with culture. 

24 Lyon, 71. 

25 Bouma, 99. 

26 Ibid, 99. 

27 Francois Gauthier and Tuomas Martikainen, Religion in Consumer Society 17 overview the 
nature of the deregulation of religion. 
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negative but simply a reworking of what it means to be religious that includes 

new opportunities for religious engagement and expression.  In this context of 

self-reliance, Bouma identifies a religion and spirituality that is thriving, “having 

seeped out of the monopolistic control of formal organisations like 

churches.”28  For Bouma, candles and incense have “escaped” the 

sanctuaries of churches and are found in homes, offices, celebrations, and 

private inner sanctums.  Bouma sees the personal growth programmes and 

events, offers for meditation, inner growth, and the spiritual themes of movies, 

as expressions of a thriving, deregulated religiosity.29  This “unshackling” of the 

religious from traditional institutions has fostered a vastly increased diversity of 

both organised religion and private spiritualties.30   

 

Bouma views the changes in the religious landscape as merely reflecting the 

wider cultural trend toward the authority of the self with an emphasis on 

feelings and experience.  “Australians are quite ready to do for themselves 

what some had previously sought from mainstream providers of religious 

goods and services.”31  Bouma outlines how health industries and other 

service economies are likewise being deregulated by “do-it-yourself” 

approaches.  The shift also reflects the movement away from subservience to 

an institutional system, with its hierarchy, towards personal agency.32  Bouma 

makes the point that this trend to self-reliance and increasing wariness of 

professionals has implications for clergy who are no longer valued or 

 
28 Bouma, 6. 

29 Ibid, 101. 

30 Ibid, 6. Bouma includes as individualisation factors a further disentangling of religion and 
the state following the demise of the British Empire, the rise of a consumer society, becoming 
a multifaith society, the demise of the nuclear family as the norm, the decline of patriarchy 
and the emergence of new forms of social capital along with the violation of trust which 
incorporates violation of hope. 

31 Ibid, 20. 

32 Ibid, 100. 
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respected for their position alone.33  David Lyon makes the same point when 

he asks, “Who needs the authority of religious specialists when the 

autonomous individual can choose for herself?”34 

 

The issue of “true” religion and the “loss” that Williams addresses is not such a 

significant factor for Bouma as in his construct religion is simply wherever 

people look for existential answers.  For Bouma, the “unshackled” spiritualities 

of consumer culture can still be genuine religious expressions.  Bouma outlines 

how in this newly emerging, religiously deregulated, context, sociologies of 

religion that focus on religious organisations that were influential through 

much of the twentieth century – churches, mosques, synagogues, and 

temples – are likely to “miss much of the action.”35  

 

Lyon, in a similar way to Bouma, questions the secularisation construct and 

explains how faith, in consumer culture, may turn out not so much to be lost in 

the everyday life-paths of ordinary people, but to be “lost from view of the 

academic accounts of the modern world.”36  Lyon explains how “Religion 

expands into spheres less visible than the institutional and public ones it 

occupied in Weber’s day.”37  Religious “substance” for Lyon is increasingly 

expressed outside the traditionally religious sphere. “In a deregulated 

marketplace, where cultural commodification practices proliferate, the 

sacred symbols of religious communication circulate unpredictably and 

promiscuously.”38  For Lyon, the more individualistic approach to the religious 

 
33 Ibid, 99. 

34 Lyon, 75. 

35 Bouma, 101. 

36 Lyon, 24.  For Lyon the secularization of scholarship precedes the scholarship of 
secularization and so for Lyon the secularization theory has been overemphasised in terms of 
the place of religion in culture. 

37 Ibid, 81. 

38 Ibid, 71. 
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does not necessarily equate with a flight from faith so much as the 

“fragmentation of faith”.39  While this fragmentation has implications for 

denominational structures, Lyon is optimistic that the fragments can be 

imaginatively reshaped in meaningful ways beyond simple consumerism. 

 

Twitchell, in a similar way to Lyon but from a marketing perspective, identifies 

in the category of the spiritual consumerism’s potential for the creative 

liberation of religion.40  Also, in a similar way Lyon, Mike Featherstone states: 

“religion and culture are released from the grip of older elites and form new 

alliances and patterns, the outlines of which are, perhaps chronically, 

unclear.”41  Featherstone sees in consumer culture an institutional de-

monopolising of religion, along with other cultural institutions, that creates 

space for new unregulated expressions.  New forms of religiosity are 

abstracted from the control of the traditional regulators of religion and 

reformed for a more individual, privatised, commodified culture.  For 

Featherstone, “the sacred is able to sustain itself outside of organized religion 

within consumer culture.”42  While in Featherstone’s construct religion is 

relocated to the leisure sphere, he notes the increasing economic and 

cultural importance of the leisure category may, somewhat ironically, mean 

that the religious is relocating to a cultural space equal to what it once had, 

or even more significant.  Peter Beyer supports this notion and outlines how 

religion as a differentiated category appeared only in the European 

seventeenth century.43  This leads Lyon to observe that perhaps it is religion’s 

return to non-differentiation that is witnessed in the current consumer 

 
39 Ibid, 31-32. 

40 James Twitchell, Lead Us into Temptation: The Triumph of American Materialism (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1999), 19. 

41 Featherstone, Consumer Culture, 3.  

42 Ibid, 126. 

43 Lyon, 23-24. 
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context.44  However, this category relocation still leaves religion individualised 

and competing for “market-share”.45  

 

“Spiritual” but not “Religious” 

 

The shifting location of the religious in consumer culture is reflected in the 

increasing group of Australians who describe themselves as spiritual but not 

religious.46  Although it is difficult to establish the boundaries around the terms 

“spiritual” and “religious”, in consumer cultural parlance the terms are 

treated as separate even though they are not necessarily in tension.  The 

“spiritual”, in marketing terms, refers to an experiential journey of encounter 

and relationship with otherness including powers, forces and beings beyond 

the scope of everyday life.  This spiritual otherness can include God, nature, 

some other person, or the core of one’s being.47  While religion still 

encompasses the spiritual, the term “religion” is associated with formal, 

structurally organised ways of being spiritual and often has negative 

connotations.48  This idea of spirituality brings with it a notion of freedom 

along with the rejection of what is seen as control by traditional religion.  

McCrindle describes how in focus groups “Gen Y-ers”, while not identifying as 

religious, “are quick to embrace the idea of being spiritual.”49  Spirituality is 

celebrated by those who are “disillusioned by traditional institutional religions 

 
44 Ibid, 9. 

45 Ibid, 81. 

46 Phillip Hughes, 1-2, 24% of Australians reported as ‘spiritual but not religious’. In addition 22% 
of Australians describe themselves as ‘religious and spiritual’ which gives a total of 46% of the 
adult Australian population who describe themselves as ‘spiritual’ compared with 36% who 
describe themselves as ‘religious’. 

47 Bouma, 12-13. 

48 Ibid,10. 

49 McCrindle, 41. 
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and seen as a force for wholeness, healing and inner transformation.”50  In 

this sense, spirituality is taken to denote the positive aspects of the ancient 

religious traditions, unencumbered by the “dead hand” of the traditional 

church.51  

 

Anton Geels further outlines the differences between how the terms “spiritual” 

and “religious” are used.52  Geels identifies among the main features: the 

acceptance of multiple sources rather than a particular historical tradition, 

emphasis on experience rather than on dogma, a focus on the personal 

rather than the collective, an emphasis on the anthropological dimension of 

life, including individual growth and well-being, rather than the theological, 

and a focus on this-worldliness rather than life after death.53  Geels suggests 

that these factors are shaped by consumer driven globalisation with an 

emphasis on personal, individualised experience.54  Each factor can be seen 

as an expression, or extension of, the characteristics that Bauman identifies in 

liquid modern society. 

 

Hughes identifies the spiritual but not religious dichotomy as a function of the 

rejection of traditions, including those of religion, and sees it as a particular 

Western and Anglophile phenomenon.  The rejection of religion has occurred 

more strongly among those whose first language is English.55  The explanation 

Hughes offers for this rejection of institutional religion is the particular form that 

individualism has taken in Western societies.  Consumerism disconnects from 

 
50 Carrette and King, 1. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Anton Geels, “Glocal Spirituality,” in Postmodern Spirituality, ed. T. Ahlback and B. Dhala 
(Åbo, Finland: Donner Institute for Research in Religious and Cultural History. 2009), 13-15. 

53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid. 

55 Hughes, 3. 
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wider stories of culture, religion and tradition and creates a withdrawal from 

community that might be somewhat checked in other cultures.56   

 

The growing “spiritual but not religious” group provide a particular challenge 

for traditional denominational religious expressions.  Hughes states: 

Most people who are ‘spiritual but not religious’ are not interested in 
any form of organisational structure, especially those that may seek to 
confine their behaviour by expecting attendance at regular gatherings 
or by requiring adherence to a set of rules or beliefs.57 
 

The spiritual are willing to abstract from the traditional religions but for a 

personal synthesis that creates a self-regulated system of spirituality that can 

be held together in fresh combinations and beliefs once thought of as 

unlikely companions.58  This self-determination can leave the church as a 

provider for individual, privatised constructions of the spiritual.  The challenge 

for a Christian denomination is to determine the extent to which it is willing to 

offer, or package, its religious substance for use in the personal spiritual quest 

and what this then means for that substance and the relevance of the 

denomination.  It must further determine if this self-mediated engagement is 

enough and what it means for those aspects of denominational expressions 

of the church that require more than a producer to consumer service 

relationship. 

 

  

 
56 Ibid. 

57 Hughes, 6. 

58 Lyon, 93. 
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Commodified Spirituality – Marketing the Spiritual 

 

While Luckmann sees the resulting, individually mediated, spirituality as simply 

a reorientation of religious expression and a factor of being human, Carrette 

and King claim that the commodification of the spiritual is the “corporate 

machine” reinscribing religious tradition for its own purposes and profit. 59  For 

Carrette and King, the move away from “religion” to the “spiritual” is 

ultimately a consumer-driven strategy for turning what was religious into 

something “more marketable” to the individual.60  Carrette and King argue 

that modern spirituality emerged out of the “cocoon of institutional religion” 

that had been privatised, through modernism, and then commodified 

through marketing.61   

 

In the construct of “spiritual” Carrette and King identify the wholesale 

privatised commodification of religion.  The “spiritual” is the “selling” of 

religious traditions, ideas and authenticity, along with the promotion of a 

particular commodified mode of engaging which is “essentially to serve 

profit.”62  Carrette and King, using an economic metaphor, make the 

following analogy:  

Let us imagine that ‘religion’ in all its forms is a company that is facing a 
takeover bid from a larger company known as Corporate Capitalism. 
In its attempt to ‘downsize’ its ailing competitor, Corporate Capitalism 
strips the assets of ‘religion’ by plundering its material and cultural 
resources, which are then repackaged, rebranded and then sold in the 
marketplace of ideas. This reselling exploits the historical respect and 
‘aura of authenticity’ of the religious traditions (what in business terms is 
often called ‘the goodwill’ of the company) while at the same time, 
separating itself from any negative connotations associated with the 
religious in a modern secular context (rebranding)… The material and 

 
59 Carrette and King, 5. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid, 16. 
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cultural ‘assets’ of the various religious traditions are being plundered, 
‘downsized’ and sold off as commodities.63    
 

The resultant marketable spiritualities are individualised, willing to use 

abstractions of many religious expressions yet disengaged from their 

traditional substance.64  For Carrette and King, marketing “the spiritual” allows 

companies and their consumers to pay lip-service to the “exotic, rich and 

historically significant religions of the world” yet at the same time distancing 

themselves from any engagement with the patterns and forms of life that 

they represent.65  

 

For Carrette and King then, consumerism did not only play a part in creating 

a self-orientation but gives it space and a system for expression in the form of 

individualised spirituality.  Carrette and King claim that what is being sold as 

“radical, trendy and transformative spirituality” in fact produces little in the 

way of a significant change in one’s lifestyle or fundamental behaviour 

patterns as it is essentially consumerism informing itself.  The “spiritual” has 

become instrumental to the market as opposed to a wider social and ethical 

framework.66   

 

Miller views commodified spirituality as “tokens” of substances that were real 

but have now become lost in the commodification process.  For Miller, the 

spiritual consumer no longer knows what was lost so consequently cannot 

really understand the choice.67  Spirituality then becomes unhooked from its 

religious traditions and so can more easily be used as merchandising labels to 

link commodities with ideas about the inner-self, wholesomeness, and quality 

 
63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid, 20.   

65 Ibid, 25.  

66 Ibid, 5-6. 

67 Miller, Consuming Religion, 53. 
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of life.  The links made may not necessarily be supported by the tradition they 

were commodified from however for commodified spirituality the end point 

does not need to pay regard to the tradition.  For Miller, “The very versatility of 

the term “spiritual” is the key to its success.”68  Miller states: 

In this context consumerism is no longer presented as a challenge to 
traditional religious sensibilities because you can now buy it wholesale 
and ignore the corporate links to poverty and social injustice. As long 
as you feel good and are able to embrace your own private spiritual 
world you are assured of a place in the nirvana or heaven of corporate 
capitalism. You can buy your way to happiness with your very own 
spirituality, cut off from all the suffering and ills of the world and index-
linked to the latest business success. Spirituality has arrived in the 
corporate marketplace and all that is required is a desire to 
consume.69 
 

A marketable spiritualty provides the religious symbols and textures as 

commodified labels for consumerism.  Spirituality becomes a marketing tool 

to be attached to any realm of life. “Alongside washing machines, furniture, 

and designer clothes, you can have your very own spirituality, with or without 

crystals!”70  Religion then is deregulated, individualised and used as a 

marketing tool.  The tokens of religion add weight to brands and are used for 

identity signification without requiring a wider commitment.  

 

Case Study - Lorna Jane and Selling Spirituality 

 

In Australia, the success of activewear label Lorna Jane provides an example 

of how a brand can abstract and leverage spiritual tokens and attachments.  

The retailer’s catalogues claim Lorna Jane Clarkson, referred to as the head 

philosopher of the company, represents more than activewear by 

“empowering, inspiring and educating women to live their best life through 

 
68 Ibid, 53. 

69 Ibid. 

70 Carrette and King, 53. 
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the daily practice of Move Nourish Believe, the foundations of her life and 

brand.”71  Lorna Jane effectively creates a meaning making system where 

“the answer to feeling good, vibrant, alive, bright, energetic, connected, 

positive, happy and totally present in the moment includes really great new 

activewear.”72  Each monthly catalogue usually includes a spiritualised 

editorial on self-belief, happiness, peace, empowerment and how to find 

meaning in life.73  The brand connects clothing to religious images and 

promises of a better life and full potential.  Jane claims: 

Our vision extends beyond the product. We don’t just sell activewear, 
we sell an active way of life. Our garments encourage women to 
achieve their best through Active Living and ultimately reach their full 
potential. 74   

 

The company’s website describes how Lorna Jane’s unique way of life has 

transformed not only what woman wear all over the world but how her 

“followers think about health and wellness and ultimately themselves.”75   

 

The individualisation of the Lorna Jane brand is evident when Clarkson 

reminds the “community” to put themselves first and believe in themselves by 

wearing clothes “made just for you”.  The juxtaposition between individualism 

and community is, in itself, an expression of the commodification of 

community constructs for business pursuits.  The clothing is promoted as part 

of a whole life system with daily “transforming” practices, disciplines, and 

commitments to foster belief.  The catalogues often include religious tokens, 

themes, and slogans, especially, and ironically, the contemplative disciplines 

 
71 Lorna Jane, May 2018, Collection Catalogue.   

72 Ibid. 

73 Ibid. 

74 Lorna Jane profile on company website 
http://www.lornajane.com.au/about/founder/lead philosopher 

75 Ibid. 
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from eastern religions that have previously engendered asceticism.76  Biblical 

references are alluded to however transported into the context of self-

belief.77  The spirituality of the Lorna Jane catalogues is fluid however the 

central belief remains the same – believe in yourself and then embrace 

whatever it is that makes you happy.78 

 

When the consumer purchases Lorna Jane active wear it may simply be for 

use over symbolic value.  However, for the Lorna Jane “community” what is 

being purchased is more likely social identity, empowerment and branded 

lifestyle symbols that include spiritual tokens and commitments. “When 

people wear Lorna Jane they are telling the world they want to be fitter, 

healthier and live a more inspirational life.”79  The tokens of “spiritual quest” 

are used to shape branded pseudo-community where the Lorna Jane brand 

is used as a signifier of spiritual identity.80  As Miller points out, however, such 

types of "virtual" commodified community tend to reduce it to disembodied 

acts of consumption.81  The Christian denomination finds itself in this 

marketplace of ideas as simply another option among the meaning making 

pseudo communities.  The brands offer an instant token of community over 

the realities of actual community.  The homogenised spiritual offers a non-

 
76 Lorna Jane, December 2016, Collection Catalogue.  Active wear for, “spiritual peace and 
tranquillity”. 

77. April 2019, Collection Catalogue, includes the quote, “Keep this word in your heart – 
believe in yourself”. 

78 Lorna Jane, February 2017, Collection Catalogue. 

79 Ibid. 

80 Gjoko Muratovski, “Icons of Popular Culture: Religious Dimensions of Branding,” in 
Consumer Culture: Selected Essays, ed. Gjoko Muratovski (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2016), 58-64 
examines branding not as a marketing concept, but as a belief system that is integral to 
popular culture. Muratovski’s study includes Apple, Coca-Cola, McDonalds, Disney, Harley-
Davidson and Nike as examples of brands that have leveraged religious themes and 
context. 

81 Miller, 23.  



135 

 

offensive, easy to engage “belief” system over the more complex doctrines 

and practices of the Christian tradition and particularly unique 

denominational understandings and expressions. 

 

The Two-Way Movement of Religious Symbols and Product Association 

 

Jesper Kundle, in referring to the marketing strategy of “spiritual 

management”, outlines how the brand becomes a religion in itself.  Kundle 

explains how the move from a basic product to a brand with a “belief 

system” is facilitated by associating the product with spiritual themes and 

values larger than itself.82  Kundle’s strategy is to use religious motifs to create 

a strong belief in the company’s visions and missions.  Kundle contends that in 

a changing and unpredictable world, companies require the “strength” and 

“vision” of a corporate religion to carry the company forward in a 

competitive context.83  He further claims that brands become meaning 

making systems as “religious ideas and practices become commodities for 

sale to alleviate the angst of the modern, isolated individual.”84   

 

The result is that by abstracting tokens from religious traditions the company 

can then stand for something greater than its products.  In effect, these 

businesses have established their own “corporate religions”.85  Gjoko 

Muratovski explains how by adopting elements of “religious propaganda” 

brands are able to replace wants and needs with desire and worship. 86  This 

association allows brands to move products further away from use values to 

a signifying space where they are free to be connected with religious 

 
82 Jesper Kundle, Corporate Religion (New York: Pearson Education. 2002), 64.   

83 Ibid. 

84 Ibid. 

85 Ibid. 

86 Muratovski, 62. 
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sentiment.  Muratovski explains that when this shift is done well the brand is 

surrounded “not with consumers”, but with “loyal followers”.87  Douglas Atkin 

claims that in this religiously branded context companies can operate more 

like “religious cults” than commercial enterprises converting their consumers 

into “devoted believers” and “loyal followers”.88  

 

Gregory Jensen identifies the corporate commodification of a religious 

theme in the branding of “purity”. The promises of purity and associations with 

natural, innocent, organic, wholesome, ethical and mountain springs, 

promote the feeling that by connecting with the particular product the 

consumer is connecting with purity. “Consume yourself to purity and a fresh 

start one handwash at a time.”89  Religious themes provide context and extra 

potency for the commodity however simplify and consequently de-value the 

original religious substance it is drawn from. 

 

Completing the switch between product and religion, Twitchell sees the 

commodified, marketable, spirituality, used to give a brand spiritual capital, 

migrating back into the Christian congregations.  Ironically, the commodified 

spiritual abstraction is returned to the church to suit its own marketable ends. 

“The self-help, individualised, commodified spirituality that was abstracted 

from the traditional denominations is reclaimed in its commodified form in an 

attempt to lift congregational engagement.”90  Twitchell identifies the 

repackaged version of the spiritual at the heart of many megachurches and 

 
87 Ibid. 

88 Douglas Atkin, The Culting of Brands: When Customers Become True Believers (New York: 
Penguin, 2004), 26. 

89 Gregory Jensen, The Cure for Consumerism - Orthodox Christian Social Thought (London: 
Acton Institute, 2015), 64. Kathryn Lofton, Consuming Religion (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 2017), 82-100 provides an essay that explores the link between American rites of 
religion and soap campaigns that market purity. 

90 Twitchell, 139-140. 
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claims that “the megas are the triumph of the spiritual generic.”91  For 

Twitchell, this is a positive example of how marketing promotes religious 

engagement.  However, Twitchell’s analysis is in marketing terms and not with 

a view to protecting or engaging religious substance beyond marketable 

forms.  

 

Syncretism and the Homogenisation of Religion 

 

In a culture where a consumer-centric spirituality is privatised, individualised, 

and deregulated, it could be expected that religion would be fragmented, 

and heterogeneous.  However, consumer culture, evident in Twitchell’s 

concept of generic spirituality, generates its own reflexively regulated 

homogenisation of the religious, just as it does with fashion and the arts.  As 

Gauthier and Martikainen observe, “If the contents of belief appear to be 

diverse and heterogeneous, the modes of religious belief and practice have, 

as a consumer product, never been so homogeneous.”92  While the 

individual is free to participatively choose in the deregulated spiritual market, 

that choice is shaped by reflexive homogenised offerings that are able to 

signal acceptable lifestyle choices or the appropriate faith brand.   

 

Bouma finds evidence for this homogenised shift in the erosion of 

denominational loyalty as points of difference, apart from those that are 

particularly marketable, are downplayed in favour of the generic.  The 

increase of church attending Australians who fluidly move between 

denominations is, for Bouma, evidence of a Christianity that is more 

experiential and less doctrinally focused.93  Those who participate in a 

Christian religious group are increasingly likely to choose a local worshipping 
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92 Gauthier and Martikainen, 59. 
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community on some basis other than denominational loyalties or doctrinal 

statement.94  The result, for Bouma, can be an individualised, privatised 

expression of spirituality that, somewhat ironically, is fed back into the 

denominational structure and shapes an homogenised expression.95  This 

approach to the spiritual quest is in line with Berger’s assertion that consumer 

religion does not respect the “pedigree in Christianity”, but rather offers “the 

religion of your choice” with differentiated brands, but essentially the same 

commodity.96  This homogenised commodification of the spiritual provides 

scope for what Featherstone terms “cultural cross-overs” in the religious 

sphere. “Beliefs and practices that once were sealed with an institutional 

form now flow freely over formerly policed boundaries.”97   

 

Peter Berger sees in this freedom new religious possibilities and combinations 

shaped by “liturgical smorgasbords and doctrinal potlucks.”98  As the “sacred 

canopy” recedes and the floating signs multiply, the problem, as outlined by 

Berger, becomes less “how do I conform?” and more “how do I choose?”99  

This individually mediated religious menu shapes and responds to an 

increasingly syncretistic approach to spirituality.  The increasingly popular 

universalistic notion that all religions are particularistic paths that highlight 

different aspects of a single truth shapes a wider homogenisation of the 

spiritual.  The validation of this common spiritual core downplays what 

historically were seemingly insurmountable differences.  The universalistic 

homogenisation of the modes of belief and practice allow the religious 
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consumer to easily move between different religious expressions and ideas to 

construct a self-mediated hybrid system, even if elements come from 

contradictory traditions.  It also allows stores to sell religious goods under the 

homogenised concept of the spiritual that represent a wide range of 

inherently contradictory, religious backgrounds and traditions.100  Miller 

explains how such syncretism has always taken place; it is simply, in the 

context of advanced consumerism, infinitely easier to do now.101   

 

Rittenhouse outlines how in the abstracted, commodified smorgasbord of 

religious symbols and traditions, “beliefs and practices are adopted ‘a la 

carte’” to shape what he terms “psychological polytheism.”102  A religious 

brand is constructed from across religious boundaries combining elements 

from various traditions to create a personal tailor-made meaning.  As 

Rittenhouse contends, a fragmented identity can readily accommodate a 

functionally polytheistic synthesis between consumerism and many religious 

traditions; “so long as the monotheistic tenets in the Jewish, Christian, and 

Islamic traditions are ignored at the practical level.”103  Religion provides the 

identity tokens which, to match fluid inconsistent consumer identities, can 

also be fluid and inconsistent. 

 

Lyon identifies the process of spiritual homogenisation and its corollary of 

“belief demotion” at play in both the wider spirituality and the church: 

The voice of ancient tradition or of divine revelation is muted or 
ignored altogether, but the inner voice is taken to be thoroughly 
authoritative.  Needless to say, it takes little imagination to see that 
similar motifs are present within conventional church religion. Belief is 

 
100 Oracle of Sassifrass, 353 Mt Dandenong Tourist Road, Sassifrass, VIC. provides an example 
of a store that sells Christian merchandise and symbols alongside Eastern religious products, 
Indigenous Dreamtime and the occult all under the general banner of spiritual. 
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demoted, experience promoted. Divisive doctrine diminished, a 
unifying stress on spirituality magnified.104 
 

The unifying spirituality is the generic abstracted version that largely ignores its 

traditions and theology.  In a quest to connect with felt need lived 

experiential realities, doctrines and traditions are downplayed, apart from 

those that can be simply abstracted and packaged to inform experience or 

be used to construct the faith brand.   

 

However, as Lyon also points out, this approach is only problematic if it is 

deemed that there is significant religious substance being lost in the process 

and that the consumable homogenised spirituality is in fact a deformation of 

the genuinely, authentically spiritual.  The alternative perspective is that 

spirituality is being freed up from the traditions, structures and formalism that 

has itself clouded the substance and that the homogenised result is in fact 

that basic essence.  The challenge for the Seventh-day Adventist 

denomination is in determining its identity and value beyond the generic and 

the extent to which Seventh-day Adventist forms can be commodified to 

foster engagement with the greater substance of Adventism, yet guard 

against that substance being overly simplified or alternatively neglected as 

consumers settle for the commodified engagement alone. 

 

The Deregulation of the Denomination 

 

The deregulation process changes the mode with which the individual relates 

to the denomination and what is expected of it.  The modernist hierarchical 

order, in which denominations delivered their values and “substance”, is 

diminishing in the challenge of deregulated individualism and privatisation.  If 

the denomination does not deliver in view of consumer culture ascribed 

expectations, then the “customer” is reflexively taught to simply seek out 
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another product/s for the construction of their spiritual bricolage or faith 

brand.  Bruinsma warns that in a culture where personal tastes and 

preferences become the only valid moral standard and where church 

members oppose the styles of worship and any global consensus or tradition 

that no longer suits them, religious systems that seek a common belief and 

authority are under threat. “It is not difficult to see how this anti-institutional, 

individualistic tendency has laid a powerful time bomb under the traditional 

ecclesiastical structures.”105  The denomination is engaged in individual terms 

to the extent it serves the need of the religious “customer”. 

 

Lyon further outlines the challenge for denominational expressions of 

Christianity in the context of deregulated spirituality.  “Traditional religious 

outlooks, with their fixed points, transcendental anchors, and universal scope, 

seem out of kilter with the emerging spirit of the age.”106  The anti-institutional 

sentiment that matches a self-directed consumer quest brings the very 

structure of a denomination into question.  Members apply the same user-

oriented logic from their daily work and consumer experience to the church 

experience and in so doing reject the denominational notion of seemingly 

hierarchical authority.  The control systems that the modernist institution once 

had are lost in the fluid expressions of individualism where denominational 

statements and policies are simply viewed as product descriptions that can 

be chosen to the extent they work within the individual faith brand.  At its 

homogenised extreme, denominational claims are simply one expression 

among many seemingly equally valid faith claims.   

 

The questions then for a Christian tradition with a modernist denominational 

structure surrounds what is the essential religious substance for that 
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denomination and what has become of that substance in deregulated 

expressions both outside of their control and within the way they are relating 

to, and being shaped by, consumerism.  How far can any communally 

agreed substance stretch in self-mediated expressions?  The challenge then 

for the denomination is to determine the extent to which a belief system can 

be commodified, to engage in consumer culture, without losing what is the 

essential substance of the denomination.  

 

For the Seventh-day Adventist denomination, spiritual deregulation fosters a 

disengagement from and de-authorising of its institutional structure.  

However, the shift to individualised spiritualty opens opportunities to connect 

with people who may engage with Adventist health and well-being practices 

that are common themes of the new spiritualties.  It also makes space for 

some of the more radical reformation driven expressions of Adventism that 

can be constructed as also questioning religious traditions.  Adventism will 

need to determine the degree to which it is willing to be a resource for 

individual spiritual expressions and what that then means for the essential 

substance of Adventism. 

 

Formal and Substantial Commodification. 

 

Reification removes religious traditions and symbols from their original context 

and appropriates new commodified meanings.  This is problematic if essential 

substance is minimised or lost, however valuable if it can engender an 

engagement that points back to and brings about fresh, relevant expressions 

of the substance.  Francesca Montemaggi offers a useful model for 

evaluating the nature and extent of religious commodification by 

differentiating between “formal” and “substantial” commodification. 

Montemaggi creates room for consumer engagement in the “forms” while 
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delineating what of the denominational “substance” needs to be protected 

from commodification.107   

 

Formal commodification is that which indicates the marketisation of religious 

goods to consumers.  The form is commodified with a view to cultural 

relevance and engagement.  Formal commodification can include the 

marketing of religion and the simplification of doctrine to engender an 

engagement that might not otherwise occur.  Formal commodification still 

points to the larger substance which is the essential beliefs, values, and 

symbols of the religion.   

 

Substantial commodification is when the essential substance is simplified, 

abstracted, homogenised or repackaged so that it no longer connects to 

what is essential to that religion.  Substantial commodification reduces the 

actual substance value of the religion to that of a commodity and removes it 

from its own system.  If a religious tradition were to be symbolised by a 

container of product, then formal commodification is in reference to the 

outside of the container that invites engagement with the product.  The 

substantial commodification is in reference to those elements that are carried 

in the container and are the essential substance for that religious tradition.   

 

For Montemaggi, most critiques that see a devaluing of religion in western 

culture are theorising on the “product” in terms of its outside package, form, 

rather than its “content” or substance.  While the “outside package” or 

“container” might make religious forms look like commodities the formal 

commodification of religion does not inherently imply substantial 

commodification.108  Montemaggi identifies the substance of religion as 

 
107 Francesca E. S. Montemaggi, “Shopping for a Church? Choice and Commitment,” in 
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connected to values rather than forms and outlines how the rational choice 

theorists do not account enough for, nor are informed by, a theory of 

values.109  While Montemaggi identifies market dynamics in the 

commodification of religious forms she, in a similar way to Lyon, does not 

necessarily see a devaluing of religious substance as inherent, inevitable or 

irredeemable in consumerism.  She outlines how pre-industrialisation, religious 

forms, expression and substance were still evolving and that consumerism is 

simply another reiteration in form but essentially retains the same religious 

substance.110 

 

Montemaggi challenges what she sees as Miller’s over reliance on the 

rational choice approach when analysing the commodification of religion.111  

Montemaggi is not so concerned with preserving the tradition that Miller is 

seeking to protect.  She does not make the same distinction, that Miller works 

within, between authentic and inauthentic forms of worship, and so is not 

relating to a religious “devaluing” in the same way that Miller does.  For 

Montemaggi, religious tradition is simply a part of a scheme that, while being 

part of a religion’s story, is simply dealing in form rather than substance.  

Therefore, protecting traditions is not a concern for Montemaggi.   

 

In reality, the form and substance categories are often more fluid and 

culturally mediated by levels of context than the simplified dichotomy might 

imply.  However, regardless of the level to which one agrees with Miller or 

Montemaggi, in terms of what needs to be protected and what is a form that 

can be commodified in view of relevance, the form and substance 

categories provide a useful conceptual model for how the church can 

engage within consumerism while retaining and protecting its essential 
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substance.  The challenge is determining to what extent particular beliefs and 

practices fit into either category. 

 

The question for the denomination then is can it find space and expression for 

its essential substance in the new spiritual containers that are emerging?  

While consumerism has driven and defined the space for and texture of the 

container, is the denomination able to be made more elastic so as to work 

within that space and give new expressions to the religious substance?  

Somewhat ironically, the deregulating and deinstitutionalising challenges, 

that consumerism has engendered, might, out of survival necessity, shape 

more focused and nuanced articulatios of doctrinal substance along with 

more missionally engaged expressions of the local church and its wider 

denominational support network.  Lyon optimistically states: “With the 

deregulation of old religious monopolies the resulting competing fragments, 

now compelled to reassess their vision, mission, and strategies, may well find 

new vigour in a pluralistic situation of competition.”112   

 

Summary 

 
Advanced consumerism filters traditional religion for its commodifiable values 

and makes it available as tokens in the context of deregulated spirituality. 

Australians still demonstrate a spirituality however it is increasingly self-

mediated and shaped from an homogenous, syncretised marketable spiritual 

category.  For some, this deregulation is celebrated as freedom from 

institutions that then provides space for individual creativity.  Alternatively, it is 

the hollowing out and simplification of essential religious traditions.  In the 

deregulated consumer context, a Christian denomination is treated as 

another branded product offering.  The denomination, in the pursuit of 

relevance, then presents itself in commodified shapes. 

 
112 Ibid, 33. 
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The construct of formal and substantial commodification provides useful 

categories for assessing what aspects of a denomination’s belief and 

practice can be used in terms of consumer engaging relevance while at the 

same time delineating what constitutes an essential substance that needs to 

be protected from commodification.  Consumers seek a commodified 

religiosity while religious organisations, in a quest for relevance, present faith 

in packaged commodified containers.  As such, the move towards a 

consumer orientation in the Church is driven by both the demands of its 

participants, and potential participants, along with relevance intended, 

growth oriented, marketing and management approaches coming from 

within.  Unless the church responds to the market demand it becomes as 

irrelevant as any other product that cannot attract or find a market share.  

However, the denomination needs to determine to what extent it can be 

engaging in consumer culture, using religious commodities, or run the risk of 

simply becoming a cultural resource that has lost its essential substance.  An 

overview of how the church has engaged to this point within consumerism, 

along with implications, will be useful in informing the nature of its ongoing 

engagement. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE CHURCH AS A COMMODITY – CHARTING THE COURSE OF MARKET DRIVEN 

ECCLESIOLOGY 

 
Pastors are preoccupied with shopkeeper’s concerns – how to keep the 
customers happy, how to lure customers away from competitors down 
the street, how to package the goods so the customers will lay out more 
money.  Some of them are very good shopkeepers.  They attract a lot of 
customers, pull in great sums of money, and develop splendid 
reputations.  Yet, it is still shopkeeping; religious shopkeeping to be sure, 
but shopkeeping all the same. The marketing strategies of the fast-food 
franchise occupy the waking minds of these entrepreneurs; while asleep 
they dream of the kind of success that will get the attention of 
journalists.1  
 
Consumerism’s context of seemingly endless filtering, abstraction and 
choice leaves the church as simply another agency trying to attract a 
“market”.2   
 

In the context of advanced consumer culture, a relevance perspective, at 

one end, sees the church’s traditional message as disconnected and so in 

need of cultural adaptation or marketing.  While at the other end counter 

cultural perspectives deem the church as already overly complicit with 

consumer culture and needing to be more confrontational.3  The reality of 

church life is often between these adapting and confronting perspectives.  In 

responding to consumerism, this tension between relevance and 

confrontation needs to be explored in terms of informing an ecclesiology that 

facilitates cultural engagement yet does not lose its essential substance.  

 

 

 
 

1 Eugene Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans,1987), 2.   

2 Daniel M. Bell Jr., The Economy of Desire - The Church and Postmodern Culture: Christianity 
and Capitalism in a Postmodern World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012) Kindle Locations 240-243. 

3 Tim Keller, Center Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 181-185 provides a summary of 
the issues in relation to church and culture. 
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The Church as Product in Commodified Culture 

 

The church is embedded within culture and as such the factors that 

facilitated advanced consumerism can be broadly linked with changes in 

the church in terms of its relationship to culture.4  This is not to imply that either 

the reflexive nature of the church, as an expression of consumer religion, or 

the participative choices of the member grow from sinister motives.  Many of 

the consumer-focused expressions of the church grow out of a quest to 

remain culturally relevant and at least have some voice in the face of a 

increasing disengagement.   

 

A customer-focused orientation inherently places the church into a cultural 

space where it competes with other lifestyle products and is thereby 

compelled to become more convenient, relevant, and entertaining if it is to 

have any cultural agency.  The “market” then, can actually “lead” religions, 

or at least shape what they offer to the culture, assuming that they are 

seeking to acquire more adherents.  This creates a circle of commodified 

choice, disengagement, and response.   

 

Subject to the choices of religious consumers, according to their preferences, 

the consumer posture shaped the church to respond as a customer service 

agency.5  Percy explains how in this customer service context religious 

practices and beliefs are made increasingly pliable to “fit” the lives of the 

“hoped-for seekers” which effectively makes “the customer king.”6  Customer 

satisfaction, shaped in different language, becomes a measurement of 

 
4 Richard H. Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper,1956) provides the basic outline for 
how the Christian church, in a western context, has related to its culture. The five models 
outlined by Niebuhr have been adapted and reworked including by Tim Keller, Center 
Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 181 who provides a summary of the issues in 
relation to church and culture adapting Niebuhr’s categories into four cultural postures.  

5 Gauthier and Martikainen, 58.  

6 Martyn Percy, The Ecclesial Canopy, 38-39. 
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church “success” in a context where religious institutions must shape and 

market their product to meet participant expectations or face abandonment 

by a population increasingly willing to shop around.  Walter Brueggemann 

comments that the church “is so largely enculturated to the ethos of 

consumerism that it has little power to believe or to act otherwise.”7  

Brueggemann’s comments reflect a somewhat pessimistic productionist 

perspective on an institutional scale.  However, the church does have some 

space to choose the extent to which, and how, it shapes its forms and 

participate accordingly. 

 

Delineating to what extent the church is responding to consumer demand or 

consumers are engaging a church already presenting as a commodity is 

difficult.  By presenting as a marketable product, the church can be both 

seen to be fostering commodified reflexive responses or reacting to a 

participative commodified culture that simply does not relate to the church 

outside of consumer constructs.  On this point Percy argues that consumers 

always share a double identity. “Are they active searchers in the spiritual 

marketplace, exercising their autonomy? Or are they prey to every passing 

religious fad, at the mercy of cults, sects and new religious movements and 

the latest spiritual fashion?”8  For Percy, the answer is both.  The consumer is 

reflexively shaped by the prevailing market context however, and at the 

same time, is able to participate in and regulate that market for personal 

synthesis.  In a similar way, the church can be both reflexively operating in 

consumer culture yet, at the same time, can intentionally shape its 

participation.  

 

 
7 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 1. 

8 Percy, 38. Percy develops his argument using the work of Alan Aldridge, Religion in the 
Contemporary World: A Sociological Introduction. (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), 187. (Percy 
works from the 2000 edition).  Aldridge 203-204 established the double religious identity in the 
context of religious “shopping” and how the secularization approach to consumerism and 
religious hollowing out only presents one part of the dynamic. 
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Miller laments the inability of the institutional church to deliver 

“uncommodified cultural meaning”.9  For Miller, the emergence of the 

religious “seeker category” demonstrates the reflexive commodified context 

the church is “competing” within.  The seeker, rather than being a “shallow 

and narcissistic consumer”, is simply reflexively relating to the commodified 

religion they encounter.10  The “deeper” religious traditions are often 

overshadowed by the simple, abstracted consumable version and so the 

“seeker” encounters the commodified version of doctrines, symbols, values 

and practices as the total product and rejects or uses the product as it is 

presented, perhaps unaware of the original communal tradition the 

commodity was extracted and packaged from.  

 

Local congregations and denominational regions, just like individual 

consumers, will vary on the extent to which their consumer engagement is 

reflexive or participative.  Untangling the extent to which the church is either 

a driver for, or responder to, consumer culture is less valuable than mapping 

out the expressions and interactions that result.  Addressing commodified 

expressions of the church and then mapping out the church member as both 

reflexive and participative will go some way to clarifying what shapes and 

spaces Christianity, and particularly Adventism, can work within to be 

relevant to the culture while still informing and addressing, with authentic 

substance, the deformations of consumerism.  

 

  

 
9 Miller, 88-89.  

10 Ibid. 
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The Shift from Production to Consumption in the Church 

 

The movement toward a commodified view of the church is linked by Robert 

Wuthnow to the wider cultural shift from a production-centred to 

consumption-oriented approach.11  For Wuthnow, the church embraced or 

copied, even if unintentionally, this cultural shift.  In a production-oriented 

society, members worked for religious committees and guilds.  As society 

moved from a production to consumption orientation the church recast itself 

as a professional service where “writers, artists, therapists and spiritual guides 

became the producers” leaving the members to consume what they 

needed in order to enrich themselves spiritually.12  While Wuthnow’s account 

may be overly simplistic in its duality of modes and does not sufficiently 

account for wider political shifts and a much earlier establishment of a 

professional clergy, it does hold that the Christian church, for the most part, 

created a professional group that was able to mediate religiosity to a 

consumption-oriented market. 

 

In this professional producer and user-oriented consumer mode, churches 

compete for “market” share.  The competition is not just other cultural 

meaning-making systems and lifestyle choices but also one another, even 

within the same denomination.  The objective becomes delivery of religious 

goods in a more engaging format than their “competitors”.  This competition 

is only exacerbated by the willingness of the “seeking” church member to 

move congregations within and between denominations.  Large, resource 

rich churches are able to compete well which enables them to increase their 

 
11 Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998), 85. 

12 Rittenhouse, 103. 
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“market share” while the smaller churches struggle to keep people from 

leaving for the more “polished” product offerings.13  

 

Church pastor and planter Neil Cole describes the next challenge of then 

keeping the customers that are attracted:  

Because we think that the number of people is a sure sign of fruitfulness 
and success, we do everything we can to keep people. We try to woo 
people to come and keep coming. What we end up with is an 
audience of consumers shopping for the best ‘services’. We cater to 
this sort of thinking by trying to compete with other churches with a 
better show.14 

 

Cole maintains that a product of this process is the many pastors of smaller 

churches who have become disheartened and defeated.15  “Week after 

week they pour what resources they have into creating products they hope 

will satisfy the ever more picky churchgoer, only to find that they can’t keep 

up.”16  The competition becomes not just the larger church with more staffing 

and options but also the “franchised” multi-site church or the online options. 

Eugene Peterson outlines how the religious landscape has become similar to 

the retail environment where smaller hardware shops are overshadowed by 

the big warehouse hardware stores who in turn now face the challenge of 

online competition.17  The church then works in the same marketing, 

consumer categories as other retail offerings, which only continues the circle 

of seekers relating to the church as consumers.  

 

  

 
13 Neil Cole, Organic Church – Growing Faith Where Life Happens (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2005), 69 describes the “church competition”. 

14 Ibid. 

15 Neil Cole and Phil Helfer, Church Transfusion – Changing Your Church Organically from the 
Inside Out (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2012), 17. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Peterson, Working the Angles, 2. 
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Faith Brands - Branded Religiosity and Market Share 

 

In explaining the need for church marketing Twitchell asks: “What can the 

mainline religions do, how can they regain market share, how can they 

convert spiritualism back into demand for their services, how can they stem 

the flow of apostasy?”18  The answer, for Twitchell, is to advertise more and 

shape a faith brand.  Twitchell encourages churches to use “commercial 

speech” to reassert the availability and importance of their religious product 

in a contracting market.19  While Twitchell outlines the shrinking market for 

mainline denominations, he never really addresses the factors that brought 

about the shift.  Rather, Twitchell simply exhorts the churches to market to the 

share that still remain open to the mainline Christian product.20  For Twitchell, 

the church is simply another organisation with a product to sell and its 

“success” is dependent on its ability to create a marketable brand.  

 

In symbolising and commodifying lifestyle choice, Twitchell claims 

consumerism offers the Christian church new expressions and opportunities.  

Twitchell celebrates the customer centric shift of the church as a “watershed” 

opportunity for Christianity.21  “Client-controlled experiences like this may 

have an impact on the church as profound as that of the printing press.”22  

In Twitchell’s construct, consumerism gives religion an “unshackled vehicle for 

expression.”23  For Twitchell, the relationship between religion and 

consumerism is primarily ambivalent yet he maintains that consumerism 

 
18 Twitchell, Shopping for God, 285-286.  

19 Ibid,140.  

20 Ibid.  

21 Ibid, 285. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid. 
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contains more elements that support religion than undermine it.24  

“Consumerism drives markets, desires and social life and in this context can 

provide a format for engaging in the ‘social intercourse’ of religion.”25  By 

moving religiosity to a shopping mode, Twitchell maintains that Christianity is 

more easily accessible and transferrable into other lifestyle areas.  For 

Twitchell, any religious “revival” is more a product of marketing than any 

uniquely spiritual change: 

Who knows where the long and winding road of American 
Protestantism is going? Certainly not me. But it seems likely that it will 
retrace the same terrain over and over again, losing steam as it 
becomes repetitious and then recharging as it gloms on to some new 
delivery system. When this happens, we’ll think we are becoming more 
religious, but in truth religiosity is simply becoming more compelling as it 
shifts media to appeal to consumers once again.26 

 

While Twitchell does acknowledge doctrinal differences among and 

between Protestant denominations these are, for the most part, 

overshadowed by branding and marketing differences.  The doctrinal 

variations are useful to the extent that they provide “point-of-difference” 

value.27   For Twitchell, differences between churches are more about 

marketing strategy than any unique substance.  

 

Twitchell explains reactions against a commodified expression of the church 

as a predictable response from the traditional supplier who is being 

challenged. Twitchell states: “Whatever moves the consumer closer to the 

unmediated experience is almost always an anathema to the entrenched 

supplier and tonic to the innovator.”28  Twitchell points out how it is the 

Protestant denominations who have been the innovators in terms of 

 
24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid. 

26 Twitchell, 289.  

27 Ibid, 31.  

28 Ibid, 285-286.  
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marketing to “undecided” consumers while it is the Catholic theologians, 

mostly Miller, Kavanaugh, and Cavanaugh who have signalled caution and 

identified the changing nature of commodified Christianity.29  This, Twitchell 

posits, is either a product of the pre-existing individualism that Protestantism 

encouraged or simply that the Protestant religious landscape is so consumer 

driven that it may not have noticed so clearly this customer focused shift and 

its implications.30 

 

George Barna comes to a similar conclusion to that of Twitchell in his1988 

book Marketing the Church. “My contention, based on careful study of data 

and the activities of American churches, is that the major problem plaguing 

the church is its failure to embrace a marketing orientation in what has 

become a market-driven environment.”31  Barna claims there is little other 

choice but to market well if the church is to maintain any social space at all. 

Barna bemoans that the vast majority of churches in America do not have a 

marketing perspective so end up “marketing by default” which, for Barna, 

“inevitably leads to failure by neglect.”32  For Barna, churches fail for the 

same reason that businesses fail: “Most churches by marketing standards, are 

failures: that is, they are not maximizing their potential for profit (i.e. ministry 

gains).”33  Barna has more recently promoted more organic and less 

attractional ecclesiological perspectives, however the influence of church 

 
29 Ibid, 92.  

30 Ibid. 

31 George Barna, A Step-by-Step Guide to Church Marketing: Breaking Ground for the 
Harvest (Ventura: Regal, 1992), 26. 

32 Ibid, 27. 

33 Ibid. 
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marketing is still strong with many denominations embracing brand 

language.34  

 

For Mara Einstein, a former marketer, introducing marketing into what is 

otherwise a social category inherently changes the category into a market of 

“products” and people can then easily use their tools of commodification to 

understand the relationship.  By adopting client-focused marketing strategies, 

the Christian “offer” has evolved towards what Einstein terms “faith brands”.  

Einstein describes how marketing specialists and management techniques 

are applied within religious organisations with the effect of placing the 

selection of a congregation or religious service within the same pattern as 

going to the mall.35  Einstein outlines how religious organisations invest in 

names and logos in order to be recognisable in an ever more crowded 

“marketplace” and encourage consumers in making and maintaining a 

personal connection to their brand and faith product.36  However, the 

relationship between organisation and member is then mediated through 

consumer categories.  While consumerism can be seen to have at least 

fostered an engagement, in a society where traditional religion is 

deregulated, that engagement is subject to customer centric service logic. 

 

Australian Missiologist Michael Frost outlines how the church seems so 

“slavishly aligned with the logic of production and the market” it is unable to 

assess the biblical legitimacy of that paradigm.37  For Frost, moving the 

 
34 Barna has shifted to endorse more missional approaches to church life for example 
Revolution: Finding Vibrant Faith Beyond the Walls of the Sanctuary (Carol Stream: Tyndale, 
2005) is a description of a more organic ecclesiology that rejects the corporate approach. 

35 Mara Einstein, Brands of Faith: Marketing Religion in a Commercial Age (New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 67. 

36 Ibid, 39. 

37 Michael Frost, The Road to Missional, Journey to the Centre of the Church (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2011), 72. 
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church into a space that assumes it must compete for allegiance with other 

products, and so promote the church as a brand, is a “trap”. 38  Frost states: 

Our T-shirts have to be cooler. Our music has to be hipper. Our product 
has to be sexier. And not long after that, it’s easy for people to simply 
see their faith as a brand, a label, a basis for identifying with certain 
others and distinguishing oneself from others still.39 

 

For Frost, presenting the church as a marketable product is one of the factors 

that moves the church away from being a missional community. “We are 

treating people like a market, seeing them as clientele, not image-bearers of 

the living God.”40  Frost asks: “Is it any wonder churchgoers are so 

consumeristic in their approach to church?  It’s because we have treated 

them as such.”41  Frost also points out how people are accustomed to being 

treated like a “market” and so reflexively know how to respond in consumer 

centric patterns to church marketing.42  For Frost, the “marketing deviation” 

of the church grows out of a misguided notion that the goal of Christian 

mission is attendance.43  “In the end I think people feel as though they are 

being treated like objects, like numbers being fed into the big business of 

church.”44  When the goal is simply increasing the number of people 

engaged, the methods that generated and nature of that engagement are 

secondary considerations that are often overshadowed by the supposed 

“success”. 

 

Frost further contends that children within the church environment are raised 

in a “consumptive Christian culture” that is no different from the consumer 

 
38 Ibid, 68. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid, 66. 

41 Ibid, 67. 

42 Ibid, 65. 

43 Ibid, 64. 

44 Ibid, 66. 
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culture outside the church and where being part of the church is simply 

allegiance to a brand, albeit the Christian brand.45  Frost observes: 

It seems that when we make church attendance the goal and we try 
every inducement we can to get and keep people attending, it 
doesn’t work in the long run.  Treated like consumers by the church, 
young Christians are abandoning the church in the same way they 
abandon any other product with which they get tired … They have 
been completely and utterly immersed in this form of consumptive 
Christianity, and we shouldn’t be surprised when they toss the church 
aside like their old, outmoded iPod.46 

 

When church is presented as a product it is then reflexively engaged as a 

commodity and treated in market ascribed ways by the consumer.  At the 

same time, if the consumers’ needs are not met, they reflexively choose 

another option.  The church and individuals are so culturally imbibed in 

consumer constructs that simple acceptance of the consumer mediated 

engagement seems natural.  However, when the church member is simply a 

customer, essential aspects of church community, including a focus on 

serving, spiritual disciplines and relationships, are diminished and devalued.  

 

Church Growth and Commodified Relevance 

 

The most clearly articulated attempt to market the church to western 

consumer culture is seen in what has been termed the “church growth” 

movement, its resultant megachurch expression, and its later refined 

iterations of church health.  The church growth movement was 

foundationally a mission-focused approach to position the church as 

relevant, credible and engaging in a culture that was increasingly becoming 

“unchurched”.47  In seeing western culture as a “new mission field” church 

growth essentially related the contextualisation strategies shaping foreign 

 
45 Ibid, 70. 

46 Ibid, 68-69. 

47 Keller, 202. 
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mission, outlined by Donald McGavran, to the disengaging western 

context.48 Ed Stetzer observes that McGavran’s original church growth 

emphasis was missional, but became “lost in its Americanized forms” that 

were already deeply coloured by consumerism.49  Frost identifies the church’s 

attraction to growth, as an end in itself, as simply an extension of capitalist 

consumer driven, growth focused economics. “The belief in growth at any 

cost assumes that all growth is good and that the primary indicator of God’s 

blessing is bigger and bigger congregations irrespective of the missional 

quality of those congregations.”50 

 

The task for the church growth strategist was to discern the culture and 

express or “package” Christianity in ways that were more relevant and 

engaging.  This focus often included an emphasis on “self-fulfilment and the 

practical benefits of faith to individuals.”51  Worship styles, facilities, structures, 

and ministry programs were shaped with a view to relevance and attracting 

growth.  Attendance, rather than membership, became the practical 

measure of this growth.52  The result was that people engaged with the 

church expecting variety, their needs to be met and, as simply attenders, to 

measure the worship service in relation to their expectations and perceived 

needs.  Family members went separate ways to attend service styles or 

congregations focused on their “tastes”.  In this way church growth strategies 

fed into consumerism’s foundational values of felt needs and choice.   

 

 
48 Donald McGavran, Understanding Church Growth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 223. 

49 Ed Stetzer, Planting New Churches in a Postmodern Age (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2005), 
18. 

50 Frost, Missional, 72. 

51 Keller, 202. 

52 Peter Roennfeldt, “Reshaping the Australian Church Experience: The Impact of Church 
Growth and Emerging Missional Church on Evangelical Ecclesiology in Australia” (D. Min. 
thesis, Melbourne School of Theology, 2013), 104 overviews the shift in measures. 
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Peter Kaldor describes the Australian context that church growth was shaped 

within as “traumatic” for congregations.  “Many of the old ways no longer 

seemed to be effective.”53  Church growth was seen as a strategy to foster 

engagement in the face of irrelevance.  Peter Roennfeldt, in tracing the 

journey of the church growth movement in Australia, places the church 

growth, church health and emerging church movements in the context of 

the wider social transitions.54  Roennfeldt identifies a foundational 

shortcoming for the movement in that even though the implementation of 

church growth theories made the Kingdom of God accessible to unchurched 

people and revamped the local church, the “consecrated pragmatism” of 

the time meant few ecclesiological questions were asked.55  Roennfeldt 

outlines how the consequences of societal shifts have been far-reaching for 

the church: “Its theology, structures, forms and mission had been molded by 

the commitment of the Enlightenment to rationalism, causal reasoning, 

results, progress, development, objectivity, optimism and individualism.”56  The 

societal shifts that shaped consumer culture were reflected in a more 

customer centric ecclesiology and so the church, rather than being an agent 

to address consumerism, was becoming simply another expression of it. 

 

A foundational strategy of the church growth movement was the 

“homogenous unit” principle, or, in business terms, market segmentation.  The 

understanding was that: “Men like to become Christians without crossing 

racial, linguistic, or class barriers.”57  Churches identified their “target seeker” 

profile and designed their strategies to connect.  The focus on the seeker 

 
53 Peter Kaldor, forward to Mission Under the Microscope, by Peter Kaldor, John Bellamy and 
Sandra Moore (Adelaide: Openbook, 1995), x. 

54 Roennfeldt, 24-25. 

55 Ibid, 6. The term “consecrated pragmatism” is quoted from C. Peter, Wagner, Your Church 
Can Grow (Ventura: Regal, 1976), 59 in Roennfeltd’s church growth summary table, 23. 

56 Ibid, 28. 

57 McGavran, 223. 
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included a process "to neutralize space" in order "to make the seeker more 

comfortable.”58  This adaptation to comfort included a reduced focus on 

sacraments and traditions and in their place culturally engaging, and so 

more easily commodifiable, expressions of the church were programmed. 

The notion of God being actively revealed in the worship experience was 

negated in preference toward highly programmed, comfortable seeker 

engagements.  The outcome was a strategy that targeted the consumer 

desire for comfort while mitigating any uncomfortable aspects of the worship 

dynamic.  The missionally well-intentioned seeker focus inherently shaped a 

customer-centric ecclesiology.59  

 

The most “successful” of the church growth congregations were termed 

megachurches.  Due to their success, “megachurches have become highly 

significant producers of religious innovations which have circulated far 

beyond their places and contexts of origin.”60  The megachurch model has 

been described as the “religious mall of institutional Christianity: horizontal, 

preference-driven, bricolage in which consumer choice is carefully cultivated 

and satisfied through myriad carefully tailored stores: small groups, 

specialized worship services, and other offerings.”61  The megachurch focus 

includes advertising, trend analysis and product assessment, all in an effort to 

 
58 Paul Louis Metzger, Consuming Jesus: Beyond Race and Class Divisions in a Consumer 
Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), Kindle Locations 1305-1315 overviews this shift.  

59 Ibid, Kindle Locations 528-530. 

60 Gauthier and Martikainen, 26.  While most of the Protestant denominations and 
congregations in Australia have not reached mega-church size the influence of the 
American mega church approach is still notable due to the success of resourcing networks 
including those of the Willow Creek Association, Saddleback and Northpoint. These 
resourcing networks promote strategies for expression in all sizes of congregations. Pastors, 
including Adventist, who for genuine reasons of mission are seeking to lead a more relevant, 
growing congregation, are informed by these networks.  

61 Ruth A. Tucker, Left Behind in a Megachurch World – How God Works through Ordinary 
Churches (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2006), 88. 



162 

 

“sell” the church’s products or services. “Whatever a large company does to 

grow and bring in more revenue, so does the megachurch.”62  

 

Twitchell asks: “is there a better characterization of consumer culture than the 

mega church?”63  Twitchell claims that the “megas have successfully co-

opted the great marketing developments of the twentieth century.”64  He 

views the “success” of the megachurch as consumerism’s positive 

contribution to a more relevant, marketable religiosity that “customers 

obviously want to buy into.”65  Twitchell explains how the “megas know what 

customers want because they are customer centric and, like their colleagues 

in the commercial world, continually asking…For the megachurch the 

customer is King”. 66 

 

For Twitchell, the “mega is a reality TV show and therapy session all bundled 

into one.”67  Twitchell explains how the megachurch “conflates a consumer 

culture”, where the individual is empowered to seek happiness through 

secular success and then return to share it with the church.68  Twitchell 

reduces the church to little more than marketing terms when he states: 

Critics don’t have to like this inconvenient truth; in fact, from an 
environmental and historical point of view, it may be nothing short of 
tragic. But denial of the obvious is worse. Certain churches get to be 
megas because they know how to sell what people want to buy. 69 

 

 
62 Ibid. 

63 Ibid, 283-284.  

64 Ibid, 283-284.  

65 Twitchell, 230-231.  

66 Ibid. 

67 Ibid.  

68 Ibid, 288.  

69 Ibid. 
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However, even in proclaiming “success” Twitchell identifies that the mega 

churches are not so much reaching the “unchurched” target but rather 

“harvesting brand switchers up and down the denominations.”70  Even the 

language of “brand switchers” highlights a commodified relationship to the 

church. 

 

Willow Creek, an interdenominational megachurch in Chicago, was a 

leading and particularly influential example of the church growth seeker 

movement.  Bill Hybels, Willow Creek’s founding pastor, became a leading 

figure in the church growth movement.71  Willow Creek provides a case study 

of how entrepreneurial values shaped Protestant church life with the growing 

focus on attenders as customers and the need to provide religious goods in 

engaging, consumable ways.  A Harvard Business School case study outlined 

how the “secret was in the packaging”.72  The study concluded: “Willow 

Creek is a tribute to knowing your customers and meeting their needs.”73  The 

church growth “principles” were mostly adapted from the business strategies 

of customer intentionality and service delivery but were often explained as 

God’s principles already being applied in the culture.74   

 

 
70 Ibid, 230-231.  

71 Willow Creek, a Chicago mega church founded by Bill Hybels, was influential in terms of its 
“success” as a congregation however created resources and ran conferences to share their 
story and processes. The Willow Creek Association (WCA) includes an Australian chapter 
which has more recently been renamed the Global Leadership Network. During the 1990’s 
many congregations across denominations, including Adventist congregations in Australia, 
joined the Willow Creek Association to learn how to adapt the “Willow Principles” to their own 
setting. In 2008 the WCA had a membership of more than 12 000 churches in 45 countries 
and 90 denominations.  For an overview of the development of WCA see John Pearson, 
Mastering the Management Buckets (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008), 128-130. 

72 Jim Mellado, Harvard Business School Case Study, Willow Creek Community Church 
(Boston: Harvard Business School, 1991), 29-30. 

73 Ibid. 

74 “Churches as businesses Jesus, CEO - America's most successful churches are modelling 
themselves on businesses,” The Economist 377, no. 8458 (December 24, 2005): 60. 
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Gregory Pritchard identifies a major strength and weakness in Hybel’s 

insistence on relevance.75  “Hybel’s desire to be relevant motivates him to 

move toward the language and priorities of popular culture.”76  While 

Pritchard explains that the focus on relevance was a well-intentioned starting 

point that fostered mission focused engagement, its weakness was that it 

often did not move people beyond a customer-centric view of the church.77  

For Pritchard, the Willow Creek church identified so closely with the culture, 

language, categories, priorities and felt needs of the target market that it 

developed an over insistence on relevance and consequently it became 

very difficult to be critical of the culture.  In this felt needs context, “many 

ideas are accepted or adopted even though they may be inconsistent with 

some deeply held convictions.”78  The substance was put aside in preference 

for engaging forms. 

 

Prichard’s primary criticism of Willow Creek is the distortion of the gospel that 

necessarily results from the marketing fixation with the “audience’s” felt 

needs.  “Marketing makes the audience sovereign as it shapes or creates 

products to satisfy the audience’s felt needs and desires – especially 

products that promise happiness.”79  For Prichard, as the gospel is 

“processed, packaged, and priced” it assumes the image of the marketer’s 

target audience resulting in theology and education being devalued.80  

Difficult or unpopular elements of the Christian message “get shaved off” with 

 
75 Gregory A. Pritchard, Willow Creek Seeker Services – Evaluating a new way of doing 
church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 223. 

76 Ibid. 

77 Ibid. 

78 Ibid. 

79 Ibid, 249. 

80 Ibid, 280. 
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the result being a “simplified commodified message”.81  Pritchard claims that 

at Willow Creek a subject was studied only if there was the possibility of 

immediate results.82  In this customer centric strategy, Pritchard identifies a 

hermeneutic that focuses on immediate, consumable usefulness and in 

which the cultivation of the mind has little value.  Academic disciplines are 

approached only as an “intellectual smorgasbord” of useful tools where 

value is determined by its pragmatic usefulness. 83  For Pritchard then: “As 

Willow Creek markets Christianity, marketing shapes Willow Creek’s version of 

Christianity.”84  The good intentions that drive engagement can be shaped 

by that process to devalue the substance. 

 

A New Zealand Herald report on the rise of the megachurch outlined how: 

“Just as Americans like going to shopping malls for all their consumer needs in 

one spot, so self-styled ‘megachurches’ are the fastest-growing form of 

service in the country. They offer a one-stop spiritual supermarket.”85  The 

article quotes Rick Muchow, then a pastor at Saddleback, a Californian 

megachurch: 

The church’s target market is thirtysomethings, many now with young 
children, who are seeking to return to religion. Having grown up in an 
era of consumerism, they are looking not only for God in a church, but 
also a variety of facilities. We are trying to get the people in so we can 
then process them towards a greater understanding of the faith.86 

 

Muchow identifies the approach used to attract consumers and then the 

challenge of “processing people” toward a greater “understanding of the 

faith”.  It is this “processing” that requires an understanding of that essential 

 
81 Ibid. 

82 Ibid. 

83 Ibid, 281. 

84 Ibid, 251. 

85 Oliver Poole, “Shopping for Church,” New Zealand Herald, January 28, 2004.  

86 Ibid. 
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substance and what the commodified engagement must point and move 

toward. 

 

Eugene Peterson, in a podcast reflecting on the role of the pastor in what he 

terms the “church growth years”, agrees with Twitchell in describing the 

megachurches as “consumer-driven churches that were built almost entirely 

on business and consumer models.”87  However, Peterson moves beyond the 

metrics of marketing to identify a lack of spiritual growth. “They promised 

numerical and financial viability but offered not even a footnote on the 

nurture of souls.”88   The former General Secretary of the World Council of 

Churches, Samuel Kobia, typified many responses to the megachurch when 

he referred to these churches as the “stand-alone big-box church”.  He 

claimed the megachurches:  

Have no depth, in most cases, theologically speaking…The 
megachurches simply wanted individuals to feel good about 
themselves. It’s a church being organized on corporate logic. That can 
be quite dangerous if we are not very careful, because this may 
become a Christianity which I describe as two miles long and one inch 
deep. 89   

 

However, defenders of the megachurch model claim that at least the 

megachurch has an engaged group to work with and move toward further 

growth as opposed to irrelevance.90    

 
87 Bob Ditmer, ‘This is what Eugene Peterson Thinks Is Wrong with the Church Today’ Church 
Leadership (Podcast), February 26, 2018, https://churchleaders.com/news/319978-eugene-
peterson-thinks-wrong-church-today. 

88 Ibid. 

89 Samuel Kobia, Address to World Council of Churches, 2006 as quoted in Anne Buggins, 
“Evangelical Churches Branded Big Businesses with no Theology,” West Australian, February 
23, 2006. Also, in “Church Chief Blasts Megachurches,” Age (Melbourne), February 23, 2006. 
https://www.theage.com.au/world/church-chief-blasts-megachurches-20060223-ge1t5l.html 

90 Scott Thumma and Dave Travis. Beyond Megachurch Myths: What we can learn from 
America’s largest churches (San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2007) provides a response to what 
the authors establish as the nine primary megachurch myths and highlight the cultural 
engagement of the megachurch over disengagement from the Christian church in the 
United States of America. 

https://churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/319337-recovering-cure-souls-jared-c-wilson.html
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Scott Thumma and Dave Travis argue that many of the common perceptions 

or the megachurch are media generalisations.  In addressing the “myth”  of 

“watered down faith”, Thumma and Travis point to megachurch examples 

that have “high standards” for committed believers and attempt to create 

structures that help members become more committed.91  To the perception 

that megachurches grow because “religious consumers are dazzled by the 

entertainment”, Thumma and Travis outline that while worship services are 

“vitally important and entertaining” megachurches “have other 

characteristics that are equally responsible for their success”.92  Despite the 

many examples of megachurches achieving quality ministry, the point still 

remains that megachurches are those that have adapted well to a 

commodified engagement and have been influential in promoting these 

strategies.  In the context of commodified Christianity, many megachurches 

are engaging the culture in a context of wider cultural disconnection and, in 

comparison to other church expressions, often achieving ministry objectives 

more effectively.93  However, the bigger challenge is the wider consumer 

context of church engagement and expression within consumer culture 

rather than comparisons between particular church models.  The 

megachurch provides a case study of a well-intentioned attempt to engage 

consumers with commodified forms and consequently provides an example 

of consumer mediated church engagement and implications for ministry, 

both positive and negative, in terms of the forms and substance of 

Christianity. 

 

 
91 Ibid, 9. 

92 Ibid, 148. 

93 Ibid outlines and reports on the “Megachurch Today Study” Hartford Institute for Religion 
Research, Harford Seminary and Leadership Network 2005.  The study provides comparisons 
between megachurches and wider Christian data. 
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For Willow Creek, the inability to “grow” a large section of their congregation 

toward maturity, beyond initial “exploring”, was self-identified as a major 

challenge.94  However, this is not simply a function of the megachurch model 

as a wider replication of the Reveal study to include over one thousand 

churches in a variety of settings, including different sizes, styles and 

demographics, found broadly similar results.95  The challenge of spiritual 

growth then goes beyond the megachurch model and is perhaps more a 

reflection of the wider consumer culture informing church engagement 

across models and denominations. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia, in a quest for relevance, 

engaged in the church growth movement and many leaders embraced its 

principles.  The South Pacific Division, the governance and coordinating 

structure for the Seventh-day Adventist church in the South Pacific, with a 

view to mission focused engagement, established the Institute of Church 

Ministry and encouraged the church growth inspired seeker-oriented 

concepts of the homogenous unit, target marketing and business modelled 

approaches to church leadership.96  Church growth material was reworked 

for an Australian Seventh-day Adventist context.  “Church Growth Tours” to 

leading examples of growth, including Willow Creek and later Saddleback, 

 
94 Greg Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Reveal Where Are You? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2007) provides an overview of Willow Creek’s self-study.  The Reveal study identified a large 
group of attenders becoming “stalled” in their spiritual growth. The challenge was reported 
as a “failing” of the Willow Creek seeker focused model.  Michael Craven, “Willow Creek's 
Confession”, Adventist Review, December 1, 2007, 4 provides a sample of how the wider 
Christian media, in this case a Seventh-day Adventist publication, reported the “failing” of 
Willow Creek’s seeker approach. 
 
95 Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, Move What 1000 Churches Reveal About Spiritual 
Growth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan and Willow Creek Association, 2011) provide an overview 
of the wider Reveal study. 

96 The Church Growth Movement was influential within Australian Adventism from the mid 
1980’s through to the early 2000’s.  This included regular tours for pastors of leading church 
growth congregation in the USA. Dr Alwyn Salom led annual Church Growth tours between 
1990-2002. 
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encouraged Australian Seventh-day Adventist pastors towards “new” ways of 

being the church.97  However, the enthusiasm was moderated by a lack of 

“success” when compared to North American models.  Factors identified as 

limitations included a centralised structure that made it difficult to emulate 

the congregational church growth models and a prescriptive church manual 

that was used to negate local church restructuring.98  

 

John Skrzypaszek outlines how when expectations for quantitative church 

growth are not realized, there is a “resulting anxiety” that drives “frantic 

activities of program-oriented ministry”.99  For Skrzypaszek, such activity allows 

little opportunity for theological reflection and perhaps this can be seen in 

the willingness to adopt programmes from various ministry contexts that 

challenge traditional Seventh-day Adventist thinking and reflect the wide-

ranging use of resources that is then evident in how members go about 

individual engagement.  At the same time, the wider cultural drivers of 

consumerism that shape engagement with the church compel leaders to 

respond with a wider and more developed product range of church 

resources. 

 

A recent iteration of reapplied church growth thinking is expressed in the 

“digital discipleship movement”.100  The blogs of the digital discipleship 

 
97 Alwyn Salom, Refocusing Your Church – Principles for Church Growth (Wahroonga, NSW: 
Institute of Church Ministry, 2005) gives an overview of the Church Growth material reworked 
for an Adventist environment.   

98 Alwyn Salom, “Challenges of Church Growth in the Adventist Context,” Church Growth 
News, March 1992, 3. 

99 John Skrzypaszek, “Refolding the Flock: Examining Trends in Contemporary Conversion 
Patterns in the Seventh-day Adventist Tradition in Australia – Suggested Strategies for 
Arresting the Inertia which Impact Conversion Growth in the Contemporary Australian 
Culture” (D. Min thesis, Australian College of Theology, 2009). 152 overviews these factors in 
the Australian Seventh-day Adventist context. 

100 For an overview of the Digital Discipleship process see Digital Discipleship & Evangelism 
Guidebook, downloadable at https://www.sdadata.org/digital-discipleship-and-
evangelism.html 
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influencers revolve around target audience, church branding, market 

strategy and customer experience.101  The concepts expressed reflect a 

digitised re-application of the same market theory that informed the church 

growth movement.  Once again, the intent is mission focused however the 

unquestioned assumption that church is a “brand” requiring a “marketing 

strategy” and that people are “customers” who require a “user experience” 

presents the church in commodified terms.  However, in place of 

attendance, success is measured in digital followers, likes, views and shares.  

 

Mission requires effective communication and cultural engagement.  In 

consumer culture, this recognition is inherently mediated in commodified 

terms.  Growth Strategies, including digital discipleship, work mostly as the 

commodifiable containers.  The limitation is if the packaging is the total 

extent of engagement or if the container holds little substance beyond the 

consumables.  The challenge is to move beyond the initial consumer 

mediated engagement to a substance that informs that very consumerism.  

 

  

 
101 Jamie Domm and Jean Schneider, ‘Seekers – Branding for Ministry,’ Digital Evangelism 
(blog), July 7, 20019.  Jamie Domm and Jean Schneider, ‘Understanding Your Target 
Audience,’ Digital Evangelism (blog), August 22, 2019. https://www.sdadata.org/digital-
evangelism-blog provide examples of marketing approaches applied to church 
engagement. 
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Felt Needs and Church Health 

 

A more wholistic, less branded approach to church growth was seen in the 

church health movement.  The church health focus was primarily 

experienced in Australia, and particularly in Adventism, through the work of 

Christian Schwarz and the Natural Church Development (NCD) process.102  

Schwartz correctly labelled earlier church growth models as “technocratic” 

and not making enough room for the “organic, spiritual colours” of the 

church.103  NCD, while still focusing the church on intentional mission and 

reaching the community with “needs oriented evangelism”, moved beyond 

a simple metric of attendance to include “passionate spirituality”, albeit the 

definition of what constitutes the spiritual is very fluid.  

 

Natural Church Development is a re-envisioning process shaped around a 

service focused, needs oriented model of the church and in its assessment 

phase uses a quality improvement, service management tool.104  Church 

leaders with corporate experience are well versed in seeing the church 

through quality improvement grids and so NCD, along with similar quality 

improvement tools, allows them to bring their corporate strategies to the life 

of the church.  The internally focused, needs oriented, emphasis of the NCD 

process can engender a pragmatic, customer centric response that once 

again reinforces the independence of the individual.  The measurement is still 

customer satisfaction, market share, growth or stabilisation of the niche, even 

if expressed in more organic terminology.  While a customer focus is not 

 
 102NCD is still the primary church health assessment tool promoted by the Australian Union of 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  Three of the Australian Conferences have employed 
NCD coordinators. 

103 Schwartz, Natural Church Development (Brighton, QLD: Direction Ministry, 1996), 6-7.        

104 For an overview of NCD process see Christian Schwarz, and Christoph Schalk, Natural 
Church Development (Carol Stream: Churchsmart Resources, 1998).  For an overview that 
focuses on the Natural Church Development process in the Adventist context see Christian 
Schwarz, All by Itself Adventist (Mohndruck, GmbH: NCD Media, 2015). 
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inherently negative, NCD, if not challenged and shaped by a more missional 

foundational ecclesiology, can simply encourage the church, in a quest for 

internal approval, to become even more convenient and entertaining.  

 

At the same time, NCD asks questions and gives measurement on “core 

qualities” including “loving relationships” and “wholistic small groups” which 

are factors of church life that consumer culture plays a large part in negating 

and which Seventh-day Adventist congregations in Australia often have 

among their lowest factors.105  The conversations NCD can generate then, 

while perhaps beginning with a user-focus, can actually engage the church 

leadership in a discussion of how the congregation is being shaped by 

consumerism and then chart ways forward to address the challenges.   

 

The Emerging Church and the Repackaging of the “Consumer Church” 

 

The Evangelical Christian reaction to the seeker driven megachurch model, 

at least in a western context, is most clearly demonstrated in the emerging 

church movement.  The emergent groups claimed to “reject” the “market 

driven, canned and consumeristic boomer-led megachurches.”106  The 

seeker movement was perceived to be a “sell-out” to “individualism and 

consumerism.”107  In response, and growing out of Newbigin’s call for a 

“missionary encounter with Western culture”, the emerging and missional 

church become terms that described a new way of engaging culture.108  

Eddie Gibbs identified “a new generation of leaders who are aware of the 

 
105 For an overview of combined NCD scores for Australian Adventist Churches see Adam 
Johnstone, SDA Australia 2014-2017 - The progress and current church life Report (Redbank 
Plains, Qld: NCD International, 2017). 
 
106 Keller, Centre Church, 203. 

107 Ibid, 188. 

108 Lesslie Newbigin, “Can the West be Converted?” Princeton Seminary Bulletin 6, no. 1 
(1985): 25-37. 
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growing chasm between the church and popular culture …and are acutely 

aware of the inadequacies of a consumer-driven church model.”109  In the 

emerging, deconstructionist mindset the church had become captive to 

Western, Modern, Enlightenment Culture.  The emerging movement 

developed an emphasis on spiritual formation and spiritual discipline which 

were offered as an alternative to the “pro-consumerist” seeker movement.110  

 

However, while the emerging church movement broadly reacted to the 

customer focused marketing evident in church growth models and expressed 

the nature and role of the church in more organic terms, it still defined itself in 

constructs, including fluidity and relativism, that are themselves building 

blocks of consumer culture.  The emerging church was still presenting as a 

consumable even if that product was marketed in more wholistic ways to 

connect with a more “organic” market.111  For Alan Hirsch, the emerging 

church “married the spirit of the age” and simply “repackaged” as a new 

consumable.112 

 

Roennfeldt sees both the church growth and emerging expressions, in the 

Australian context, as interdependent rather than competitive.113  For 

Roennfeldt, both were responses to the dilemma of evangelistic 

ineffectiveness.  It was in pursuing a response to this ineffectiveness that the 

 
109 Eddie Gibbs, Leadership Next – Emerging Leaders in a Changing Culture (Downer’s Grove: 
Inter-Varsity, 2005), 20. 

110 For an overview of Spiritual Disciplines and their place in the Emerging Movement and the 
rejection of consumerism see, Kent Carlson and Mike Leeken, Renovation of the Church: 
What happens when a seeker church discovers spiritual formation (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity, 2011). 

111 Keller, 188 overviews how the emerging church movement has fractured into numerous 
streams, mostly over how to relate Christianity to culture. 

112 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, Reactivating Apostolic Movements (Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 2016), 136-137.   

113 Roennfeldt, vii. 
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experience of church and evangelical ecclesiology was reshaped, 

“changing the essence of church” and contributing to a “populist 

ecclesiology”.114  The continual pursuit of relevance leaves the populist 

approach largely unquestioned even though ecclesiological essence has 

been re-shaped or lost in the process of “packaging” the church with a view 

toward more culturally engaging forms. 

 

User-Driven Religion – The Church as a Cultural Resource 

 

In an effort to remain relevant to its culture, the institutional church can 

become increasingly service oriented.  Often it is as a service agency, 

including care for the at risk, education institutions and health care, that the 

institutional church is still finding a connection point with western culture. 

These services require organisation and compliance which are areas of 

strength for a denominational organisation.  In providing services, institutions 

can find a cultural space that provides denominational identity and where 

individualised spiritualities cannot so easily compete.  In addition, the Biblical 

mandate of service allows the denomination to justify the cultural resource 

emphasis.  Consequently, it is toward this “success” that denominational 

systems increasingly gravitate.   

 

Lyon traces the movement of the Christian church in western culture from 

institution to cultural resource.115  He identifies the shift as being a product of 

the church losing its “grip” over the transcendent factors of space and 

time.116  The resulting deregulation brings with it the remobilisation of religious 

resources for educational or welfare purposes but not necessarily as a place 

 
114 Ibid. 

115 Lyon, 87. 

116 Ibid, 29.  
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for connecting to the divine.117  Religion, in this context, becomes a cultural 

resource to be used in the consumer category of social services often 

overshadowing the more essential substance of the church. 

 

In a similar way to Lyon, Rick Barger maintains that consumerism moves the 

church to be perceived “as some sort of spiritual version of a community 

recreation centre, simply offering up programs and experiences to meet 

people’s needs.”118  The main concern for Barger is that when the church 

becomes a needs-oriented community centre the doctrinal message of the 

church is “obfuscated in the midst of this confusion.”119  Gauthier and 

Martikainen, commenting on the movement of denominations toward being 

a cultural resource, note: 

The Church has gradually responded to the pressures of declining 
attendance by creating novel types of activities that focus more on 
interaction between the participants and downplay creed and 
traditional authority.120  
 

Once again, the essential substance of the church is downplayed in an 

attempt to engage in the spiritual marketplace.  The need to delineate what 

is form and substance for the denomination is again pertinent. 

 

Per Pettersson, in a case study of the Lutheran Church of Sweden, outlines 

how the denomination, in response to declining membership, has adapted to 

meet consumer pressures and assumed the position of cultural resource.121 

Pettersson overviews how church members are increasingly choosing not to 

 
117 Ibid, 29. 

118 Rick Barger, A New and Right Spirit: Creating an Authentic Church in a Consumer Culture 
(Herndon: Alban, 2005), Kindle Locations 135-138.  

119 Ibid. 

120 Gauthier and Martikainen, 26.  

121 Per Pettersson, “From Standardised Offer to Consumer Adaptation: Challenges to the 
Church of Sweden’s Identity,” in Religion in Consumer Society, by Francois Gauthier and 
Tuomas, Martikainen (Surrey: Ashgate, 2013), 43-59. 
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attend the weekend service, even though this service is still institutionally seen 

as the core of the Church’s identity.  Rather, there is an increase of 

engagement in regard to life rituals, community building and social welfare 

ministries outside of the worship service space.  For Pettersson, this leaves 

religious institutions as specialised agents in parallel with other specialised 

organisations.  “Religious organisations have become more like providers of 

services responding to people’s needs and less like doctrinal authorities.”122  

While a shift in engagement might be seen as a culturally relevant way 

forward for the church, Pettersson cautions that personal choices and 

preferences increasingly form the religious reality and with it a user-driven 

engagement with not just the church programme but belief as well.123  

Adapting to the service mindset of consumerism does not necessarily mean 

the disappearance of the institutional church.  However, it does change the 

religious organisation’s place in society and how it relates to individuals.  The 

National Church Life Survey demonstrates that Pettersson’s case study could 

be repeated with similar trends for traditional denominations in Australia.124   

 

For Harvey Cox, “the danger is that religion could become no more than a 

service sector to the global civilization, no longer shaping its values but 

merely repairing the spiritual damage it inflicts.”125  When a church becomes 

an organisation whose most significant engagement with culture is as a social 

service, the next question is whether it should accept this cultural space and 

redirect resources towards funding these user attracting social service 

 
122 Pettersson, 56. 

123 Ibid. 

124 Ruth Powell, “Religion and Spirituality in Australia: results from the 2018 Australian 
Community Survey” (Australian Community and Church Summit Presentation, September 21, 
2018, Sydney: NCLS Research.) This paper identifies that while the engagement of Australians 
in the services of the church remains strong, they are disengaging from worship services. 
 
125 Harvey Cox, “Christianity,” in Global Religions: An introduction, ed. Mark Juergensmeyer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 24. 
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activities look toward a more substantial missional re-engagement?126  The 

answer will include aspects of both as the denomination seeks relevance as 

a cultural resource however maintains its essential substance as a missional 

movement.  The tension is in determining and guarding these spheres of 

denominational expression. 

 

The Missional Church Response – The Culturally Engaging “Contrast Society” 

 

As somewhat of a reaction to modernism’s instrumental view of the church, 

the missional expression is foundationally premised on Missio Dei with an 

emphasis on what it means to be “sent” into the world to join God’s work in 

culture.  The methodological pragmatism of the church growth movement is 

overshadowed by the ecclesiological and missiological focus on the identity 

of the church in relation to the world.  “The Missional focus is a changed 

relationship between the church and its local context, one that calls for a 

renewed understanding of the church’s identity in God.”127   

 

Missional church proponents generally come from a more social 

constructionist starting point and so begin the missional conversation with an 

orientation toward community and social systems rather than the more 

culturally driven market response.  The missional church is then foundationally 

incarnational over being attractional.  The missional focus is not so much 

about strategies or models but rather “working with the currents that shape 

our imagination of what God is doing in the world.”128  It is in the space of this 

reimagination of how the church joins God in mission that the missional 

 
126 Paul Louis Metzger, Consuming Jesus: Beyond Race and Class Divisions in a Consumer 
Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), Kindle Locations 528-530.  

127 Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church Perspective – Mapping 
Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 1. 

128 Alan Roxburgh and Scott Boren, Introducing the Missional Church: What It Is, Why It 
Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 39. 
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church can conceive a response beyond the consumer constructs that have 

shaped earlier relevance seeking approaches to church life. 

 

The missional church is an approach rather than a model of church.  Frost 

describes the missional church emphasis as “very unconcerned” over new 

models of doing church but rather takes a variety of church expressions, 

including traditional evangelical ecclesiology and even megachurches, and 

asks: “What does it look like for mission?”129  Roennfeldt explains how the 

essential concern of this “more missional end” is not necessarily growing 

churches bigger, but “greater integrity theologically” around what is being 

done.130  The starting point of “theological integrity” means the missional 

approach is more likely to value substance and express forms in relation to, 

rather than at the expense of, that substance.  

 

Van Gelder and Zscheile outline how for the missional church, the “world” 

rather than church is the primary locus of God’s mission.  With this shift in 

perspective, the primary agency for mission moves to “divine initiative 

through the ministry of the Spirit” as the larger framework within which the 

human responses take place. 131  The focus is then shifted from mission being 

defined primarily in terms of the “mission of the church” to understanding that 

the church’s mission instead is derived within the “mission of God.”132  This 

shifts the focus from primarily being about strategies to being about identity in 

relationship to God and the “world”.  Rather than responding as a product 

category in a fluid marketplace, Missio Dei provides a fixed starting point, and 

 
129 Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture (Peabody: Hendrickson, 
2006), 7. 

130 Roennfeldt, 91. 

131 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional Church Perspective, 75.  Pages 67-85 overview various 
perspectives and understandings of what the term ‘missional church’ means. 

132 Ibid. 
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an inherently larger imagination of what God is doing in the world and how 

the church can join in that mission.  This focus is less consumer driven as it is 

not so dependent upon attractional measurements but about joining God in 

the world.  Van Gelder and Zscheile state: 

Missional is an important word because it doesn’t describe what we do 
as Christ-followers; it describes who we are as Christ-followers.  The 
focus then shifts away from individual success or even competitive 
notions as our mission is not our mission at all. It’s God’s.133 

 

God is already at work in consumer culture and the church is sent to join that 

work and so be an active agent in addressing the challenges of consumer 

culture for the sake of God’s Kingdom.  From the missional perspective, the 

church member is not a passive consumer of the church but actively 

involved in a larger imaginary of being “sent”.  The internal life of the 

missional church focuses on every believer living as a disciple engaging in 

mission.134  The member is a producer of ministry as opposed to being the 

consumer. 

 

The missional focus includes a tension between joining God, who is already at 

work in culture, yet at the same time seeing the church as a “contrast 

society”.135  The “world” can be seen as something “out there” into which the 

church is being “sent” rather than the church itself already being embedded 

within culture.136  The church as the “contrast society” recognises its 

engagement with culture yet provides an expression of a different way of 

relational life within the construct of that society.  The missional church 

 
133 Ibid, 2. 

134 Van Gelder and Zscheile, 4. 

135 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, Reactivating Apostolic Movements (Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 2016), 136-137 overviews this tension.  Alan Hirsch and Mark Nelson, Reframation, 
Seeing God, People and Mission Through Reenchanted Frames (Los Angeles: 100M, 2019) 
provides an overview of how the missional movement relates to and reshapes cultural 
narratives.  

136 Van Gelder and Zscheile, 61. 
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defines itself as a counterculture and so confronts the “idols” of the culture 

while set within and serving its cultural surroundings.137  Keller outlines how “A 

missional church must understand itself as a servant community – a 

counterculture for the common good.”138   

 

The church then offers a demonstration of the kingdom to the culture within 

which God is already working.  The missional church understandings provide 

a posture that is both engaging and counter cultural.  Keller overviews how 

the missional church will need to confront consumerism as part of establishing 

the basis for a healthier counter cultural community: 

A missional church, if it is to have a missionary encounter with Western 
culture, will need to confront society’s idols and especially address how 
modernity makes the happiness and self-actualization of the individual 
into an absolute. One of the manifestations of this idol is materialism – 
consumerism and greed that lead to injustice.139 
 

The missional approach informs a way forward that recognises the 

challenges of consumer culture, but counter-culturally engages within the 

culture with the essential substance of mission.   

 

The deregulation of institutional religion is somewhat celebrated in the 

missional movement.  Frost views the cultural disengagement from traditional 

institutional Christianity as a positive for the future of Christianity, even if it is 

consumerism that removes it: 

The death of Christendom removes the final props that have supported 
the culturally respectable, mainstream, suburban version of 
Christianity… This version of Christianity is a façade, a method for 
practitioners to appear like fine, upstanding citizens without allowing 
the claims and teaching of Jesus to bite very hard in everyday life. With 
the death of Christendom, the game is up.140 
 

 
137 Keller, 273. 

138 Ibid. 

139 Ibid, 271. 

140 Frost, 7-8. 
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Frost expresses his hope “that the end of this epoch actually spells the 

beginning of a new flowering of Christianity”.141  Consumerism then, 

somewhat ironically, can be the catalyst for a less commodified Christianity. 

For the Seventh-day Adventist church, the learnings and missional focus 

coming out of the missional movement can provide valuable models to 

inform a counter-cultural yet culturally engaged response to being the 

church within consumer culture. 

 

Summary 

 

The individualism of advanced consumer culture, at least in part facilitated 

by Protestantism, is now being applied back to the religious and shaping a 

consumer-centric relationship with the church.  The church, in an effort to 

retain relevance, provides commodified expressions that only serve to 

strengthen the reflexive, participant circle of engagement.  This response to 

consumer culture can be seen in the church growth movement where 

marketing techniques and customer centric approaches commodify the 

mission and message of the church.  Consumerism can subtly subvert belief 

and practice in such a way that the church still appears to be focusing on 

mission however becomes increasingly consumer driven and loses its voice 

with which to confront culture.  For the Christian denomination, there is a 

tension between disseminating the “message” in a way that facilitates 

engagement yet preserves an uncommodified authenticity of substance.  

The challenge for the Christian denomination is in mapping out its 

denominational identity and to what extent it is willing to be a cultural 

resource at the expense of engagement with its more essential substance. 

 

A missional approach addresses the tension between relevance and 

substance by establishing the theological substance as expressed in the 

 
141 Ibid, 7. 
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Missio Dei of God as the starting point.  The focus shifts from attraction to 

incarnation and production of ministry, being sent into the culture, over 

consumption of the church services.  The missional expression joins God at 

work in the culture while the church becomes the counter cultural contrast 

society.   

 

A shift toward a missional expression of the church requires both the church 

as an organisation and the individual participant to engage within a greater 

imagination that moves beyond reflexive consumer constructs.  Chapter 

seven maps out the context of how the participant relates to the church in 

consumer modes before the thesis establishes an imagination that moves 

beyond, yet engages within, advanced consumer culture.  



183 

 

CHAPTER 7 

THE REFLEXIVE PARTICIPANT CHRISTIAN AS CHURCH MEMBER 

 

We must convince a sustainable segment of the religious marketplace 
that our church is ‘relevant’, ‘comfortable,’ or ‘exciting’ and we must 
differentiate our church by providing more of the elements people 
want.  After all, in a consumer culture, the customer is king.1  
 
When I’m convinced that everything in the world has been designed to 
meet my needs in some way, I begin to believe those needs are the 
most important thing in the world.  When we present the gospel merely 
as a utility, is it any wonder people no longer see its preciousness but 
look at it as a product for meeting our needs?2 

 

The Christian church attender, in consumer culture, is reflexive in responding 

to the church presented as a commodity, while at the same time a 

participant in choosing which religious “product” to engage and the extent 

and mode of that participation.  Church engagement then is filtered, mostly 

unquestioned, through the same subjectivity and individual choice patterns 

that all products and services are in the customer mode.3  Culturally familiar 

consumer modes including service logic, entertainment expectations and 

brand relationships are applied to religious organisations.4  This response 

follows Miller’s central argument that the habits, reflexively learnt as 

consumers in the market economy, carry over to shape religious 

participation.  The result, for Miller, is a conditioned approach that inherently 

 
1Skye Jethani, “All We Like Sheep: Is Our Insistence on Choices Leading Us Astray?” 
Leadership 27, (2006): 31. 

2 Frost, Missional, 70. 

3 Justin Lewis, Beyond Consumer Capitalism: Media and the Limits to Imagination 
(Cambridge: Polity, 2013), 93-111 outlines how commodification shapes engagement with 
journalism and politics in terms of complex issues being reduced to “sound bites”. Lewis also 
identifies the same commodification that shapes religion at work in the commodification of 
higher education, the arts and sports - even shaping more experiential museums.  

4 Joerg Stolz and Jean-Claude Usunier, “Religions as brands? Religion and spirituality in 
consumer society”, Journal of Management, Spirituality & Religion 16, no. 1 (2019): 6-31 
overview how religion is engaged in a branded consumer mode. 
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engages with religion as a commodity.5  Establishing the nature of participant 

engagement with the church will be important in view of a response that 

encourages a missional over customer centric relationship.  

 

Engaging the Church as a Product – Church Shopping, Service Logic and the 

Protection of Choice 

 

For Michael Budde and Robert Brimlow, Christians in the consumer mode 

increasingly relate to religious traditions as “repositories of insights and 

practices that they appropriate for their own personal synthesis.”6  In this 

customer centric orientation, the church “product” is assessed through the 

grid of individualised service logic.  It is taken for granted that the quality of 

the programmes and ministry services should be evaluated, individually, 

through the motif that “the customer is always right”.  The value of the 

church, and ongoing engagement with it, is determined by consumer 

ascribed product expectations that focus on enjoyment or needs being met - 

similar to how an entertainment event, such as a movie or show, would be 

evaluated.7   

 

In addition to filtering church engagement through the consumer 

expectations and categories for entertainment, the church consumer also 

applies service logic.  In the service logic consumer mode, the church 

“customer” engages the church as a service to be delivered and so 

measures delivery using the categories one would when engaging or 

contracting any other service.  Filtering church engagement through the grid 

of service logic is listed by Roennfeldt as one of the obstacles to be worked 

 
5 Miller, Consuming Religion, 84. 

6 Michael L. Budde and Robert W. Brimlow, Christianity Incorporated: How Big Business is 
Buying the Church (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2002), 1-24. 

7 Gauthier and Martikainen, 19 overview engagement in the context of Service Logic. 
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through if a denomination is to be “revitalised” toward mission. 8  Roennfeldt 

states: 

In today’s society, we pay to get things done.  And members expect 
‘payback’ for their investment of tithes and offerings.  Conventions, 
school enrolments, retreats, resources and pastors are subsidised.  This is 
their “right” as members.  What is more, members ‘pay and pray’, while 
professionals do the job of disciple-making.  This is how the system has 
worked for decades.  All of this will need to be dialled back if a 
denomination is to be a movement again, as resources will need to be 
reallocated.9 
 

Service logic reduces the church to another customer-centric attachment 

where the member chooses the extent of engagement and then measures 

the church as a service they pay for as opposed to a community they belong 

to.  The danger Cole and Helfer see is that the church becomes a show that 

requires the “audience” to make little or no effort:  

If someone is willing to come to our service once a week for a little 
more than an hour and sit passively watching others do the work, then 
they are considered members in good standing, no matter what the 
rest of the week is like. One can be totally uncommitted to the 
Kingdom, distracted by the deceitfulness of riches and the desire for 
other things, and still be a member of our church, complete with a 
smiling photo in our church directory.10  
 

Church membership then, like membership to sporting clubs, is mediated on 

individual terms to the commitment level desired. 

 

This individualised customer centric approach to religiosity is expressed in the 

practice of “church shopping”.  This “shopping” engagement can be both 

reflexively responding to the church already presenting as a brand and so 

 
8 Roennfeldt, Following the Spirit, Disciple-Making, Church Planting and Movement Building 
Today (Warburton, Vic: Signs), 227.  

9 Ibid, as part of the worksheet ‘Is Revitalisation of Existing Denominations Possible?’.  The 
additional obstacles listed are: Success, Comfort, Institutionalism, Complexity, Events, 
Organisation and Funding.  Even the factors listed in addition to Consumerism include 
themes that grow out of and would be reworked in addressing consumerism.  

10 Cole and Helfer, Church Transfusion, 23. 
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inviting the shopping mode or participative in that the consumer/seeker 

actively measures their experience against market determined criteria.  

Bauman’s claim that consumerism’s only value is choice is then lived out in 

the context of church engagement.  If the “religious shopper” does not have 

their needs met then the “obvious” choice, as ascribed by consumer logic, is 

to “shop” for other options and even when choices have been made 

continue to keep options open to protect further choice as a function of 

consumerism’s supposed freedom.11  A rationale for church shopping is 

described by Barger: “After all, if you can go into Starbucks and choose from 

countless permutations and combinations on how to have a cup of coffee, 

why can’t you do the same thing when it comes to being affiliated with a 

faith community?”12  Jethani extends the shopping metaphor when 

explaining that “church leaders function as religious baristas, supplying 

spiritual goods for people to choose from based on their preferences.”13   

 

However, as Richard Cimino and Dan Lattin point out, the church shopping 

process does not necessarily end with choosing a congregation or 

denomination that matches a criterion, as one might a car, and then 

engaging within the implications of that choice for a period of time.  The 

choice is often a far more fluid gathering of the spiritual with traditions being 

synthesised, regardless of internal agreement, to meet perceived personal 

needs. 14  The shopper mixes the various spiritual offerings to shape one’s own 

religious product.  Consequently, even when engaged in one product or 

 
11 Bauman, Liquid Life, 2. 

12 Rick, Barger, A New and Right Spirit: Creating an Authentic Church in a Consumer Culture 
(Herndon: Alban, 2005), Kindle Locations 291.  

13 Skye Jethani, “All We Like Sheep: Is Our Insistence on Choices Leading Us Astray?” 
Leadership 27, (2006): 32. 
 
14 Richard Cimino and Don Lattin, Shopping for Faith: American Religion in the New 
Millennium (San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass, 1998) 8 overview the factors that inform Christians 
as church shoppers. 
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spiritual offering, the church attender will add and re-mix from outside of that 

engagement.   

 

Bell outlines how in the consumer culture of free-floating cultural objects, 

religious consumers both seek and encourage this shallow, decontextualized 

engagement with religious beliefs.15  The religious objects generated in this 

free-floating mode do not require particular commitment or engagement 

and so do not limit other competing choices or can be easily discarded if 

another choice is to be made.  The choice of what objects to engage with 

are, for Bell, made with a view to shoring up a spiritual self-image, providing 

meaning amid the stresses of life or signifying the “right” values for children.16  

The ultimate measure of the religious object then is “does it meet my needs?” 

or at least the perceived consumer cultures ascribed version of them.17   

 

To limit church shopping to a choice between competing products in a 

category, in the neo-classical sense, is to miss the even deeper shift of 

advanced consumerism that includes the signifying brand associations.  In 

this context, the Christian tradition becomes a system to be deconstructed 

and those pieces or symbols of belief that can be easily abstracted are taken 

as tokens and added to one’s identity or used as a supporting resource for 

life ethics.  The lifestyle is the initial choice and then religious signifiers are 

added to brand that lifestyle.  This then limits religion’s ability to speak into the 

lifestyle as religion is simply the symbol to support the already chosen identity 

rather than a foundational belief system that can underlie, shape or 

challenge identity.  Bauman’s liquid modern construct would further imply 

that the identity the religious symbol is supporting is itself unstructured and 

 
15 Bell, Economy of Desire, 13. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Ibid. 
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fluid.18  This leaves religion with even less structure as in the symbolic economy 

religion is individually mediated and synthesised as a symbol for already fluid 

identities.  

 

Gibbs describes how the fluidity of the religious choice, both as an 

entertainment product and symbolic brand, leaves the individual seeking 

fresh religious stimuli and support for their brand choice.  The continual re-

choosing creates a context where “more and more people spend their time 

just shopping around, looking for diversions while avoiding commitment.”19  

The consequence is that this shallow engagement negates the commitments 

of relational community.    

 

The protection of choice further results in a superficial, largely one-way 

engagement with the services of the church.  Gibbs, who identifies 

consumerism as the biggest obstacle to missional activity, claims that the 

consumer-focused approach to ministry successfully attracts crowds, but it 

fails, for the most part, to provide, “congregational involvement, spiritual 

growth, accountability and avenues for Christian ministry.”20  Kayle De Waal, 

writing for an Australian Seventh-day Adventist context, agrees:  “Sadly, it is 

hard to convince a church with such a consumer mentality that they have a 

mission to the world.”21  A mission beyond the self is incongruent with 

individually focused, customer centric terms of engagement. 

 

  

 
18 Bauman, 7. 

19 Gibbs, Leadership Next, 12. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Kayle De Waal, Mission Shift, (Warburton, Vic: Signs), 10.  

http://www.amazon.com/LeadershipNext-Changing-Leaders-Culture/dp/0830832831?ie=UTF8&tag=missiochalle-20&link_code=btl&camp=213689&creative=392969
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Consuming Simplified Christian Maturity 

 

For Gordon Macdonald, the focus on personal branding and service logic 

renders the church ineffectual in growing Christian maturity.  Macdonald asks 

why, given the abundance of resources, churches are filled with so many 

“infant, immature Christians?”22  The answer Macdonald then provides is in 

the way advanced consumerism has diluted engagement with the spiritual 

disciplines of growth and negated maturity. Macdonald then asks: 

Could it be that the consumer values – both inside and outside the 
church – which form the uncontested foundation of our preaching, 
books, and ministries are fundamentally designed to promote puerility 
and oppose maturity in all of its forms?23   
 

Self-directed, felt needs based individualised service logic combined with the 

simplification required for the branded personality works against the more 

complex intentional, internal transformation that is part of growing maturity.  

 

Jethani explains how Christian maturity is compromised by consumer logic.  

The devaluing of Scripture and tradition, at least the un-commodified 

versions, leaves the complex process of maturity to “felt needs, immediacy 

and externals”. 24  Jethani outlines how: 

Spiritual maturity is not achieved by always getting what we want. It is 
not a product of seeking immediate gratification…Traditionally, the 
Christian life has been marked by releasing one's desires. These values 
are not championed in our consumer culture, and they certainly don’t 
prove popular among church shoppers seeking a comfortable religious 
experience.25  
 

Jethani explains how spiritual maturity includes self-denial and surrendering 

control.  Both aspects are mitigated by externally measured consumer 

 
22 Gordon McDonald, Reordering Your Private World (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2003) 67. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Jethani, Divine, 112. 

25 Ibid 
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centric spiritualties.26  James B Smith, in a similar way to Jethani, outlines how 

“the commodity narrative makes Christian discipline seem insensible.”27  For 

Smith, consumerism’s promises of success and happiness overshadow and 

distract from the disciplines of maturity. “In the light of the consumer promise 

the Christian life is thought of as constrictive and unpleasant.”28  This leaves 

the church consumer either rejecting the “product” that Smith calls the 

“Christian life” or choosing a version of it that accommodates for the 

consumable ends and provides little more than the lifestyle symbols to be 

used for identity signification.  

 

Religious consumers seek institutions and Christian expressions that affirm 

rather than challenge their decisions.  Rittenhouse explains how the church 

consumer seeks “institutions that affirm their sovereign consumer will as the 

only measure of truth and value.”29  In this self-affirmation quest, and in a 

similar way to most systems, Christianity can be abstracted and reshaped into 

flexible consumer accommodating forms.  For Daniel Bell, “the most troubling 

aspect of many modern spiritualities is precisely that they are not troubling 

enough.”30  Bell then claims that reduced to a religious commodity, Christian 

beliefs become fluid and can then be reshaped and held in the midst of a 

political economy that runs counter to those beliefs without, seemingly, any 

 
26 Ibid 

27 James Bryan Smith, The Good and Beautiful Life: Putting on the Character of Christ 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2009), 20-21 

28 Ibid, Richard Foster, Money Sex and Power, The Challenge of the Discipled Life (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 2000), and Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods: When The Empty 
Promises of Love, Money and Power Let You Down (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2009), 
outlines a similar argument to James Bryan Smith in pointing out how the promises of the 
“world” based on materialism, are directly opposed to and negate the activities and 
outcomes of discipleship. 

29 Rittenhouse, 105. 

30 Bell, 243. 
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tension at all.31  Keller claims that by simply giving people what they want 

and in affirming their lifestyles, churches fail to confront the innate selfishness 

and individualism being nurtured by modern capitalism.32  In keeping the 

customer happy, the church can end-up affirming current consumerism 

derived maturity rather than challenge and shape values beyond it. 

 

Accommodation the Prosperity Gospel and the Construction of the Expressive 

Lifestyle 

 

Bouma outlines how the commodity driven reshaping of Christian belief 

shifted how church members engaged with theology.  Under the previously 

dominant mode, reason and law prevailed and God was seen as a distant 

law-giver. “In its place come feel-good theologies that insist that God wants 

you to be rich and good-looking and to live in a large house with all the latest 

gadgets and appointments.”33  God becomes another resource for the 

consumer quest.  For Bouma, whereas previously ideas and images of God 

had to conform to the theological precepts of the church, now theologies 

must be “emotionally satisfying” and produce joy.34  Bouma claims: “Today a 

theology that does not feel right is doomed.”35 

 

Jethani explains how the process of consumer driven accommodation 

reworked, mostly unintentionally, Christian constructs of God.  In a culture 

where everything is ascribed a marketable value, God is inherently also 

commodified as a matter of course and reshaped to fit what was required to 

 
31  Ibid. 

32 Keller, 206. 

33 Bouma, 103. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid. 
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accommodate to consumer constructs.36  God’s ascribed use value is, using 

service logic, determined by “what he can do for me.”37  In this construct, 

“God is simply another service provider to supply what I need or desire and to 

ultimately be consumed.”38  Jethani outlines how this consumer driven 

reshaping of God is expressed as the prosperity gospel where God’s role is to 

bless the consumer in order to be an even more effective consumer.  In 

Jethani’s construct, the consumer mode is depicted in the life “from” God 

posture where God, “as the cosmic vending machine” exists to give, bless, 

and extend.39  Jethani explains: 

The life from God posture is so appealing because it doesn’t ask us to 
change.  What we desire, what we seek, what we do, and how we live 
– all shaped by consumerism – are not disrupted.  Our values and way 
of life are simply projected onto God and incorporated into a religious 
system in which we receive divine assistance to meet our desires.  In this 
way Life From God is nothing more than consumerism with a Jesus 
sticker slapped on the bumper.40 
 

In this “from” posture God is a commodity who is shaped to fit the individual 

spiritual “needs” of the consumer.  God is engaged as a service provider to 

the consumer ascribed identities and values. 

 

Woodhead and Helas describe prosperity gospels as religious expressions 

“growing out of the foundations of consumerism, symbiotic with celebrating 

the sacralisation of utilitarian individualism.”41  Prosperity gospels 

accommodate and create individualised lifestyle brands for people “intent 

 
36 Jethani, “All We Like Sheep”, 32.  

37 Ibid.  

38 Jethani, Divine Commodity: Discovering a Faith Beyond Consumer Christianity (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 55.   

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid, With 65. Jethani outlines five foundational postures toward God that while simplified 
make clear the connection between culture, consumerism and constructs of God. 

41 Linda Woodhead, and Paul Heelas, Religion in Modern Times: An Interpretive Anthology 
(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwells, 2000), 174. 
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on having Christianity validate their consumer desires.”42  Carette and King, in 

a similar assessment, view prosperity gospels as the logical, customer focused 

expression of consumerist spirituality.  For Carette and King the prosperity 

gospel is the “natural accommodation of a modernist orientation, complicit 

with the capitalist system.”43  It provides a lifestyle branded identity for the 

Christian who seeks to maintain links to tradition, scripture and religious 

specificity yet wants these links to accommodate the individualism and 

values of advanced consumerism.  

 

The product value of customer-centric Christianity is in its ability to be flexible 

in affirming lifestyles and accommodate to the social, economic, and 

political mores of consumer culture.  Wuthnow identifies two main lifestyle 

categories that Christianity, in a western expression, affirms, accommodates, 

and markets to.  The first segment is those who identify with and so seek a 

religious expression that is compatible with the pursuit of economic success.  

Wuthnow claims that since their consumer lifestyle is validated socially, 

persons in this market segment do not approach organised religion with the 

attitude that there is any flaw in themselves or any need for teaching.  

Rather, they seek a religion that helps them to fulfill the roles they are already 

playing and helps them feel better about themselves in the process.  

Because their demands upon religion are simply an affirmation of their 

existing consumer values and identities, they are likely to discard a religious 

engagement if it does not affirm their consumeristic form of life. 44   

 

Wuthnow points out how “success” in the global economy demands 

optimism, flexibility, including moral flexibility, and social conformity.  Those 

 
42 Ibid. 

43 Carrette and King, 19. 

44 Robert Wuthnow, After Heaven: Spirituality in America Since the 1950’s (Berkley: University 
of California Press, 1998), 106. 
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who have successfully “adapted” to these social demands seek religious 

teachings that help and affirm them in becoming more of what they already 

are.45  Organised religion for this market segment then serves a private, 

affirming, therapeutic role.  For Wuthnow, this form of organized religion has 

little effect upon conduct, particularly in the economic sphere.46  Religion 

simply becomes an affirming choice as part of a lifestyle brand. 

 

The second group Wuthnow identifies is those seeking comfort in the face of 

economic failure.47  This “market segment” seeks a form of institutional 

religion that explains and compensates for “failure” in the global network 

economy. For this group, the prosperity gospel is a form of accommodating 

an organised religion that promises a second chance at economic prosperity 

and social esteem.  Wuthnow then outlines how the synthesis between 

consumerism and institutional Christianity is found most commonly among 

Pentecostal churches.  The mainline Protestant churches are more likely to 

offer therapeutic religion that is perhaps less overtly consumer focused but still 

accommodates consumerism by offering individual therapeutic benefits for 

consumer ascribed pursuits.48  However, as the boundaries between 

traditions become more fluid and “successful” congregations gain influence 

across denominations the values of the prosperity gospel have spread, often 

largely unchecked, through more established Christian traditions.49  The 

homogenous version of Christianity that has been formed into customer 

centric shapes in advanced consumer culture generally includes an 

underlying prosperity oriented God.  

 
45 Ibid, 107. 

46 Ibid, 108. 

47 Ibid, 104. 

48 Ibid. 

49 Bruce Rittenhouse, Shopping for Meaningful Lives: The Religious Motive of Consumerism 
(Eugene: Cascade, 2013), Kindle Locations 1012-1029. 
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Resistance Identities and Commodified Nostalgia 

 

Somewhat paradoxically in an environment of consumer-centric, 

accommodationist spiritualities, counter-cultural responses are given space 

to grow.  Bauman maintains that the fundamentalisms expressed in liquid 

modern consumer societies are a counter reaction to choice-overload and 

its fluidities.50  Martyn identifies a similar response and outlines how, ironically, 

the “consumer-led soft religions” of late modernity foster corresponding, 

reactionary fundamental alternatives expressed as “counter-cultural 

movements.”51  Lyon sees in fundamentalism “nostalgic quests to rediscover 

lost pasts” and a search for anchor points within the “swirling sea of opinion, 

lifestyles, and viewpoints.”52  Paradoxically, consumerism then can be a 

stimulus toward the fundamentalist expressions of traditionalism.53 

 

Fundamentalisms offer absolutes and fixity in a liquid culture of relativity.  

Lyon, in outlining the place of consumerism in fostering fundamentalisms, 

states: 

A number of factors – the vulnerability of the choosing subject to 
charismatic figures, the choice-overload from consumerism with is lack 
of guidance and reference points, and unease with the trivialization of 
choice – offer a chance for retrenchment and trust in new authority 
figures, absolute truths and fixed certainties. Structural uncertainty 
generated by floating symbols and other voices and institutionalized in 
apparently infinite consumer choice, finds an antidote in 
fundamentalisms.54 
 

 
50 Bauman, Postmodernity and its Discontents (New York: New York University Press, 1997), 14. 

51 Martyn, 40-41.  

52 Lyon, 41. 

53 Lyon, 96. 

54 Ibid, 75. 
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Fundamentalism offers an authoritative, alternative rationality that is 

otherwise often unstable in the fluidity of consumer religion.  

 

Lyon identifies how different “meaning-routes” relate positively and 

negatively to the religious choices created by advanced consumer culture.  

“Consumer choices are made, using skills acquired in the general consumer 

market-place, but the nature of these can vary from the shallow and 

superficial to the seriously considered.”55  In Lyon’s construct of “meaning-

routes” fun and fundamentalism appear as points on a continuum.  For Lyon, 

consumerism facilitates and encourages both ends of the continuum for its 

commodifiable ends and so produces extremes of religious expression that 

were far less frequent in earlier religious contexts.56  While fundamentalisms 

may be shaped out of their resistance to consumer expressions, they depend 

upon the consumer drivers of people flows, finance and ideas for their 

visibility and modes of mobilisation.57  Fundamentalisms, through their 

collateral, can simply become further ideas to be commodified and 

packaged.   

 

A somewhat similar security seeking fundamentalist response is identified by 

Miller in what he terms “commodified nostalgia”.58  Commodified nostalgia is 

a rejection of attempts to critically engage culture and instead dwell on the 

religiosity of the past, “revering its practices, beliefs, décor and costume.”59  

Miller outlines how this nostalgia is a consumer reaction that idealises the past 

abstracting it from the particularities that created it and “sunder it from any 

 
55 Ibid. 

56 Lyon, 95. 

57 Lyon, 114. 

58 Miller, Consuming Religion, 80. 

59 Ibid. 
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organic relation to the present.”60  Miller describes the nostalgic expression as 

“souvenirs brought home from distant lands, the religion of the past is excised 

from its cultural political context and used to decorate the everyday life of 

our own time.”61  For Miller, the Neotraditionalist forms of Catholicism that 

repudiate the Second Vatican Council “seem almost perfect illustrations” of 

commodified nostalgia.”62   

 

Bruinsma, in an exploration of post-modern expressions of Adventism, 

identifies the disenfranchisement caused by cultural change, including the 

commodification of religion, as one of the reasons for the growth of 

fundamentalism in many Christian circles including within Adventism.  While 

engaging the church as a consumer often creates an individualised, 

commodified, self-mediated, version of Seventh-day Adventist “truth”, this 

simplified, seemingly fluid, Adventism can provide the impetus for a 

reactionary Seventh-day Adventist fundamentalism.  Bruinsma states: 

No doubt, that many people feel disenfranchised now that the old 
truths they inherited from their grandparents and parents are in doubt, 
and everything that once appeared to be certain has become 
relative. Small wonder considerable numbers turn to a form of religion 
that tells them they can still trust the Bible and take its content literally, 
from cover to cover, whatever many scholars may say. They agree with 
their leaders that they must continue to ‘stand firm against the devil,’ 
who tries to lead the Christian astray by sowing doubt and nurturing 
uncertainty. Their truth must be absolute Truth if it is to have any value.63 
 

 
60 Ibid. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Bruinsma, Present Truth, Kindle Location 1188. 
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In the Seventh-day Adventist denomination this reactionary expression can 

be seen in young adult movements and ministries that seek to re-establish the 

Adventism of the “pioneers”.64  

 

Pastor Ted Wilson, General Conference President of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church, demonstrates a reaction to the interdenominational fluidity 

of consumerism and makes a conscious effort to preserve Adventism’s 

“distinctiveness” and “unity” in his 2010 acceptance speech: 

We must be vigilant to test all things according to the supreme 
authority of God's Word and the council with which we have been 
blessed in the writings of Ellen G. White. Don't reach out to movements 
or mega-church centers outside the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
which promise you spiritual success based on faulty theology. Stay 
away from non-biblical spiritual disciplines or methods of spiritual 
formation that are rooted in mysticism, such as contemplative prayer, 
centering prayer, and the emerging church movement in which they 
are promoted.65 
 

Wilson’s call for revival and reformation can be seen as a reactionary, 

fundamentalist approach to the challenges facilitated by advanced 

consumerism. 

 

Michael Campbell identifies precursors of Adventist Fundamentalism already 

at work in the response to Modernism’s threat of rationalism discussed at the 

1919 Seventh-day Adventist Bible Conference.66  While usage of the term 

“fundamentalism” was still being shaped in the wider Christian community 

Campbell identifies Seventh-day Adventist efforts to give the Bible and Ellen 

 
64 An example of this style of ministry in Australia is the AYC (Adventist Youth for Christ) 
www.ayc.life. 

65 Ted N.C. Wilson, “Go Forward” acceptance speech to the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
General Conference Session San Antonia, July 13, 2010, viewed at 
http://news.adventist.org/en/archive/articles/2010/07/03/wilson-calls-adventists-to-go-
forward 

66 Michael Campbell, 1919 The Untold Story of Adventism’s Struggle with Fundamentalism 
(Nampa: Pacific Press, 2019), 124.  
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White an “unclaimed fundamentalist authority”.67  The response is instructive 

to the reactive fundamentalisms that flourish in the fluid space created by 

advanced consumerism.  Campbell comments: “While the people and issues 

have changed many of the underlying hermeneutical struggles continue to 

show up.”68  In the face of uncertainty fundamentalism retreats to the 

familiar.  

 

Modernism, with its rationalism and hermeneutics of higher criticism, was seen 

as an attack on the Christian denominations.  In these “rapidly changing 

times” Seventh-day Adventist leaders were ready to defend the “truth” and 

reinforce it with fundamentalism.  The shifting culture “caused some 

conservatives to retreat to the comforting, if intellectually and spiritually 

moribund, enclave of Fundamentalism.”69  A 1925 Australian Signs of the 

Times tract devoted a front page and extensive article to the challenges of 

Modernism including the threats of Evolution and Materialism.70  However, the 

article only has a propositional, apologetic doctrinal defense in mind.  It 

seems little thought was given to the social implications of individualism, 

materialism, humanism and rationalism outside of the purely theological.  This 

was perhaps a reflection of Seventh-day Adventist priorities of the time or an 

inability to see culture through other more social grids.  Either way, the 

response to modernism is instructional in view of responding to the current 

challenges of advanced consumerism where once again a response that 

retreats to fundamentalism is evident.  A more constructive response to 

 
67 Ibid, 64. 

68 Ibid, 124. 

69 Ibid, 114-115. 

70 F. A. Allum, “An Upholder of the Bible as the Living Word of the Living God Takes Issue with 
Modernism,” Signs of the Times 40, no. 41 (1925): 1-4.  Other Seventh-day Adventist material 
addressing Modernism included: Carlyle B Hayes, Christianity at the Crossroads Modernism 
and Fundamentalism (Nashville: Southern Publishing Association, 1924) and William G Wirth, 
Fundamentalism (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1924). 
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consumerism will address the foundational needs for fixity in the midst of 

consumerism’s fluidity that has engendered the fundamentalist response. 

 

Summary 

 

The consumer, as a church member, is both reflexive and participative.  The 

church is engaged with and filtered through entertainment and service-logic 

customer centric modes where meeting perceived needs is the primary 

criteria for ongoing engagement.  The member in effect becomes a shopper 

and engages with the church in a consumer mediated product mode.  The 

church shopper seeks out the religious product, and even construct of God, 

that best suits their lifestyle and can be used as a faith-brand for identity 

signification.  As a commodified product, theology and Christian maturity is 

abstracted and simplified and so loses its ability to shape identity and rather 

serve as identity tokens to be used as required.  Paradoxically, the fluidity of 

consumerism generates a resistance sought in the rigidity of fundamentalism.   

 

A Christian response to consumerism then requires an articulation of religious 

substance that moves beyond consumer constructs to inform consumer 

engagement, rather than simply reacting to it.  Mapping out Adventism’s 

development within consumer capitalism and in relation to advanced 

consumer antecedents will be valuable in identifying the textures and cultural 

resources available for not only responding to the challenges of 

consumerism, but proactively shaping an Adventism that transcends 

consumer constructs of religious engagement. 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE SHAPING OF SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTIST EXPRESSION IN ADVANCED 

CONSUMER CULTURE - THE TENSION BETWEEN CULTURAL RELEVANCE AND 

BEING COUNTER CULTURAL 

 
We find ourselves taught and encouraged to chase a dangerous and 
self-destructive illusion. Sadly, it is a malaise from which we as Christians 
are not immune, and perhaps to which we are particularly susceptible. 
An emphasis on education, lingering echoes of the old time Protestant 
work ethic, some useful teaching on stewardship, increasing 
denominational respectability, and many examples of God’s material 
blessing have combined and conspired to propel us into a steady 
upward mobility across successive generations. With increasing wealth 
and position comes greater opportunities for, and temptation to, 
further accumulation and consumption.1  

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church, having grown up within the context of 

North American capitalism, has inherently been negotiating its complicity 

with and reaction to consumerism, even if unintentionally.  Its institutions and 

evangelism strategies are consumer driven, with a view to mission, yet 

tempered by a culturally conservative wariness.  Adventism demonstrates 

both reflexive and participative responses to the antecedents of 

consumerism and its expression as advanced consumerism.  

 

Mapping the texture of Adventism’s relationship with the factors that shape 

consumerism is instructive in view of its current interaction within consumer 

culture.  The relationship between the Seventh-day Adventist church and its 

wider cultural context is shaped by a unique mix of tensions.  The belief in a 

soon return of Jesus along with doctrines including the remnant and the 

Sabbath inform and moderate drivers of consumerism.  Its relationship and 

development within the United States of America demonstrates a tension 

between cultural accommodation and counter cultural contrast reactions.  

 
1 Nathan Brown, 7 Reasons Life is Better with God (Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2007), 85. 
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Exploring this tension will be particularly valuable in view of shaping a 

response that is culturally relevant yet also a contrast society within and 

beyond advanced consumer culture.  

 

The Remnant - Consuming in View of the Apocalypse 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist denomination grew out of the American 

awakening movement of the 1840’s and more particularly, the 

apocalyptically focused Millerite expectation of Christ’s imminent return. 

Following the “Great Disappointment” of 1844, a group of Millerite believers 

gathered around a new interpretation of the experience that was able to 

maintain a focus on the soon return of Christ.  They came together for study, 

to encourage one another and effectively shape an identity that became 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church.2   

 

Barry Oliver outlines how for the early Seventh-day Adventists, the imminence 

of the coming of Christ, with the resulting task of evangelising in preparation 

for that event, displaced any tendency toward the development of an 

introspective, ontological ecclesiology.3  Being the remnant in view of the 

Second Coming was such a powerful driver that it overshadowed other areas 

of theological development.  Tihomir Lazic outlines how the “remnant 

message” construct and its accompanying fear of organised religion resulted 

 
2 In Adventism the date of October 22, 1844, is referred to as the “Great Disappointment”.  
On this day the Millerites expected the second coming of Christ to occur.  For a brief 
overview of the Millerite movement and 1844 see R. W Schwarz, Light Bearers to the Remnant 
(Boise: Pacific Press, 1979), 37-71. 

3 Barry D. Oliver, SDA organizational structure: Past, Present and Future. (Berrien Springs: 
Andrews University Press, 1989), 327.  For an overview of how mission impacted ecclesiology 
for Adventism see George Knight, Organizing to Beat the Devil – The Development of 
Adventist Church Structure (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2001). 
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in ecclesiology being treated as a secondary theological discipline by 

comparison with Christology and eschatology.4   

 

Richard Rice warns: “This omission in our theological development leaves us 

without resources in the face of a serious threat to the church in North 

America.”5  Rice further outlines how an undeveloped ecclesiology ”will 

increasingly haunt us as the church, ready or not, interacts with a rapidly 

changing, increasingly individualistic culture.”6  This ecclesiological gap is 

evident in the willingness of the Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia to 

take on various models of church growth and church health without an 

intentional ecclesiological filtering.  However, at the same time this gap 

makes space for a missional ecclesiology to be articulated that responds to 

the individualism of advanced consumerism. 

 

Doctrines that were developed within early Adventism included distinctive 

understandings of the sanctuary, the Sabbath, and the state of the dead.  

These doctrines gave the embryonic movement a sense of theological 

distinctiveness.  However, early Seventh-day Adventist identity was 

particularly formed around being the “remnant” of Revelation 12:17.7  

Seventh-day Adventist historian George Knight describes the remnant 

 
4 Tihomir Lazic, “Remnant in Koinonia: Towards as Adventist Version of Communion 
Ecclesiology” (PhD diss., Kellogg College - University of Oxford, Oxford, 2016), 113. 

5 Rice, Believing, Behaving, Belonging (Roseville: The Association of Adventist Forums, 2003), 
59.   

6 Ibid.   

7 See Clifford Goldstein, Remnant, Biblical Reality or Wishful Thinking (Boise: Pacific Pres, 1994), 
11-15 for an overview of the Remnant concept among the early Adventists. 
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construct as “the unifying focal point” of the movement’s theology.8  Lazic 

claims that the remnant, serving as the embodiment of the three angel’s 

messages of Revelation 14, “is the strongest foundational metaphor for 

Seventh-day Adventist theology and functional identity.”9   

 

Angel Rodriguez outlines how a self-identification as the end-time remnant 

described in the book of Revelation became a particularly powerful 

ecclesiological self-designation.10  Early Adventism’s appropriation of the 

remnant construct provided distinctive characteristics that shaped their 

counter cultural self-identification yet also provided their mission to society.  

The remnant construct gave the movement eschatological and cultural 

context, providing a counter cultural identity centered in special knowledge 

of how to prepare for the soon return of Christ.  Adventist theology was then 

“fundamentally expressed through the concept of the remnant.”11   

 

The current fundamental beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist denomination 

still include the remnant doctrine: 

In the last days, a time of widespread apostasy, a remnant has been 
called out to keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus.  
This remnant announces the arrival of the judgement hour proclaims 
salvation through Christ and heralds the approach of His second 

 
8 George Knight, A Search for Identity: The Development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs 
(Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2000), 12.  John Skrzypaszek, ‘Identity, Faith and Your Life’ 
in  No one better: Essays in honour of Dr. Norman H. Young, ed. K. B. De Waal & R. K. McIver 
(Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic 2016), 155 outlines how the apocalyptic context 
gave the Seventh-day Adventist church a “sense of distinctive identity that enhanced a 
motivational incentive for mission, expansion, and religious activity.” 

9 Lazic, 62. 

10 Angel Rodríguez, “Concluding Essay: God’s End-Time Remnant and the Christian Church”, 
in Toward a Theology of the Remnant: An Adventist Ecclesiological Perspective, Angel 
Rodríguez, ed. (Silver Springs: Biblical Research Institute, 2009), 201-203. 

11 Ibid, 201. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/thrmnntdcclslgy?ref=Page.p+201&off=316&ctx=e+new+ones+so+as+to+%7Eclarify+as+much+as+p
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advent.  The proclamation is symbolized by the three angels of 
Revelation 14.12  

 

The remnant construct, with its “last days” eschatological scheme, inherently 

shaped the value of the material and anything located within temporal time 

and space.   

 

Ellen White, Adventism’s principal pioneer, who is also recognised in the 

denomination as having the gift of prophecy counsels: 

It is now that our brethren should be cutting down their possessions 
instead of increasing them. We are about to move to a better country, 
even a heavenly. Then let us not be dwellers upon the earth, but be 
getting things into as compact a compass as possible.13  
 

With the central focus of preparing people for the Second Coming, material 

simply became a means to enable the urgent end-time mission.  This attitude 

is demonstrated in Ellen White’s counsels on stewardship.  For White, all 

possessions belonged to God and were granted as a test in view of Heaven.  

The world was but a temporary “testing” stage.  Adventist identity was firmly 

fixed in the eschaton leaving them as “strangers” in this world.  White wrote: 

Money is not ours; houses and grounds, pictures and furniture, 
garments and luxuries, do not belong to us. We are pilgrims, we are 
strangers. We have only a grant of those things that are necessary for 
health and life.... Our temporal blessings are given us in trust, to prove 
whether we can be entrusted with eternal riches. If we endure the 
proving of God, then we shall receive that purchased possession which 
is to be our own—glory, honor, and immortality.14 
 

The motif of being “strangers” in the world is further outlined in an 1849 hymn 

by James White, husband of Ellen and also a leading pioneer: 

 
12 Ministerial Association of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, Seventh-day 
Adventists Believe – An Exposition of the fundamental beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church (Silver Springs: Review and Herald Publishing, 2018), 185.  From this point on this book 
is referred to as Adventists Believe. 

13 Ellen White, Testimonies to the Church Vol 5 (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1889), 152. 

14 Ibid, Letter 8 (1889), available at 
Letterhttps://m.egwwritings.org/en/book/14056.4339001?ss=eyJwYXJhbXMiOnsicXVlcnkiOiJM
ZXR0ZXIgOCAxODg5IiwibGFuZyI6ImVuIn0sInNnX2luZGV4IjoiMCJ9#4339001.  Also, in White, The 
Adventist Home (Hagerstown: Review and Herald), 367.  

https://www.adventistbookcenter.com/authors/general-conference-ministerial-department
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Farewell! farewell! to all below, My Jesus calls and I must go: I’ll launch 
my boat upon the sea, This land is not the land for me. This world is not 
my home; This world is not my home; This world is all a wilderness; This 
world is not my home.15 

 

For both James and Ellen White, the world was simply a place to wait, endure 

or be tested within view of the soon return of Jesus. 

 

Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart outline how “not being subjected to time, 

Seventh-day Adventists danced to a different music — harmonious with 

heaven but dissonant from the world.”16  Bull and Lockhart claim that for the 

early Seventh-day Adventists, the world was an irrelevance; “only that which 

will travel through time to eternity is important.”17  As a corollary of this 

thinking, and for Bull and Lockhart still evident today, Seventh-day Adventists 

tend to disregard the significance of that which is extended in space.18  For 

Bull and Lockhart, the concept that church members are simply passing 

through this world helps to explain the Seventh-day Adventist preference for 

unadorned churches and functional buildings.19  Luxuries, in Bull and 

Lockhart's outline, were seen as unnecessary in Adventism and a distraction 

from the central focus of preparing for the Second Coming.   

 

Jonathan Butler, while agreeing that visual arts are “slighted” in Adventism, 

does not see this so much as a disconnection from the world but rather an 

intensification of values that focused on rationalism over artistic creativity.20  

 
15 James White, Hymns for God’s Peculiar People that keep the Commandments of God 
(New York: Oswego, 1849). 

16 Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart, Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-day Adventism and the 
American Dream (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007, 246-247.  

17 Ibid. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid, 232.  

20 Jonathan Butler, “Seeking a Sanctuary Seventh-day Adventism as a feature film classic.” 
Spectrum 21, (December 1990): 45. 
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This same rationalism is evident in the developing propositional theology.  

Regardless, the outcome in both constructs is an Adventism that downplayed 

displays of luxury. 

 
The view of possessions and what constituted “worldliness” was further 

coloured by the impending “time of trouble” scenario.  Seventh-day 

Adventist end-time schemes have included a period where the remnant 

would need to leave property and possessions, due to persecution from 

“Sunday Law” imposing governments and religions, and “flee to the hills and 

caves”.21  In preparation for this time of trouble White writes: 

Houses and lands will be of no use to the saints in the time of trouble, 
for they will then have to flee before infuriated mobs, and at that time 
their possessions cannot be disposed of to advance the cause of 
present truth. I was shown that it is the will of God that the saints should 
cut loose from every encumbrance before the time of trouble comes, 
and make a covenant with God through sacrifice. If they have their 
property on the altar, and earnestly inquire of God for duty, He will 
teach them when to dispose of these things. Then they will be free in 
the time of trouble and have no clogs to weigh them down.22  

 

Possessions then were to be held loosely in view of the imminent disposal of 

them.23 

 
Sigvartsen et al., identify an “end-time fear” as a factor that is still related to 

Young Adult disengagement from Seventh-day Adventist doctrines.24  Bull 

and Lockhart claim that while the end-time events scenarios have been 

updated, at its core this “time of trouble” perspective causes Seventh-day 

 
21 White, The Great Controversy (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1911), 613-634 This scenario is 
outlined in the context of the persecution of the Waldenses in the Late Medieval Period.  

22 Ibid, Early Writings (Washington, D.C.: Review and Herald, 1882), 56.  

23 Andy Nash, Growing up Adventist: A fond look back at the church that taught me faith, 
love and laugher (Nampa: Pacific Press, 1997), 75-77 describes a ‘time of trouble’ scenario. 
Nash writes: “I thought about it a lot as a child, I think a lot of Seventh-day Adventist children 
do. Baptist children hear about hellfire; we hear about persecution.” 

24 Leanne Sigvartsen, Jan Sigvartsen and Paul Petersen, Beyond Beliefs 1: What millennial 
young adults really think of the 28 beliefs of the Seventh-Day Adventist Church (Berrien 
Springs: Andrews University Department of Religion and Biblical Languages, 2014), 200. 
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Adventists to maintain a distance “between themselves and the rest of the 

world.”  It tempers an attachment to the material with an underlying 

possibility that at some point in the end-times all possessions are lost.25  For Bull 

and Lockhart, the “time of trouble” scenario “left a permanent mark on the 

Seventh-day Adventist psyche” including an underlying distrust for authorities 

and a conflicted relationship to the material.26 

 

While the concept of the “remnant” with a “present truth” provided a 

powerful construct for Seventh-day Adventists informing their identity and 

relation to the material, some of the urgency has dissipated with time. Jacobs 

et al., observes a decreasing identification with the remnant concept 

amongst Seventh-day Adventist Millennials in North America.27  For Ronald 

Lawson and Ryan Cragun, this disengagement with the more “peculiar” 

doctrines is simply the path of “denominationalization” wherein there is an 

inherent move from a hostile and sectarian response to a more 

accommodating position.28  However, within Adventism, the discussion 

regarding the shift in urgency is more a factor of the “delay” and how to 

respond to an ongoing “imminent” coming of Christ.   

 

 
25 Bull and Lockhart, 68. 

26 Ibid, 59. 

27 Douglas Jacobs, Douglas Tilstra, Finbar Benjamin, Sharon Pittman, et.al, “Adventist 
Millennials: Measuring Emerging Adults’ Connection to Church,” Review of Religious 
Research 61, no. 1 (2019): 39-56 doctrines which had less support included a six-day literal 
creation, the sanctuary, the pre-Advent judgment, and the remnant doctrines. V. Bailey 
Gillespie, Michael J. Donahue, A. Barry Gane and Edward C. Boyatt, ed., Valuegenesis - Ten 
years later: A study of two generations (Riverside: Hancock Center, 2004) and Sigvartsen, 
Sigvartsen, Petersen. Beyond Beliefs all had similar findings.  

28 Ronald Lawson and Ryan T. Cragun “Comparing the Geographic Distributions and Growth 
of Mormons, Seventh-day Adventists, and Witnesses,” Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion 51, no. 2 (2012): 220-240. Lawson and Cragun conclude that secularisation has had 
the greatest negative effect on church growth and retention of membership and how this is 
a process of denominationalisation.  Bull and Lockhart, 17-18 also discuss the 
denominationalisation within Adventism and the shift to wider acceptability. 
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The “present truth” of a soon return, along with the implications that flow out of that 

belief, are losing their power to inform lifestyle choices and drive identity within 

contemporary Adventism.29  Graeme Bradford identified the growing tension 

regarding the delay stating:  

One hundred and fifty-five years after the 'great disappointment' of 
1844, an essential task of Seventh-day Adventist theologians—and of 
all Seventh-day Adventists who think theologically—is to face as 
honestly and creatively as we can the question of whether a Seventh-
day Adventist vision of the future can be sustained in and for the 
twenty-first century. We are not, and cannot be, Seventh-day Adventist 
in exactly the same way as were our spiritual and theological great-
great-grandparents a century and a half ago. Our world is different—
technologically, culturally, religiously—and so are its inhabitants 
(including us). Not only has it become a global village in a way that 
was unimaginable in the mid-nineteenth century, but it has also 
become increasingly obsessed with nonstop, seven-days-a-week 
consumerism….  There is something paradoxical about celebrating for 
more than 150 years the successive anniversaries of the beginning of a 
movement that proclaims, 'Jesus is coming soon'.30 
 

The linear end-time narrative is increasingly under pressure and truncated by 

consumerism’s focus on the immediate.  Hope placed in the Second Coming 

is left susceptible to the subversion of commodified versions of hope.   

 

While the power of the Second Coming to mitigate attachment to 

possessions is diminishing, greater room is being made for valuing the material 

and that which is extended in space.  The “world”, for Seventh-day 

Adventists, is increasingly being viewed, in a missional sense, as a place 

where God is working and not simply a place to be “passing through”.  This 

refocus is evidenced in a growing emphasis on creation care, social justice 

 
29 Leanne M. Sigvartsen, Jan. A. Sigvartsen and Paul. B. Petersen, Beyond Beliefs 1: Cohort 1, 
Full Report (Berrien Springs: ClergyEd.com, Andrews University Religion and Biblical 
Languages Department, 2014) 204. Only 12% of the young adults included in this study 
identify a connection between belief in the second coming and purpose for life now.  

30 Graeme Bradford, More Than a Prophet - How we Lost and Found again the Real Ellen 
White (Berrien Springs: Biblical Perspectives, 2006), 149. 
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and what it means to be citizens of the world.31  Doctrines including the 

Sabbath and the sanctuary are being explored and explained for how they 

inform temporal relationships and issues and not simply in terms of their 

function in end-time scenarios.32  While there is still a more fundamentalist 

approach to Adventism that seeks to revive the apocalyptic drivers, a more 

engaging response to consumerism is more likely within Adventism’s 

interaction with and expression of the wider culture’s environmental and 

social justice concerns.  

 

An account of growing up within the Seventh-day Adventist Church offers 

insights into the counter-cultural potential that is inherent in the remnant 

identity of Adventism that can be redeployed for creating the counter-

cultural contrast society response to consumerism.  Linn Tonstad, in describing 

her Adventist upbringing, outlines how:  

First and foremost, it taught me what it costs to live a life that looks 
different. The way we lived when I was a child required enormous effort 
and courage. It may have looked stultifying, and sometimes it was – 
but it also offered visions of alternate forms of life.  My father explained 
to me that keeping the seventh day holy was a protest against 
consumerism, since Saturday was the primary day for shopping in 
Norway…Anticipating the end of the world served as a promise of a 
different world – not an escape from this one, but a transformation of it. 
Although we only took communion (never eucharist) four times a year, 
we practiced footwashing every time we did it; admittedly, the most 
awkward ritual imaginable, but also a strong affirmation of bodiless 
and touch. And, most of all: we were told that it is the individual 
responsibility of each and every person to search for truth and to be 
guided by her own conscience rather than by a creed.  Even as I live 
my daily life outside the orbit of Seventh-day Adventism, I remain 
grateful for the vision of a different life that it offered me. It taught me 

 
31 For example, Nathan Brown, For the Least of These (Nampa: Pacific Press, 2018) provides 
an example of the movement toward social justice. The Earth Day Summit facilitated by the 
Ontario Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church provides another example see 
Christelle Agboka, “Ontario Conference’s Inaugural Earth Day Summit Inspires Thousands to 
Acknowledge God as Creator and Care for His Planet,” Spectrum 47, no. 3 (May 2019). 

32For an example of re-worked doctrine that is more engaged with the present see Sigve 
Tonstad, The Lost Meaning of the Seventh Day (Berrien Springs: Andrews University Press, 
2009). 
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to dream of a different world. It taught me that things do not need to 
be the way they are – and just how hard it is to make that different 
world a reality. 33 
 

For Tonstad, Adventism was cast in a counter-cultural context where 

anticipation of another world was a driver toward living differently in the 

present world.  Tonstad also identifies the individualism that Seventh-day 

Adventism encourages in having people pursue “truth”, beyond other 

traditional religions.  However, this very individualism can be subverted in 

consumerism so that truth is entirely individually mediated.  Tonstad’s recount 

serves to highlight the multi-faceted nature of exploring Adventism’s 

engagement with consumerism which includes elements such as the 

Sabbath and Eschatology, but also an individualism that can be easily 

subverted to be made complicit with consumerism.  It also highlights the 

counter cultural narrative that can inform both cultural engagement and a 

contrast culture separation. 

  

Despite the mental timeline shift and its implications, the “remnant” with a 

“present truth” construct is still a valuable container for Seventh-day Adventist 

identity to be carried in.  The remnant construct contains a familiar informer 

of what it means to be counter-cultural.  The concept of being a movement 

that proclaims present truth can inform the denomination in terms of shaping 

Seventh-day Adventist belief to address current cultural concerns and 

challenges, in this case consumerism.  

 

  

 
33 Linn Marie Tonstad, “Remember the Sabbath Day: The Cost of Difference,” Feminism and 
Religion (blog), January 10, 2014.  https://feminismandreligion.com/2014/01/10/remember-
the-sabbath-day-the-cost-of-difference-by-linn-marie-tonstad/ Tonstad is a former Seventh-
day Adventist who is currently a professor in systematic theology.   
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Ellen White and the Antecedents of Consumer Culture 

 

Perhaps the most informative perspective of how early Adventism related to 

the antecedent factors of consumerism including materialism, individualism, 

increasing wealth and the growing sense of spectacle is demonstrated in the 

reactions, counsels, and cultural presuppositions evident in the extensive 

writing of Ellen White.  White spent nine years of her ministry in Australia 

guiding the church as it set up institutions and inherently its foundational 

relationship within Australian culture.  As both a principal pioneer and 

prophet, White’s influence in shaping the identity of the church and its 

relationship with culture continues to be evident in many expressions of 

Australian Adventism today.34  Consequently, not only are her writings 

insightful in terms of Seventh-day Adventist thought at the time but her 

prophetic influence provides a unique resource to draw on for informing 

Seventh-day Adventist culture today, at least for the more traditional sphere 

of the church.  

 

The Seventh-day Adventist urgency regarding the imminence of Christ’s 

return meant White, reflecting the puritan simplicity of the time, deemed 

many aspects of culture, including the arts and entertainment, as a 

distraction.  Whatever diverted energy from the urgency and intensity of the 

Christian life was deemed unnecessary.  White advises parents to “teach their 

children to reject all aspects of popular culture that might divert their 

attention from the heavenly world.”35  The danger of temporal time and 

space was primarily in its diversion from the more urgent matter, beyond the 

material, of character growth and preparing for the Advent.  For White, 

 
34 For a discussion of the balance of Ellen White as both prophet and pioneer explorer see 
Bradford, More than a Prophet and Arthur N. Patrick. “Being an Authentic Seventh-day 
Adventist Christian in the 1990’s,” A Paper presented to the Adventist Forum, Wahroonga 
Activities Centre, Sydney, April 29, 1995. 

35 White, “Standards of Christian Living,” Review, June 16, 1946, 219. 
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“culture’s excitement” was a distraction from the more serious pursuit of 

spiritual growth and readiness.36 

 

White’s guidance provided protection from the “world” and its materialism as 

there was a far greater realm in mind. “Worldliness”, for White, included the 

theatre, reading novels, dancing, board games and the wearing of 

cosmetics and jewellery.  Each of these factors represented a misdirected 

focus on the temporal realm and, even if they were seemingly morally 

benign, wasted time that could be better spent on more character-building 

pursuits/  They were a distraction from the more important task of preparing 

for the Second Coming and warning others.37   

 

White’s view on the growing “pleasure seeking” of modern culture is reflected 

in her comments on the “hazards of city life”.  White advocates a simple 

approach and labels “city life” as “false and artificial”.38  White states: 

The intense passion for money getting, the whirl of excitement and 
pleasure seeking, the thirst for display, the luxury and extravagance—
all are forces that, with the great masses of mankind, are turning the 
mind from life’s true purpose. They are opening the door to a thousand 
evils…Money that should have been saved for better uses is frittered 
away for amusements.39 
 

The “hurry, rush and noise” of city life, for White, is the enemy of “faith, hope, 

love, and happiness.”40  She advises parents to take their children away from 

 
36 Ibid. 

37 Ibid, 218.  

38 Ibid, Adventist Home, 135, 

39 Ibid. 

40Ibid, 137. 
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the “sights and sounds of the city” that crowded out “the truth of the word of 

God.”41 

 

White addresses the link between money and happiness that is central to the 

consumer construct.  She explains how money becomes a “tyrant” and a 

“controlling power” worshipped as a “god” that will generate unhappiness 

when it is being pursued as an end in itself.  

When the heart leans to its own preferences and inclinations, when the 
thought is cherished, that money can confer happiness without the 
favour of God, then the money becomes a tyrant, ruling the man; it 
receives his confidence and esteem and is worshiped as a god. 
Honour, truth, righteousness, and justice are sacrificed upon its altar. 
The commands of God’s word are set aside, and the world’s customs 
and usages, which King Mammon has ordained, become a controlling 
power.42 
 

For White, the way money is used for mission or diverted for “worldly customs” 

was an issue in the judgement where “God’s money” is accounted for: 

We should ever remember that in the judgment we must meet the 
record of the way we use God’s money... The world, its customs, its 
fashions, will not be our standard. We shall not have a desire to 
conform to its practices; we shall not permit our own inclinations to 
control us.43 
 

Selfishness was, for White, the enemy of mission and caused the “Lord’s 

money” to be wasted.  For White the loss to mission constituted “grievous 

sinfulness”. 44   

 

 
41 Ibid. Currently there is an emphasis of reengagement with the city that includes material 
from Ellen White that describes the need to engage with the city for mission. See Bettina 
Krause, ed., It's Time: Voices from the Front Lines of Mission (Silver Springs: General 
Conference of SDA, 2015) https://missiontothecities.org/ 
resources   

42 Ibid, 372. 

43 Ibid, 368. 

44 Ibid, 383, 
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Reflecting the prevailing Protestant austerity of the time, White encouraged 

the new church members to “strive with courage and actively save rather 

than to spend.”45  White highlights how the “pursuit of more” is the enemy of 

generosity and counsels that benevolence must “keep pace” with 

accumulation.46   

 

For White, the necessity of production was an important informant to what 

could otherwise be the excesses of consumerism.  Her education model 

includes manual agricultural labour so that there would be an appreciation 

of what is involved in production and not simply the experience of 

consumption.  

Let those who work in God’s service be producers as well as 
consumers. Look at the greatness of the work and restrain the 
unchristian inclination to spend money for self-gratification. Count the 
cost of the thing you desire to buy.47 

 

Self-denial and self-sacrifice are, for White, central to Christian growth and 

inversely, materialism and its “pleasures” shrink people’s capacity for 

character development.  “The reason there is so much dwarfed religion 

today is because people have not brought practical self-denial and self-

sacrifice into their lives.”48  False religion, for White, encouraged materialism: 

“Disgusted with fable and falsehood, seeking to drown thought, men turned 

to infidelity and materialism. Leaving eternity out of their reckoning, they lived 

for the present.”49   

 

Living for the present as opposed to storing “treasure in Heaven”, which for 

White is constituted as the mission of the church and character 

 
45 Ibid, Stewardship, 268. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Ibid. 

48 Ibid, 51. 

49 Ibid, Education (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1903), 74. 
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development, is a fundamental tension in White’s view of spirituality, 

materialism, and culture.  White identifies the drivers of consumerism in the 

quest for more and the pursuit of happiness in possessions.  White counsels 

against the uncoupling of production and consumption.  Her counsel, which 

reflected many of the Puritan attitudes of her time, are given a prophetic 

space in Seventh-day Adventist self-identity.  While what White’s role 

constitutes for the church today is being re-negotiated, she still holds an 

authority that allows her warnings to inform the current Seventh-day Adventist 

church context. 

 

Seventh-day Adventist Fashion – A Case Study in Shifting Consumption 

 

Ellen White’s counsel on fashion demonstrates how pursuing the external 

negated the more important work of intrinsic character development.  For 

White, fashion was the enemy of the development of the mind and 

character.  Outside adornment showed a disordered heart and misplaced 

attachments.  

Mothers sacrifice to fashion the God-given time which should be 
devoted to forming the character of their children…. There are few 
who understand their own hearts. The vain, trifling lovers of fashion may 
claim to be followers of Christ, but their dress and conversation show 
what occupies the mind and engages the affections. The outside 
appearance is an index to the heart…. Study the fashions less, and the 
character of Jesus more.50  

 

White encouraged simple living and warned against the temptation of 

finding identity in outward display.  Wearing make-up, jewellery and keeping 

up with fashion was shunned as a sign of a disordered heart.  “People of 

discernment will look upon your attempts to beautify the external as proof of 

weak minds and proud hearts.”51  White’s influence is seen in the Seventh-

 
50 Ibid, Christian Temperance and Bible Hygiene (Battle Creek: Good Health Publishing, 1890), 
93. 

51 Ibid, Great Controversy, 421. 
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day Adventist fundamental beliefs that explain how “our dress is to be simple, 

modest, and neat, befitting those whose true beauty does not consist of 

outward adornment but in the imperishable ornament of a gentle and quiet 

spirt.”52  For White, keeping up with fashion was symbolic of a disordered life. 

 

While Adventism in Australia, particularly traditional expressions, still moderate 

fashion and outward adornment following White’s guidelines, Bull and 

Lockhart maintain that the authority of the church is being diminished in 

terms of lifestyle choices.  Bull and Lockhart claim that regardless of what the 

church may state regarding “outward adornment” the Seventh-day 

Adventist style of dress moves broadly in step with the secular style of dress.53  

“Possibly Seventh-day Adventists clothe themselves more plainly, but this 

varies from individual to individual. Any general comparison of Seventh-day 

Adventist fashion and ‘worldly’ fashion in the last one hundred years or so will 

indicate that there is little external difference.”54  Once again, this may be a 

function of denominationalism or reflective of the deregulation of the church 

as an authority in lifestyle matters. 

 

For Bruinsma, the shifting response to fashion is demonstrative of the wider 

shift in terms of the role the church plays in lifestyle decisions.  Bruinsma 

maintains: “There are clear signs that today many of the respondents largely 

follow the dictates of their own conscience on life-style issues… Members will 

claim the right to apply the basic principles in ways of their own choosing.”55  

Sigvartsen et al., agree with Bruinsma when outlining how the member will 

acknowledge that a responsible and healthy lifestyle is a biblical principle, 

 
52 Adventists Believe, 317.   

53 Bull and Lockhart, 232.  Sigvartsen et al, 185 found that while Young Adults affirmed 
modesty of dress, they were opposed to dress standards being legalistically enforced.  

54 Ibid. 

55 Ibid, Kindle Location 1381. 
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however will not readily accept that others legislate what precisely they can 

and cannot do.56  Lifestyle choices including entertainment, dress and health 

practices are increasingly individually mediated as good advice with an 

unwillingness to accept any censure “from above”.57   

 

This individually mediated response is evidenced in the sphere of marriage 

relationships and sexuality.  Bruinsma outlines how “Many people are 

nowadays much less inclined to let their decisions in this area be determined 

by what ‘we as Seventh-day Adventists’ believe, or what the Church Manual 

prescribes.”58  This individual mediation of the church’s position on Christian 

behaviour is reflective of the wider individualism that is expressed in relation 

to lifestyle choices.  This individualism forms part of the challenge to be 

addressed in shaping Seventh-day Adventist engagement within advanced 

consumer culture. 

 

Tension, Accommodation and Growing up in the United States of America 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist denomination grew up within North American 

capitalism and so inherently interacted within the growing expressions of 

consumerism.  The Adventist movement has been seen to have been 

complicit with, reflective of yet against and beyond American society all at 

the same time.59  Bull and Lockhart argue that Seventh-day Adventist 

identity, along with its global success, is derived through the ambiguity of its 

relationship to the United States of America and its interactions within and 

beyond the “American project”.60  For Bull and Lockhart, Millerism negated 

 
56 Sigvartsen et al., 185. 

57 Bruinsma, Kindle Location 1381. 

58 Ibid, Kindle Location 1389. 

59 Bull and Lockhart include each of these perspectives in their constructs of Adventism.  

60 Ibid, 112. 
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the optimistic dream of progress, the “myth of hope”, that the American self-

narrative was built upon.61  For the Adventist movement, the American 

project was not on the verge of “perfection” but at the brink of final 

“catastrophe”.  Bull and Lockhart claim that “In place of the nation 

Adventism substituted itself as the true vehicle for the redemption of the 

world. “62  Bull and Lockhart argue that Adventism did not create a new 

religious synthesis but rather an “alternative form of American civil religion”.63  

 

By replicating the institutions and functions of American society, Adventism 

provided a divergent “route to salvation” as an alternative “over and above” 

the American project.64  Bull and Lockhart then find it surprising that 

Adventism, which posits the American nation as the ultimate eschatological 

enemy, should have enjoyed a relatively amicable relationship with the state. 

They identify the “source of this amity” in Adventism’s willingness to keep 

“hostility in the realm of theology” and to express its uncertainties about the 

state by replicating, rather than attacking, national institutions.65  Bull and 

Lockhart see the “Seventh-day Adventist society” as an attempt to insulate 

the church from the “flawed” republic and to provide an alternative network 

of institutions.66  The Seventh-day Adventist “deviance” is both disguised and 

reinforced by a willingness to “clothe Seventh-day Adventist practices in 

American dress.”67  Within this “disguise” Bull and Lockhart also describe 

 
61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid, 246-247.    

65 Ibid, 250.  

66 Bull and Lockhart, 252, R Laurence Moore, “Seeking a Sanctuary: The Insiders’ Insights for 
the Outsiders’ Interest,” Spectrum 21, December, 1990, 46 supports this point and describes 
how Seventh-day Adventists have designed “an inward-looking set of institutions that can 
carry believers from the cradle to the grave with surprisingly little reliance on help from the 
“non-Adventist” world.” 

67 Ibid, 120. 
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Adventism as being a “mirror” of American society in regard to American 

social issues, complicit to an extent but reflective of and somewhat separate 

at the same time.68  For Bull and Lockhart, Adventism is a counter society that 

“imitates” more than it “participates” in American society and so functions as 

a separate organism within the larger body.”69   

 

Butler, while mostly supportive of Bull and Lockhart’s end-points, posits that 

Adventism is more an “intensification of Americanism” rather than simply an 

alternative to it.70  For Gregory Schneider, Bull and Lockhart have 

overemphasised the aspects within which Adventism is an alternative society.  

Schneider balances the cultural engagement aspects of Adventism, 

particularly in the area of health and benevolence, to conclude that Bull and 

Lockhart are “closer to the truth” when they view Adventism as a “mirror” of 

American society, that includes cultural engagement, rather than simply as 

an alternative to it.71  While there is some contention regarding the nature 

and extent of Adventism’s relationship to American society, there is broad 

agreement that Adventism has used the cultural material of America to 

create a society within a society.  

 

Bull and Lockhart set up a twofold characterisation of the “Adventist Society” 

where an “end-time remnant” identity, expressed in traditional Adventism, is 

counterbalanced by a competing, more socially focused entrepreneurial 

 
68 Ibid, 259 uses the construct of feminism as an example of Adventism mirroring American 
culture. 

69 Ibid, 120. 

70 Jonathan Butler, “Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-day Adventism as a Feature Film, Classic – 
Review,” Spectrum 21, December, 1990, 45 does not explicitly outline which values are 
intensified he does indicate that when Bull and Lockhart indicate a mirroring of values it is in 
fact intensification. This would then include the individualism and freedom of the American 
project being expressed in the development of the Adventist counter-society. 

71 Gregory A, Schneider, “Reviewed Work: Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-Day Adventism and 
the American Dream by Malcolm Bull, Keith Lockhart,” Church History 60, no. 4 (1991): 580. 
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expression.  At one end, “Seventh-day Adventists are seen to be at odds with 

socially accepted values, obsessed with the end of the world, and 

pessimistically inclined to self-destructive behavior.”72  This “apocalyptically 

driven” expression, for Bull and Lockhart, draws on the legacy of Millerism and 

its outflowing end times scenarios.  At the other extreme, Seventh-day 

Adventists are perceived “to endorse social norms and to be peculiarly 

successful in attempting to realize life-enhancing goals”.73  Bull and Lockhart 

maintain that it would be difficult to exaggerate the discrepancies between 

these competing Seventh-day Adventist identities.74  In Bull and Lockhart’s 

outline the two identities are grounded in different historical events, focused 

on different aspects of the church’s work and sustained by different types of 

information.75   

 

The second “entrepreneurial” expression is “rooted in the achievements of 

John Harvey Kellogg” and based on the success of the Battle Creek 

Sanitarium. 76  “It is enlarged by reports of Seventh-day Adventist 

achievements in the health field including hospitals and food 

manufacture.”77  Kellogg provided an entrepreneurial picture of what it 

meant to be Seventh-day Adventist in developing the successful Battle Creek 

 
72 Bull and Lockhart, 16. claim that at the base of the rift between Adventism’s “remnant” 
stream and the mainstream wider culture is the refusal to view American society as the 
means of universal redemption.   

73 Ibid. 

74 Ibid.  

75 Ibid. 

76 Ibid, 120. 

77 Ibid. 
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Sanitarium.78  Bull and Lockhart identify a key element in the Sanitarium’s 

success was Kellogg’s rejection of Seventh-day Adventist peculiarity.79  In 

1897 Kellogg declared that the Sanitarium was “not in the business of 

presenting anything that is peculiarly Seventh-day Adventist in doctrine.”80  

The Sanitarium, along with those health institutions modelled after it, met the 

wider culture on medical and humanitarian grounds rather than the 

apocalyptic, remnant driven, basis.  “What mattered was one’s state of 

health, not one’s theology.”81  Kellogg advocated a social gospel without 

“sectarian trammels”.  For Kellogg, it was “more important for a man to be a 

good Samaritan than to be a good theologian.”82  Bull and Lockhart claim 

that to visit Seventh-day Adventist hospitals around the world today is to see 

an Adventism that grows out of Kellogg’s stream and preserves a “Christian” 

rather than a specifically “Seventh-day Adventist” atmosphere.”83   

 

Success, for Kellogg, was measured in the number of people engaging with 

the Sanitarium, even if that meant a diminished theological engagement 

with Seventh-day Adventist doctrines.  In some ways, the theological 

simplicity that characterised the church growth movement is already evident 

 
78 Richard W. Schwartz, John Harvey Kellogg, M.D.: Pioneering Health Reform (Hagerstown: 
Review and Herald, 2006) Kellogg (1852-1943), Physician, administrator, health reformer and 
inventor.  Kellogg established the Battle Creek Sanitarium along with the denomination’s first 
orphanage and developed the medical missions.  Schwarz, 356-357 describes how in a new 
charter for the Sanitarium Kellogg included that the Sanitarium was of an “un-
denominational, unsectarian, humanitarian and philanthropic nature. 

79 Bull and Lockhart, 303.  

80 Schwarz, 312. 

81 Ibid.  

82 Ibid, 312 describes how Kellogg believed that humanitarian work would “win” more 
converts to the Seventh-day Adventist cause than all the church’s ministers and theology 
combined. In this context an homogenised version of Seventh-day Adventist doctrine was 
sufficient as theology too easily distracted from humanitarian pursuits.  Kellogg is 
representative of an identity struggle within Adventism on the place of health work in relation 
to the mission of the church. 

83 Bull and Lockhart, 309. 
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in Kellogg’s approach.  Kellogg, who later separated from the denomination, 

highlights a tension for the early Seventh-day Adventists between being 

popular and peculiar.  While the mission of the church was financially helped 

by his entrepreneurship and the “health message” made widely known, 

Kellogg’s engagement with culture highlighted the tension between being a 

cultural resource, with little emphasis on the theological remnant drivers, and 

the contrast counter-cultural society. 

 

While there are competing expressions of Adventism, Sakae Kubo points out 

that the dichotomy that Bull and Lockhart establish is overly simplified and not 

so clear in the lived experience of the denomination.  Gary Land identifies 

“dialetics” in Bull and Lockart’s constructs of “Adventisms” and suggests that 

rather than just two strands, Adventism’s trajectory may be moving in several 

directions at once.84   Bull and Lockhart ignore the spectrum of Seventh-day 

Adventist expression between the more conservative and liberal.  Kubo 

rightly points out that the focus on health was an emphasis, including health 

institutions, for the denomination prior to Kellogg’s prominence.85  Providing a 

cultural resource in terms of health while also focusing on preparedness for 

 
84 Gary Land, Forum Meeting Includes Response to Bull and Lockhart (12-13) Land point out 
that identifying the dialectics does not belie the thesis of Bull and Lockhart “These questions 
are minor, at best, and in no way lessen Bull and Lockhart's monumental achievement.” 

85 Sakae Kubo, “A critique of an appraisal: Seeking a sanctuary revisited” in Exploring the 
Frontiers of Faith : Festschrift in honour of Dr. Jan Paulsen, ed. Borge Schantz; and Reinder 
Bruinsma (Lueneburg: Advent-Verlag, 2009),108 points out that the early Adventists were 
interested in health as early as 1848, but especially after Ellen White’s Otsego vision of 1863.  
This emphasis led to the founding of the Western Health Reform Institute (1866) before 
Kellogg took over and renamed it the Battle Creek Institute in 1875. “It is true that Kellogg 
made a great impact upon the medical work, but it should be clear that the health message 
of Adventism was there before Kellogg came on the scene.”  While White placed the role of 
Health ministry as an adjunct to serve the mission of the church Kellogg saw it as the mission. 
For an overview of White’s place in the development of the Seventh-day Adventist Health 
focus see John Skrzypaszek, “The Heart of the Seventh-day Adventist Health Message,” 
Ministry, December 2014, 6-9. 

 

https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=au%3ASchantz%2C+Borge%2C&qt=hot_author
https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=au%3ABruinsma%2C+Reinder.&qt=hot_author
https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=au%3ABruinsma%2C+Reinder.&qt=hot_author
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the Second Coming was not seen as being at odds for the movement.  Kubo 

states: 

The early Adventists saw no great opposition between their message of 
the second coming and emphasis on health and improving life on 
earth. To believe in the second coming did not mean they should 
neglect everything earthly as is implied. They emphasized health 
because health reform was in the air and more immediately because 
they were constrained to by the fact that sickness was so prevalent 
and seriously affecting James White and other leaders. But it should not 
be considered so contradictory to be eschatological and to be 
concerned with health or other earthly matters such as church 
organization. 

 

Ellen White was a significant impetus and influence in both strands of 

Adventism that Bull and Lockhart set up against each other and so provides 

an example of an Adventism that combines both perspectives in a socially 

engaged yet counter cultural expression.  Ellen White’s visions and writings 

are a foundational driver for the “eschatological, apocalyptic” version of 

Adventism. Yet her influence in setting up health institutions, including The 

Sanitarium Health Food Company and Sydney Seventh-day Adventist 

Hospital in Australia, are examples of Bull and Lockhart’s “popular” 

Adventism.  This combination of the two forms of Adventism is instrumental in 

responding to consumer culture in a way that engages with relevance yet still 

contains an emphasis on its theological remnant counter-cultural mission.  At 

least for White, the Adventist dichotomy that Bull and Lockhart work within is 

not such a tension but rather is integrated within and born out of a greater 

imagination where the eschatological future does not negate cultural 

engagement.   

 

William Johnsson, after observing the 2015 worldwide General Conference 

Session of the Seventh-day Adventist church, also outlines competing 

Adventisms: “Adventism is split down the middle…two Adventist churches are 

aborning: a church that engages society with a church that isolates itself 
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from society in a sectarian stance.”86  Each identify informs a very different 

engagement with culture and consumerism.  The first expression of Adventism 

seeks positive engagement with the wider culture based on present 

concerns.  The second scenario calls people out of culture in view of a 

sectarian shaped preparation for the future.  The various spheres of 

Adventism contain within them constructs and expressions that will be helpful 

in shaping a counter-cultural yet relevant community to respond to and 

engage within consumer culture. 

 

The way the growing church interacted with American society highlights 

Adventism’s ability to be counter-cultural and accommodationist at the 

same time.  Early Adventism’s ability to work within and abstract from the 

wider culture, yet then re-ascribe for its own missional ends, can inform its 

current engagement in advanced consumer culture.  This same tension can 

provide a mental framework for the Seventh-day Adventist denomination as 

it engages in consumer society with a view to relevant mission yet a counter-

cultural willingness to disengage from or re-work those aspects of consumer 

culture that are not in agreement with its beliefs and practices.  The Seventh-

day Adventist church within consumerism will require a powerful enough 

imagination that, in a similar way to early Adventism, can hold in tension 

seemingly competing spheres as complimentary.  The innovative, enterprising 

dimensions of Adventism will inform cultural engagement, yet work in tension 

with the more theologically focused counter-cultural expression.  Both 

expressions can be used to inform a larger imaginary that undergirds 

engagement within and beyond the wider society. 

 

  

 
86 William G Johnnson, Where are we Headed? Adventism after San Antonio (Westlake 
Village: Oak and Acorn, 2017), 2. The General Conference Session is a worldwide 
administrative gathering for the Seventh-day Adventist church that occurs every five years. 
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The Tension of Individual Freedom  

 

Initially, in fear of becoming the same authoritarian “Babylon” they had left 

behind in their former congregations, the early Seventh-day Adventists 

opposed organisation and structure and highly valued individual religious 

freedom; even giving their growing movement a name was contentious.87  

However, as the need for organization become more pressing, Adventism’s 

developing structures and systems closely aligned with the familiar American 

individualistic expressions of capitalism and democracy.88   

 

Jankiewicz outlines how, in addition to the reformation engendered 

individualism, Adventism went a step further in encouraging potential new 

members to “come out” of their current religious context – in effect “to think 

independently of their social and religious context.”89  Jankiewicz identifies an 

ecclesiological tension when beyond baptism members were expected to 

relate to Seventh-day Adventist doctrinal and life-style issues in a more 

dependent style.  Jankiewicz concludes then that religious authority within 

Adventism has tended to oscillate between the two extremes of 

dependence and independence.90  “Thus, it is plausible to assert that both 

individual theological fragmentation and undue authoritarianism within 

Adventism may be traced to the inability to find a balance between the 

forces of dependence and independence.”91  

 

Paradoxically, while early Seventh-day Adventists eschewed the 

individualistic, competitive spirit of modern capitalism, they worked very well 

 
87 Rice, 58. 

88 Oliver, 321.   

89 Jankiewicz, 33. 

90 Ibid. 

91 Ibid. 
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within its construct and in fact relied on that very individualism to “compete” 

in terms of evangelism.92  Douglas Morgan, in a similar way to Jankiewicz, 

outlines how Adventism further intensified Protestant individualism by setting 

itself up as the next step beyond American society and calling people “to 

come out of Babylon” to another system that required an “individual 

stand”.93  Morgan claims that one of Adventism’s driving values is “individual 

freedom” beyond the surrounding religious and government institutions.94  It is 

the same individual freedom that can be commandeered and subverted for 

consumer driven ends.  At the same time, this “Come-Outism”, that is shaped 

by an intentional disaffiliation, could inversely inform a renewed “coming out” 

from consumer culture.95 

 

The paradox of individualism is seen in that while early Adventism “traded” on 

individualistic freedom it also had an underlying suspicion of the capitalistic 

spirit of competition.  Seventh-day Adventist educational institutions limited 

competitive sports due to their promotion of individualism and pride.96  A 

form of socialism is also evident in how the denomination’s resources are 

distributed.  The early Seventh-day Adventists put in place a type of 

“command economy” where the “system” distributed from the “rich” and 

gave to the “poor”.  As an organization the need to centrally coordinate and 

mobilise mission took precedence over more congregational structures. 

 
92 Bull and Lockhart, 88.  

93 Douglas Morgan, Adventism and the American Republic, The Public Involvement of a 
Major Apocalyptic Movement (Nashville: University of Tennessee Press, 2001), 14. 

94 Ibid. 

95 John Bodycomb, Two Elephants in the Room, Evolving Christianity and Leadership 
(Richmond: Spectrum Publications, 2018), 63-64 uses the terms ‘Come-Outism’ in his overview 
of the Second Great Awakening of the 19th century in the USA and how this intentional 
disaffiliation might inform a response to consumer culture. 

96 Ron Graybill, “Ellen G. White and Competitive Sports,” Ministry XLVII, no. 7 (1974): 4-7 Gives 
an overview of the place of competitive sport and the spirt of competition for the early 
Adventists in Australia. 

https://www.ministrymagazine.org/authors/graybill-ron
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Initially money, a construct in time and space that would soon disappear 

anyway, was simply to facilitate the urgency of mission.  Adventism then 

occupies a unique social space that models after a capitalist structure that 

fosters entrepreneurial initiative, however, includes an underlying anti-

competitive socialism within its identity.  Once again, this tension creates a 

space for a resistant engagement with advanced consumer culture. 

 

While the centralised approach to resources helped facilitate Adventism’s 

relatively rapid spread across the planet, often following American influence, 

it is now being questioned and stretched in the context of more 

contemporary congregational expectations.97  Local congregations, who in 

Adventism place the bulk of tithe and offering into the centralised system, 

express frustration when they struggle to meet local, perhaps consumer 

driven, expectations of the local church.  With comparatively limited 

resources for the local church, it is difficult to “compete” with resource rich 

neighbouring congregations or where members expectations are measured 

against the profiles of well promoted, well-resourced congregational models. 

Once again, without a well-defined ecclesiology, the local church is left to 

“compete” as a commodity and negotiate the tension between cultural 

engagement and the counter-culture contrast society - yet achieve 

“success” with less resources then their “competition”. 

 

Australia - Entrepreneurial Expansion and Bridging the Cultural Tensions 

 

Seventh-day Adventism arrived in Australia in May 1885.  The entrepreneurial 

group of missionaries, from North America, included, in addition to three 

preachers, Henry Scott, a printer, and William Arnold, a book salesman.98  

 
97 Knight, “Adventist Congregationalism,” Adventist Review 176, no. 4 (1999): 12-18 gives and 
overview of the Adventist structure in comparison to congregationalism and the tension 
between the two systems. 

98 Noel Clapham, ed., SDA in South Pacific 1885-1985 (Warburton, VIC: Signs, 1985),12-15.  
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Printing was an effective evangelistic strategy for the early Seventh-day 

Adventist church along with providing a means of communication with the 

scattered developing congregations.99  The plan for establishing the church 

included the most innovative printing equipment at that time.  The group 

combined a distinctive flavour of revivalist American Protestantism with a 

business model that included mission expansion with entrepreneurial vision.  

Income generated by printing and book sales sustained the fledgling church.   

 

In 1893 Ellen White called for “health food work” to be established in 

Australia.  This was to provide a focus on the principle of wholisitic health 

along with a way to generate means.100  “In all our plans we should 

remember that the health-food work is the property of God, and that it is not 

to be made a financial speculation for personal gain. It is God’s gift to His 

people, and the profits are to be used for the good of suffering humanity 

everywhere.”101  In 1898 Edward Halsey, a baker, began preparing the first 

Australian Sanitarium Health Foods products.  Halsey, before shifting to 

Australia at the urging of Ellen White’s son William, was a baker at Kellogg’s 

Battle Creek Sanitarium.  

 

Sanitarium Health Foods pioneered the development of the packaged 

cereal market in Australia and has been remarkably successful in marketing 

the category.  “Weet-Bix”, made by Sanitarium, has become Australia’s 

bestselling cereal and is among Australia’s most trusted brands.102  While 

 
99 For an overview of the place and development of the printing press and the role of 
publications in the developing Australian Seventh-day Adventist denomination see Bruce 
Manners, “Publish or Perish: A Study of the Role of Print in the Adventist Community.” Doctor 
of Philosophy Thesis, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia, 2004. 

100 Robart Parr, “Sanitarium Health Food Company” in South Pacific, ed. Clapham, N. 100-
101. 

101 White, Counsels on Health (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1923), 492. 

102 A trust connected with the Weet-Bix brand is shown at: 
http://www.homeoftrustedbrands.com.au/brand-showcase/weet-bix.asp, 2019. 
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breakfast cereals developed as part of Adventism’s emphasis on simplicity 

and a desire for purity, for the wider culture the functionality of cereal was 

instrumental.103  Magnus Pyke points out how “the style of twentieth century 

urban life, in which people increasingly believed in the inevitability of 

devoting the major proportion of their lives to industrial employment, called 

for exactly the qualities that cereal provided”.104  Berger outlines how 

packaged breakfast cereals relieved the housewife from having to cook.  “A 

good breakfast was important for people who were focusing their energies 

on work in the outside world…designed to fuel people who were on the go 

and hoping to find success in the business world.”105  More recently, the 

success of the “Up and Go” breakfast beverage highlights Sanitarium’s 

entrepreneurial adaption to a culture that is “time poor” and no longer has 

time to prepare and chew cereal.  Sanitarium highlights an entrepreneurial 

side of Adventism that can integrate its focus on health and funding mission 

while also engaging with the demands of consumer culture.  It demonstrates 

Adventism’s ability to relate well to branding, marketing and consumer 

behaviour while maintaining mission.   

 

The developing Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia also included an 

emphasis on medical work centred in the Sydney Adventist Hospital, once 

again based on Kellogg’s model.  Both Sanitarium Health Foods and the 

Sydney Adventist Hospital include Ellen White as a key part of their 

development and highlight Ellen White’s expression of the two Adventist 

identities Bull and Lockhart outline as being in competition.   

 

 
103 Berger, Arthur Asa, The Objects of Affection: Semiotics and Consumer Culture - Semiotics 
and Popular Culture (New York: Macmillan, 2010), 145-146. 

104 Magnus Pyke “The Influence of American Foods and Food Technology in Europe” in 
Superculture - American Popular Culture and Europe, ed. C. W. E. Bigsby (Bowling Green: 
Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1975), 85– 86. 

105 Berger, 147. 



231 

 

The entrepreneurial spirit and Protestant work ethic was encouraged in a 

community whose capacity to facilitate mission was closely linked to its ability 

to generate income from its business focused ministry ventures.  The selling of 

tracts, books and foods demonstrates the Seventh-day Adventist 

entrepreneurial spirit and lays the foundations for a unique relationship with 

culture that thrived within the capitalist structures but at the same time was 

calling people out to a new community with distinct theological 

understandings and lifestyle implications that shaped a counter-cultural 

expression.  

 

The Move Toward Homogenised Adventism - Consumer Engagement within 
the Seventh-day Adventist Denomination 
 

Adventism, although demonstrating a somewhat conflicted relationship with 

North American values, still reflected and responded within the wider cultural 

context that was strongly characterised by rationalism and secularisation. 

Bruinsma outlines how these two facets of the Enlightenment have left their 

marks on the Seventh-day Adventist denomination.106  

While Seventh-day Adventists are proud of themselves for having such 
a dynamic and stimulating perception of the nature of truth, they are 
generally blind to the fact that, as children of an Enlightenment era, 
they have uncritically adopted excessively propositional and 
logocentric interpretations of this concept.107   
 

For Bruinsma, this propositional “modern” explanation of truth devalued 

expressions of community as emotions and feelings were downplayed in 

place of an external, logical approach that promoted an individualistic 

engagement with scripture and ecclesiological discourse.108  For Lazic, 

 
106 Bruinsma, Present Truth, Kindle Location 262. 

107 Ibid. 

108 Ibid, 109. 
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Seventh-day Adventist theology is largely an individual endeavor.109 

“Underlying the predominantly functional and individualistic trends in 

Seventh-day Adventist theology is the Church’s insistence on truth as a mainly 

logocentric, propositional concept.”110  In a context that was inherently more 

community focused, the longer term implications of a propositional theology, 

that made little room for emotion, was not a high priority for a denomination 

that did not expect to be on this planet long anyway.111   

 

The influence of rationalism also fosters an apologetic that negates the more 

experiential, mystical aspects of spirituality which are becoming increasingly 

embraced in a consumer culture that engages in the more easily 

commodified spectacle and spiritual feelings over a logical “truth”.  Bruinsma 

identifies the enmeshment within rationalism as a challenge for how 

Adventism relates to western society.  In an environment that seeks 

consumable “sound bites” over rational constructs, Adventism is left 

explaining truths to an increasingly disengaged culture.112  Adventism, in its 

quest for missional relevance, then adapts to offer a homogenous Seventh-

day Adventist package that is more readily available for use in identity 

construction and negates the “peculiar” implications of more fundamentalist, 

exclusive expressions. 

 

Bruinsma identifies a shift in how Seventh-day Adventists, at least in western 

cultural contexts, relate to traditional Seventh-day Adventist theology and 

the formation of doctrines.  Bruinsma sees an Adventism that is “increasingly 

weary of doctrinal fine print” with a customer-centric tendency to “pick and 

 
109Lazic, 117 outlines how it would greatly enhance the Adventist idea of truth to more explicitly 
address the possibility that a clearer understanding of the Scriptures can best be achieved 
within a communal setting, by the work of the Spirit. 

110 Ibid, 113. 

111 Ibid. 

112 Bruinsma, Present Truth, 262. 
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choose in establishing their own ‘truth’, largely, but not exclusively, within the 

framework of Seventh-day Adventist tradition.”113  Consumerism scaffolds the 

more homogenous, saleable, less confrontational version of Adventism.  

Bruinsma also sees increasing room being made in Adventism for the 

experiential and emotional over propositional “truth”.  This shift is both a 

response to the participative choice of members, who seek a more engaging 

experience, but also then creates an environment where propositional “truth” 

is reflexively downplayed.  In this shift towards experiential expressions, 

Bruinsma claims that “doctrines are considered largely irrelevant. Absolute, 

propositional truth is replaced by what works for me, and there are as many 

legitimate ways to interpret the Bible as there are readers.”114  The 

disengagement from propositional theology is evidenced, in a western 

context, with Seventh-day Adventist youth being more willing to disagree 

with doctrines or respond that they “do not know” to questions of doctrine 

than previous generations.115   

 

Seventh-day Adventist doctrines are repackaged to be more commodifiable 

and while this at least encourages engagement at some level, also posits 

doctrine to be engaged with using the more culturally familiar consumer 

categories.  In Australia, the Seventh-day Adventist young adult social media 

channel promotes its content as “short, sharp and consumable” with the 

claim “that is what young people want”.116  This does not make the content 

 
113 Ibid, Modern versus Postmodern. 

114 Ibid. 

115 More students now express they “Do not know” or have “strong disagreement” while 
fewer are in “strong agreement”. Youth Attitudes to Adventist Doctrines Level of Agreement 
have declined across all 12 doctrinal measurements.  Percentage of agreement with 
doctrinal statements decreased by 14.67% while “don’t know” increased 4.83%, 1992 – 2011. 
Barry Gane, Valuegenesis II – Core Report (Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic Press, 
2012), 28. 

116 Waymaker. Social Media Streaming of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia 
launch video. https://www.waymaker.tv/ 
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or media inherently wrong, and it does facilitate at least some engagement 

in place of increasing disengagement, however it demonstrates a shift in how 

“truth” is packaged and communicated within Adventism.  The theological 

“truths” that formerly defined Seventh-day Adventist boundaries have 

become simplified and blurred in the individually mediated, more 

commodified Adventism.117  For Bruinsma, this deconstruction of 

denominational boundaries is evidence of a shift toward personal experience 

over the traditional Adventist values of truth and being the remnant. 

 

One of the inherent challenges of mediating individual preference, with 

different needs and perceptions, is an implied acceptance, at least to some 

extent, of religious pluralism.  This pluralism inherently challenges the Seventh-

day Adventist claim of “truth”.  The move away from a doctrinal focus 

toward a more experiential Adventism, that facilitates customer choice in 

terms of constructing the Seventh-day Adventist experience, leaves members 

“not so sure that their traditions are the one and only true church”.118  In 

place of the modern, rational certainty of the Seventh-day Adventist “truth” 

many members now regard Seventh-day Adventist theology as an optional 

extra that can be added to being part of the Seventh-day Adventist 

community, if so desired, and engaged to the extent it shapes what the 

individual desires from it.119  “More and more Seventh-day Adventists do not 

ask themselves whether what they believe is intellectually defensible, but they 

first of all wonder whether what they believe is relevant and whether ‘it works’ 

for them.”120  In this deregulated context, the “truths” of Adventism are 

increasingly engaged to the extent that they meet needs.  This shifts the 

presentation of doctrine to be relevant, a positive in terms of engagement, 

 
117 Bull and Lockhart, 248.  

118 Bruinsma, Present Truth Revisited, Kindle location 1489. 

119 Ibid.  

120 Ibid, Kindle Location 1415. 
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but also diminishes somewhat the potential for the doctrines to shape the 

already determined lifestyle by which the “value” of the doctrine is being 

measured.  

 

A diminished focus on doctrine is evident in the breaking down of 

Adventism’s cultural borders.  This downplaying of distinctive doctrines in view 

of the more homogenous Christianity is demonstrated in the changing 

relationship between Australian Adventism and other denominations where 

“church shopping” includes the churches once regarded as “Babylon”.  It is 

now common to have large Seventh-day Adventist groups at events 

facilitated by influential non-Adventist churches where theology is 

downplayed and the more generic worship experience provides for a 

common engagement.  This shift is not necessarily negative, however does 

demonstrate a movement toward a more individually mediated form of 

Adventism that follows the bricolage consumer driven approach to religious 

engagement.  Consequently, “the postmodern Seventh-day Adventist will 

often tend to postpone or have reservations about making a total 

commitment to the church and its message.”121  Where the Seventh-day 

Adventist church was once seen by members as having “the truth” it is 

increasingly seen as having “a truth” that can be self-mediated. 
 
Bruinsma’s description of what he terms the “postmodern” Seventh-day 

Adventist highlights the disconnection with the denomination in view of a 

more individualised local engagement: 

He will be looking for a local church that fits with his spiritual interests 
and where he feels at home. He will subscribe to the main tenets of 
Seventh-day Adventist doctrine, but will claim the freedom to interpret 
these according to his own convictions, and may well put question 
marks behind some of the traditional Seventh-day Adventist views. He 
wants to be respected by other Christians and non-Christians and 
wants to see that his church treats others with respect. He will not fight if 
his views meet resistance or spend a lot of time in debate about 

 
121 Ibid, Modern versus Postmodern Adventism.  
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doctrinal minutiae. Chances are, he will rather retreat to the fringes or 
quietly leave altogether if he does not get the space his identity 
requires. 122  

 

The consumer informed shift in how members relate to doctrine, church 

authority and the institutional organization is demonstrated in how Australian 

Seventh-day Adventist church members perceive the denomination.  In a 

2017 “Church Listening Tour”, intended to facilitate church restructure, a “key 

finding” was “a distance between the local church and organisational 

levels.”123  The focus of church members is more local or regional.  “Members 

are often suspicious of the church's hierarchy and are simply not interested in 

the upper layers of the church's organisational structure.”124  The 

individualised attitude toward the denomination is further seen in the shifting 

attitude toward ecclesial authority in terms of church discipline and policy.125  

In Australian Adventism, the application of church discipline has become 

rare partly as a function of an individually mediated engagement with the 

church where a member’s personal belief system, or their personal moral 

choices, is “not the business” of the wider group. The customer, in this case 

the church member, can choose the terms of engagement.126 

 

Church members, in an increasingly consumer shaped mode, engage with 

the church in less structured, open-ended ways.  “The postmodern Seventh-

day Adventist will often tend to postpone or have reservations about making 

 
122 Ibid. 

123 Anthony Mitchell, Ken Vogel, and Lindsay Bogacs, “CSR report to AUC Executive,” 
November 2107.  Summary report available online at 
https://corporate.adventist.org.au/australian-church-structure-review/. 70 town hall style 
listening meetings were conducted with Seventh-day Adventist leaders across Australia. 

124 Bruinsma, Postmodern World, 10. 

125 Ibid. 

126 Bruce Manners, “Reclaiming church identity in a Whatever Society,” Ministry: International 
Journal for Pastors 81, no. 10 (2009): 20-22 overviews this shifting relationship with the 
denomination. 
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a total commitment to the church and its message.”127  Bruce Manners 

describes a growing “whatever attitude” within Australian Adventism that 

filters doctrine, church life and mission from the consumer centric angle of 

“what does it do for me?.”128  The result is a less stable and structured 

engagement with the local congregation and a greater willingness to “shop” 

for other “church” options, including beyond Adventism, if that is what works 

for the individual. 
 
De Waal overviews how in Australia “a consumer mentality has infiltrated and 

devalued the local Seventh-day Adventist church.”129  De Waal includes 

consumerism, as an expression of individualism, as a factor that is moving the 

Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia away from Mission. 

This consumer attitude also influences our understanding of what God 
calls us to.  Too often we think of salvation as merely an individual 
commodity where salvation is about me and God individually judging 
me, forgiving me and teaching me a better way to live.  Sadly, it is 
hard to convince a church with such a consumer mentality that they 
have a mission to the world.130 

 

For De Waal, the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Australia needs a new 

paradigm of mission and ministry that includes addressing consumer driven 

individualism and making “discipleship the heart and centre of mission”.131  

De Waal correctly identifies the need for a greater Seventh-day Adventist 

imagination of identity, hope and desire that translates into missional 

engagement. 

 

  

 
127 Bruinsma, Kindle Location, 1419. 

128 Manners, 21.  

129 De Waal, Mission Shift, 9.  

130 Ibid,10. 

131 Ibid, back cover. 
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Summary 

 

Adventism has developed a unique relationship within consumer culture 

often relying on its individualism and deregulation of institutional religion, in 

view of its growth, yet setting up a society within the larger society.  Initially 

the concept of being the remnant in view of the Second Coming was the 

overriding influence that shaped how the early Adventists viewed the world 

and culture.  Principal pioneer, Ellen White, can be seen to be guiding the 

church’s interaction with the antecedents of advanced consumerism 

mitigating a focus on self, the separation of production and consumption 

and the consumer promises of luxury and fashion. 

 

Adventism contains within its self-identity an apocalyptically grown counter-

cultural, reformist, remnant conception that informs a disengagement from 

the surrounding “empire”, in this case capitalist America.  However, it also 

contains an expression within culture, demonstrated through its health work, 

that is entrepreneurially engaged and generates a popular cultural resource 

expression of the church.  While some see this tension as two competing 

Seventh-day Adventist streams, the combination of both expressions is seen in 

the influence of Ellen White, who facilitated both spheres within the 

developing Australian Adventism.  Adventism is a narrative of tension 

between the future and present, popularity and peculiarity and cultural 

engagement yet being counter cultural.  These tensions can be reworked for 

informing a Seventh-day Adventist response to advanced consumerism that 

seeks an imagination that is both culturally engaged yet a counter cultural 

contrast at the same time. 

 

More recent expressions within the Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia 

demonstrate cultural accommodation and the influence of consumerism in 

terms of an increasingly individually mediated engagement with the church. 

The downplaying of doctrine and the role of the denominational structure in 
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view of an individually determined level of engagement is evident.  This shift 

toward individual consumer mediated engagements highlights the need for 

a greater imagination of what it is to be a Seventh-day Adventist that, while 

mitigating the deformations of individualism, reworks the underlying consumer 

drivers of identity, hope and desire.  Mapping out the shape of this response 

will include addressing the more direct challenges of consumerism.  More 

importantly, a response will inspire a Seventh-day Adventist imaginary of 

hope and desire that is counter-cultural, yet missionally engaged.  While 

being culturally engaged yet counter-cultural is a tension within itself, the 

historical narrative of Adventism includes many similar tensions which can be 

drawn on in shaping the way forward.
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Part III – SHAPING A RESPONSE 

CHAPTER 9 

A SURVEY OF RESPONSES AND ADVENTIST ENGAGEMENT 

 

The consumptive ethos is exceedingly complex – one often, but by no 
means always, supported by Christians. All its elements are not simply 
good or bad.  It is pervasive in both grossly obvious and infinitely subtle 
ways. It is profoundly rooted in faith, culture and society as we now 
know them.  To the degree it is toxic, it is an ivy in a garden with its 
tendrils wrapped around and through our most beautiful flowers and 
our most essential vegetables.  It could not be violently or wholly 
extirpated without destroying much that we rightly prize and protect.  
But, like just such a vining plant, it has grown too abundant and thick, 
so that it is now choking the life out of precious flowers and 
indispensable vegetables.  Christians and other people of faith are 
among those who must gird themselves for a long, intricate and 
difficult pruning.1 

 

The questioning of consumer culture’s outcomes has become more  

pronounced over the recent decade, largely with environmental and social 

justice concerns in mind.2  However, often critiques of consumerism are 

criticised for being heavy in describing the problem but vague in regard to 

solutions.3  Hil and Cairncross claim that there is little agreement among those 

espousing the dangers of consumerism about how one might develop 

alternative arrangements.4  Valerio identifies a tension between macro 

political responses and the place of individual agency in terms of motives 

 
1 Clapp, Consuming Passion, 12. 

2 Halina Szejnwald Brown and Philip J. Vergragt, “From Consumerism to Wellbeing – Toward a 
Cultural Transition,” Journal of Cleaner Production 132, (September 20, 2016): 309 provide an 
overview of the increase in a focus on consumerism. 

3 Ibid, 309-310 provide a discussion on both the vagueness and variety of responses to 
advanced consumerism.  

4 Richard Hil and Grant Cairncross, "Wellbeing and Its Discontents: A Critique of Hamilton and 
Denniss’ Affluenza," Journal of Economic and Social Policy 12, no. 4 (2007):12 claim that the 
work of Hamilton and Denniss, Klein and Schor contains no real credible answers. For Hil and 
Cairncross, despite all the accumulated evidence, “Hamilton has not been able to offer us a 
way out of the malaise that he describes, other than to appeal to ‘downshifting’ and some 
vague notion of ‘wellbeing’”. 
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and impact.5  A clear way forward is multi-layered and requires working 

through the various agendas and strategies. 

 

Shaping a Seventh-day Adventist engagement within consumer culture will 

balance the tensions of missional relevance, which requires commodified 

forms, and counter-cultural remnant themes of dis-engagement.  Part III then 

will bring together the foundational perspectives of Part I, including the need 

to address individualism and the identity forming religious nature of 

consumerism, along with addressing the implications of Part II’s reflective and 

participative consumer engagement within the church.  It outlines a response 

that addresses the issues of individualism and commodification.  At the more 

foundational level of hope and desire if chats out a missional Adventist 

imaginary for life within and beyond consumerism that is both relevant and 

counter cultural. 

 

The texture and content of a Seventh-day Adventist engagement within 

consumer culture will be outlined at three levels.  Initially, the responses to 

consumerism that are developed in the consumer literature beyond the 

traditional religious sphere will be surveyed to ascertain what aspects of those 

responses can be imported into the Seventh-day Adventist response.  This 

survey will be particularly pertinent when foundational issues of individualism, 

greed, hope, and desire are being addressed.  This section will include 

contributions from religious perspectives when they enhance the themes of 

response that are generally well established in the wider literature.  This 

chapter groups the main responses that have been developed to address 

consumerism under general themes and evaluates them in terms of the 

extent to which they can inform, shape, or enhance an Adventist response. 

 
5 Valerio, Just Living, Kindle Location 816-823 overviews response constructs. Macro responses 
are typified by Schor, Plentitude and Born to Buy, also Hamilton, Growth Fetish. Individual 
responses are reflected in James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 
2016) and Mark Powley, Consumer Detox (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010). 



242 

 

 

The second layer will explore the more specifically religious responses, mostly 

Christian, and evaluate their relevance in terms of incorporation into a 

Seventh-day Adventist response where similar challenges are being 

addressed.  The third level brings the perspectives of the first two layers into a 

more specifically Seventh-day Adventist context.  The unique substance of 

Seventh-day Adventist doctrine and practice is filtered for its ability to inform 

consumer engagement.  This process will include outlining those beliefs and 

practices that can be commodified, in their forms, to facilitate relevance, yet 

can also shape the counter-cultural imagination and facilitate engagement, 

in the essential substance of Adventism. It is within the essential substance 

that a counter-imaginary can be developed beyond consumerism.  

 

The goal of this process is not simply to outline a version of Adventism that 

can extend its denominational “shelf-life” in the face of consumer 

disengagement from institutional religion, but rather draws on the richness of 

Seventh-day Adventist experiences and themes so that the substance of 

Adventism is both a cultural resource, to address the degradations of 

consumerism, and engenders engagement beyond the commodified forms.  

An Adventist counter-imaginary will inspire missional engagement and 

counter-cultural community at the same time.   

 

The Texture of Response 

 

Just what is determined as an approach to engage within consumerism is 

predominately a function of the consumer construct adopted and to what 

extent consumerism is considered a degradation.  Most responses to 

consumerism extend from the reflexive production of consumption 

perspectives that focus on cultural system responses, including the need for 
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public policy, to address consumerism.6  More participative responses allow 

for greater degrees of individual agency and so these responses are largely 

expressed in individual terms.7  For this thesis, the reflexive participant 

construct accounts for both the cultural systems that consumers are 

reflexively embedded in, that shape and constrain, along with the 

participatory dimensions of individual agency and networks.  The reflexive 

participant approach takes a path that recognises the necessity and 

integration of both macro and micro responses. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church, in its institutional sphere, operates as a 

highly structured system and so within its own Adventist society can respond 

in systemic ways.  At the same time, it can be a voice in wider societal system 

responses where consumerism is seen as needing to be moderated or 

reshaped.  At a more participative level, Seventh-day Adventist beliefs and 

practices can inform individual behaviours in a collective context.  An 

engagement with the Seventh-day Adventist substance, beyond the 

commodifiable forms, can inform consumer choices and interactions that 

open the way for the creation of an imagination beyond the consumer 

narrative. 

 

Adventism and the Radical Responses  

 

The most extreme productionist responses view consumerism as a class-based 

inherent product of selfish capitalism and one that cannot be unshackled 

from it.  For this perspective, the only way forward is the dismantling of 

 
6 Responses of this nature include Benjamin Barber, Consumed: How Markets Corrupt 
Children, Infantilize Adults and Swallow Citizens Whole (New York: Norton, 2007) and from a 
predominately Christian perspective Peter Block, Walter Brueggemann and John McKnight, 
An Other Kingdom, Departing the Consumer Culture (Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, 2016). 

7 Micro responses include Denniss, Curing Affluenza and from a Christian perspectives 
Hartman, Christian Consumer and Valerio, Just Living. 
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capitalism.8  These responses are seen in the anti-globalisation movements or 

the communism of the radical political left wing.9  More peaceful, yet still 

radical, responses include anti-consumerism communes or joining societies 

shaped around time-periods prior to advanced consumerism.10  Some 

Seventh-day Adventist communities, who tend toward traditional expressions 

and often independent of the official denomination, provide some of this 

context in their quest to avoid the “worldliness” of the wider culture.   

 

However, even if the radical responses were deemed desirable and the most 

effective way to address consumerism, they are unlikely to be seen as options 

by the wider Seventh-day Adventist denomination which, reflecting its 

interaction with North American cultural heritage, is so much entwined with 

capitalist culture that it is unlikely to reject expression within it in favour of 

other organising principles.11   

 

Brown and Vergragt outline how the prevailing economic system and power 

relations are so profoundly dependent on material and energy that among 

policy makers, scholars, and activists there is no clear vision for how to 

decouple capitalism and consumerism without triggering widespread 

disaster.  “It is unrealistic to expect government to challenge mass 

 
8 This approach to capitalism is covered in Emma Bircham, Susan George and John Charlton, 
Anti Capitalism: A Guide to the Movement (Bedfordshire: Bookmark, 2001). Barber, 
Consumed, 252 points out how modern capitalism’s only truly “successful” adversaries are 
the Jihadist reactionaries who would annihilate the market, and along with it, democracy 
itself.  

9 Ric Scarce, Eco-Warriors: Understanding the Radical Environmental Movement (New York: 
Routledge, 2016) provides an overview of the development and expression of the radical 
responses that include responses to consumerism largely as a function of environmentalism. 

10 This approach is demonstrated in Adventism through independent groups who start health 
retreat ‘ministries’ or run independent theological schools.  

11 Lyon, Disney, 50 outlines how protestant denominations in the USA are unlikely to embrace 
radical consumer responses. 



245 

 

consumption as the organizing principle of societal private life.”12  Hence, 

some of the more radical, anti-capitalist responses are, for this thesis, only 

valuable to the extent that they can be filtered for salient points that might 

be tempered in an Adventist context.  Themes that can be incorporated 

include the protection of the environment and an emphasis on social justice. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church is culturally more readily able to engage 

as a reformist spirituality that accepts the pursuit of profit as a legitimate 

goal.13  Therefore, a response for Adventism does not reject the capitalist 

system, however, encourages restraint of the market and a less selfish, ethical 

version of it.  This tempering of the market includes creation care and a more 

communal, relational emphasis.  The response then would focus on how to 

integrate the mediating restraining ethical values of Adventism into 

advanced consumer culture rather than a radical exploration of how these 

values might require a substantial re-evaluation of the economic system.  This 

incremental approach is open to be criticised as accommodating the 

ideology of neoliberalism and providing indirect support for a capitalist 

consumer culture by “damping down” revolutionary tendencies.14  However, 

it does provide a way forward that allows Adventism to inform culture, 

without being widely dismissed, while still shaping a counter-cultural 

community. 

 

  

 
12 Brown and Vergragt, 311. 

13 Funding for church mission includes profits from the Seventh-day Adventist church owned 
Sanitarium Health Food Company which has performance goals. Radical Responses would 
undermine mission in this regard. 

14 On this “dampening down” see Beaudoin, Consuming Faith, 106-7 and Barber, Consumed, 
258-259. 
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Individual Lifestyle Responses and Simplification Networks 

 

The most widely promoted and articulated individual responses to 

consumerism come from the “simple living” movements.15  To various extents, 

these movements encourage people to live “consciously” and “simply” as a 

means of “reclaiming control over their lives”.16  Simple living includes living 

with less, discarding more carefully and reducing one’s ecological footprint.  

Hamilton and Denniss use the term “down-shifting” to describe an expression 

of simple living. “Downshifters are people who have made a conscious 

decision to accept a lower income and a lower level of consumption in order 

to pursue other life goals.”17  A more extreme form of simple living is 

demonstrated in the minimalist movement where a somewhat competitive 

approach is taken toward owning the least amount of possessions and 

reducing the use of utilities.18   

 

A further expression of the simple living lifestyle is found in the “slow 

movement” that encourages people to live “deeply by exploring and 

reclaiming leisure”.19  Carl Honore describes a system wherein consumerism is 

addressed by people working less, resting more and raising unhurried children 

who, being immersed in their parent’s values, will, theoretically at least, not 

 
15 Ibid, 312 provides an overview of the development of the simple living movement. 

16 Ibid.  

17 Hamilton and Dennis, 153. Humphery, Excess, 19, does not think the downshifting trend is as 
obvious as Hamilton claims and says the Australia Institute may have exaggerated its extent 
by including professionals who take a sea change because they can afford it, without 
consuming less or rethinking attitudes.  

18 Joshua Fields Millburn and Ryan Nicodemus, theminimalists.com, accessed Sept 22, 2019. 
The site includes blogs, podcasts, films, books and events which encourage people to 
compete for the most minimalist approach. 

19 Cecile Andrews and Wanda Urbanska, “Inspiring People to See That Less Is More.” in State 
of the Word: Transforming Cultures from Consumerism to Sustainability, Linda Starke and Lisa 
Mastny, eds (London: Earthscan, 2010), 199. 
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be as materially driven.20  The slow movement includes a focus on the 

construct of time as a function of well-being over its consumer ascribed 

relationship to wealth.  The principles of the slow movement are already 

evident in, or can be easily transported into, a Sabbath experience. 

 

Valerio provides a Christian response to consumerism that predominately 

focuses on personal lifestyle choices and leading a more “simple life” that will 

consume less of the world’s resources and consequently free up financial 

resources to help others.21  Valerio envisions an incremental “infiltration” of 

new economic and institutional models the move from niches into the 

dominant system.22   

 

Valerio also warns that the minimalist responses can themselves become self-

centered.  Television shows, social media platforms and various publications 

can turn minimalism into its own commodity that focuses again on self and 

fails to engage with consumerism’s broader issues of justice and inequality.  

Simply owning fewer goods does not necessarily address the drivers of 

consumerism including identity constructions and signifiers.  Valerio points out 

the irony of “what ostensibly appears to provide a response to consumerism 

actually stems from the therapeutic preoccupation with self so large within 

consumer culture.”23  Minimalism does not necessarily decrease the desire for 

goods and identity being sought in what one does not own yet, however it 

can increase the speed with which goods are discarded.  Simple living 

strategies need to be accompanied by an intentional thought process that 

detaches identity from possessions and replaces that attachment with other 

 
20  Carl Honore, In Praise of Slow: How a Worldwide Movement is Challenging the Cult of 
Speed (London: Orion, 2005), 214-236. 

21 Valerio, Kindle Location 1340.  

22 Ibid.  

23 Valerio, Kindle Location 248-255.  
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pursuits of meaning and self-definition including relational values and 

community well-being.  

 

Richard Foster identifies “simple living” as a practice for Christians when he 

explains how the spiritual discipline should symbolise detachment from 

products and in their place an attachment to God.  Foster explains how living 

more simply is not just a Christian response born out of concern for current 

issues but is “a call given to every Christian: a call rooted in the Bible and 

lived out by all the devotional masters.”24  The Seventh-day Adventist 

statement on the environment agrees with Foster’s outcome of simple living, 

even if primarily for environmental rather than spiritual growth reasons.   

Seventh-day Adventism advocates a simple, wholesome lifestyle, 
where people do not step on the treadmill of unbridled over-
consumption, accumulation of goods, and production of waste.25  
 

For Seventh-day Adventists, the principles of simple living should be taught 

and promoted as part of the Adventist lifestyle.   

 

Amitai Etzioni identifies in the simple living expressions a potential engine for 

major cultural change.  The change requires “networks of simple livers” that 

then influence the cultural megalogues and make wider economic changes 

more acceptable.26  Kasser and Crompton cite similar “simplicity circles” as a 

way to offer social support that evokes more transcendent values of caring 

and concern.27  The church can be a supporting and energising network in 

terms of providing the hubs for simple living networks.  The networks can 

 
24 Richard Foster, Freedom of Simplicity (London: Triangle/SPCK, 1981), 3. 

25 General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist Administrative Committee, “Statement on 
Stewardship of the Environment.” In Statements, Guidelines and other Documents of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church - a 2010 compilation by the Communication Department of 
the General Conference (Silver Springs: General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, 2010), 42. 

26 Etzioni, 23. 

27 Kasser and Crompton, 14. 
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encourage simple living in the context of other centred goals to guard 

against the commodified, self-interested mode of simple living.  The networks 

can also provide the place for individual pursuits to be garnered into a more 

culturally impacting response.   

 

Brown, in a Seventh-day Adventist publication, outlines how a response to the 

“mania of consumption” may not always be easy but that a “first step” for a 

Christian is to minimise participation as much as possible.  “To buy less, to go 

shopping less often, to purchase carefully when we must, to get some of the 

‘stuff’ out of our lives, and to use our resources to help others are important 

beginnings.”28  The Seventh-day Adventist church can encourage simple 

living strategies as part of stewardship, creation care and as a spiritual 

discipline that makes space to enhance one’s relationship with God and 

others.   

 

Denniss maintains that while the behaviour of individuals has a significant role 

to play in addressing consumerism, individualistic conceptions of the 

problem, and of solutions to it, can do more harm than good.29  The 

individual response can mask the need for wider cultural responses that build 

on, network and inform the individual implications.  For Denniss, affluenza is a 

“public-health problem” that cannot be solved through individual piety.30  

Denniss states:   

The best way to protect yourself from the consequences of affluenza is 
not to take yourself off-grid and start prepping for the apocalypse, but 
to work effectively, and at multiple levels, to shift the shape of our 
economy in as many ways as possible.31 
 

 
28 Nathan Brown, 7 Reasons Life is Better with God (Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2007), 
86. 

29 Denniss, 21. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid, 22. 



250 

 

Denniss argues that individual responses are valuable to the extent that they 

interact with political action and form networks to shape wider responses that 

challenge and address social issues.  For Denniss, cultural change requires not 

just personal and political actions, but also personal actions that make 

political action easier, and political actions that make personal actions 

easier.32  Carrette and King, in a similar way, outline how a response that is 

“individual” and “cut adrift from social justice concerns” is part of the 

problem, not necessarily part of the solution.33  They also call for networks that 

turn individual action into a larger social voice. 

 

Humphrey explains how a “theology of individualism" cannot be fought 

against or resisted through an individualistic response.34  For Humphrey, similar 

to Deniss, the limitation of simple living responses is in the lack of systemic 

economic and political change being called for, beyond that of attending 

to the self.35  Humphrey claims that people who have adopted an individual 

response are largely silent on societal structural issues and implications for 

participation in consumer society.36  He then outlines his “new politics of 

consumption” at a personal and collective level which calls for a “new 

materialism” that forges “different ways of being with each other” where 

people come together to consider their individual actions, support one 

another and challenge consumerism’s systemic injustice.37  

 

 

 

 
32 Ibid, 21. 

33 Carotte and King, 22-23.  

34 Kim Humphrey, Excess, 144. 

35 Ibid. 71. 

36 Ibid, 87. 

37 Ibid, 174-176. 



251 

 

The well-established Seventh-day Adventist Sabbath School and small group 

systems can facilitate networks of support and other centred visioning.  The 

Adventist education system also provides a ready-made structure for 

students and families to engage in lifestyle networks.  Beyond networking only 

church members, the Seventh-day Adventist Church, particularly in relation 

to its Sabbath driven consumer restraint, creation care and health focused 

reduction in consumption, can collaboratively provide hubs for community 

based simple living networks.  These networks can provide the “decoding” 

spaces for the conscious consumption conversations and engender 

combined, supportive social action so that simple living is then engaged 

beyond the individual.38   

 

Conscious Consumption - Instrumental Materialism and Mindfulness 

 

Underlying many of the simple living responses to consumerism is an 

encouragement towards mindfulness and the related concepts of 

Instrumental Materialism.  These practices focus on a more conscious 

awareness of what, why and how people consume.  Humphery describes a 

“new materialism” in which there is a valuing of material objects and forms 

that do not “privilege endless consumption”.39  Humphery draws on the work 

of Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton who distinguish between “terminal 

materialism”, where consumption can become an end in itself, and 

“instrumental materialism” which sees objects as an essential means for 

discovering and furthering “the fuller unfolding of human life”.40   

 

 
38 Tom Sine, The New Conspirators – Creating the Future one mustard seed at a time 
(Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2008), 76. 

39 Humphery, Excess, 177. 

40 M. Csikszentmihalyi and E. Rochberg-Halton, The Meaning of Things: Domestic Symbols and 
the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 230-231. 
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To counter consumerism’s desire for the transient thrill of the new and what 

one does not have yet, Denniss’, in a similar way to Humphery, develops a 

response that includes a form of materialism that is expressed in a “love of the 

old”.41  For Denniss, “a good dose of materialism helps a bad case of 

affluenza.”42  In Denniss’ response, consumerism needs to be addressed using 

the tools of orthodox economics that are usually used to defend it.  Denniss 

points out how advanced consumerism is economically inefficient as 

“wasting” resources is not ultimately an efficient way to “create wealth or 

anything else except piles of waste”.43  Materialism then is encouraged and 

rewarded rather than “shunned” as a form of personal or spiritual weakness.  

Satisfaction is sought from the things already owned rather than in the 

process of buying new things.44  Denniss further outlines that a materialism 

that values items for their genuine use values and story of production would 

undermine the fictional, marketed value that allows products to float as 

signifiers.45  The responses of both Denniss and Humphery provide resources 

for Seventh-day Adventism to enact their commitment to stepping off “the 

treadmill of unbridled over-consumption, accumulation of goods, and 

production of waste”.46 

 

Rick Heller, in evaluating Schor’s vision of “plentitude”, emphasises the need 

for ongoing mindfulness to counter the “consumer treadmill”.47  Heller 

describes mindfulness as the “non-judgmental attention to the present 

 
41 Ibid, 224. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Denniss, Curing, 27. 

44 Ibid, 34.  

45 Twitchell, Shopping, 73. 

46 General Conference, “Statement on Stewardship of the Environment,” 42. 

47 Rick Heller, “Slowing Down the Consumer Treadmill,” Humanist, (July - August 2011): 31. 
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moment.”48  Heller states that without mindfulness, consumers are “at the 

mercy of advertisers who crank up the consumer treadmill to run faster and 

faster.”49  Mindfulness makes the space for life evaluation including what is 

driving identity choices.   

 

Kasser and Rosenberg also identify mindfulness as an important remediation 

for consumerism. 50  

Given the improbability of our culture moving away from a consumerist 
orientation, it is vitally important that we uncover methods for dealing 
with the harmful effects of consumption. We need not only to heal the 
wounds to our minds and our planet that are caused by massive 
consumption, but also to cultivate ways to consume more mindfully. 
Researching the problem of consumerism offers good opportunity to 
recommend the psychological benefits of mindfulness training and 
may help serve as a rationale for including this type of training in a 
broad range of educational programs.51 

 
Kasser and Rosenberg explain how mindfulness can be used to help clients 

see the “stresses and dissatisfactions” inherent in their acceptance of 

consumer driven cultural messages and, in so doing, offer insights that may 

be able to break the “vicious cycles” of consumerism.52 

 

Hamilton and Denniss describe a similar concept to mindfulness in their 

“conscious consumption” construct.  Conscious consumption involves 

cultivating an awareness of what needs one is attempting to meet by 

purchasing a particular item.53  For Hamilton and Denniss, “Conscious 

 
48 Ibid. 

49 Ibid, 32. 

50 Erika L. Rosenberg, “Mindfulness and Consumerism”, in Kasser and Kanner, 121. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Kasser and Couchmen, 23. 

53 Ibid. 
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Consumption is the antidote for affluenza.”54  Hamilton and Denniss claim 

that people who have a better understanding of themselves are less prone to 

self-deception and can see through marketers’ attempts to deceive them.  

 

The Sabbath can provide an impetus for this same mindfulness in Seventh-

day Adventist culture.  However, a scepticism within Adventism regarding the 

spiritual origins of mindfulness will mean that Hamilton and Denniss’ 

terminology of conscious consumption will be a more acceptable construct 

for delivering the material and practices that engender expressions of mindful 

consumer engagement for the Seventh-day Adventist context.55 

  

Well-being as a Reworked Consumer Narrative 

 

For Schor, the path to well-being and sustainability requires people to 

experience relational quality over simply more production.  Schor proposes 

an economic model in which people work shorter hours with a view to 

earning less and spending less but having more free time to “enjoy life”.56  

Schor’s underlying aim is to redefine the value of time from primarily focused 

on production to well-being expressed in an “increase in relational and 

introspective richness".57  However, the challenge for Schor is how to have 

people choose reduced productivity and income in view of increased 

quality of life.  For the Seventh-day Adventist response, the Sabbath already 

achieves Schor’s goal of reduced production even if it is usually not 

articulated so clearly as a consumer response.  The Sabbath construct 

 
54 Hamilton and Denniss, 187.  

55 Some sections of traditional Seventh-day Adventism include mindfulness as an expression 
of “New Age Spiritual Formation,” see for instance chapter 2 in Rick Howard, The Omega 
Rebellion: What Every Adventist Needs to Know (Coldwater: Remnant Publications, 2012). 

56 Schor, Plentitude, 103-109. 

57 Ibid. 
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includes a weekly choice to disengage from production in view of relational 

outcomes.  

 

Relational and well-being outcomes are also the goal for Hamilton in a 

reworked social narrative.  Hamilton questions the economic growth ideology 

and outlines the need for western cultural systems to be more informed by 

sociological and psychological perspectives that highlight the social 

shortcomings of simply measuring economic growth.58  Denniss points out 

that markets are a means towards some ends, “but they are silent about the 

ends that a democratic society should pursue.”59  He calls for a shift in the 

parameters of social debate away from whether economic growth is good 

or bad and instead engage in a “far more important debate surrounding 

what kind of economic growth is needed to get society and the natural 

environment into the shape we want it in?”60  In moving toward this “post-

growth society” Hamilton and Denniss propose a “de-commercialising” of 

childhood including the need for educational institutions to proactively 

educate in the new “politics of well-being”.61  

 

Both Hamilton and, more recently, Denniss promote a consumer response 

that includes well-being and sustainability over the usual economic 

indicators.62  Hamilton optimistically maintains that capitalism and its 

addiction to growth can be uncoupled.63  In what Hamilton terms “the post-

growth society” meaning and status would be attached to a well-being 

 
58 Hamilton, Growth Fetish. i-x. 

59 Denniss, Curing Affluenza, ix. 

60 Ibid, 165. 

61 See Hamilton and Denniss, Affluenza, 217-224 for an overview of the manifesto. Hamilton 
and Denniss also advocate winding back the commercialising of educational institutions. 

62 Hamilton, Growth Fetish, 205, Denniss, Curing Affluenza. 

63 Hamilton, Growth Fetish, 208.   
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social scale over simple accumulation of goods.64  While criticised for being 

vague, Hamilton claims that “the case for a transition to a post-growth 

society is by no means far-fetched or utopian.”65   

 

In a similar way to Hamilton and Denniss, Brown and Vergragt consider how a 

cultural shift toward a less consumerist lifestyle might originate.  They propose 

a “bottom up” response through changing lifestyles and re-framing the 

outcomes and measurements.  “Partly, this is because of the complexity of 

the system, in which a target for a challenge is unclear; where multiple 

targets are interdependent, and where potential incumbents and 

challengers have multiple interests and loyalties.”66  A transition would entail 

a society-wide evolution toward different lifestyles and conceptions of well-

being.67   

 

Brown and Vergragt also identify the construct of well-being, with a 

somewhat initial self-oriented focus, as a vital response to consumerism. They 

outline how the more altruistic ecological imperative for consumer change is 

not enough.68  Brown and Vergragt cite an “abundance” of research 

establishing that ecological concerns, even among the most committed and 

 
64 Ibid, 205-240 outlines the post-growth society where capitalism has a more relational and 
wellbeing oriented set of outcomes. 

65 Ibid. Hil and Cairncross, "Wellbeing and Its Discontents”, 12 critique Hamilton’s proposal as 
vague and wishful. 

66 Brown and Vergragt, 309. 

67 Ibid, 311 outlines how their conception of a transitioning beyond consumerism is consistent 
with Erik Olin Wright’s 2012 framework for social change, which envisions an incremental 
process through which “infiltration” of new economic and institutional models from niches 
into the interstitial spaces of the dominant system see Eric Olin Wright, “Transforming 
capitalism through Real Utopias,” American Sociological Review 78, no. 1 (2012).  

68 Brown and Vergragt, 313.  Kasser and Crompton, Meeting Environmental Challenges, 27-36 
also argue that it is important to focus on strategies that inspire people to move away from 
consumer values. They maintain that focusing on fear, through dire warnings about the 
environment, can drive people to consume as a compensatory behaviour. 
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well-informed activists, produce small changes in consumer behaviours.69  

Despite hoping that altruistic motives alone would drive a move away from 

consumerism Brown and Vergragt conclude that the more powerful drivers 

require the more self-focused motive of greater well-being. 70   

 

In the well-being construct, Brown and Vergragt identify self-oriented drivers 

that result in social outcomes.  “Only the fundamental strive for meaning and 

well-being in life has the kind of power and constant presence that is 

necessary for radical changes in people’s lifestyle choices and priorities.”71  

This initial requirement for a self-orientation that can then be extended would 

suggest that even in a religious context, perhaps an initial step would also 

leverage self-improvement factors that then facilitate engagement in the 

other-centred substance.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church is well placed to collaborate in the 

response that Brown and Vergragt call for.  The denomination’s well-

established emphasis on health and well-being means lifestyle issues already 

have a theological and practical space within the life of the church.  This 

space can be leveraged and extended so that well-being is not simply about 

health laws but also informs consumer engagement and lifestyle choices.  

The well-being “container”, with its reorientation toward social indicators, also 

offers a space for Adventism to provide a relevant cultural resource.  The 

Seventh-day Adventist church in the South Pacific already uses the well-

being motif as a motivating point for engaging the health ministries of the 

church.72  The challenge will be then moving beyond the formal 

 
69 Brown and Vergragt, 313.  

70 Ibid. 

71 Ibid, 314.  

72 Adventist Health (South Pacific Division of the Seventh-day Adventist Church Health 
Department) describes its vision as: To help people discover and enjoy optimal wellness. By 
following the example of Jesus, we want to empower people to enjoy their full potential of 
wellbeing through a lifestyle balanced physically, mentally, socially, emotionally and 
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commodification of well-being to the more essential substance of wholistic 

health where the body belongs to, and is for, God. 

 

Educating for Conscious Consumers  

 

Bernard, Penner and Bartlett maintain that when people know the costs of 

consumerism, particularly with respect to personal relationships and well-

being, they will be more likely to balance their attachment to consumerism 

with relational goals.73  Berard, Penner and Bartlett outline how the starting 

place for consumer education is with parents who can then rework the 

narrative of consumer engagement for children.74  Justin Lewis also identifies 

the need for education so that people can identify the relationship between 

consumer capitalism and quality of life.  For Lewis, once people understand 

that consumerism does not deliver its promise, the “consumer system” loses its 

most compelling rationale and makes space for new societal megalogues to 

be explored.75   

 

For Shor, children need both education and protection in reworking the 

“false promises” of consumer culture in view of creating a “less commercial 

 
spiritually. Accessible at http://www.adventisthealth.org.au/, accessed October 16, 2019. This 
statement links an individual focus on wellbeing and full potential with the possibility of 
‘substance’ in the lifestyle aspects and what actually constitutes ‘Jesus’ example’.  

73 Berard, Penner and Bartlett, 17.  A creative approach to educating for informed consumer 
behaviour has been taken by the Baptist churches of the Australian Capital Territory and 
New South Wales with the ‘consumed project’.  Baptist Churches of the ACT and NSW. 
Consumed Project accessed at https://www.consumed.org.au, website launched 
September 2019. The hub of the project is a website that includes resources to be used in 
worship services along with a variety of church activity guides and easily accessed research.  
The website also includes collaboration space for initiative development and sharing. The 
“about” introduction describes the project: 

74 Berard, Penner and Bartlett, 17. 

75 Justin Lewis, Beyond Consumer Capitalism: Media and the Limits to Imagination 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), 5-6.  
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childhood experience.”76  Schor outlines how reflexive consumers are shaped 

through the “indoctrination” of children into consumerism.  She then identifies 

a challenge to her proposal in that consumer issues are largely seen as a 

private matter and consequently there is an unwillingness for legislators to act 

in the face of company donations, lobbying, and public relations.  So, for 

Shor, “translating parental support into action will require widespread 

grassroots activism.”77  

 

Hamilton and Denniss, as part of their politics of well-being, outline a 

manifesto that includes educating children in regard to how consumerism 

shapes their life.  They also call for policy restrictions on advertising to children, 

particularly for what they term “deceptive marketing”.78  For Hamilton and 

Denniss, “one of the most valuable things parents can do for their children is 

teach them to adopt a critical attitude towards marketers’ attempts to 

influence them.”79  

 

Simply being aware of the problem does not in itself bring about significant 

cultural change.  Hamilton and Denniss claim that in Australia, “not far 

beneath the surface most of us know the affluenza treadmill is taking us 

nowhere.”80  However, that awareness does not necessarily elicit a significant 

response.81  Bowermann observes a similar response in the United States of 

America where a majority, regardless of political leanings, think that 

consumption needs to be reduced for environmental and social reasons. 

 
76 Schor, Born to Buy, 189. 

77 Ibid. 

78 See Hamilton and Denniss, 217-224 for an overview of the manifesto. Hamilton and Denniss 
also advocate winding back the commercialising of educational institutions 

79 Ibid. 

80 Hamilton and Denniss, 180. 

81 Ibid. 
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However, “that perception hardly translates into private behaviours.”82  A 

response needs to go beyond simply educating to re-work the underlying 

cultural narrative.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has an intentional focus on education in 

home, church, and school spheres.83  The denomination has in place the 

structures and delivery system to resource parents and create material for 

children that educates toward conscious consumption.  While education 

itself is not enough to change behaviours, it will allow for the unmasking of 

the consumer promise and provide the introductory mechanism for engaging 

in further conscious consumption practices.  Education can provide the 

space for evaluating beliefs, create dissonance around the consumer 

promise and encourage practices that inform consumer choices and move 

toward the deeper challenges of addressing the consumer narratives. 

 

Death - Unmasking the Consumer Promise 

 

For Gordon Wenham, conscious consumption is best informed by a focus on 

ageing and death.  Wenham outlines how in some cultures age brings with it 

increased status.  However, in consumerism, the idolisation of youth, beauty 

and health, has “little respect for the elderly”.84  In consumer cultures age is a 

 
82 Bowermann, 311. 

83 The Seventh-day Adventist church operates 47 schools in Australia. The School 
Improvement Programme for Adventist Schools Australia “Quality Adventist Schools” 
(Melbourne: Adventist Schools Australia, Australian Union Conference Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, 2016) makes very intentional links between home, school and church and gives 
strategy ideas for synergizing.  The Seventh-day Adventist Church has a structured Sabbath 
School programme in place along with a club for the 10-16 age group named ‘Pathfinders’ 
which is somewhat like a scout club and includes camps and nature activities.  Each 
education structure can be leveraged and synergized for integrating the practices of 
conscious consumption and consumer education. 

84 Gordon Wenham, “Life and Death and the Consumerist Ethic,” in Christ and Consumerism: 
critical reflections on the spirit of our age, ed. Thorsten Moritz and Craig G Barthlomew 
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 2000), 118-134. 



261 

 

liability as it usually brings about reduced productivity and ability to engage 

in consumer choices.   

 

Matthias Zick Varul, in a similar way to Wenham, explains how the illusion of 

reversibility becomes more difficult to uphold over the lifespan, “hence the 

consumerist obsession with anti-aging”.85  Ageing and death highlight an 

identity shaped in commodities to be increasingly shallow when compared 

to the relationships that have often been sacrificed to obtain the “good 

life”.86  Varul explains that the greatest difficulty facing consumer religiosity is 

mortality. “Death as the ultimate elimination of choice is the one thing a 

consumer theodicy cannot deal with.”87   

 

Sayers points out how consumerism’s promotion of youth, invincibility and 

progress makes for a culture that is afraid of death.  Sayers refers to 

“hyperreal” culture as “death-repressed” and outlines how death spotlights 

the “fraudulence” of the consumer promise.88  Sayers states: 

Hyperconsumer culture is a culture that worships youth.  This is also the 
reason, however, that so many young adults fear aging. Aging and 
death are the spotlights that illuminate the fraudulence of the 
hyperreal culture’s promise to deliver us a good life.89  
 

Sayers advocates visits to nursing homes and graveyards as recalibration 

points that question the objectives and endpoints of consumer culture.  In 

confronting death, the consumer can no longer be propped up by 

 
85 Matthias Zick Varul, “The Healthy Body as Religious Territory: Is Health Consumerism a New 
Religious Practice?” in Emerging Geographies of Belief, ed. Catherine Brace et al., 
(Newcastle: Cambridge, 2011), 245. 

86 Ibid. 

87 Varul, 259. 

88 Sayers, 86.  Richard K. Payne, How Much is Enough? Buddhism, Consumerism, and the 
Human Environment (Somerville: Wisdom Publications, 2010), 57 develops a similar theme in a 
Buddhist context. 

89 Sayers, 46. 
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possessions and is moved to a more conscious view of consumption that 

recognises more life-giving desires.   

 

An attempt to reengage death as an “informer to life” is seen in the rise of 

the “death café” network in Europe.  Based on the work of Swiss sociologist 

Bernard Crettaz, the cafes are set up as a “social franchise” to provide “a 

safe space to discuss mortality”.90  Kristie Bradfield identifies the popularity of 

the death cafes being a function of “the ageing boomer population, the 

very visible challenges we’re facing and the decline of traditional 

institutions”.91  These declining institutions include the church and with it a 

diminished capacity for life to be informed by a space that recognises the 

death that consumerism actively wishes to repress.  

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia includes an aged care system, 

often built on the same campuses, or at least close to, pre and primary 

schools. This proximity provides opportunity for engagement across the life 

span.  In addition, a focus on intergenerational connection in the life of the 

local church also provides the network for a consumer response to be 

informed and tempered by a recognition of ageing and death. 

 

  

 
90 Kristie Bradfield, “What’s a Death Café and Why You Should Visit One?”. Collective Hub 
(blog), June 10, 2016. https://collectivehub.com/2016/06/whats-a-death-cafe-and-why-
should-you-visit-one/. outlines the rise of the death cafes popularity, in 2016 there was over 2 
500 death cafes.   
91 Ibid, 99. 



263 

 

Serving – Living Beyond Self 

 

Sayers, in imagining a life beyond consumerism, includes serving as a primary 

component of counter cultural community.  For Sayers, people who 

participate in volunteerism, community building, and justice work do so 

because they are passionate about causes and motivated to help others.  

“A wonderful by-product of such altruistic pursuits is the sense of significance, 

meaning, satisfaction, and happiness that accompanies living for a mission 

bigger than oneself.”92  It is in this service derived sense of meaning and 

happiness that Sayers finds a response to the hyperreal promises of 

consumerism.93  Serving provides the satisfaction that consumerism places in 

the potential of products, while at the same time reinforcing relational values 

over consumerism’s individualism.  Kim Hammond and Darren Cronshaw, in a 

similar way, overview how serving restores the value of community and runs 

against the values of needs-based individualism.  “People realize that their 

reason for existence is not to consume but to serve.”94  

 

Gary Hopkins, in a longitudinal study of youth resilience, noted the value of 

both community and service in connection to the development of positive 

self-identity.  Hopkins concludes that that those involved in serving, 

particularly where the focus was the elderly, were the most likely to develop 

a healthy, intrinsic image of God and fixed self-identity rather than defining 

themselves in individualised, commodified terms.95  Hopkins outlines the value 

of serving in that it takes time and does not have a monetary reward.  Serving 

 
92 Sayers, 188. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Kim Hammond, Darren Cronshaw, Sentness – Six Postures of Missional Christians, (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 2014), 37.   

95 Gary Hopkins. “Developing healthy kids in healthy communities: Eight evidence-based 
strategies for preventing high-risk behaviour” Medical Journal of Australia 186, no. 10 (2007): 
70-73. 
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then inherently works against the values of consumer culture.  However, this is 

somewhat counteracted by the “servantourism” that commodifies service 

and can use it as a tool for image projection.96   

 

For a church developing a response to consumerism, an intentional focus on 

service provides a practical application for moving away from a 

commodified life and locating meaning in other centred pursuits.  The 

Seventh-day Adventist church in Australia already includes an emphasis on 

serving through its Adventist Development and Relief Agency along with 

youth ministry and school service events.  However, these various service 

opportunities can be expanded and leveraged to more intentionally address 

consumer promises and consciously explore how meaning and happiness 

can be derived outside of self-focused individualism. 

 

Religion as Counter Cultural Community 

 

The responses of the wider literature, beyond that which is specifically 

Christian focused, include religion as a significant resource to address 

consumerism.  Sociologist, Robert Bocock, in addressing the challenges of 

moving to a society that is focused on community well-being over 

individualistic consumption, concludes by outlining the “great potential” of 

religious communities and traditions for countering consumerism.97  “Religious 

critiques of the ideology of consumerism may be more important for the 

future of planet earth than his been realised so far.”98  For Bocock, this 

“ancient wisdom” could help create new and sustainable civilizations.99   

 
96 Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without 
Hurting the Poor . . . and Yourself (Chicago: Moody, 2014) chapter 7 overviews servant 
tourism as a consumable service experience. 

97 Robert Bocock, Consumption, (New York: Routledge, 1993), 11. 

98 Ibid, 71. 

99 Ibid. 
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Gary Gardner also calls for “world religions” to take a lead in fostering other 

centred community and reshaping moral megalogues.  Gardner identifies 

within the world religions “perspective and precepts” on which to engage 

consumerism in relational, “self-emptying” modes. 100   

Often painted as conservative and unchanging institutions, many 
religions are in fact rapidly embracing the modern cause of 
environmental protection. Yet consumerism – the opposite side of the 
environmental coin, and traditionally an area of religious strength - has 
received relatively little attention thus far. Ironically, the greatest 
contribution the world’s religions could make to the sustainability 
challenge may be to take seriously their own ancient wisdom on 
materialism. Their special gift— the millennia-old paradoxical insight 
that happiness is found in self-emptying, that satisfaction is found more 
in relationships than in things, and that simplicity can lead to a fuller 
life— is urgently needed today. 101   

 

Gardner further identifies religion’s ability to be a “reconnector” beyond 

commodified individualism.  “One of the more pernicious impacts of today’s 

globalized economy is the weaker connections that people feel to the place 

where they live and each other.”102  The progressive homogenisation of 

foodstuffs, clothing, farming technologies, building materials and styles 

creates a disconnection from the local community that, for Gardner, in a 

somewhat Marxist orientation, provides “the seed bed for alienation and 

consumerism.” 103   

 

For Gardner then, addressing consumerism involves a reconnection to one’s 

place and space.  This reengagement includes the community stories of 

history and meeting challenges.  It also includes local engagement and 

 
100 Gary Gardner, “Engaging Religions to Shape Worldviews,” in Worldwatch Institute, State of 
the World, 2010 – Transforming Cultures from Consumerism to Sustainability, ed. Linda Starke 
and Lisa Mastny (London: Earthscan, 2010), 24-29 overviews selected religious perspectives 
on consumption along with economic precepts of selected traditions including Sabbath 
Economics, 28.  

101 Ibid, 24.  

102 Ibid, 26. 

103 Ibid. 
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involvement in community events, organisations and spaces.104  It is in this 

community space that relationships become valued and that shared 

experiences engender an orientation and identity beyond that described in 

Bauman’s commodified pseudo–communities.105  For Gardner, the religious 

communities are one of the few remaining social spaces that offer the time 

and space for reconnection and self-sacrificing expressions of community.106   

 

Hamilton and Denniss also include being part of a church community as a 

way of addressing affluenza: 

Some are following a religious path, and they find growing church 
communities where they can, for a time at least, immerse themselves in 
a social environment that is welcoming, caring, joyous and devoted to 
a higher purpose.  This explains the proliferation of evangelical Christian 
churches, where the corrupting influences of consumer culture can be 
left at the door and people can participate unselfconsciously in a 
celebration of being together (except in those bizarre evangelical 
churches that declare ‘God wants you to be rich’).  They can find 
affirmation and value in being part of a community.  This is a rare 
experience nowadays, but if fulfils an essential human need – one that 
television, shopping malls and political parties cannot meet.107 

 

For Hamilton and Denniss, the church, in providing community in view of a 

“higher purpose”, can fill the need that is otherwise commodified in branded, 

pseudo-community. 

 

Powley claims a church can re-orient individualised, negative consumerism 

by embracing and filling the “quest space”, with qualitative relationships.  

 
104 Ibid.  

105 See Bauman, Modernity and Ambivalence, 272 for an overview of his pseudo-community 
construct. 

106 Gardner, 26.  

107 Hamilton and Denniss, 182-183. 
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The church must focus on what it means to first be friends and family 
members, neighbours and citizens, human beings and children of God. 
If we get that right, ‘consumers’ is the last thing we’ll be.108  
 

The result, for Powley, is then reflected in a form of consumerism that is more 

“free, more just and more joyful.”109  The relationships that Powley describes 

are an expression of the “communion” ecclesiology outlined by Lazic, or the 

“belonging” described by Rice, that provide needed ecclesiological 

corrections for the Seventh-day Adventist church.110  The challenge for the 

church is to move beyond the cultural pull toward individualised, 

commodified expressions of church life to the more difficult, but ultimately 

more culturally transformative, work of supporting, creating, and nurturing 

relational communities that are both socially engaged yet counter-cultural. 

 

Summary 

 

A response to advanced consumerism for the Seventh-day Adventist church 

in Australia will be incremental rather than a radical undoing of capitalism. It 

will work toward addressing individualism and “unmasking” the consumer 

promises using various experiences including simple living networks, 

intergenerational engagement, service, and education for conscious 

consumption.  The Seventh-day Adventist church has in place existing 

congregational networks along with a structured education system that can 

be leveraged to support, encourage, and resource a network of conscious 

consumers who combine to engage in social action and service.  A focus on 

actions and activities that address consumerism can also provide a shared 

cultural space for the church to collaborate with groups pursuing similar goals 

 
108 Powley, Consumer Detox, 287-292.  

109 Ibid. 

110 Lazic, Remnant in Koinonia, Rice, Belonging, Believing, Behaving and Bruinsma, The Body 
of Christ, all call for a Seventh-day Adventist ecclesiology that is more focused on being 
community.  
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in terms of creation care, social justice and community.  However, for the 

most part the responses outlined in the wider literature do not address the 

more fundamental meaning making questions that operate at the level of 

identity, desire, and the imagination.  It is within the more specifically Christian 

responses that these foundational challenges are addressed and from which 

Adventism can be more foundationally informed. 
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CHAPTER 10 

THEMES FROM THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION THAT INFORM THE COUNTER 

CONSUMER IMAGINARY 

 
In the consumer culture we seek fulfilment and happiness through the 
act of consumption, often conflating purchasing power with freedom.  
The Christian tradition, however, teaches us that our telos is nothing less 
than friendship with God.  It is through incorporation into a community 
of faith that we participate in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
and thereby receive a foretaste of true happiness.1 
 
A commodified Jesus makes him small and simply an agency to 
address personal challenges, concerns and issues. In so doing the 
commodified Jesus loses the revolutionary potential to inform all of life 
including social interactions and consumptions of products, people 
and ideas. It is as the church recovers this huge view of Jesus and 
pursues the clue in all areas of life that we will successfully resist 
consumerism and the other idols that compete with Christ’s rightful 
claim upon our lives.2   

 

A uniquely Christian response to consumerism flavours and goes beyond the 

simplification, instrumental materialism, conscious consumption, and 

reworked social measurements that make up the wider social and 

environmentally driven responses.  The religious disposition of advanced 

consumerism requires a religious response.  Only then is consumerism’s 

existential challenge addressed.  

 

Themes of creation care and other centeredness are given additional 

impetus as they are expressed as Biblical imperatives.  Practices including 

communion and baptism can inform and rework consumer engagements.  

At a more foundational level, a Christian response re-orients desire and 

stabilises identity as an imaginary is created around the kingdom teachings 

 
1 Mindy G. Makant, “The Pursuit of Happiness: The Virtue of Consumption and the 
Consumption of Virtue,” Dialog: A Journal of Theology 49, (2010): 291. 

2 Sine, The New Conspirators, 76. 
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of Jesus and the “in Christ” motifs of Paul.  In so doing, Christian doctrine and 

practice can be combined with the social action responses to provide a 

more comprehensive counter narrative that addresses the core drivers of 

advanced consumerism.  This chapter groups together the responses of 

Christian authors to consumerism where themes are addressed beyond those 

in the wider literature.  The Sabbath, while being included as an important 

response practice in much of the wider Christian literature, is not included in 

this chapter but rather, due to its particularly powerful place in the Adventist 

imagination, is explored in its own further chapter. 

 

A Counter Narrative of Desire 

 

Rittenhouse argues that consumerism constitutes an existential commitment 

and consequently cannot be simply dislodged by rational arguments or 

moral exhortations towards moderation, benevolence, sustainability, or social 

justice.  While these issues are factors that can address outgrowths of 

consumerism, for Rittenhouse the foundational core to be addressed is the 

existential threat of meaninglessness. “Consumerism can only be overcome 

by individual conversion to another existential commitment that offers the 

individual threatened by meaninglessness a more adequate ground of 

meaning.”3  For Rittenhouse, the more adequate ground of meaning can be 

found in “rightly understood” Christian faith that transcends the self.4 

 

For Carrette and King, any attempt to address or resist consumerism must 

grow out of formations of the spiritual.5  In an ironic twist, Carrette and King 

identify the “religions” as the potential atheisms of the present age.   

What a supreme irony indeed if we come to realise that the 
significance of Nietzsche and Marx’s critique of the ‘opiate of the 

 
3 Rittenhouse, Shopping for Meaningful Lives, Kindle Location 138-142. 

4 Ibid, Kindle Location 137-148.  

5 Ibid. 
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masses’ is that it is the religions themselves that provide the best hope 
for humanity in challenging the God of Money and providing the basic 
foundations on which to build alternative ideologies to the dominant 
religion of the early twenty-first century – corporate capitalism.6 
 

Carrette and King claim that the world’s religious traditions provide the 

“richest intellectual examples” of humanity’s collective effort to make sense 

of life, community, and ethics.7   The religious nature of consumerism can only 

be foundationally challenged with a different conception of religious 

outcomes. 

 

The desire that consumerism “trades on” creates a constant quest for new 

material objects.  For Cavanaugh, extending on the desire construct of 

Augustine, “the solution to this dissatisfaction is not the continuous search for 

new things but a turn toward the only One who can truly satisfy our desires.”8 

Cavanaugh outlines how Christ, as the “concrete universal”, is the starting 

point for establishing a transformative community that addresses 

consumerism.9  Cavanaugh further outlines how “Christians are called to 

create concrete alternative practices that open up a different kind of 

economic space - the space marked by the body of Christ”.10  This shift 

refocuses the “dignity of things” by seeing them as participating in the being 

of God where the consumer looks through and beyond the “things” to the 

Creator.11   

 

James K Smith also identifies desire as the foundational point for addressing 

consumerism.  Smith outlines how human beings are essentially and 

 
6 Carrette and King, 179-180. 

7 Ibid. 

8 Ibid, 48. 

9 Cavanaugh, Being Consumed, 76. 

10 Ibid, vii-viii.  

11 Ibid. 
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fundamentally creatures who are oriented and defined by what they love 

and so desire.12  For Smith, consumerism competes with religion in the form of 

a desire liturgy. 

We are embodied, affective creatures who are shaped and primed by 
material practices of liturgies that aim our hearts to certain ends, which 
in turn draw us to them in a way that transforms our actions by 
inscribing in us habits or dispositions to act in certain ways.13 

 

The desires pursued in the liturgy are based in the precognitive and pre-

reflexive, “social imaginary” that orients, guides, and shapes desire and 

action.  Shopping, the experience of the mall, and engaging in the 

entertainment spectacle can all become “liturgies of pseudo-

transcendence” that reinforce the consumer promise.14    

 

Smith finds the Christian response to the liturgies of consumerism, to this point, 

as “woefully inadequate, even a sort of parody of the mall”.15  Smith then 

contends that a failure to see practices of consumption as liturgies has meant 

Christian responses usually focus on “what” is being purchased, rather than 

calling into question the “gospel” of consumption; “The sense that acquisition 

brings happiness and fulfilment.”16  A response for Smith then requires stories, 

myths and related practices that challenge and undermine the consumer 

narrative by transferring desire and delight into a more compelling imaginary.  

Smith explains how reworking doctrine in the context of consumerism is not 

enough unless it is also able to engender delight.  For Smith, delight is the 

foundational area where the Christian church can engage the consumer 

 
12 For James. K Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 131-133 
liturgies are simply the habits and rituals that demonstrate ultimate concern.  

13 Ibid, 133.  

14 Ibid.  

15 Ibid, 133-134. For Smith, a social imaginary is an understanding of the world that is 
precognitive and pre-reflexive.  It is carried in images, stories, myths and related practices 
groupings that orient, guide and shapes desire and action.  

16 Ibid,103. 
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mindset and move people towards more essential experiences.  These more 

essential experiences are a function of embedding a vision of God’s 

Kingdom into Christian worship.  Smith states: “Only then can the kingdom of 

God liturgy aim at ‘secular liturgies’ to envision a different ‘good life’ and find 

delight in relationship to God.”17  A liturgy is required that challenges, 

envisions beyond, and creates dissonance around the consumer ascribed 

“good life”. 

 

Miller contends that to address consumerism at the foundational levels of 

hope and desire, self-identity needs to be shaped in reference to the divine 

narrative.  The divine narrative shifts the “focus away from one’s everyday 

small-scale, human concerns,” where commodification locates identity, and 

into a more cosmic story.18   This process, for Miller, includes the “more 

complex religious building blocks” which commodification usually bypasses 

but within which are often the more pertinent resources to inform 

consumerism and foster engagement in the divine narrative.  The challenge 

Miller outlines is to rearticulate Christian beliefs and practices in a way that 

“unmasks” the commodification of culture and religion.  The beliefs and 

practices then need to be connected to daily life and provide practical 

ways to subvert the consumer narrative and engage Christians as “more than 

passive consumers plugged into the shopping channel.”19   

 

In agreement with Smith, Miller outlines how a liturgy needs to be formed that 

expresses themes that at their foundational base run counter to consumerism, 

albeit they can still be abstracted and commodified.    

We can readily list any number of Christian themes that run counter to 
the implicit anthropology of consumerism: creation, unmerited grace, 
the paschal mystery, charity, sacramentality, the preferential option for 

 
17 Ibid, 133-134.  

18 Miller, 13. 

19 Ibid. 
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the poor, forgiveness, denial of the flesh, and so on.  But these 
challenges are not more guaranteed a critical foothold than the 
voluntary simplicity or anticorporate movements.20   

 

For Miller, the response to consumerism is not in simply teaching beliefs and 

practices but rather a reinforcing of their interconnections among doctrines, 

symbols and liturgies to inform lifestyle.21  “Theology, liturgy and church 

communications infrastructures can function tacitly if envisioned and 

employed against the cultural tide of commodification.”22  Miller outlines the 

value of religious traditions in their ability to “stabilize” doctrinal meanings and 

provide connection to the larger stories of Christian and Salvation history that 

can be otherwise free floating and viewed as consumables to either engage 

or reject.  The traditions are the regular practices that point back to the larger 

story, make a link with the present and point to the future.  Symbols and 

practices make these doctrines tangible and allow them to “inform the 

shape of daily life”.23   

 

A Seventh-day Adventist response will need to include experiences and 

resources that intentionally embed members into the wider narrative of 

Adventism by engaging within stories from Adventist history in the context of 

Salvation history.  These stories would then locate people within the wider 

narrative and provide a counter point to the commodified stories that 

advertising presents.  Adventism locates its identity within the Great 

Controversy narrative wherein it finds its mandate for mission as a 

movement.24  The Great Controversy theme provides a Salvation history 

narrative within which an imaginary can be constructed that links God’s past 

 
20 Ibid, 2. 

21 Ibid. 

22 Ibid, 195. 

23 Ibid, 13. 

24 Rice, 128-130 provides and overview of the place and role of the Great Controversy motif 
in Seventh-day Adventist theology. 
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providence, including Jesus’ death, present provision, and relationship along 

with future redemption.  Location within this divine narrative counters the 

fluidity of liquid modern consumerism.  Further, it provides the story of a 

relational God and Salvation activities which can be celebrated in worship 

liturgy and lived out in Sabbath practice with an application toward 

reimagining the delight that would formationally counter consumer 

narratives.25 

 

The Economy of Grace, Desire and a Non-Consumable God 

 

Paula Cooey, in a similar way to Smith, maintains that to address 

consumerism the foundations of desire need to be reset and with it the 

resulting messages of self-worth.  Cooey explains how both fear and greed, 

which she determines are primary expressions of individualised consumerism, 

are variations on desire.  “To overcome them requires nothing less than 

transfiguration of desire.”26  For Cooey, this resetting of desire and resulting 

self-worth is found in what she terms the “economy of grace” where worth is 

not determined by success and failure or profit and loss.  Rather, worth is fixed 

in being desired by God.27  “It is when people have worth, they are able to 

stop searching for it in commodities and commodifying themselves.”28   

 

In the economy of grace, the consumer finds the possibility of a different story 

and is then able to create a new relational imagination of the world.  Sally 

Douglas describes how: 

 
25 The potential of the Sabbath to generate delight is explored in chapter 12. 

26 Paula M. Cooey “Christian Perspectives on Overcoming Greed in a Consumeristic Society: 
Buying Fear as Collusion with Greed versus an Economy of Grace” Buddhist-Christian Studies, 
24 (2004), 39-46.  Ibid. 

27 Ibid. 

28 Ibid, 46. 
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Jesus is inviting people into an entirely different world-view in which our 
value is not based on our status, consuming, self-seeking or even our 
sense (or lack thereof) of worthiness. At the heart of this world-view is 
an understanding of the Divine who sees us and gazes upon us in love 
and who values us regardless of how lost or found, poor or rich, popular 
or excluded we are.29 

 

In this divine economy of grace, consumerism’s “liquid modern” expression is 

given a fixity of love and value regardless of consumer status and the “like” 

value others deem a person worthy of.   

 

Rick Barger outlines a similar focus on establishing inherent self-worth to 

address the consumer quest for identity.  Barger explains how “the church’s 

story tells people they are inherently valuable just as they are.”30  For Barger, 

the divine construct of worth is the only foundation that ultimately has the 

ability to “explode” the categories of consumerism. “It can’t be paid for, it is 

not an identity that can be self-made but rather is given…The grace 

economy is totally unconsumerist.”31  Identity becomes the beginning point 

rather than a fluid fragile construct to be pursued.32  Barger contends that 

people who establish identity in relation to the divine narrative become, over 

time, “strangely resistant to consumerism”.33  

 

A further conceptual step back is taken by Kenneth Himes who outlines how 

the economy of grace only exists as it extends from the centrality of God and 

who one determines God to be.  “Without a return to the centrality of God in 

resolving the puzzle of human desire, there is little hope that the dark side of 

 
29 Sally Douglas, “Why we must Reject Consumerist Culture,” Uniting Church in Australia Synod 
of Victoria and Tasmania (blog), October 9, 2019, https://victas.uca.org.au/why-we-must-
reject-consumerist-culture/ 

30 Rick Barger, A New and Right Spirit: Creating an Authentic Church in a Consumer Culture 
(Herndon: The Alban Institute, 2005), Kindle Location 447-453.  

31 Ibid, Kindle Location 447-453.  

32 Ibid, Kindle Location 561-574.  

33 Ibid.  
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consumerism can be avoided.”34  For Himes, a healthy picture of a relational, 

communal God is the starting point for developing transformative 

community.  Craig Bartholomew, in a similar way, establishes how a “right” 

picture of God is closely linked to a recovery of Scripture as God’s word for 

the whole of life.35  For Bartholomew, a consumer-oriented approach to 

scripture shapes God into its categories.  The distorted consumer God is then 

left in consumer centric shapes that affirm rather than challenge the 

consumer narratives.36  It is only when God’s word is applied to the whole of 

life that it can challenge consumer constructs at their foundational base of 

hope and desire and scripture can move beyond commodified 

compartmentalism.  However, the basis of this change is a non-commodified 

construct of God.   

 

Consumerism can shape a commodified construct of God that legitimises 

and facilitates the individualism of advanced consumer culture.  Jethani, also 

in agreement with Himes and Bartholomew, outlines how “before we can 

really desire God, we must have a clear understanding of who He is and 

what He is like.”37  For Jethani, a shift to life in the communal grace economy 

can only grow out of a construction of God that is not consumer oriented, 

otherwise the very base of the communal form has already been subverted.  

Jethani then outlines postures of relating to God that can be easily adapted 

for or engender consumer behaviour and commodification.38  The posture 

 
34 Kenneth R. Himes, Consumerism and Christian Ethics, Theological Studies 68, no. 1(2007): 
153. 

35 Craig Bartholomew, “Consuming God’s Word,” in Christ and Consumerism - Critical 
reflections on the spirit of our age, ed. Craig Bartholomew and Thorsten Moritz (Cumbria: 
Paternoster Press, 2000), 97. 

36 Ibid. 

37 Jenthani, Divine Commodity, 102. 

38 Ibid, With: Reimagining the way you relate to God (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2011) groups 
the postures of relating to gods in a general context before moving to a Christian application 
of his postures. 
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that primarily relates to God as “from”, in which God exists to meet individual 

needs, is especially attune to prosperity constructs of God.  In the from 

posture, the consumer motive is not challenged but simply further enabled by 

now having God’s help and blessing.  The “over” construct is where God is 

created in the image of the individual and so can easily become the 

commodity that is put together for self-use rather than any reference point 

beyond the self.  The “for” God posture expects God’s blessing as a reward 

for productivity and is easily shaped into the “Protestant work ethic” capitalist 

God.   

 

In Jethani’s construct, only a relational posture that views life “with” God is 

deemed to effectively address the challenges of consumer culture.  In this 

posture, predicated on the view that relationship is at the core of the cosmos, 

the goal is not to use God as a commodity or service provider; “its goal is 

God”.39  God ceases to be a device to employ or a commodity to consume 

but rather is expressed in relationship.  The “with” posture requires relational, 

uncommodified time which works against the more commodifiable versions 

of God.  The “with” God is a part of all life, including consumer choices. A 

foundationally relational construct of God is then expressed in consumer 

choices that value relational outcomes.  While Jethani’s postures are 

oversimplified, the model is useful in demonstrating how the construct one 

has of God can then shape, or is shaped by, the consumer narrative.   

 

McFague also identifies the necessity of an integrated God construct as 

central for addressing consumerism.  For McFague, who is particularly 

addressing the environmental implications of consumerism, a distorted 

 
39 Ibid, 101. Jethani established how all the postures of relating to God, apart from ‘with’, can 
be easily commodified.  
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concept of God, or self in relation to God, provides a “cover” for destructive 

consumer behaviour. 40  

Those who think that God is a static, all-determining, controlling, 
powerful super-being also believe that God will clean up the mess we 
have made of the earth or at least save his ‘favourites’ from its 
consequences. Likewise, those who think we human beings, made in 
God’s image, have the right to control all other forms of life contribute 
to human refusal to take responsibility for our destruction.41 

 

McFague then outlines how addressing individualistic consumerism requires a 

“fundamental change in perspective” that is driven by relationship with God, 

others, creation, and self. “The narcissistic self, the greedy self, must die in 

order to find a new centre for living.”42  For McFague, conversion, exhibited in 

self-emptying kenosis, is the experience that demands thinking and living 

differently than what conventional consumer society recommends.43  It is only 

from the “new centre” of self-emptying that the foundations of consumerism 

can truly be addressed.44  McFague locate the “new centre” in the self-

emptying of Jesus. 

 

Jesus, Desire, Reversal and the Kingdom 

 

The Kingdom of God motifs, as outlined and exemplified in the incarnational 

life of Jesus, hold the potential to engender the counter imagination.45  Jesus 

 
 40 McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers, 175. McFague wrote extensively on the care of the 
earth as God’s body. 

41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid, 34-35. McFague uses the terms Kenosis to describe the countercultural assumption 
that “to find one’s life, one must lose it” and sees this shift expressed in the movement from a 
market–oriented individualistic model of God, the world and self to a model that sees self 
and planetary flourishing as interdependent. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Smith, Imagining, 133-134 outlines the “social imaginary” construct. It is an understanding of 
the world that is precognitive and pre-reflexive and is carried in images, stories, myths and 
related practices groupings that orient, guide and shape desire and action.  
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creates a new possibility and makes tangible a way of life outside of 

consumer driven, self-oriented values.  Douglas identifies in Jesus’ teachings a 

“complete counter narrative” that shows how a different life is possible and 

how other-centred values are lived out. 46  For Douglas, Jesus provides the 

possibility of a different story: 

In the grip of our society’s new religion of the market there is no easy 
fix. I suspect that simply saying to young, or old, people ‘consuming is 
not good for you, it doesn’t matter how popular you are’ is unlikely to 
make an impact. Instead, people need to know that a different story is 
possible and, as followers of Jesus, we have something to humbly 
offer.47 
 

In Jesus, the Christian church has an example and possibility that sparks the 

imagination of the counter narrative.  

 

For Thomas Moritz, the kingdom reversals, where the hungry are filled and the 

exalted humbled, express a system of life that directly combats the 

“addictions” to individualism and self-glorification that are encouraged, 

scaffolded and reinforced in consumerism.48  The reversal of values from self-

serving injustice and idolatry to self-sacrifice offers the potential for a new 

system of measurements that focus on relational goals over the economic, 

accumulation measures.  The very incarnation, where the King becomes a 

servant, embodies the antithesis of consumer values.49   

 

 
46 Douglas, “Reject Consumerist Culture,” blog. 

47 Ibid. 

48 Thomas Moritz, “New Testament Voices for an Addicted Society,” in Christ and 
Consumerism - Critical reflections on the spirit of our age, ed. Craig Bartholomew and 
Thorsten Moritz (Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 2000), 64. Moritz overviews the kingdom reversals 
in Luke including (1:53-55): the hungry will be filled, the rich will leave empty-handed (9:24): 
he who seeks to save his life will lose it, he who loses it will gain it, (13:30): the first will be last, 
the last will be first and (14:7-11): those who exalt themselves will be humbled. Moritz explains 
how it would be difficult to avoid the conclusion that Luke wanted his audience to 
appropriate the reversal of injustice and idolatry as a divine principle. 

49 Ibid, 64 (Luke 6:20-26 and Philippians 2:1-11) outlines the anti-consumer values evident in 
the incarnation. 
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For Hartman, the “now but not yet” eschatological potential of the realised 

kingdom provides the unfulfilled dissonance that consumer culture has been 

able to “trade on” in the potentiality of more.50  Inversely, the realised 

kingdom has the ability to capture the imagination and so create a 

potentiality that has the power to occupy the space that is otherwise filled by 

consumer promises.51  The kingdom of God as present, but not yet 

consummated, provides a future hope that is embedded in life now and so 

practical consumer choices that promote and establish the values of God’s 

Kingdom can be made in view of that realisation.  The consumer, dwelling in 

the tension between the now and not yet, is able to see the potentiality for 

the “more” in the full consummation but is already able to live within that 

potentiality now.52  

 

Block, Brueggemann and McKnight, in outlining their manifesto for departing 

the “consumer market culture”, see the Kingdom that Jesus teaches and 

establishes as the starting point for an alternative “empire” to consumerism.53  

They explain how for people within the “consumer empire system” it is hard to 

image an alternative set of beliefs and what an empire predicated on the 

opposite values to consumer-empire might look like.   

We ask you to imagine an alternative set of beliefs that have the 
capacity to evoke a culture where poverty, violence, and shrinking 
well-being are not inevitable. This other kingdom better speaks of the 
growing longing for an alternative culture, an alternative way of being 
together.54  
 

 
50 Hartman, 168. 

51 Ibid. 

52 For a discussion on the Kingdom of God as present reality but not fully realized and how 
the Kingdom of God is expressed in Seventh-day Advent Eschatology see Reinder Bruinsma, 
The Body of Christ – A Biblical Understanding of the Church, (Hagerstown: Review and 
Herald, 2009), 46-48. 

53 Block, Brueggemann, McKnight, Kindle Location 199. 

54 Ibid. 
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It is within the Kingdom of God, exemplified in the life of Christ, that a way of 

departure from the consumer empire is offered and the imagination 

captured by an other-centred form of life.  Jesus exemplifies a counter 

narrative to the domination and control of the prevailing empire while still 

being part of Rome and “rendering unto Caesar”.55    

 

Jesus’ teachings and parables fuel the imaginary for a new way of relating to 

God and one another.  Jesus speaks of identity, reversal of the expected 

status and the place of possessions in his command to a rich young ruler to 

“Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Mark 10:21 and Luke 18:18-30).  

In what initially might incorrectly be seen as a story of asceticism, Jesus is 

questioning identity placed in possessions and if that identity would be secure 

outside of wealth.  After a short interval, the writer of Luke adds the story of 

Zacchaeus and his voluntarily giving up of wealth (Luke 19: 1-10).  Craig 

Bloomberg makes the point that by juxtaposing these diverse models of 

relating to the material, the issue is not so much possessions but rather how 

they are used in the kingdom economy in terms of either building or 

neglecting people.56   

 

Jesus’ teachings set up two conflicting systems or imaginaries.57  In Jesus’ 

well-known statement on money he declares: “You cannot faithfully serve 

both God and Money” (Matthew 6:24).  Jesus is once again starkly 

comparing motives in two very different kingdoms.58  Jesus sets up a counter 

 
55 Ibid. 

56 Craig L. Blomberg, “Mastering Mammon,” in Christian Reflection a series in faith and ethics, 
ed. Robert B. Kruschwitz (Waco: The Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University), 19. 

57 Moritz, 56 points out how It would be “anachronistic” to turn to the New Testament hoping 
to find texts that directly engage consumerism, a much later phenomenon that owes its 
existence to industrialisation and the means of mass production. 

58 Blomberg, 19. 
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economy when he calls people to store up treasures in Heaven rather than 

for self on earth (Matthew 6:19- 20).  The parable of the rich fool and 

explanation (Luke 12:16-34) expounds similar themes.  The focus is again on 

“greed” as the issue rather than simply accumulation.59  Once again there is 

an encouragement to store treasures in Heaven and the instruction not to 

worry.  In shifting the focus to an economy of Heaven, that is shaped from a 

different set of values, Jesus’ teachings can address consumerism’s 

temporality and invoke an imagination of a greater system that can be 

engaged in now.   

 

In a teaching that has direct applications to the perpetually unrealised 

consumer promises, Jesus explains the parable of the sower (Mark 4:18b-19a).  

Jesus likens one of the unfruitful seeds to those who “hear the word; but the 

worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things 

come in and choke the word.”  Jesus addresses the desire for more and how 

it can “choke”, causing stunted growth and ultimately unfruitfulness.  Jesus is 

once again making a clear distinction between two systems and what the 

“world’s” system can do to even good intentions. 

 

For Randy Alcorn, Jesus’ teachings on “treasure in Heaven” addresses 

consumerism’s lost sense of the eternal.  Alcorn explains that more immediate 

realities and the promise of the “good life” in this world “overshadow the 

eternal” and in so doing people lose the ability to imagine and instead 

retreat to consumerism as the remaining, easily accessed option.60   

In those rare times when we do seriously consider the afterlife, it seems 
strange or dreamlike, so otherworldly as to be unreal. So we come 

 
59 Ibid outlines how in first-century Israel, 70-80% of the people “eked out a marginal existence 
with little surplus for the future; anyone experiencing such a wonderful harvest would have 
been expected to share with the ‘neighbourhood’”, The rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-
31) reinforces the point about using what one has for relations goals.  

60 Randy Alcorn, Money, Possessions and Eternity (Carol Stream: Tyndale, 2003) 108.  
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back to “reality” – our present lives and possessions that we can see, 
hear, touch, feel and taste” 61 

 

Alcorn outlines how addressing consumerism includes a rediscovery of the 

eternal which can then be allowed to inform consumer perspective and 

priorities now.   

 

The lifestyle of Jesus has been characterised as both an ascetic wanderer, 

owning little, through to a more fanciful, prosperity gospel supporting 

description of being comparatively wealthy with a construction business.62  A 

balanced view is offered by Hartman who outlines how Jesus can be found in 

both “fasting” and “feasting” scenarios.  For Hartman, Jesus’ balancing of the 

“fast and feast” demonstrates the balance between consuming and 

simplicity.  There is a time to consume and feast however Jesus’ feasting was 

always in view of relational goals.  There is also a time to fast and practice 

those disciplines that reduce consumption and promote conscious 

consumerism.  Hartman states: “Jesus both fasted and feasted and perhaps 

so should we.”63  Addressing consumerism is more about motives over simply 

the amount of possessions owned.  Possessions used for relational goals are 

still achieving Kingdom outcomes. 

 

However, as per any belief system, consumerism can take the story of Jesus, 

a message that challenges at its foundation the driving promises of consumer 

culture and repackage it for consumable ends.  The artist Banksy highlights 

 
61 Ibid. 

62 William G. Johnsson, Jesus of Nazareth – His Life (Silver Springs: Review and Herald, 2015), 5-
6. Johnsson describes how for the great majority, life was a struggle to say one step ahead of 
poverty and starvation. This perspective is contrasted by Seventh-day Adventist evangelist 
Leo A Schreven, Rich God, Poor God – Unlearn everything religion has taught you about 
money and prosperity (Sisters: VMI Publishers, 2009), 100-101. Schreven was a prominent, 
prosperity oriented, Seventh-day Adventist public evangelist who used financial “success” 
seminars as a starting point for evangelism and correspondingly makes Jesus a successful 
businessman. 

63 Hartman, 83. 
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this juxtaposition in his 2005 stencil “Jesus Christ with Shopping Bags” that 

coincided with Christmas.  The work depicts a tired Jesus on an invisible 

crucifix, carrying full shopping bags including a Micky Mouse.  The artwork has 

been called a “can-it-be-more-clear call-out on consumerism” however it 

quickly became a screen print commodity.64  While many people can point 

out the irony in the celebration of Jesus’ birth being linked to the busiest 

shopping period of the year, for the most part that knowledge does not 

mitigate consumer behaviour.65  A response to advanced consumerism then 

is not simply in expounding the teachings of Jesus but rather joining them with 

and celebrating them in liturgies and practices that create the new 

imaginary of a different Kingdom. 

 

Jesus’ teachings on material have been well outlined in Seventh-day 

Adventist and wider Christian stewardship literature.66  However, simply 

equating Jesus’ teachings on money with consumerism, while useful for 

informing financial stewardship, can miss the more significant challenges 

Jesus gave in regard to identity, desire and hope which are themes that hold 

more potential for informing the Kingdom liturgy and counter imaginary to 

consumer culture.  A Seventh-day Adventist response to consumerism then 

would extend on the extensive financial stewardship work already in place to 

more explicitly address identity and the counter imagination of the Kingdom.  

 

 
64 The ‘Banksy’ picture can be viewed at https://www.widewalls.ch/consumerist-culture-art-
10-artworks/, accessed September 16, 2015. Widewalls contemporary art. 

65 For an overview of the interrelationship between consumerism, Christmas, Christ and 
commodity see Christopher Deacy, Christmas as Religion: Rethinking Santa, the Secular, and 
the Sacred (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).  

66 Ibid For other examples see Timothy Keller, Counterfeit Gods, When the Empty Promised of 
Love, Money and Power Let You Down (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2009), Richard 
Foster, Money Sex and Power – The Challenge of the Disciplined Life (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 2000). The most prominent Seventh-day Adventist example is Ben Maxson, Let 
God be God (Silver Springs: Stewardship Department, General Conference of Seventh-day 
Adventists, 2006).  

https://www.widewalls.ch/consumerist-culture-art-10-artworks/
https://www.widewalls.ch/consumerist-culture-art-10-artworks/
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Paul – The Living Sacrifice and Consuming “In Christ” 

 

The lived imaginary of the Kingdom is applied in the life of Paul.  For the 

apostle Paul, engagement within culture is directed by what it means to be 

“in Christ”.67  Each of Paul’s letters includes “in Christ” implications for the 

believer extending from a new status which then impacts activities and 

character.  Constantine Campbell explores how for Paul, virtually every 

aspect of life is informed in some way by the believers union with and in 

Christ.68  “Paul’s concern for the way in which believers live, construct identify 

and conduct themselves in relation to God, other believers, and the world is 

directly a result of their status in Christ.”69  For Campbell, Paul is laying out a 

distinctive ethical system informed by participation in Christ through the 

Spirit.70  If Paul then were to address specifically the challenges of advanced 

consumerism, it would still be through the “in Christ” motif.  

 

The status of believers in Christ is an essential element of what informs ethics 

and behaviour for Paul and by extension can inform an imaginary to address 

the underlying fluid status of consumerism.  Union with Christ is not merely “the 

mainstay of Paul’s religion”, but “the sheet-anchor of his ethics”.71  Desire for 

Paul can be generated out of sinful nature or be located in a “new life” 

made possible in Christ and lived “by the Spirit”.  

 
67 William B. Barclay, “Christ in You”: A Study in Paul’s Theology and Ethics (Lanham: University 
Press of America, 1999), 111. William Barclay explains how for Paul, “To be ‘in Christ’ means to 
belong to, to serve, to be ruled by Christ.” 

68 Constantine R. Campbell, Paul and Union with Christ – An Exegetical and Theological Study 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 370. 

69 Ibid, 375. Paul’s concern is to teach believers how properly to understand themselves in 
light of Christ (Rom 6:11). 

70 Douglas A. Campbell, The Deliverance of God: An Apocalyptic Rereading of Justification 
in Paul (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 607. 

71 James, S Stewart, A Man in Christ: The Vital Elements of St. Paul’s Religion (Vancouver, BC: 
Regent College, 2002), 194. 
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Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its 
passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with 
the Spirt (Galatians 5:24-25, NIV). 
 

Paul establishes a dichotomy of passion and desire as either an expression of 

sinfulness or as part of a new life in the Spirit and as a part of being a new 

creation in Christ.  The in Christ motivated death-to-self undermines the 

consumer self-project by removing the self as the starting point.  The 

consumer is then not making decisions for self but rather in the capacity of 

being a “new creation”.  The in Christ motif also provides inherent fixed 

identity which mitigates the fluid, unchecked commodified identities.  For 

Paul, the “new life” in Christ launches an imagination beyond the human 

“sinful” nature. 

 

This death to self, in view of Union with Christ, flows into the place of the body 

which also belongs to God “it is not my own” but is “God’s temple and 

building” (1 Corinthians 6:15, 16).  To consumer culture’s body obsession, with 

a view to retaining youth and avoiding death and where transformation is 

simply cosmetic, Paul establishes a radical departure where, following death 

to self, the body belongs to God.  While the “body as a temple” language is 

common in consumer-focused health promotions, ironically usually in view of 

self-goals, for Paul, the body belongs to God and so is to be regarded for His 

use.  

 

The believer becomes part of Christ’s body which Paul uses as a metaphor for 

the church.72  For Paul, it is in within this body that identity is primarily located 

over the physical body.  In the church, as the body of Christ, every believer 

“finds their place” and has a part using one’s unique gifts.  The church is 

formed as each individual is incorporated into Christ.73  The location of 

 
72 See Bruinsma, 52-54 for a discussion of how Paul’s use of this imagery and how Seventh-day 
Adventist theology relates to the image as metaphor. 

73 Constantine Campbell, 63. 
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identity within the body of believers once again works against the 

individualism of consumer culture.  By giving a new identity, as members of 

Christ’s Body, Paul’s in Christ motif can form a fidelity and other centeredness 

that is countercultural to the ethos of advanced consumerism.  It is in the 

body of Christ that a delight is generated that can then undermine and 

rework the promised, yet out of reach, consumer delight. 

 

Mark Clavier relocates delight from the consumer space to being 

experienced in the body of Christ. 

The spiritual delights experienced transcend this world and therefore 
beyond the reach of the market. Love expressed through prayer, 
sacraments, selfless service, and deep communion can’t be 
monetized: the market has no means for making grace a commodity.74  
 

Further, Christians aren’t left by themselves to resist the world and its 

consumer messages as the body of Christ further provides the 

encouragement and communal discernment for a life in Christ that is being 

practiced while still engaging in the wider culture.75 

 

The characteristics of believers are also conditioned by their union with Christ  

and manifested in a community of “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians, 5:22-23).  

These fruits of relational mutuality confront the self-centeredness that can 

drive consumer goals.  For Clapp, the fruits of the spirit highlight and stand 

against the self-oriented character traits consumerism usually forms:  

The church must examine and challenge consumerism at exactly this 
point.  What sort of people would consumer capitalism have us be?  
What are the key character traits of consumer-par-excellence?  And 

 
74 Mark Clavier, On Consumer Culture, Identity, The Church and the Rhetoric’s of Delight 
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019), Kindle Location, 1861. 

75 For a discussion on the communal discernment of the Pauline churches see Allen Verhey, 
“Able to Instruct One Another – The church as a community of moral discourse,” in Mark 
Husbands and Daniel J. Treier, The Community of the Word (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2005)  
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how do these stack up against the standards and aims of Christian 
character?76 

 

Paul’s letters contain over forty “one another” statements instructing how one 

should live with each other in the body of Christ.  Paul’s “one-another” 

injunctions work against the “meet my needs” customer focus.77   

 

For Robert Jewett, it is only at the point of being in Christ that relationships 

become other centred. 

When people are set free from the spirit of consumerism, they become 
capable for the first time of sustaining genuine relationships.  The spirit 
of Christ constantly conveys to our fearful hearts that we are beloved 
whether we conform or not (Romans 8:15-17).78   

 

For Paul, this giving life away and pursuit of the “one another’s” brings true 

freedom.  Rather than a consumer driven freedom of endless choice, 

freedom is to be found in “newness of sprit” in which the believer is bound to 

others and called to serve others rather than to be served.79  

 

Jewett, in his focusing on Paul as Apostle to America, goes as far as seeing 

Paul’s freedom from the law construct in Romans 7 as applicable to freedom 

from the laws of fashion and the consumer imperatives.80  Jewett identifies 

that new laws, which do not originate in the traditional religious systems but in 

the religion of consumerism, have arisen to dominate the behaviour of 

“thoroughly secularized North Americans”.  The religious nature of 

consumerism creates its own “laws” to conform to. “The laws of consumer 

 
76 Clapp, 190.   

77 For an overview of the ‘One-Anothers’ in Paul’s writing and implications for life in the 
church and ethics see Constantine R Campbell chapter “In Christ” in Paul: explorations in 
Paul’s theology of union and participation, ed. Constantine R Campbell, Kevin J. Vanhoozer 
and Michael J. Thate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018). 

78 Robert Jewett, Paul the Apostle to America: Cultural Trends and Pauline Scholarship 
(Louisville: John Knox Press, 1994), 91. 

79 Ibid. 

80 Ibid, 88. 
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society, promoted by advertisements in the most powerful media of our time 

bring what Paul wrote in Romans 7:5-8 into this new arena.”81  Jewett 

concedes that at first glance Paul’s message about being “discharged from 

the law” may seem many worlds removed from the rituals of consumption 

and behaviour in modern society.  However, for Jewett, “the ‘law’ has a 

strange way of reappearing where we least expect it.”82  Jewett then outlines 

that what humans need to be relieved of, in consumer culture, is not a guilty 

conscience about noncompliance with the law but rather conformity itself.83   

 

While Jewett extends Paul’s teaching on the law to places Paul did not 

intend, the application has some merit in that Paul is working in the space of 

human motivations and “our sinful passions” (Romans 7:7-8).  “The reason 

Paul may be relevant to fashion/brands is that he understands and explains 

the deeper dimensions of our human motivations.”84  The pride of 

consumerism, the insatiable desire for more, an identity shaped in 

commodification is, for Jewett, simply the outworking of selfishness that Paul is 

addressing through new life in Christ.  Jewett’s identification of consumerism 

as a religious system with dimensions that facilitate “sin” and then the 

freedom Paul establishes in Christ, and not consumerism, is relevant for 

responding to consumerism as a spiritual disposition.   

 

In his letter to the Romans Paul (Romans 12) juxtaposes two images to create 

the “living sacrifice” motif (Romans 12:1).  As a response to God’s work, 

outlined in Romans 11, a living sacrifice embodies the death-to-self dimension 

of new life in Christ.  Paul then links this living sacrifice worship to how the 

believer operates in relation to culture: “Do not be conformed to the patterns 

 
81 Ibid. 

82 Ibid, 89.  

83 Ibid.  

84 Ibid.  
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of this world” (Romans 12:3).  For Paul, how one engages with culture is an 

act of worship.  The opposite of being conformed to culture is being 

transformed by the renewing of the mind.  The living sacrifice person will then 

engage in serving in the body (Romans 12:4-9), and humbly living in relational 

connectedness (Romans 12:9-11).  The living sacrifice provides a mode of 

operating in the world that lives out and extends the goals of the Kingdom 

within culture however does so from a place of selflessness.  The consumer “in 

Christ” is still involved in consumer choices but makes them through a 

relational grid that extends from an imaginary found in giving life away.  The 

living sacrifice person will then consume in view of relational goals that 

become an act of worship that focuses away from self to God’s narrative. 

 

The Communal Form - A New Social Space 

 

Becoming “embedded” in the “communal form of life” that the apostle Paul 

describes is, for Miller, essential as a consumer response. 85  This relational 

community is the outworking of “unmasked doctrine, symbol and tradition” 

and counters the commodified form.86  Miller explains how beliefs, symbols 

and practices only have their authentic meaning within a complex web of 

interrelationships that work against the individualism and self-stories that 

underlie the commodified form of life.87  A community that connects with 

one another, serves one another, shares with one another, and worships God 

in uncommodified relationship runs directly against and undermines the 

values of individualised, commodified consumerism.  Miller concedes this very 

notion of uncommodified community is open to be commodified and turned 

into pseudo community.88  However, community remains the location for an 

 
85 Miller, 195. 

86 Ibid. 

87 Ibid, 183. 

88 Ibid. 
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outward focused, other centeredness that is more difficult to commodify, 

particularly when scaffolded with doctrine, symbols, traditions and practices 

that move people toward a counter imaginary of God’s Kingdom.  

 

The other centred community is also central in Valerio’s response to 

consumerism.  For Valerio, the goal is not simply to have people consume less 

but to create “a new society” that inspires and motivates people to become 

more involved in social change efforts by evoking empathy, caring, and 

connection.  “When people get involved with others, they lose their desire to 

consume because they encounter a new, more satisfying way of life.”89  A 

focus on other-centred community addresses consumerism’s inherent focus 

on detachment; from other people, from God, from the wider natural world 

and from ourselves.  Genuine community forms lines of reconnection that 

over time moves people to engage more as locals and citizens and less as 

individualised consumers.  Valerio outlines the shift toward relational over 

consumer outcomes: “Our focal concerns, then, will be all to do with re-

engagement and the building of relationships, on all levels.”90  

 

For the Seventh-day Adventist Church, an ecclesiology that facilitates a more 

communal form of life has been called for in view of protecting against 

legalism and being a more relationally focused community. 91  However, this 

shift will inherently also address the individualism of advanced consumerism. 

The Seventh-day Adventist fundamental on the church repeatedly uses the 

language of counter-cultural community including being “called out from 

the world”.  At the same time, it is a community that is sent into the world to 

“serve” and “proclaim”.   

 
89 Valerio, Kindle Location1696-1699.  

90 Ibid. 

91 This call to a more communal ecclesiology is made by Rice, Believing, Behaving, 
Belonging, Bruinsma, The Body, Jankiewicz, Models of Religious Authority and Lazic, Remnant 
in Koinonia for missional, relational and structural reasons. 
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The church is the community of believers who confess Jesus Christ as 
Lord and Saviour.  In continuity with the people of God in Old 
Testament times, we are called out from the world; and we join 
together for worship, for fellowship, for instruction in the Word, for 
celebration of the Lord’s Supper, for service to humanity, and for the 
worldwide proclamation of the Gospel… The church is God’s 
family…The church is the body of Christ, a community of faith.92 

 

Adventism has within its historical narrative and theological understanding 

the tension of being the counter-cultural yet culturally engaging community 

that can inform within yet move beyond consumer narratives.  In practice, 

being this community will require a concerted approach that will include 

addressing the customer centric, individually mediated engagement with the 

church, so that the communal forms foster desire in a new imaginary. 

 

Communion and Baptism as Liturgy for the Counter Community 

 

As a response to self-centeredness and competition, both motives that drive 

and are fostered in consumerism, Paul advises the believer to “Examine 

himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup” (1 Corinthians 

11:28 NIV).  For Hartman, communion is a practice that in a tangible, tactile 

way commemorates the acts that underly the counter consumer narrative. 

Hartman outlines how “The many gifts of the Eucharist include its power to 

shape Christian attitudes toward consumption.”93  Communion removes the 

individualism of consumerism and returns the focus to a serving community in 

which the people of God consume the emblems in a way that enriches them 

to serve others.  

 

For Andy Crouch, the communion service is the place where the church 

practices “postconsumerism”.94  Communion celebrates “God’s economy” 

 
92 Adventist’s Believe, Fundamental 12, 165. 

93 Hartman, 152.   

94 Andy Crouch, 83.   
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of grace, generosity and service and so serves as liturgy that “equips to resist 

the consumer economy.”95  Crouch explains how the communion table 

works against consumer “tastes” in that there is “no menu, no list of options 

and no hierarchy of products.”96  Crouch asks: “If we indeed taste and see 

that the Lord is good, how can we rise from the communion table and go 

back to a life of frenzied consumption?”97  Paul Metzger also identifies 

communion as a practice of “post-consumerism”.  For Metzger, the “power” 

of communion is in the dynamic reality of relationship it signifies and its 

challenge to individualism.98 

 

Mark Medley focuses on the potential of the communion service to inform 

identity and tangibly see it experienced and expressed in the body of Christ. 

At the communion table we receive our true identities as children of 
God and are prepared to resist the identities proffered by our 
consumerist culture…We cannot properly receive the Supper, the 
Apostle Paul teaches, without embracing the other persons at the 
table as the living Body of Christ.99  
 

Medley describes how seeing the other as also having identity in Christ then 

counters the self-centeredness that commodifies fellow humans.100  

Cavanaugh, in a similar way to Medley, identifies the Eucharist as a 

celebration that informs identity.101  “To consume the Eucharist is an act of 

anti-consumption.”102  However, Cavanaugh warns that as a symbol the 

 
95 Ibid. 

96 Ibid. 

97 Ibid.  

98 Paul Louis Metzger. Consuming Jesus: Beyond Race and Class Divisions in a Consumer 
Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), Kindle Location1428-1434. 

99 Mark S. Medley, “Discovering our True Identity,” in Consumerism, Christian Reflection, ed. 
Robert B. Krushwitz (Waco: Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University, 2003), 35. 

100 Ibid. 

101 Cavanaugh, 83-85. 

102 Ibid. 
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Eucharist may become a marketing ploy to appeal to consumers with a 

more symbolic and sacramental frame of mind.  The presence of Jesus could 

then become another kind of commodity.103  

 

In the Seventh-day Adventist community communion, often referred to as the 

ordinances, is usually celebrated quarterly.  Following the Protestant tradition, 

its emblems are taken as symbolic rather than understood as having 

undergone Transubstantiation.  The ordinance service, in the Seventh-day 

Adventist tradition, includes the practice of foot washing which provides a 

very tangible reminder of humility, service and community.  Bull and Lockart 

outline the “peculiarity” of the Seventh-day Adventist celebration of the 

ordinances: “The hands, which are normally in contact with other hands, are 

brought down to touch another person’s feet — the customary order of 

relationships between the parts of the body is thus disturbed…through its 

peculiarity in Adventism, the rite symbolizes Adventist peculiarity in the 

world.”104  The peculiarity of the ordinance service, especially the act of foot-

washing, becomes somewhat of a metaphor for the counter-cultural 

peculiarity of living in the economy of grace.  The consumer of the 

communion becomes formed in habits, affections, and dispositions that are 

counter-cultural to the ethos of a consumer culture.  The communion service 

then is one of the liturgy practices that fosters and celebrates the imaginary 

of the divine narrative beyond advanced consumerism. 

 

The communion service however, perhaps because of its peculiarity and the 

foot-washing not being so commodifiable, has lost some of its engagement 

and significance in Australian Adventism.  Many people do not participate in 

 
103 Ibid, 54. 

104 Bull and Lockhart, Seeking a Sanctuary, 224.  
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the service and the foot washing aspect particularly.105  Perhaps this 

disengagement, as Eddy Johnson suggests, is due to a lack of education and 

understanding in regard to what is being enacted and signified.  

Consequently, a liturgy that is seen to be a powerful informer of consumerism 

in other traditions, granted the Catholic interpretations are laden with extra 

significance, has not been engaged to its potential as a liturgy to inform 

Seventh-day Adventist counter-cultural consumer practice.  A Seventh-day 

Adventist response to consumerism then would include a more focused 

intentionality around the significance of communion and its potential as a 

tangible practice that sparks and supports the counter-consumer 

imagination.  While this renewed focus on engagement runs the risk of 

commodifying the very service that counters consumerism, it would be in 

view of a formal commodification to engage in the essential substance of 

the communion service. 

 

Baptism is another practice of the Christian tradition that tangibly addresses 

the drivers of consumerism. 106  Crouch outlines how baptism is the Christian 

expression of McFague’s self-emptying “kenosis”.  For Crouch, “baptism could 

be the church’s most powerful response – perhaps its only response – to 

individualism.”107  Crouch explains how baptism includes a giving away of self 

to belong to God and the other members of the body. “Baptism opens the 

way into true post-individualism.”108  It is within this post-individual body, 

entered by baptism and a self-emptying that is then filled by God, that 

 
105 Eddy Johnson, “Saved to Serve: A Reflection on Communion,” Spectrum, November 1, 
2017, available at: https://spectrummagazine.org/article/2017/11/01/saved-serve-reflection-
communion, viewed Jan 14, 2019. 

106 The Seventh-day Adventist church practices the Protestant adult baptism by immersion. 

107 Andy Crouch, “Life After Postmodernity,” in The Church in Emerging Culture – Five 
Perspectives, ed. Leonard Sweet (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 81.  Sallie McFague, 
Blessed Are the Consumers, 34-35 overviews the concept of self-emptying ‘kenosis’. 

108 Ibid. 
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Crouch finds an expression of community that has the potential to address 

the individualism that drives consumerism.   

 

However, even in baptism a growing commodification can be observed. 

Seventh-day Adventists celebrate mature age baptism and often this has 

included multiple baptisms as part of a worship service or church event.  

However, pastors are reporting an increase in baptisms where the individual 

seeks a whole church programme to focus on “their” baptism that can even 

include themed t-shirts for support people, graphics, and hashtags.  The 

baptism itself can become a social media celebration of the person that 

overshadows the substance of the baptism liturgy.109  Practices cannot be 

simply left to drift in the consumer culture, even within the church, as they will 

most likely be engaged from a consumer mode that does not recognise the 

significant, even counter consumer, substance of the practice.  Beliefs and 

practices require a very clear articulation of how they form a greater divine 

narrative beyond consumerism.  The beliefs and practices need to be 

repeatedly linked and explained in view of an imagination that extends 

beyond consumer categories, while at the same time informing consumer 

choices. 

 

Summary 

 

The theological themes, including the Kingdom and its economy of grace 

along with Paul’s “in Christ” motifs form the substance for a counter narrative 

of desire.  It is within this counter narrative that the religious nature of 

consumerism is significantly challenged, and an imaginary articulated that 

has the potential to relocate desire.  The divine narrative not only provides a 

counter consumer desire but relocates hope and provides fixities for identity 

 
109 The rise in individual baptism expressions was listed by Ministerial Association Secretaries 
from around Australia as an item to be addressed at the October 2019 Ministerial Association 
advisory held in Melbourne.  
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construction.  This divine imaginary grows out of a counter narrative that 

displaces the individual focused foundations of consumerism.   

 

While consumer forms will likely be required to facilitate an initial 

engagement, the beliefs and practices of the counter narrative can then be 

articulated through liturgies so that desire, hope, a fixed identity, and 

transformation are re-located from consumerism to within the divine 

imaginary.  Christian themes that address consumerism can then inform and 

integrate within a more particularly Seventh-day Adventist articulation of an 

expression within this divine narrative.  The consumer is relocated into a 

greater narrative of desire from which they consume with relational Kingdom 

outcomes in mind. 
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CHAPTER 11 

A SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTIST IMAGINARY TO INFORM CONSUMER CULTURE.  

 

Seventh-day Adventism advocates a simple, wholesome lifestyle, 
where people do not step on the treadmill of unbridled over-
consumption, accumulation of goods, and production of waste. A 
reformation of lifestyle is called for, based on respect for nature, 
restraint in the use of the world’s resources, re-evaluation of one’s 
needs, and reaffirmation of the dignity of created life.1 

 

Can we really market the church as just another consumer “product”? 
… Can we argue Creationism without joining in with those in our 
communities with an urgent concern for the environment? Can we 
share the good news of God’s judgment with prophetic mathematics 
but without an active concern about injustice today?2 

 
Adventism has within its theological developments shared imaginations, 

doctrines and understandings that can be reworked, leveraged, and 

unmasked to provide tools that inform its expression within advanced 

consumerism.  This chapter filters the broad theological themes of Seventh-

day Adventism in view of how these constructs can be reframed or 

rearticulated to provide the forms for cultural engagement.  More 

significantly, the themes of Adventism will be explored for how they engender 

and facilitate a Seventh-day Adventist counter-consumer imaginary 

generated within the Kingdom of God.  This process does not set out to 

defend or establish the theological beliefs but rather simply takes the 

doctrinal container that is Adventism, as much as that might exist, and 

 
1 General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist Administrative Committee, “Statement on 
Stewardship of the Environment.” In Statements, Guidelines and other Documents of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church - a 2010 compilation by the Communication Department of 
the General Conference (Silver Springs: General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, 2010), 42. 

2 Nathan Brown, I Hope (Warburton, VIC: Signs, 2011), 89. 
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establishes how its substance can shape a Seventh-day Adventist critique of 

and engagement within advanced consumer culture.3   

 

This process will include bringing together perspectives of those within and 

beyond the Seventh-day Adventist community, where they can inform, 

enhance, and extend Adventist thinking.  This exploration will include 

assessing themes in relation to what is formal commodification of the doctrine 

and what might constitute the substance to be protected from 

commodification and ultimately inform the Seventh-day Adventist 

imagination beyond advanced consumerism.  Chapter Twelve will outline the 

place, role and potential the Sabbath has as part of the Seventh-day 

Adventist counter imagination.  Chapter Thirteen explores how Babylon, as 

the cultural embodiment of empire themes, can draw on powerful Adventist 

imagery to inform the counter-consumer imagination. 

 

From Doctrine to Practice. 

 
Changing belief in itself is unlikely to make a significant impact on behaviour, 

particularly in a consumer context where doctrinal outlines and distinctives 

can be downplayed, commodified, simplified and engaged to the extent 

they might be used as tokens to signify identity.  The challenge, for addressing 

consumerism, is to re-work Seventh-day Adventist beliefs and practices in 

such a way that they confront selfishness and shape the imaginary for a 

counter-praxis.  Hartman explains: 

Christians consume in an unsustainable manner not because of false 
beliefs but because of bad habits.  If it were only a question of 

 
3 Adventists Believe. This publication outlines the 28 fundamental beliefs of the Seventh-day 
Adventist church including expositional commentary. The Seventh-day Adventist church has 
always been opposed to having a stated creed however this document is its official 
statement of belief.  The preamble to the document gives room for revision. In moving 
forward in this chapter, the actual fundamental statement will be referred to as the 
fundamental, the additional expositional commentary when quoted will be referred to as the 
exposition of that fundamental. 
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doctrinal error, this could be corrected easily enough.  Sadly, we 
consume unsustainably because Christians are subject to more 
universal and less easily remedied vices of short-sightedness and 
myopic selfishness, which lead us to prize self and convenience over 
other considerations.4 

 

Any re-ascribing of Seventh-day Adventist belief to inform consumerism then 

needs to make clear the implications for the self and how the belief links with 

practices that engage and shape the counter consumer imaginary. 

 

Seventh-day Adventist belief constructs, in a similar way to consumerism as a 

whole, can engender both reflexive and participative responses.  The 

Seventh-day Adventist culture can reflexively shape identity, particularly for 

those who have grown up within the Seventh-day Adventist community.  

Modes of Sabbath keeping, vegetarianism or an expectancy of the Second 

Coming may evoke reflexive responses that when re-ascribed contain 

particularly powerful drivers to address consumerism.  More participative 

responses might be informed by Seventh-day Adventist understandings of 

creation and wholistic health where these beliefs can be articulated in ways 

that inform participatory behaviours including service, generosity or 

addressing environmental and social justice concerns with corresponding 

consumer choices.  In a similar way to consumerism, what constitutes 

reflexive and participative factors can shift corporately and individually.   

 

Miller warns that even when a belief is “unmasked” to inform counter praxis it 

can itself then be commodified to become another consumable and simply 

shift the challenges of commodification to another playing field, in this case 

Seventh-day Adventist doctrine.5  This is where the essential substance of a 

doctrine, and the belief system it is part of, needs to be articulated so that a 

 
4 Hartman, 129. 

5 Miller, 179-182. Clavier, On Consumer Culture, 16 reaffirms Miller’s warning and gives the 
example of Miller’s own work being commodified to inform marketing companies of how to 
address religions symbols. 
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delineation can be made between the essential substance and the aspects 

of the doctrine that can be packaged and used to engage the consumer in 

commodifiable forms of the doctrine.  It is within the engagement of the 

commodified aspects of the doctrine, limited to its outer container, that a 

way is opened for the essential substance to be “unmasked” with a view to 

engaging beyond advanced consumer culture and re-shaping the 

imaginary that then informs consumer behaviour.6  

 

Adventist Doctrine and “Present Truth” 

 

For Hartman, the Seventh-day Adventist “package” of beliefs and practices 

has a unique contribution to make in terms of informing a response to 

consumerism.7  She particularly identifies Sabbath keeping, creation-based 

eschatology and the promotion of an wholistic lifestyle as key components of 

Adventism that have potential to inform and challenge behaviour for the 

Christian consumer.8  However, while Hartman identifies the potential for 

Seventh-day Adventist theology to inform the wider Christian response to 

consumerism, Ron Spencer, in a review of Hartman’s book, observes: “As a 

denomination of generous donors, Adventists surprisingly have yet to come 

into their own as a leading Christian voice on the theology of consumption.”9  

For Spencer, the potential Hartman identifies has not been clearly explained, 

 
6 The difference between formal and substantial commodification is outlined by Francesca E. 
S. Montemaggi, “Shopping for a Church? Choice and Commitment in Religious Behavious,” 
in Religion in Consumer Society, ed. Francois Gauthier and Tuomas Martikainen (Surrey, 
England: Ashgate, 2013). The concept is outlined in Chapter 6. 

7 Hartman, Christian Consumer, 128-168 provides a chapter entitled “To Envision the Future” 
which includes an overview of Seventh-day Adventist belief and how it can inform 
consumerism.  

8 Ibid, 139. 

9 Ron Spencer, “The Christian Consumer Living Faithfully in a Fragile World,” Adventist Today 
Online (December 2011) https://atoday.org/the-christian-consumer-living-faithfully-in-a-
fragile-world-reviewed-by-ron-spencer/ accessed on July 19, 2018. 
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understood or articulated within Adventism.  Perhaps this lack of intentionality 

is due to Adventism being so entwined within consumerism’s development 

that it simply has not stepped away enough to look at the implications of 

consumerism and its potential to inform that is inherent in its doctrines or 

perhaps its foundational focus on the imminence of Jesus’ return, in terms of 

identity and mission, has left it with little room to explore its theological 

relevance for its current cultural context. 

 

One of the first steps for reappropriating applications of Seventh-day 

Adventist doctrine in view of consumerism is creating a conceptual space 

within which this process can take place.  Can a well-established scheme of 

doctrines, with already defined applications, be re-worked, expanded, and 

re-engaged in view of a different locus of application?  For Adventism, the 

construct of “present truth” can provide this lens and framework.  Knight 

outlines that from its inception, Adventism has self-identified as a movement 

with present truth.10   Bruinsma explains how “These two words not only 

formed the title of an early Seventh-day Adventist periodical, but became a 

catch phrase for ‘the special truths’ Seventh-day Adventists believed they 

had been entrusted with and were charged to proclaim.”11  The expression 

“present truth” referred to elements of the Seventh-day Adventist message 

that were seen as particularly relevant in the circumstances and times in 

which the early Seventh-day Adventist movement developed.  For the 

Seventh-day Adventist pioneers, present truth was deemed to be their 

understanding of the Sabbath, the sanctuary, and Second Coming usually in 

reference to the end-times and growing out of the three angel’s message of 

Revelation Fourteen.12 

 
10 Knight, Identity, 19 also Lazic, Remnant in Koinonia, 44.  

11 Bruinsma, Present Truth, Kindle Location 2699. 

12 Knight, 19-22. Provides an overview of the development and use of the terms ‘present 
truth’ in Seventh-day Adventist history. 
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However, as the “end times” continue, the concept of what constitutes 

“present truth” is increasingly brought into question.  Lazic outlines how what 

has traditionally been deemed as present truth in Adventism is losing its 

power to engage western secular culture.13  “New forms and a new 

‘packaging’ of the communication and transmission of faith are needed if 

the Adventist message is to have optimum appeal to the twenty-first-century 

person.”14  Reappropriating Adventist theology in view of informing 

consumerism allows the container that is described as “present truth” to be 

given relevance for the contemporary cultural context of advanced 

consumerism.  This exercise is not simply a technique to artificially ascribe 

relevance for Adventism but rather allows the Seventh-day Adventist 

substance to speak into present cultural challenges and so be refreshed as 

“present truth”. 

 

Allowing Adventism’s substance to be reappropriated and expressed in terms 

of present cultural relevance is in keeping with the intent of Adventism’s 

founders.  Knight establishes how the principal Adventist pioneers, Joseph 

Bates along with James and Ellen White each had a dynamic concept of 

what they termed present truth and were open to further developments in 

the search for truth.15  James White explains how God has always given a 

present truth for that period of the church.16  “That which God gives His 

servants to speak today would not perhaps have been present truth twenty 

 
13 Lazic, 143. 

14 Ibid, 146. 

15 Knight, 20. 

16 James White, Present Truth, July, (1849), 1. accessed at 
https://m.egwwritings.org/en/book/1636.2000005 
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years ago, but it is God’s message for this time.”17  It is within this openness 

that theological space is created within Adventism for a filtering of Seventh-

day Adventist “truth” with a view to reappropriating its emphases toward the 

present cultural context of advanced consumerism. 

 

The Great Controversy - a “Grand Narrative” Beyond the Self 

 

The “Grand Narrative” of Adventist theology is described in the “Great 

Controversy” theme.18  Rice overviews the Great Controversy construct:  

This Great Controversy provides the comprehensive framework with 
which Seventh-day Adventists often think of the entire course of human 
history…  The great controversy is a powerful theological idea.  It 
dramatizes the human situation, and it properly focuses theological 
attention on the doctrine of God.  It also provides a way of integrating 
many important themes in Christian faith, including the fall of man, the 
meaning of the cross, and the end of history.19   

 

Within the Great Controversy doctrine, human sin is part of a cosmic conflict 

between superhuman powers of good and evil.20  The Seventh-day Adventist 

Fundamental 8 describes how “The controversy originated in heaven when a 

created being, endowed with the freedom of choice, in self-exaltation 

became Satan, God’s adversary, and led into rebellion a portion of the 

angels.”21  Lucifer tempted Adam and Eve, appealing to selfishness, and led 

 
17 Ibid, (Manuscript, 8a, 1888) published in, The Ellen G. White 1888 Materials, Letter 
Manuscripts, Articles and Sermons Relating to the 1888 Minneapolis Conference 
(Washington, D.C.: Ellen G White Estate, 1987), 142-143. 

18 Seventh-day Adventists Believe - Fundamental 8, 113. 

19 Rice, Reign of God, 128-129.  Rice explains how the title of Ellen G. White’s most influential 
series of books, ‘The Conflict of the Ages’ along with that of its most significant volume, ‘The 
Great Controversy’ reflects the significance of this concept in her mind.  Nicholas P. Miller, 
The Reformation and the Remnant (Nampa: Pacific Press, 2016), 36. Outlines how the Great 
Controversy theme “is the key to understanding the theology of Adventism”. 

20 Ibid, 128. 

21 Adventists Believe - Fundamental 8, 113. 
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humans to sin (Revelation 12:9). “This human sin resulted in the distortion of 

the image of God in humanity.”22  The Great Controversy doctrine further 

outlines how Satan continues to tempt and harass human beings and bears 

ultimate responsibility for all that is evil in the world.  God refuted Lucifer’s 

charges by demonstrating the depth of his love in the death of Jesus.  

However, Lucifer is now working to take as many people as possible to 

destruction before his time runs out (Rev 12:12).23  “To assist His people in this 

controversy, Christ sends the Holy Spirit and the loyal angels to guide, protect, 

and sustain them in the way of salvation.”24   

 

The Great Controversy narrative has Lucifer tempting Eve through appetite, 

identity, and a trust of self over God.  Knight outlines how “These techniques 

of Satan have not changed over the course of human history.”25  Denying 

dependence upon God is seen as generating the fall. “Satan aroused Eve’s 

curiosity” by suggesting that God was trying to keep her from a wonderful 

new experience – that of being like God (Genesis 3:4, 5).  “Eve became 

infatuated with the grand possibilities the fruit was said to offer.  Dissatisfied 

with her position Eve yielded to the temptation of becoming like God.”26  The 

origin of human infatuation and dissatisfaction then, for Seventh-day 

Adventist thinking, is found in transferring desire from God to the temporal.  

Dissatisfaction is not inherently evil as it can drive positive change.  However, 

in consumer culture marketing creates artificial dissatisfactions and promises 

of a better life simply with a view to drive consumption.  Consumerism once 

 
22 Ibid. 

23 Rice, 128. 

24 Adventists Believe, 113. 

25 Knight, Exploring the Letters of John and Jude (Hagerstown: Review and Herald, 2009), 74.  

26 Adventists Believe, 101. 
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again can be seen as leveraging and trading on the same motivations that 

were evident in the fall of humanity. 

 

Advanced consumerism, in the Great Controversy context, can then be 

viewed as a spiritual disposition in which a very real force of evil can use 

commodified identity, desire and a promised better version of self to tempt 

people away from God and toward self.  While this does not make consumer 

culture inherently evil, it does provide an Adventist window in view of how 

consumerism becomes the contemporary institutionalised iteration of 

selfishness.  This perspective needs to be tempered against basic instrumental 

consumerism and a view to the good that can be facilitated through 

consuming toward relational goals. 

 

The Great Controversy theme locates the individual in the grand fixed divine 

narrative that Miller calls for, outside of but informing commodified culture, 

which can then compete with consumer generated self-narratives.27  The 

“world”, and participation within it, is seen as an ongoing conflict between 

good and evil.  The conflict includes an active force that is trying to deceive, 

yet where good wins in the end.  This theme itself is often commodified in 

movies.28  A good versus evil grid is provided through which to filter current 

culture and a realm beyond consumer culture.  This perspective invests this 

life with meaning as an active player in that conflict narrative and provides a 

reference point and fixities, outside of consumerism, that can then inform a 

response to the temporal self-focused identity makers and markers of 

advanced consumerism.  The Great Controversy scheme provides an 

overarching narrative that incorporates themes of Creation, God’s 

relationship with humankind, Salvation and the Second Coming.  These 

 
27 Miller, 226. 

28 For example, The Matrix (1999, Warner Brothers, Village Roadshow) and Star Wars (Lucas 
Films, 1977-2019).  
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doctrines provide important foundations for shaping the Seventh-day 

Adventist counter-consumer imaginary.  Combining the primary themes of 

Adventism into an overarching scheme provides a clear narrative that 

Seventh-day Adventism, as a denomination, and its members can locate 

themselves within and through which foundations and promises of the 

consumer narrative can be assessed. 

 

Creation – Identity and Inherent Value  

 

The quest for meaning and filling an “emptiness”, themes commandeered by 

marketing to drive consumerism, are, for Adventist thinking, factors of being 

disconnected from creation.  The Seventh-day Adventists Believe exposition, 

extending on the fundamental belief on Creation, claims that belief in 

creation is the remedy for pessimism, loneliness, and meaninglessness.29  

The Creation narrative reveals that, rather than coming into existence 
because of chance evolution, everything was created with a purpose.  
The human race was designed for an everlasting relationship with the 
Creator Himself.  When we understand that we were created for a 
reason, life becomes meaningful and rich, and the painful emptiness 
and dissatisfaction that so many express vanishes, replaced by the love 
of God.30 
 

While this construct is oversimplified in its end points, it still holds that from an 

Adventist perspective existential emptiness is otherwise filled with the “love of 

God”.  This outline then is a simplified version of Smith’s “counter-desire” line 

of reasoning where addressing consumer desire is not so much about 

reworking the consumptive behavior but re-locating the texture and objects 

of desire.31  

 

 
29 Adventists Believe, 85. 

30 Ibid.  

31 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom. 
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A focus on God as creator also provides a fixed point with which to evaluate 

the commodified, fluid identities offered in consumer culture.  Hayes and 

Hayes outline how “for Adventists our world is a creation, not an accident, 

and is of value to the Creator.”32  The biblical narrative, based on inherent 

relational value and other centeredness, speaks to the relativism and plurality 

of consumerism. 

 

Adventism’s literal reading of the creation account provides a clear 

delineation for addressing evolution and its extension of Social Darwinism with 

“survival of the fittest” expressions of consumerism.  Norman Gulley, in 

overviewing an Adventist reading of origins in Genesis, outlines how 

methodological naturalism is inherently based on individualism and 

selfishness.  “Successful genes rely on selfishness.”33  Selfish human nature is 

then expressed in “doing right in its own eyes” without any obligation but to 

self.  It is the world of “rugged individualism into which the survival of others 

and the common good do not factor.”34  Gulley then contrasts Social 

Darwinism, and its “moral fallout”, with a relational Trintiy living in love and 

“calling all to share in that abundant life” of love.35  

 

For Hartman, the Seventh-day Adventist focus on wholeness, where all 

aspects of life are connected and have a spiritual dimension, should 

engender connections between humans and the rest of creation that are 

then played out in a more wholistic picture of who one is in connection to 

 
32 F. E. Hayes and W. K. Hayes, “What do Adventists have to say to the world about 
environmental stewardship?” in., Entrusted: Christians and Environmental Care, ed. S. G. 
Dunbar, L. J. Gibson, and H. M. Rasi (Mexico: Adventus - International University Publishers, 
2013), 253-262.  Adventists Believe - Fundamental 6, 79. The wording of the Fundamental was, 
somewhat contentiously, added to in 2015 to make it even more literal. 

33 Norman Gulley, Systematic Theology: Creation, Christ, Salvation (Berrien Springs: Andrews 
University Press, 2012), 299-300.  

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid, 300. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/sytmtctheogulley03?ref=Page.p+299
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God and creation.  This orientation is then reflected in a less consumer driven 

identity.36   

 

The Adventist focus on Creation often misses the wider relational implications 

and instead predominately focuses on establishing and defending the 

Sabbath along with a literal hermeneutic.  Johnsson, in outlining what he sees 

as the dividing points between different expressions of Adventism, includes 

the difference between a church that relationally exults in the Creator and 

His creation as against a church focused on defending the “when” of 

Creation.37  Encouragingly, there is an increasing focus on the relational and 

environmental implications of creation within Adventism.  This emphasis is 

fuelled by environmental movements being expressed into an already 

creation focused, and so receptive, Seventh-day Adventist culture.  It is within 

this developing environmental focus that space is being made for the 

doctrine of Creation to be extended in its practical applications to inform 

consumer choices.38   

 

A more expansive focus on implications of the Creation doctrine can play a 

role in resourcing the “ecological literacy” that Valerio calls for as a key to 

 
36 Hartman, 151.  Wholeness encompasses not just body, mind, and spirit, but also the 
environment, as healthy ecosystems are essential to sustain human life. 

37 William G Johnnson, Where are we Headed? Adventism after San Antonio (Westlake 
Village: Oak and Acorn, 2017), 2. 

38 Examples include the Ontario Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
“Inaugural Earth Day Summit,” April 21, 2019 hosted by Dr. Mansfield Edwards, president of 
the Ontario Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  The community summit 
included family activities, presentations aimed at various audiences and published articles.  
For an overview of the summit see Christelle Agboka, “Ontario Conference’s Inaugural Earth 
Day Summit Inspired Thousands to Acknowledge God as Creator and Care for His Planet,” 
Spectrum, May 12, 2019, accessed at https://spectrummagazine.org/news/2019/ontario-
conferences-inaugural-earth-day-summit-inspires-thousands-acknowledge-god-creator, 
accessed June 6, 2019. For an Australian example see Nathan Brown, “I Don’t Believe in 
Climate Change…” Adventist Record, July 29, 2017, 13. Despite its provocative title, this 
article is about creation care. 
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addressing consumerism.39  Ecological literacy involves seeing all of creation 

as valuable and sustained by God and humans as a part of creation who 

then honour God through caring for his creation rather than simply seeing it 

as a commodity to be consumed, developed, or managed.  Growing a 

connection with nature provides a realignment away from the artificiality of 

consumerism and with it a return to a human identity that is shaped in relation 

to being a part of that creation.40  Rahel Davidson Schafer outlines the 

creation care implications of a literal Creation and the Sabbath.  “In 

recognizing and celebrating the biblical account of Creation and Sabbath, 

Adventists stand on a firm foundation in their biblical theology of 

conservation.  We are never to forget the real owner of this earth, and that 

we are responsible for its care.”41 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Statement on the Environment focuses on 

creation care as an aspect of stewardship: 

Seventh-day Adventists believe that humankind was created in the 
image of God, thus representing God as His stewards, to rule the 
natural environment in a faithful and fruitful way… These environmental 
problems are largely due to human selfishness and the egocentric 
pursuit of getting more and more through ever-increasing production, 
unlimited consumption and depletion of nonrenewable resources. Our 
ecological crisis is rooted in humankind’s greed and refusal to practice 
good and faithful stewardship within the divine boundaries of 
creation.42 

 
39 Valerio, Kindle Location 3152-3159.  

40 Ibid. 

41 A. Rahel Davidson Schafer, How Can Environmental Care be Grounded in Biblical 
Theology? (Berrien Springs: Andrews University Faculty Publications, 2013), 8 accessed at 
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/religion-pubs/8 July 6, 2017. Also, chapter in Entrusted: 
Christians and Environmental Care, ed. S. G. Dunbar, L. J. Gibson, and H. M. Rasi (Mexico: 
Adventus - International University Publishers, 2013), 25-34. 

42 General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist Administrative Committee, “Statement on 
Stewardship of the Environment.” In Statements, Guidelines and other Documents of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church - a 2010 compilation by the Communication Department of 
the General Conference (Silver Springs: General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, 2010), 42. 
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While the formal statements of the denomination acknowledge an 

ecological crisis exists and that it is rooted in humankind’s greed, Hayes and 

Hayes claim that, for the most part, church guidance stops here.43  “We are 

left to answer on our own questions regarding personal use of resources.”44  

Hayes and Hayes outline the need to increase discourse within the Adventist 

community regarding creation care issues.45   

 

For Hayes and Hayes, the Adventist encouragement “to live a simple, 

wholesome lifestyle, showing respect for creation and exercising restraint in 

the use of the world’s resources” provides principles that can guide consumer 

choices beyond direct environmental care.46  The way consumer choices are 

made has moral implications that in Adventism are significant to God.  Hayes 

and Hayes find in the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14- 30) an injunction 

and guidelines for environmental stewardship that resonates within the 

Seventh-day Adventist focus on the Second Coming. 

God has entrusted us to care for His creation, and one day will return 
and reclaim it (Isa. 35; 65:17-25; Rev. 21:1-7). Our responsibility until then 
is similar to that of the servants in the parable of the talents…. We can 
similarly expect judgment one day for how we have treated the 
portion of creation entrusted to us. If we fail to take care of our planet  
in this life, should we expect God to give us a renewed one in the 
next?... We can expect to be held responsible for decisions regarding 
how we produce, package, and distribute food; the products we 
purchase and the waste we generate; our choices in travel and 
entertainment; how we educate students regarding the environment; 
and how we care for our health…Sitting idly by, doing nothing to halt 
the accelerating damage to ecosystems, is not an acceptable option. 

 
43 Hayes and Hayes, 256. 

44 Ibid.  

45 Ibid, 257.  

46 Ibid, 258.  The statement that they refer to is General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist 
Administrative Committee, “Statement on Stewardship of the Environment.” 42. 



313 

 

When Jesus comes, He will hold responsible those who are destroying 
His creation (Isa.11:9, Rev.11:18).47 
 

While the use of the parable of the talents in relation to creation care brings 

with it judgement and Second Coming themes, powerful drivers in Seventh-

day Adventist thought, using the parable in this way includes the risk of 

promoting a form of Deism that has the creator “away” prior to a reckoning. 

This construct could undermine, or at least needs to be tempered with, the 

relational posture of God engaged in everyday choices that Jethani 

identifies as being foundational for informing more relational consumerism.48  

Hayes and Hayes connection of the parable to creation is powerful in that it 

shows a God who ultimately cares about how creation is treated.  However, 

it needs to be balanced with a relational picture of a God who is continually 

involved in creating and sustaining. 

 

Theologically conservative churches are often criticised for their lack of 

creation care.49  Hartman outlines how “It is not uncommon for 

environmentalists to report that Christians believe humans should “use up” the 

planet’s resources in order to hasten the return of Christ.”50  Hayes and Hayes 

claim that individuals who identify themselves as political, social, and fiscal 

conservatives are more likely than others to dismiss personal responsibility 

toward the environment and resist government policies intended to protect 

the environment. “Indeed, this group also shows measurably less concern 

 
47 Ibid, 254. 

48 Jethani, With. Jethani’s construct is overviewed in this thesis chapter 10 pages 275-276. 

49 For an example see R. E, McCright and R. E. Dunlap, "Defeating Kyoto: the conservative 
movement’s impact on U. S. climate change policy," Social Problems 50, no. 3 (2003): 348–
373. or R. S. Allen, E. Castano, and P. D. Allen, "Conservatism and concern for the 
environment," Quarterly Journal of Ideology 30, no. 3-4 (2007): 1–25.  D. M. Konisky, J. Milyo, 
and L. E. Richardson, Jr., "Environmental policy attitudes: issues, geographic scale, and 
political trust," Social Science Quarterly 89, (2008): 1066–1085. These articles are 
representative of those who see conservative Christianity as partly having caused and now 
disregarding environmental issues.  

50 Hartman, 128.  
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about environmental degradation than the general public.”51  Hayes and 

Hayes identify diverse views toward the environment among Seventh-day 

Adventists and highlight the need for the denomination to go beyond 

environmental statements to encourage more active ecological stewardship.  

 

The call for a more active ecological stewardship itself is being increasingly 

questioned.  Stewardship can be seen to validate an anthropocentric, 

arrogant ethic suggesting humans have both the right and ability to organise 

creation.  Clare Palmer outlines how the stewardship construct promotes a 

deistic picture of God as an “absent landlord” who has put humanity in 

charge of his possessions.52  For Palmer, a posture of stewardship negates a 

God who is active and present in the world.  Stewardship is seen to imply that 

the natural world is a resource for human use and requires human 

development.  Paul Santmire also warns against the use of the word 

stewardship, even though he sees within it an initially “attractive option” with 

which to address consumerism.53  For Santmire, stewardship is too closely 

allied with the “spirit of capitalism” and reinforces power structures that can 

be environmentally destructive.  The very structures that Hayes and Hayes are 

trying to address through the more active ecological stewardship are 

negated if the word is interpreted with an overly anthropocentric 

understanding. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church can be a significant agency in creating 

and promoting a megalogue within Adventism that highlights creation care 

 
51 Hayes and Hayes, 255. 

52 Clare Palmer, “Stewardship: A Case Study in Environmental Ethics,” originally published in 
Environmental Stewardship: Critical Perspectives, Past and Present, ed. R.J. Berry (London: T&T 
Clark, 2006), 63-75. Palmers eco-theological critique is overviewed and interacted with at 
University of Exeter “Criticisms of Stewardship” resource page 
https://humanities.exeter.ac.uk/theology/research/projects/beyondstewardship/criticisms/ 

53 Paul Santmire, “From Consumerism to Stewardship: The Troublesome Ambiguities of an 
Attractive Option.” Dialog: A Journal of Theology 49, no. 4 (2010): 332-333. 
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as part of addressing the excesses of consumerism.  Further, through 

collaboration with groups promoting similar environmental care, the 

megalogue is extended and expressed within the wider community.  In 

Seventh-day Adventist parlance the word stewardship has mostly been 

limited to financial resources and while there are attempts to extend the 

concept to embrace all of life this will need to be informed by Palmer’ and 

Santmire’s warnings in mind.  A Christian response to consumerism includes 

an active and present God along with creation care that joins God in his 

sustaining of creation. 
 

Stewardship - Tithe, Generosity and Ownership 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist doctrine of stewardship is set in view of the future 

Kingdom.  It extends beyond possessions, resources, and creation to the 

“proper use” of time, opportunities, and abilities.  Stewardship, regarded as 

“the application of Biblical principles to managing the resources God has 

entrusted to humans” makes the consumer responsible to God for consumer 

choices.54   

We are God’s stewards, entrusted by Him with time and opportunities, 
abilities and possessions, and the blessings of the earth and its 
resources. We are responsible to Him for their proper use. We 
acknowledge God’s ownership by faithful service to Him and our fellow 
human beings and by returning tithe and giving offerings for the 
proclamation of His gospel and the support and growth of His church. 
Stewardship is a privilege given to us by God for nurture in love and the 
victory over selfishness and covetousness.55  

 

The results of Christian stewardship, as outlined in the doctrine, include victory 

over both covetousness and selfishness.  When consumer choices are made 

with a view to God’s ownership, with identity placed in being a steward, less 

 
54 Adventists Believe, 307. For Hayes and Hayes, the biblical view of stewardship, where the 
world and everything in it belongs to God, encompasses time, money, possessions, health, 
opportunities, as well as natural resources Hayes and Hayes, 256.  

55 Adventists Believe, 307. 
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significance will be given to a product’s symbolic value and more given to 

the use value in achieving outcomes in line with relational objectives. 

  

Davidson Schafer identifies within the stewardship doctrine a radical change 

in perspective and identity in terms of the meaning placed on the material.56   

While it is important to detail stewardship requirements concerning the 
environment, money, possessions, time, and opportunities, the most 
crucial principle is God’s ownership of the earth and everything in 
it...Thus, we must treat all of the earth as created by God and 
belonging ultimately to Him as its Maker.57 
 

This integration between the spiritual journey and material world creates the 

space in Adventist church life to educate, resource and support the 

conscious consumption practices advocated in the wider responses to 

consumerism and invest those practices with spiritual significance. 

However, Hayes and Hayes, along with Benjamin Maxson, point out that the 

principles of stewardship are not well embedded in the life of the Seventh-

day Adventist Christian.58  For Maxson, stewardship is too easily only equated 

with tithe and giving.  Consequently, church members often view stewardship 

as simply fundraising and church support so consequently miss the 

motivations behind financial stewardship that should impact all of life.59  

Maxson cautions regarding a stewardship emphasis outside of a relational 

 
56 Davidson Schafer, 27. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Maxson, Let God be God (Silver Springs: Stewardship Department, General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists, 2006),4 and Hayes and Hayes, 256. 

59 The Seventh-day Adventist Church provides a quarterly Sabbath School Bible Study Guide 
to be used for the church worldwide. First Quarter 2018 was a study on stewardship provided 
by John H. H. Matthews (principal contributor) and Clifford Goldstein, ed Stewardship, 
Motives of the Heart (Silver Springs: General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, 2018). 
The guide included the wider cultural implications beyond finance. While the word 
consumerism was not used it did outline the principles that would inform healthy 
consumerism. 
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picture of God as “partner and friend”.  Stewardship becomes legalistic, 

distorted, and self-focused outside of a “healthy vision of who God is”. 60  

 

An emphasis on finances is still essential in stewardship however needs to go 

beyond support of the church to explore motives.  

Because money has such significance to our sense of position, power, 
and control, we fight over it… Because of selfishness, the struggle over 
money is at its core a spiritual battle. This battle takes place in the 
world, the workplace, the home, and in the church.61 
 

Financial choices are often reflective of consumer values and the facility to 

enact them.  Stewardship then includes integrating one’s relationship with 

God into the material world so that it impacts consumer choices.  

 

While there has been an intentional strategy to move the Seventh-day 

Adventist focus on stewardship beyond simply a financial realm, the use of 

money, particularly tithing, is still seen as the indicator of an attitude of 

stewardship over selfishness.62  Maxson outlines how the first and primary 

purpose of tithing is to worship God as creator, owner, and redeemer. “When 

I worship God with my tithe, I accept God’s ownership in everything that I 

am.  I recognize God’s care, His guidance and His love.  I accept redemption 

as restoration of God’s ownership. He is back in control.”63  Maxon further 

cautions that tithe is not primarily about supporting the church. A view of tithe 

that sees it as “church support” further reinforces a consumer service-logic 

engagement where the one giving is the customer so should have their 

needs met with the church delivering a service that has been paid for. 

When we talk about tithe as designed to support the church, we rob 
people of the understanding of worshipping God… We don’t tithe to 
the church; we tithe in worship to God. When I think I am supporting 

 
60 Maxon, Get Normal (Silver Springs: Stewardship Ministries Department, 2010), 51-53. 

61 Ibid, 67. 

62 Ibid, Let God be God, 18. 

63 Ibid, Get Normal, 78-79. 
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the church, I am tempted to think it is my church and I have the right to 
manage it through my tithe. 64    

 

For Maxon, the second purpose for tithe is to combat selfishness and the 

“influence of the world” which includes the values and identity shaped in 

consumer culture.65 

Tithe does not cure selfishness, the root of all sin for which the only cure 
is Jesus Christ.  But for the person who walks with God, tithe becomes 
part of God’s system for combating the selfishness in my old sinful 
nature and in the influences of the world around me… Tithe reminds us 
of an unconditional surrender of everything.66 
 

Tithe then becomes a practice that, when understood in the context of wider 

stewardship, provides a checkpoint to consciously address the competing 

values that are at play in stewardship and unchecked consumer culture.  

To inform consumerism then, a construct of stewardship requires an imminent 

God.  Lifestyle choices extend from a relationship with God and “all of life” 

becomes a function of stewardship and honouring God. 

 

The Sanctuary – The Location of God and Consumer Choices 

 

The deistic undertones of stewardship constructs can be mitigated in 

Seventh-day Adventist theology by its emphasis on the Old Testament 

sanctuary and its extension into wider constructs of God and the Salvation 

process.  In the Seventh-day Adventist sanctuary construct the Old Testament 

sanctuary, the physical location of God’s dwelling place, is seen as a type of 

a sanctuary in Heaven.  While a fundamentalist view of the sanctuary can 

actually further highlight an individually focused judgement overseen by a 

disconnected God in Heaven, a refocused, rehabilitated understanding 

 
64 Ibid. 

65 Ibid, 79. 

66 Ibid. 
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emphasises a God who “dwells among” and is relationally involved in life.67  It 

is the “dwell among” communal God that can inform consumer choices by 

investing them with divine relational significance.68   

 

For the Adventist pioneers, the sanctuary doctrine primarily explained the 

1844 disappointment and gave the date on which they mistakenly expected 

the second coming validity in terms of a shifting phase of ministry in the 

heavenly sanctuary.  The debate around aspects of the doctrine, including 

the time when Christ entered the Most Holy Place, the concept of an 

Investigative Judgement and the application of type and antitype 

constructs, became significant theological battlefields within Adventism.69  

Subsequently, the sanctuary doctrine has been somewhat marginalised in 

the practice of Seventh-day Adventist church life.  However, its history, along 

with its place in what are described as “the pillars of Adventism”, means it 

occupies an historically significant space in the theological “container of 

Adventism” and still has cultural potential, within the Seventh-day Adventist 

church, in terms of being refocused to address consumer culture.70   Holbrook 

States: 

 
67 An overview of the place of the Sanctuary doctrine within Adventism is provided by Angel 
Manuel Rodríguez, God's Presence in the Sanctuary: A Theology of His Nearness (Silver 
Springs: Biblical Research Institute General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, 2005) 4. 
Accessed at: https://adventistbiblicalresearch.org/sites/pdf/God%27s%20presence. 

68 Adventists Believe, 351-372.  

69 Debate over aspects of the doctrine, particularly the concept of an investigative 
judgement, caused significant division and has led to, at least in Australia, the doctrine to be 
somewhat disengaged from the practical life of the church. Knight, Identity, 174-176 gives a 
brief overview of this debate. For an extensive account sympathetic to Desmond Ford, a 
theologian who questioned some traditional Adventist interpretations of the doctrine is 
provided by Milton Hook, Desmond Ford, Reformist, Theologian, Gospel Revivalist (Milton, 
Freewater: Adventist Today, 2008).  

70 Steve Daily, Adventism for a New Generation (Portland: Better Living, 1994), 132 provides a 
summary of the use of the term “Pillar Doctrines” in Seventh-day Adventist culture and then 
use of the term in reference to (in addition to the Sanctuary), The Law of God, Sabbath, 
Mortalism, The Three Angels and the Gift of Prophecy. 
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The belief that Christ is our High Priest in the heavenly sanctuary is not a 
relic from our Adventist past; it illumines all other doctrines; it brings God 
and His salvation “near” to us in a way that gives us “full assurance” 
(Heb. 10:22); it shows us that God is on our side.71  

 

Knight provides a reminder that despite all the arguments that have 

surrounded the sanctuary in Adventism, the central focus of the doctrine is 

the Sacrifice of Christ and implications for Christ’s ministry now.72   

 

The sanctuary doctrine could be seen as limiting God’s location to the 

sanctuary space and so possibly negating the “Christ in you” motifs of Paul.  

In 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit is located in the 

body of the church while in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 the physical body is 

deemed the temple of the Holy Spirit.  Both of these “dwelling place” motifs 

are important in Adventism and inform ecclesiology and the church’s health 

focus respectively.  However, the sanctuary construct, with its Old Testament 

imagery, provides physical metaphors for establishing God’s nearness and 

provision.  Angel Manuel Rodriguez explains:  

It is a space within which God makes Himself accessible to His 
creatures; it assures intelligent life throughout the cosmos that God is 
indeed near. But His localized presence does not limit or restrict Him to 
a particular place. It is precisely because He is dwelling at a particular 
locale within creation that His presence is felt throughout the totality of 
the universe… It is fundamentally a sacred space of meeting or 
encounter between God and His creation, a reference point that 
orients all other spaces.73   
 

For Rodriguez, the “dwelling among” God of the Old Testament sanctuary is 

still seeking to dwell among people today with the heavenly sanctuary 

symbolising this desire.  The sanctuary then does not limit omnipresence but 

rather provides imagery for God’s “nearness”.  The sanctuary doctrine rejects 

deism, with its distant, uninvolved God, and pantheism with God’s presence 

 
71 Holbrook, 227. 

72 Knight, Identity, 61-66 provides an overview of the place of the Sanctuary doctrine in 
Seventh-day Adventist History.  

73 Rodríguez, 2-3.  
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embedded in creation to the extent that the divine impersonal essence 

permeates everything there is.74  It is the nearness of God, shown in the 

Sanctuary, that sustains creation. “That nearness was also indispensable 

because creation is by nature finite; it cannot sustain itself. God's nearness 

was the means through which His sustaining power preserved creation from 

self-extinction.”75  Rodríguez overviews how the doctrine of the sanctuary 

establishes a God who is involved with His creation.  

The biblical God is a personal God who, in an act of condescension, 
localized Himself within His creation to have fellowship with His self-
conscious intelligent creatures…Through His work in the heavenly 
temple, the nearness of God continues to sustain the universe (Col. 1:1 
7), to preserve it in spite of the presence of evil, and provides for us 
access to the very throne of God (Heb. 4:15, 16). Through it we 
experience the nearness of God in moments of existential turmoil (Heb. 
4:16; Ps. 34:19).76   

 

The doctrine of the sanctuary provides a view of humanity wherein, despite 

its frailties and rebellion, it is still important to God and is loved supremely by 

Him.   

 

The sanctuary gives physical expression to the divine counter consumer 

narrative.  It establishes God’s provision in a culture that otherwise incessantly 

pursues more in seeking to provide for self.  It also sparks the Adventist 

imagination for a total restoration of divine nearness as described in 

Revelation 21:3 where God’s “dwelling place” with man is fully realised.  The 

sanctuary construct then can be lifted above its theological entanglement 

and used to give structure and metaphors to an Adventist divine counter-

narrative that has the power to bring together themes of Salvation, a near 

God who provides, and a judgment that ultimately addresses selfishness.  The 

sanctuary then can inspire the Seventh-day Adventist imagination in view of 

 
74 Ibid, 1. 

75 Ibid, 2-3. 

76 Ibid, 5. 
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God’s engagement and provision within consumer culture, but which 

extends to the larger divine narrative.  

 

Consumer Ethics - the Nature of Humanity and Sin  

 

The doctrine of humanity, along with explaining the origin and nature of sin 

and human dissatisfaction, includes a further injunction to environmental 

care and a relational focus as a part of restoration:  

When our first parents disobeyed God, they denied their dependence 
upon Him and fell from their high position. The image of God was 
marred and they became subject to death.  Their descendants share 
this fallen nature and its consequences…. But God in Christ reconciled 
the world to Himself and by His Spirit restores in penitent mortals the 
image of their Maker. Created for the glory of God, they are called to 
love Him and one another, and to care for their environment.77  

 

In Seventh-day Adventist thinking, the nature of sin is what makes humanity 

“diminished” and “fully human but also not fully human” and so creates a 

“hollow space” for desire, both positive and negative, to take shape within. 78    

We are still creatures in God’s image. But even though sinful human 
beings are fully human, they are not fully human… Sin not only 
diminishes our various capacities; it fragments and fractures us. 
Creatures in sin are creatures in conflict, and this conflict involves all the 
essential dimensions of our nature, beginning with our relationship to 
God.79    
 

It is in this “diminished” state that the selfish consumer desire for “more” finds 

expression.  For Clapp, this insatiability is the essential challenge within 

consumerism. “Classical Christianity was wary of insatiability apart from the 

 
77 Adventists Believe, Fundamental 7, 91. 

78 Rice, “Mental Health and Human Wholeness: Implications from Biblical Anthropology” in A 
Christian Worldview & Mental Health: A Seventh-Day Adventist Perspective, ed. B. C. 
Hernandez, B. Anderson, G. T. Harding and C. Fayard (Berrien Springs: Andrews University 
Press, 2011), 132-135. 

79 Ibid. 
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unquenchable desire for relationship with God and Jesus Christ.”80  Clapp 

points out how Augustine “would surely consider our consumer compulsions a 

symptom of disordered desire, of the sort of desire that should be directed 

only to God instead of God’s creatures.”81  Articulating and relocating the 

texture and nature of desire is essential for addressing its role as a 

foundational driver for consumerism.  

 

For Rice, the most obvious conflicts that sin engenders are in terms of broken 

relationships with each other.  

Sin prevents us from seeing the true worth of human beings, our own or 
anyone else’s. We typically exaggerate our own importance at the 
expense of others, and, as feminist thinkers emphasize, we sometimes 
exaggerate the importance of others to our own detriment.  Either 
way, sin isolates and alienates us. And because sin distorts our 
perspective, we view other people as threats, and we instinctively act 
to protect our own interests. What is true of individuals is even more true 
of communities. Groups, like individuals, typically pursue their own 
interests at all costs, and the selfishness of groups is less obvious and 
more difficult to counteract.”82  

 

Consumerism offers the tokens by which an individual, or group, can signify 

and express self-importance.  Further, the consumer focus on celebrity 

endorsement and emulation provides the tools to exaggerate the 

importance of others.  Consumerism then can be seen to provide the current 

expressions of selfishness that fallen sinful nature generates.  “This fallen nature 

devalues relationships and limits our capacity for true community.”83  

People may still form relationships, but they do so primarily to meet their 
individual needs. If a social connection doesn’t meet their private 
goals, they feel free to leave. The object of their commitment is the self, 
not the community. Prevalent attitudes toward marriage exemplify this 
obsessive individualism. Many in contemporary Western societies, for 

 
80 Clapp, The Consuming Passion, 192. 

81 Ibid. 

82 Rice, Mental Health, 132. 

83 Ibid. 
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example, go in and out of marriages as casually as shoppers go in and 
out of stores. Their goal is individual satisfaction, not true community. 84 

 

The demise of community is then a corollary of the expression of sinful nature, 

as expressed in selfishness, unchecked by other social measures.  

 

The concept of fallen humanity provides an explanation of consumer drivers 

while offering an answer in the restoration of relationships.  The restoration 

includes a call to relationship with one another, God, and the environment.85 

This is inherently a call to value relationships over product ascribed meaning 

and so consume with a view to building relationships over self-importance.  

An “unmasking” of the doctrine of humanity and its explanation of the origin 

of sin provides a system through which consumerism can be measured. It is 

simply either expressing selfishness or building relationships.  In the nature of 

humanity doctrine, consumerism itself is not the problem, but rather is a 

construct through which both selfishness and other centeredness can be 

expressed.   

 

The nature of humanity doctrine then is a call within Adventism to conscious 

consumption.  For Hartman: “Avoiding sin in consuming is a vital first step in 

understanding Christian views on consumption.”86  In having sin “prevent us 

from seeing the true worth of human beings” the call is made to consume in 

view of Christian ethics.  These ethics include the need to address sin by 

consuming in a way that promotes human dignity in the production process.  

However, a change in consumer behavior will require ethics beyond simply 

avoiding sin.  For Adventism, the Second Advent can engage the Seventh-

day Adventist imaginary in the divine narrative that moves beyond the 

temporal. 

 
84 Ibid.  

85 Adventists Believe, 91. 

86 Hartman, 50. 
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Consumer Choices and the Seventh-day Adventist Imagination in View of the 

Second Coming 

 

Adventism, as per its name, is a movement that focuses on the imminent 

return of Christ in a physical form.  This includes the resurrection when those 

who are saved are translated to Heaven in community prior to the earth 

being made new.87  Hartman outlines the power of eschatology to inform 

consumer choice:  

The world to come – whether it is called the end-times, the end of the 
world, the return of Christ, the kingdom of God, the world as it ought to 
be, God’s purpose for our world, or visions of what a redeemed or 
fulfilled world will be like – is a vital source of Christian inspiration and 
imagination.  It is also a powerful motivation to consume a certain 
way…Many Christians look to such eschatological visions as an ideal, 
as they consider their everyday consumption.”88   
 

The Second Coming and New Earth themes contain within them the 

potential for imagination beyond the consumer promise.  In focusing on the 

Second Coming and New Earth, a reality beyond the consumer narratives is 

conceived that can loosen the grip the consumer promise has on the 

Seventh-day Adventist now. 

 

Varul points out how consumerism has shifted a heaven concept from the 

future to the “temporal ever new”, including the term heaven being used in 

marketing to describe pleasures.89  Consumerism takes the themes of 

eschatology, particularly transformation and salvation, and uses them to 

motivate “infinite excitement” in the commodified present. Varul outlines 

how: 

The consumer in perfect health finds salvation – salvation not in the 
traditional promise of serene beatitude in eternity, but in the romantic 

 
87 For an explanation of the Second Coming doctrine see Adventists Believe - Fundamental 
25, 373. 

88 Hartman, 130. 

89 Varul, “The Healthy Body as Religious Territory,” 243-244. 
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promise of exhilarating infinity, endless, restless excitement by the 
always new.  With death and ageing bracketed out and afterlife no 
longer self-evident, such infinite excitement is no longer, as the 
Romantics believed, available in death but to be sought in this world 
already.”90 

 

For Sayers, the “hyperreal world controls our actions and hopes by controlling 

our futures.”91  Consumer culture is taught to look forward and consume 

toward that day when the hyperreal world rewards with the perfect lifestyle. 

However, the divine counter narrative, that in Adventism includes a Second 

Coming and New Earth, challenges that consumer promises at the 

imaginative level.  For Seventh-day Adventists, Heaven includes the location 

for storing up treasure now in terms of character and people.92  This focus 

should then inform a more relational view of consumerism in view of this 

Kingdom objectives.   

 

The Second Coming, as a motif to influence behaviour, is seemingly losing 

some of its imperative amongst young adult Seventh-day Adventists as the 

imminence of the eschaton is “dragged out”.93  The focus on behaviour, 

including not consuming certain products, entertainment and choices 

around modesty and adornment, that created the guard against 

secularisation, was in view of the judgement and behaviour being linked to 

 
90 Ibid, 244. 

91 Sayers, Trouble with Paris, 132. 

92 Ellen White provides this perspective in Thoughts from the Mount of Blessing, (Mountain 
View: Pacific Press, 1896), 89. 

93 Barry A. Gane, Valuegenesis II, (Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic Press, 2012), 22-
24, indicates a decline in seeing the Adventist end-time framework as moderately or highly 
significant among Seventh-day Adventist high school age youth. For example, to the 
statement “Jesus will come back to earth again and take those who love God to heaven” 
the strongly agree groups has shifted from 85% in 1992 to 67% in 2011. Michael Chamberlain, 
Beyond Ellen White, Seventh-day Adventism in Transition (Teneriffe, Qld: Post Pressed, 2008), 
269 identified a decreasing capacity of the Second Coming to inform behaviour in his study 
of Avondale College and its corresponding inroads of “secularisation and changes to 
sociocultural standards.” 
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salvation. An emphasis on righteousness by faith throughout the 

denomination reoriented the place of behaviour in relation to Salvation.94  In 

place of what was perhaps a more individual, fear driven, time induced 

focus on standards, a more wholististic community focus on creation care 

and social justice has become increasingly evident. 95  An emphasis on 

relationships, creation care and consuming with regard to human dignity are 

still seen as issues in the judgement but are more expressive of communal 

over individual themes and integrated into a relational picture of the new 

earth.  These factors are more likely to inspire an imagination beyond 

consumer constructs than previous behaviour motivations that simply focused 

on what was not being consumed.  For the Seventh-day Adventist church, 

the Second Coming and the New Earth construct has the power to shape 

the imagination beyond the consumer promises and instead engender the 

counter imagination of the fully realised Kingdom.  Consumer choices then 

are set in view of life in this future Kingdom. 

 

Adventist Health and the Commodification of the Body 

 

The doctrine of Adventist Stewardship includes an emphasis on health so that 

the believer can “bring honour to God and can prove a greater blessing to 

their fellow beings”96  The Seventh-day Adventist Church grew up in the 

context of the Temperance Movement and took on its prohibitions.  In 

addition, Adventism’s wholistic emphasis, whereby the physical and spiritual 

 
94 The Seventh-day Adventist Children’s Sabbath School Curriculum “Gracelink” is an 
example of a concerted movement in regard to teaching righteousness by faith.  
“Gracelink” was developed in 1989 with a focus on grace as a key experience for children.  
For an overview of the history and foundational principles of “Gracelink” see Bonnie Dwyer, 
“Gracelink Unchained,” Spectrum 44, no. 2 (2016): 20-23.  

95 Brown, For the Least of These provides an example of the growing Seventh-day Adventist 
focus on social justice. 

96 Adventists Believe, 308. 
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are interrelated, gave extra impetus for a focus on health.  As Rice points out, 

for Seventh-day Adventists, “Our physical condition thus has an effect on our 

mental and spiritual condition.”97  Further is the emphasis of the apostle Paul’s 

teaching that the body is the temple of the Holy Spirit and so is to be cared 

for “intelligently”.98  These three perspectives, reflected in the current 

Seventh-day Adventist doctrine on health, combined for the Adventist 

Pioneers to shape an emphasis on Stewardship of the body.99 

 

The emphasis Seventh-day Adventism places on the body brings it into a 

space of direct engagement with consumerism where emphasis is also 

placed on the body.100  For Adventism, the body belongs to God and being 

the temple of the Holy Spirit, is to be stewarded well.  For consumer culture 

“health” is the vehicle by which the body can be transformed into its better 

version and provide a mask for mortality. Varul claims: 

The cult of the healthy body in consumer culture, the promise of health 
as beatitude, as ‘stage of complete physical, mental and social well-
being’ appears to constitute a new form of idolatry replacing salvation 
in eternity with fitness in an ever-expanding life-span.101 

 

In Consumer culture, where the only “sin” is the limitation of choice, health 

offers effective and flexible alternatives. “Above all, not being healthy is 

conducive to the one moral sin that there is under consumerism: not being 

who one could be, and not being able to potentially be all and 

everything.”102  In this commodified context, the underlying motivations for 

health shift from a focus on serving to self.  Disease is seen as a factor that 

 
97 Rice, 272. 

98 Adventists Believe, 219. 

99 Ibid - Fundamental 22, 317. 

100 Varul, 240. 

101 Ibid, 239. 

102 Ibid, 244. 
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limits choice and happiness and so must be mitigated against. “This body is 

no longer the “temple of the Holy Spirit” but the temple of the consumer 

self.”103 

 

Hartman identifies the Adventist motive for vegetarianism in the “Sabbath 

Lifestyle” that fosters temperance and simplicity in the consumption of 

food.104  This same simplicity, Hartman maintains, can be used as a resource 

to inform wider consumer choices.105  Hayes and Hayes make the link 

between vegetarianism and the environment in the context of Adventist 

thinking:  

We object to inhumane treatment of any animals in the livestock 
industry, in biomedical and other research, and in the pet industry. 
Christians who have ready access to a plant-based diet, which was 
God’s original plan, should refrain from eating animals or at least 
consume fewer animal products. A vegetarian diet impacts the 
environment far less than a meat-based diet.106 

 

Davidson Schafer, in a similar way, points out how “Seventh-day Adventists 

have a head start in animal care not only in their theology of Sabbath and 

creation, but also in their advocacy of a vegetarian diet.  A plant-based diet 

is one of the very best things humans can do for animals.”107   

 

Ellen White wrote extensive counsels on the spiritual motivation for health and 

health practices.108  Her counsels on diet and foods promoted the vegetarian 

diet as “Edenic”.  While White’s counsels overlaid vegetarianism with what 

 
103 Ibid, 239. 

104 Hartman, 143. 

105 Ibid. 

106 Hayes and Hayes, 255. 

107 Davidson Schafer, 32.  

108 Ronal L. Numbers, Prophetess of Health: A Study of Ellen G. White (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008) provides an overview of the development of White’s understanding of 
Health and place in the life of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
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became a legalistic expression of health “laws”, somewhat ironically, less 

legalistic expressions of Adventism are moving away from vegetarianism 

even while it is growing as a consumer category.109  The wider cultural move 

toward vegetarianism is predominately driven by environmental ethics in 

addition to health factors.110  It is only of more recent times that the creation 

care consumer ethics motive is being emphasised in Adventist material on 

vegetarianism.111  

 

From a Seventh-day Adventist perspective, wholistic health is theoretically 

practised as a form or worship to God and in view of what He desires.112  

However Bull and Lockhart see the Adventist health emphasis as primarily a 

self-oriented pursuit for “contentment” and the “American right to happiness” 

more than stewardship motives.113  The connection of health and happiness 

along with research that highlights the longevity of Seventh-day Adventists 

 
109 Cindy Wockner, “More Australians taking up Vegan and Vegetarian Diets,” News Corp 
Australia Network, May 4, 2019, https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/health/diet/more-
australians-taking-up-vegan-and-vegetarian-diet/news 
story/0676836c8695a0e53c24aac4d47d9106 overviews the increase in the vegetarian 
consumer category largely as a function of environmental concerns and animal ethics.  At 
the same time Barry A. Gane, Valuegenesis II (Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic Press, 
2012), 86, shows a decrease amongst Seventh-day Adventist youth in Australia from 70% in 
Valuegenesis 1 (1992) to 59% (2011) when identifying with the statement “One should choose 
not to eat unclean meat (as it is defined in the Bible)”.  

110 See, for example, H. J. Marlow, W. K. Hayes, S. Soret, R. L. Carter, E. R. Schwab, and J. 
Sabaté, "Diet and the environment: does what you eat matter?" American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition 89, (2009): 1699S–1703S.  In a Christian context see Sarah Withrow King, Vegangelical 
- How caring for animals can shape your faith? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016). The 
Humane Society of the United States provide a fact sheet on the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church and attitudes toward vegetarianism accessed at 
https://www.humanesociety.org/sites/default/files/docs/seventh-day-adventist-church-
factsheet.pdf 

111 Hayes and Hayes, 253-262 and Davidson Schafer, 25-34 provide examples of this 
movement in focus. The driving motives for vegetarianism have mostly been longevity and 
health over creation care.  In Ministry of Healing (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1905), 314-316 
White overviews the motives for vegetarians and includes animal care on 315. 

112 Adventists Believe, 308. 

113 Bull and Lockhart, 182. 
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can serve to co-opt the Adventist health focus into another consumable 

heath technique.114  The cultural motives for health can easily be transferred 

back to Adventism and while often achieving the same physical outcomes 

does so from very different starting points.  The Adventist emphasis on 

vegetarianism can be refocused, even if using the tools of the environmental 

movements and commodified in the vegetarian/vegan consumer category, 

to inculcate more conscious consumer choices. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist focus on health has, as a function of consumer 

values that arrive at similar end points in terms of heath practices, offers an 

easily commodifiable resource.  Vegetarian cooking resources and material 

on whole-food diets can combine with Sabbath rest principles and a spiritual 

focus to provide a package that is attractive to health-conscious consumer 

motives.  

 

The Adventist Health department in the South Pacific has connected well 

with the increasing interest in health to represent its health principles as 

resources in the consumer lifestyle construct of well-being and lifestyle 

medicine.115  Adventism is well aware of the therapeutic aspects of health as 

a selling point and engages into that market.  Consequently, Adventist Health 

is being promoted using the culturally engaging, consumer idolised motif of 

 
114 Dan Buettner, The Blue Zones – 9 Lessons for Living Longer (Washington, D.C.: National 
Geographic Society, 2012) is an example of a well-publicised study that included Seventh-
day Adventists in Loma Linda California among the longevity groups. 

115 The Live More Project (Adventist Health Department, South Pacific Division of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, 2018) is described as a 10-week emotional wellness program that is 
designed to boost health and happiness accessed at https://health.adventistchurch.com. 
Elia Wellness is the brand used to group Seventh-day Adventist health initiatives including a 
focus on lifestyle medicine accessed at https://eliawellness.com/. 
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happiness.116  While this approach of offering Adventist Health as a cultural 

resource is not inherently negative and does provide Adventism with a 

unique touch point of relevance into the spiritual but not religious consumer 

marketplace, it does provide an example of formal commodification and its 

interplay with the “substance”.  The challenge then lies in the reapplication 

back to Adventism and if the consumer motives of health overpower the 

Adventist substance or foster an encounter with it.  At the same time, health 

offers a relevant resource for the Adventist denomination to inform its 

members from its deeper substance of health motivations.  This education 

process may then provide the engagement space to extend into a wider 

reordering of consumer motives.   

 

Stewardship of the body extends to how one “honors God” regarding 

entertainment, sexual behavior and ethics.  Sake Kubo identifies in the 

Adventist understanding of wholeness an inherent sexual ethic that mitigates 

against the separation of physical sex from relationship and spiritual 

connectedness.117  For Kubo, the preoccupation with sexual technique in 

consumer society runs counter to the Seventh-day Adventist wholistic 

concept of man.118  A consumer driven, needs based view of sex, where the 

other exists to deliver immediate gratification and is then able to be 

“disposed of” removes it from its spiritual significance as a model for oneness 

in relationship to the trinity.119  Davidson explains how the individuality of 

 
116 Darren Morton, Live More Happy: Scientifically Proven Ways to Life Your Mood and Your 
Life (Warburton, VIC: Sings Publishing, 2018) provides an example of a Seventh-day Adventist 
health product that appeals to the consumer goals of ‘more’ and ‘happiness’. 

117 Sakae Kubo, Theology and Ethics of Sex (Nashville: Review and Herald, 1980), 33. Kubo 
provides a foundational Seventh-day Adventist Theology of Sexual Ethics. 

118 Ibid. 

119 Ibid, 29. 
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culture leads to the fragmentation of sexual wholeness.120  Addressing a 

wholistic sexual ethic then becomes a motif to engage discussion on the 

deeper consumer behaviours of individualism, gratification and 

commodification of the other in view of self. 

 

The commodification of the body and sexuality is blatantly expressed in 

pornography.  Dennis Hollinger outlines how through objectification 

pornography is able to commodify sex and “make people into objects who 

are to be used to satisfy selfish needs and desires.”121  A Seventh-day 

Adventist statement on pornography outlines the demeaning, exploitive, 

disposable nature of pornography and how consuming a person as a one-

dimensional and disposable sex-object works against Adventism’s concept of 

wholeness: 

On the basis of eternal principles, Seventh-day Adventists of whatever 
culture deem pornography to be destructive, demeaning, 
desensitizing, and exploitative… It is demeaning, defining a woman 
(and in some instances a man) not as a spiritual-mental-physical whole, 
but as a one-dimensional and disposable sex-object, thus depriving her 
of the worth and the respect that are her due and right as a daughter 
of God.”122 

 

 
120 Richard M. Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, Sexuality in the Old Testament (Peabody: 
Hendrickson, 2007), 652. Davidson provides the most comprehensive theology of Sexuality 
from a Seventh-day Adventist Perspective. While this work is focuses on the Old Testament 
the additional New Testament material and appendices at to is comprehensiveness. 
Davidson, 653. Davidson points out how the same concern for wholeness appears in the Old 
and New Testaments. “There is the Hebraic understanding of anthropology, in which humans 
are holistic beings: they are souls; they do not just have souls…holistic sexuality then also 
emphasizes the whole family, not just the husband or wife in isolation.” 

121 Dennis P. Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex, Christian Ethics and the Moral Life (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2009), 142. 

122 General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist Administrative Committee, “Statement on 
Pornography” in Statements, Guidelines and other Documents of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church - a 2010 compilation by the Communication Department of the General Conference 
(Silver Springs: General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 2010), 81. 
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Pornography removes the person from the wholistic relationship that the 

Adventist view of sex regards as its ideal.  Addressing the challenges of 

pornography provides an opportunity to apply the Adventist perspective of 

wholeness and human dignity in a way that allows it to stand against the 

commodification of sex in the form of pornography.  The resistance to 

commodification of the body can be extended to teach and practice wider 

consumer resistance.  This opposition to commodification can be extended 

to create an awareness that opposes commodification of the human 

beyond the sexual to include marketing and business models where the 

human body is removed from its wholistic context to become simply a 

commodity.   

 

Summary 

 

Theological motifs within the Seventh-day Adventist tradition, including those 

expressed in the Great Controversy motif, along with an anthropology of 

wholeness, are able to provide checks against selfishness, destructive use of 

resources and commodification while at the same time reorienting consumer 

choices toward relational goals.  The relational goals include connection with 

God, humans, and creation.  An ecclesiology is required that addresses the 

individualism that Adventism encouraged, but which has since been 

subverted for consumer ends.  A more relational ecclesiology that grows out 

of family and body metaphors will foster interconnections that express 

motivations greater than the self.  However more important than the 

injunctions that directly address consumer behaviour are the more 

foundational themes that address desire, hope and identity.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist doctrines have their greatest potential to inform 

consumerism as they come together as part of the grand divine narrative 

that captures the imagination beyond the consumer promise.  The Great 

Controversy theme provides an overarching guide for the divine narrative 
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while doctrines, including the sanctuary and Second Coming, provide the 

time, space and metaphors to locate the Adventist counter-cultural 

imaginary.  The doctrines of Adventism can be reworked and unmasked to 

strengthen the counter narrative that captures the imagination beyond, and 

then negates, the consumer promise.  The Seventh-day Adventist church can 

find identity in being a counter-cultural remnant that remains engaged with 

consumer culture.  The engagement in consumer culture is with a view to 

relationally inform it, check its selfishness and challenge the consumer 

promise with a greater imaginary.  For Seventh-day Adventists, the themes of 

the Great Controversy, including being the counter-cultural remnant, come 

together in the celebration of the Sabbath.   
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CHAPTER 12 

SABBATH-KEEPING AND THE SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTIST COUNTER CONSUMER 

IMAGINARY 

 

Sabbath is an antidote to anxiety that both derives from our craving 
and in turn feeds those cravings for more… Sabbath is an arena in 
which to recognize that we live by gift and not by possession, that we 
are satisfied by relationships of attentive fidelity and not by amassing 
commodities.1 

 

As sweet and gentle as the Sabbath may be, its arrival collides violently 
with the secular world.  It forces us to choose every week: will I 
surrender to a deeper principle of joy and meaning or will I embezzle 
time from God?  It forces us to confront the fundamental question: to 
what or to whom do I ultimately belong?  To my possessions? To my 
boss? To my insecurities fuelled by the media? To my fears about the 
future? To my boundless thirst for more? To whom or to what?2 

 

The motif that has the most potential to bring together the counter consumer 

themes of Seventh-day Adventist theology in a way that connects belief and 

practice to inform life within and beyond consumer culture is the Sabbath.  

The Sabbath celebrates and adds significance to the central themes of 

Adventism and provides a means of uniting them into a cohesive, coherent 

practice.  The Sabbath plays a central role in the Great Controversy scheme, 

linking Creation to Salvation and the New Earth.  In both tangible and 

symbolic ways, the Sabbath is a communal practice that resists the consumer 

“empire” and engenders delight to fuel the counter consumer imagination.  

The Sabbath becomes the practical application, location and anticipation 

for the Seventh-day Adventist imaginary that can subvert the consumer 

promises and, in their place, foster delight in the divine narrative.  In Seventh-

 
1 Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2014), 85. 

2 Marva Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 17-18. 
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day Adventist theology, the Sabbath is a token of loyalty, a signifier that 

moves beyond consumer brand signification to establish a counter-consumer 

freedom and identity. 

 

Sabbath – Detachment and Conscious Consumption. 

 

The discipline of Sabbath keeping inherently brings with it implications for how 

one relates to productivity and time.  In so doing, Sabbath keeping interacts 

with primary constructs of consumer culture.  Expressions of Sabbath that 

include detachment from media, commerce, entertainment, and 

commodified time offer space to re-calibrate in relation to conscious 

consumption.  The detachment practices are in view of facilitating relational 

attachments with creation, family, church body, community and with God.  

In so doing, “Holy Time” is created for introspection and recalibration around 

relational values.  The fundamental beliefs of the Seventh-day Adventist 

church describe the detachment as a fast from “worldly concerns to make 

space for spiritual reflections”.3   

 

In Seventh-day Adventist practice, Friday afternoon, leading into sunset, is a 

time of disengagement from commercial pursuits including business, paid 

work, and shopping.  This disengagement is in order to prepare for Sabbath.  

Because the Sabbath is a day of special communion with God in 
which we are invited to joyously celebrate His gracious activities in 
Creation and redemption, it is important that we avoid anything that 
tends to diminish its sacred atmosphere.  This includes cessation of all 
work done to earn a living and all business transactions.4 

 

The Sabbath provides a divine imperative to cease production and 

celebrate life in relationship with God.   

 

 
3 Adventists Believe, 287. 

4 Ibid, 296. 
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Norman Young makes the point that the Sabbath is the only time that work 

fanatics can do nothing, rest and not feel guilty. “One cannot feel guilty for 

obeying God’s commandments.”5  The Sabbath then includes a reversal of 

the consumer sanctioned motivation to acquire and replaces it with rest. 

Rice explains how in refraining from work the Sabbath provides a 

recalibration away from significance found in self and instead locates 

inherent worth within the divine narrative:  

By setting us free from labor, the sabbath reminds us of our true 
significance. We have a tendency to look at our occupations, or our 
income, for assurance that our lives are worthwhile.  But the sabbath 
tells us that we are important because we matter to God….   
…On the Sabbath, people can and should rest not only from work, but 
also from the thought of it, knowing that on the day of rest, they should 
not worry about clocks, deadlines, tests, production, construction, 
competition, or assignments. On the Sabbath, the body can rest 
because the mind is at rest, and the mind is at rest because it rests in 
God.6 

 

Sabbath then is not simply disengaging from a continual production cycle to 

rest physically, but actively celebrating identity within the divine narrative. 

 

Mark Buchanon explains how beyond a twenty-four-hour expression of 

sacred time, Sabbath provides a fresh orientation to time.  “It provides the 

space to think with ‘holy imagination’ about how the arc of our moments 

and hours and days intersects with eternity.”7  In consumer culture, 

characterised by material abundance and time poverty, time is a measured 

commodity.  In contrast, the Sabbath offers a practical symbol of time in view 

of relational and introspective richness.  Block, Brueggemann and McKnight 

outline how in consumer society time has become the incarnation of scarcity. 

 
5 Norman Young, “What Difference a Day Makes: The Meaning of the Sabbath,” in Meaning 
for the New Millennium – The Christian Faith from a Seventh-day Adventist Perspective, ed. 
Robert McIver and Ray Roennfeldt (Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic, 2000), 110. 

6 Rice, Reign of God, 370-371.  

7 Mark Buchanan, The Rest of God: Restoring Your Soul by Restoring Sabbath (Grand Rapids: 
Word, 2006), 76. 
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“No time is always the argument against collaboration, collectivism and 

participation.”8  It is within the Sabbath that uncommodified time is restored.  

Marva Dawn suggests that resting on the Sabbath means embracing the 

time we are given rather than exploiting the time we believe we possess.  She 

further explains how the Sabbath’s regular appearance means that an 

experience of the holy and rest in His work is never far from the those who 

seek and want to respond to it. 9  “The Sabbath helps people to set aside all 

preoccupations so that they may respond to the holy.”10  

 

Sabbath, for Dorothy Bass, works against commodified culture by “injecting 

doubt” in the consumer narrative and points toward the counterculture of 

the Kingdom.  Each week, the Sabbath is able to point to a different way of 

being human that is not defined by the consumer system.  Bass states: 

The engines of our social and political systems are fuelled by the faith that 
our daily work and consumer practices are immutable, inevitable and 
somehow natural.  By injecting doubt into that faith, Sabbath practice 
disrupts the dominant logic of American culture.  Each person who keeps 
a Sabbath plays a part in exposing the underlying ideology of the status 
quo – the religion of materialism, self-advancement, and the pursuit of 
individual happiness.  The Sabbath is the practice of life outside the 
frantic pace set by financial markets and round-the-clock shopping and 
entertainment venues. 11 
 

The self that emerges from such a Sabbath practice re-enters the week 

changed, “a newly radicalized self who can no longer tolerate injustice” and 

makes different consumer choices in view of that recalibration.12 

 

 
8 Block, Brueggemann, McKnight, Kindle Locations 1436-1451.   

9 Dawn, 80. 

10 Ibid. 

11 Dorothy Bass, “Receiving the day the Lord has made” Christianity Today 44, (March 6, 
2000): 63-64. 

12 Ibid.   
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The Sabbath creates the space for reflection, relational connectedness, and 

encouragement toward practices of conscious consumption.  For Heschel, 

writing from a Jewish perspective, the Sabbath “abstention” from buying and 

selling creates a day free from “the profanity of clattering commerce, of 

being yoked to toil”.13  Heschel draws a parallel between the fourth and 

tenth commandments in explaining a connection between observing the 

Sabbath and being content with the possessions one already owns.14  This 

holy time then brings with it a reaffirmation of values beyond production as 

on the Sabbath the pursuit of more commodities is not possible.  Sabbath 

provides the time, space, energy, and imagination for coming to the ultimate 

recognition that more commodities finally do not satisfy.15   

 

The creation of “Holy Time” makes the Sabbath a very intentional space for 

embracing and engaging in conscious consumption principles and actions.  

The Sabbath provides a weekly reminder that the consumer driven messages, 

that occupy the rest of the week, are only temporary concerns in view of the 

divine narrative.  Roger Owens calls Sabbath keeping “a counter pedagogy 

of desire…a Christian practice that frees our souls and our bodies from the 

evil age of consumption.”16  When the consumer returns from the Sabbath to 

re-engage in commerce it should be with a recalibrated understanding of 

their place and identity that informs their engagement within the consumer 

narratives.   

 

 
13 Joshua A. Heschel, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man (New York: Farrar, Strauss 
and Giroux, 1951), 13. 

14 Ibid, 15. 

15 Ibid. 

16 L. Roger, Owens, “Sabbath-Keeping: Christian Sabbath-Keeping and the Desire for 
Justice,” in Vital Christianity: Spirituality, Justice, and Christian Practice, ed. David L. Weaver-
Zercher and William H. Willimon, (New York: T and T Clark, 2005). 
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Hartman describes the Sabbath as an “antidote” to consumerism.17  The 

Sabbath embodies a shift away from the dependence on consumerism to 

deliver the “better version” of life.18  Hartman views Sabbath rest as a call to 

Sabbath trust. 19  “It means trusting God’s provision and humbly ceding the 

illusion of control over one’s life.”20  For Hartman, Sabbath rest is a time set 

apart for communion with God, which takes the focus off of human striving 

and places it on God’s purposes.21  In the Sabbath, Hartman identifies a 

simplicity that includes the uncluttered enjoyment of life free from 

overconsumption and the demands of the market.  “Observing the Sabbath 

both inculcates and expresses values that serve to ‘vaccinate’ Christians 

against market idolatry and consumerism; the lessons learned sustain those 

values throughout the week.”22  The Sabbath then is a practice to recalibrate 

within the divine narrative away from consumer vales. 

 

Dawn refers to Sabbath-keeping as “a weekly counteroffensive” against the 

“invasions” of commercialization.23 

One of the reasons for refraining from buying and selling on Sabbath 
days is that to buy or sell puts the focus on all the wrong things.  We 
think about what we want instead of what God wants.  We let 
possessions dominate our desires instead of longing for the presence of 
God.24 
 

 
17 Hartman,129. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid, 143. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Ibid, 141. 

22 Ibid, 150. 

23 Dawn, 185.  

24 Dawn, 38 also Lynne M Baab, Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms of Rest 
(Downers Grove: Inter-varsity, 2005). 
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Dawn expresses Sabbath largely in terms of disciplines that directly impact 

how one relates to themselves, one another, and commodities.  Sabbath 

represents a “safe-haven: a time to prepare to face the onslaught of non-

Sabbath market idolatry in the other six days of the week.”25  Brown, in a 

similar way, states: “On a weekly basis, Sabbath de-legitimises the spiral of 

consumerism.  We are set free from the routine of buying and selling, earning 

and spending.”26  Sabbath provides a weekly interruption to the 

economically sanctioned social order.  The detachment away from self-

focused pursuits inherently redefines why and how one works.  The space 

made by the detachment practices is filled with attachment to God, others 

and creation which brings with it a call to conscious consumption.  The 

Sabbath provides space outside of the consumer narrative to engage in the 

divine narrative and experience life beyond the consumer imperatives of 

acquisitiveness.   

 

Sabbath Attachment – Beyond Commodity to Covenant Community  

 

The Sabbath’s disengagement from commodity is correspondingly filled by 

an engagement in community.  The Sabbath provides freedom from those 

things that separate people during the week.  The fundamental beliefs of the 

Seventh-day Adventist church describe the Sabbath as a “delightful 

communion with God and one another.”27  The Sabbath provides unique 

opportunities for community set within the Old Testament covenantal 

injunctions.  It is these relational engagements that have the most potential to 

 
25 Ibid, 137. 

26 Brown, Relevation, 111. 

27 Adventists Believe, 281.  
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generate the delight necessary to engender the imagination beyond 

consumer constructs.28 

 

Brueggemann sums up the Sabbath’s freedom for community when he 

states: “Sabbath is a big no to the worship of commodity; it is no to the pursuit 

of commodity. But it is more than no. Sabbath is the regular, disciplined, 

visible, concrete yes to the neighbourly reality of the community beloved by 

God.”29  In the Seventh-day Adventist tradition, the Sabbath is a time for 

special meals, togetherness and making space to enjoy being in creation, in 

addition to worship services.  The special meals, that often include Friday 

night family meals, church lunches, traditions of inviting other people home 

for a Sabbath meal and families joining together for picnics particularly 

highlight positive consumerism that is in view of relational values and 

“delight”.  

 

Sabbath stands as a celebration of personhood and community in the face 

of human commodification.  On the Sabbath, one’s identity as an employer 

or employee is set aside to be equal as part of community.  Brueggemann 

explains: “We realize that what we have in common before the Lord is more 

important than the various structures that distinguish us during the week.”30  

This makes the Sabbath a valuable signifier and tool to point toward and 

express a more relational ecclesiology that fosters the genuine community as 

opposed to the branded, commodified versions of pseudo-community 

marketed in consumer culture.  Sabbath provides the recalibration space in 

pursuing what it means to be the Body of Christ. 

 

 
28 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, outlines the necessity of creating experience of delight to 
foster a counter social imaginary.  

29 Brueggemann, Resistance, 87. 

30 Ibid. 
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The Sabbath command of rest includes servants, guests, strangers and even 

animals (Exodus 20:9-11).  For Rice, when we acknowledge the inherent worth 

of each person, we cannot help but strive for social justice.31  The Sabbath 

attaches value to all humans and speaks against practices that deprive 

human beings of their sense of worth and dignity.32  Oppressive economic 

and social structures, which make it impossible for people to provide for 

themselves, contradict the message of the Sabbath.  Rice outlines how 

“Those who appreciate the meaning of the Sabbath will seek to eliminate 

such things.”33  Sabbath keeping can be a tangible enactment of a 

movement away from individualism and commodification to a relational 

embracing of justice and care for other humans.  Seventh-day Adventist 

ethicist, Miroslav Kis, explains how on the Sabbath, the presence of God 

attends believers and continues throughout the week so that “the priorities of 

Heaven, the divine sensitivity to injustice and oppression urge them to extend 

the Sabbath rest to those around them.”34 

 

The Sabbath Economics Collaborative view the Sabbath primarily in terms of 

social justice.  For the Collaborative, the everyday world of market idolatry 

and consumerism is a threat to individual, community and planetary well-

being.  By contrast, an “oasis” like the Sabbath represents a “safe haven”, a 

time to prepare to face the onslaught of “no-Sabbath society” on the other 

six days of the week.35  Ched Myers, writing for the Sabbath Economics 

 
31 Rice, 370. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid, 371. 

34 Miroslav Kis, “Sabbath: in Remnant and Republic” in Adventist Themes for Personal and 
Social Ethics, ed. Charles W, Teel Jr. (Loma Linda: Loma Linda University Centre for Christian 
Bioethics, 1995), 99. 

35 Roger L. Owens. “Sabbath-Keeping: Christian Sabbath-Keeping and the Desire for Justice,” 
in Vital Christianity: Spirituality, Justice, and Christian Practice, ed. David L. Weaver-Zercher 
and William H. Willimon (New York: T and T Clark, 2005), 202 provides and overview of the 
Sabbath Economics Collaborative.   
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Collective, explains how “Sabbath Economics, then, concerns the 

theoretical, spiritual and practical tasks of imagining how we might limit and 

shape our economic activity in order to keep the gifts of creation circulating 

justly among all living communities.”36  Once again, the Sabbath stands as 

the symbol and practice of humanity expressed within a more relational set 

of values and markers. 

 

Bass articulates how the Sabbath provides the step away from advertising’s 

incessant consumer messages to facilitate space for reflection and 

recalibration that highlights the smallness of consumerism in relation to the 

divine narrative.37  Sigve Tonstad, in a similar way, explains how the Sabbath 

runs counter to contemporary culture: 

The Sabbath brings a message of togetherness instead of separation, 
permanence instead of transience, God’s presence instead of God’s 
absence, freedom instead of subjugation, continuity instead of 
discontinuity, wholeness instead of disintegration, other centeredness 
instead of discontinuity and divine narrative more than divine 
imperative.38 
 

The divine narrative places one in a story that can work above the smaller 

commodified stories of a product.  

 

Sabbath – Creation, Identity and Recalibration 

 

The Exodus Sabbath command (Exodus 20:8-11) is given in view of the 

Genesis creation narrative and God resting on the seventh day.  

“Remembering” the Sabbath provides a weekly fixed point to recalibrate 

 
36 Ched Myers, The Biblical View of Sabbath Economics, (Washington, D.C.: Tell the World, 
2001), 18.  See Richard H. Lowery, Sabbath and Jubilee (St. Louis: Chalice, 2000) for a 
Sabbath Economics perspective on the Sabbath as a source of spiritual insight into 
economic and lifestyle matters 

37 Bass, 64. 

38 Sigve Tonstad, The Lost Meaning of the Seventh Day (Berrien Springs: Andrews University 
Press, 2009). 514. 
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identity foundations around being God’s creation.  Sabbath provides the 

scaffold for Seventh-day Adventist creation beliefs to be give a practice and 

space for affirmation.  

 

The Sabbath command, in view of creation, is also a reminder of God’s 

sustaining of His creation and hence humanity’s ongoing dependency on 

Him.  When consumer culture points toward identity, lifestyles and security 

being found in commodifies and the economy, the Sabbath recalibrates 

around God’s provisions.  Samuel Bacchiocchi explains how the success 

people achieve in their work may “make them feel secure and self-

sufficient”, and, therefore, “forgetful of their dependency upon God.”39  The 

disengagement from work on the Sabbath then provides space for people to 

shift the focus from self-achievements, and the security of identity found in 

employment, and instead contemplate God’s creative work and humanity’s 

place and implications within the divine narrative.40  Bacchiocchi concludes 

that because many people use and admire complicated machines made 

by human beings during the week, a function of industrialisation, they are 

tempted to place their faith in human achievements and resources.  

On the Sabbath, however, God invites them to renew their faith in the 
Creator by inviting them to take delight in the beauty and perfection 
of God as it is found in the worship experience, in their lives, in the lives 
of others, and in the world around them. It invites them to look beyond 
the brokenness of the world and to recapture their enthusiasm, 
curiosity, astonishment, and joy in life.41   
 

Capturing this “astonishment and joy” makes the Sabbath a vital part of a 

Seventh-day Adventist experience of delight that relocates desire to beyond 

consumer promises. 

 
39 Samuel Bacchiocchi, Divine Rest for Human Restlessness: A Theological Study of the Good 
News of the Sabbath for Today (Rome: Pontifical Gregorian University, 1980), 42. 

40 Ibid. 

41 Ibid, 45. 



347 

 

 

The Sabbath engenders the realisation that humans have a common destiny 

with the earth.  Rice identifies within the Sabbath a “reminder of our 

creatureliness” which makes us aware of our unity with the natural world.42  

“Sabbath reminds us that we are finite and dependent; we are creatures, 

subject to the sovereignty of our creator.”43  The Sabbath is a real time 

injunction for creation care and social justice in the face of selfish expressions 

of consumerism.  As a memorial to creation, the Sabbath initiates the divine 

counter narrative to mitigate the self-focused expressions of consumerism 

that convey Social Darwinism’s survival of the fittest out-workings. 

 

For Hayes and Hayes, the Sabbath is both a memorial to creation and a 

consequential perpetual reminder of our moral obligation to care for it. “The 

blessings of the Sabbath are extended to all of creation, not just humans, for 

the Sabbath represents a reminder of God’s provision for the needs of all 

creatures, including rest from the labour for beasts of burden (Exodus 

23:12).”44  Hayes and Hayes point out how the Sabbath is not just about 

disengaging from commercial activity, and in so doing allowing creation to 

rest, it is about engaging in active creation reflection, ecological literacy and 

care.45  “Freed from daily toil on the Sabbath, Adventists often spend at least 

part of the day exploring the outdoors and learning about God’s creation, 

thus nurturing an intimate relationship with the creator and other created 

beings.”46  By reinforcing the relationship between the Creator and the 

creation, Sabbath provides a reminder that humanity depend on the 

 
42 Ibid, 369.  

43 Ibid. 

44 Hayes and Hayes, 255.  

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 
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planet’s life support systems.47  Sabbath keeping requires consumer choices 

that give dignity to all creation. 

 

David Matzko McCarthy also draws the link between the disengagement 

from economic pursuits and the rest that is then provided for the 

environment:  

Imagine how much better our relation to the earth would be if 
Christians everywhere were to join Jews in setting aside a day for God’s 
peace: no construction or demolition, no driving or shopping, and no 
waste billowing out of the smokestack at the plant. The economy 
would lose a day, but we and all the creatures of the earth would gain 
one.48 
 

Pursuing a practice, that in economic terms is unproductive, in view of 

relational goals points the imagination toward a different social possibility 

beyond simple economic parameters. 

 

In a similar way, Jurgen Moltmann outlines how careful environmental 

practice is an inherent aspect of Sabbath observance.  Moltmann claims 

that the “true meaning” of Sabbath is ecological: “So that nature too can 

celebrate its Sabbath… The true intention is for us to stop intervening in 

nature on this day, to stop hurting it and instead to perceive it and esteem it 

as God’s beloved creation.”49  To observe the Sabbath, for Moltmann, is to 

join God’s perspective in caring for creation and to take on a slower, simpler 

lifestyle.50  A celebration of Sabbath that intentionally explores its relationship 

to creation should find its expression in creation care and creation affirming 

behaviours, rather than nature simply being a part of the supply chain to 

 
47 Ibid. 

48 David Matzko McCarthy, The Good Life: Genuine Christianity for the Middle Class (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004), 116. 

49 Jurgen Moltmann, “Sabbath: Finishing and Beginning,” The Living Pulpit 2, (1998): 5. 

50 Moltmann, 5. 
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meet consumer driven “needs”.  Sabbath reconnects products to their origins 

and environmental impact. 

 

Norman Wirzba describes consumerism’s view of creation as an “anti-

Sabbath mentality that includes sacrilege, ingratitude, obsessive control and 

profiteering, insensitivity and destruction.”51  For Wirzba, the embracing of the 

notion of being Sabbath people, who take a humble stance within creation, 

means “we simply have to realign and dramatically curtail our consumption 

habits.”52  In contrast to the “consumer view” of creation, Sabbath invokes 

habits of “gratitude, sufficiency, and sharing”.53  Wirzba then maintains that 

celebrating the Sabbath creates a “vision” for a life of “simplicity and 

uncluttered enjoyment” free from overconsumption and the demands of the 

consumer market.54  The Sabbath then is a tangible practice to engender a 

Seventh-day Adventist imagination in which identity is found in relationship to 

creation.  Flowing out of that identity are implications for a more relational 

connection with and care for creation. 

 

The Sabbath and a Counter-Consumer Freedom  

 

The Sabbath is a practice that includes both freedom “for” along with 

freedom “from” activities and experiences.  The Deuteronomy Sabbath 

command (Deuteronomy 5:15) is in view of freedom for the Israelites from 

slavery in Egypt.  For the Old Testament Israelites, Sabbath keeping became 

a memorial of how God delivered freedom from the slavery of empire.   

 

 
51 Norman Wirzba, Living for the Sabbath – Discovering the Rhythms of Rest and Delight 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2006), 25. 

52 Ibid, 151. 

53 Ibid, 112.  

54 Ibid. 
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The freedom from Egyptian slavery symbolism becomes a powerful informer 

of consumer engagement when consumer culture is seen as an expression of 

“empire”.55  Bacchiocchi explains how, by extension, the Sabbath becomes 

a practice that is symbolic of freedom from the “empire”, including 

consumerism, throughout history.  

The Lord intended that the weekly Sabbath rest, if properly observed, 
would constantly release man from the bondage of an Egypt not 
limited to any country or century but which includes every land and 
every age.  Man today needs escape from the bondage that comes 
from greediness, from gain and power, from social inequality, and from 
sin and selfishness.56 

 

The Sabbath then is the celebration of a counter freedom and being brought 

out of the empire of commodification into the freedom of the divine counter-

narrative.  In a consumer culture that “sells” freedom in seemingly endless 

choice and determinedly avoids the fixities that may seem to limit choice, 

with resultant fluid identities, the Sabbath provides a counter pedagogy of 

freedom.   

 

For Tonstad, the practice of Sabbath-keeping is a “visible, disciplined, public 

assertion of different values” including the disengagement from “mindless, 

unreflective consumption”.57  Tonstad outlines how the Sabbath became the 

practice through which, for the Israelites, values were established outside of 

the Egyptian empire. 

As the Israelites made the transition from slavery in Egypt under a ruler 
who cared neither about rest nor about their dignity, the character of 
the Sabbath took on exceptional status.  The values conspicuously 

 
55 The theme of consumerism constituting an expression of empire will be explored further in 
chapter 13 of this thesis. 

56 Bacchiocchi, 15. 

57 Tonstad 84, a theme also extended on in Brueggeman, Resistance, 27. 
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absent in the imperial system of Egypt were precisely those signified by 
the freedom of the Sabbath.58 

 

The Sabbath was the tangible expression of a new system of freedom and 

provision.  Tonstad explains how the miracle of the manna (Exodus 16:4, 16-

19) was an expression of resting in God’s provision as opposed to the 

continual production of Egypt.  The manna did not fall on the Sabbath but 

could be collected on the day prior without spoiling.59  For Tonstad, “The 

miracle of the mana was less about manna than about the Sabbath.”60  

Having the necessity of work removed the former slaves were free to 

experience the care of the Creator.  Tonstad describes the new freedom: 

They were no longer slaves and mere instruments to further the 
grandiose and self-aggrandizing aspirations of human masters.  Now 
they were now free to think and act for themselves; now their lives 
mattered as individuals and not as a convenient reservoir of cheap 
labor.  God created human beings for such a life in the first place, and 
to such a life God was setting them free. 61 
 

In a consumer culture that uses scarcity and feelings of not having and being 

enough as drivers for seeking more, the Sabbath is a reminder that it is God 

who provides and gives freedom from slavery.  The Sabbath is the symbol of 

a purpose and freedom found only in who God is.   

 

Tonstad joins both the Exodus and Deuteronomy Sabbath commandment 

accounts together under the theme of new beginnings: 

What is most remarkable is that the first taste of freedom for the 
Israelites includes a spectacular renaissance of, and re-acquaintance 
with, the seventh day… The exodus from Egypt is a stupendous new 

 
58 Ibid. 

59 Adventists Believe, 288-289 overview the Old Testament experience of the children of Israel 
and the experience of the Sabbaths. 

60 Tonstad, 83. 

61 Ibid, 86. 
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beginning that comes, just as in Genesis, with a mandate for the 
seventh day.62 

 

The Sabbath, as a symbol of new beginnings outside of the empire, offers a 

metaphor for engaging in a greater narrative of freedom outside of “empire” 

expressing consumer constructs. 

 

Brueggemann makes a direct link between the Old Testament experience of 

Sabbath, as a symbol of redemption from slavery to the Egyptian empire, 

and contemporary expressions of slavery in the “consumer empire”.63  The 

Ten Commandments, for Brueggemann, is the manifesto of the divine 

counter narrative to all expressions of “empire” including consumerism.  

Brueggemann claims that the “sabbath principle” is the “lynchpin of the 

Decalogue”.64  The first three commandments are placed in the context of 

covenant relationship over contract.  The remaining commandments are 

placed in the context of “neighborliness”.65  The Sabbath then looks back to 

the rest of God in creation while also looking forward to the restfulness of the 

neighbourhood.  

 

In the Sabbath, Brueggemann identifies a powerful symbol that links a 

relationship with God to a neighbourliness that is expressed in consumer 

choices that stand against de-humanized commodification.  In 

Brueggemann’s outline of life beyond the consumer empire, the Sabbath is 

 
62 Tonstad, The Lost Meaning of the Seventh Day (Berrien Springs: Andrews University Press, 
2009), 81. 

63 Brueggemann, Resistance, 54. 

64 Ibid, God Neighbour Empire (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2016), 128. 

65 Ibid, 85. 
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the act of “resistance”.66  The Sabbath provides a weekly reminder that life is 

not defined by the production and consumption of commodity goods.67   

The Sabbath is an act of refusal and resistance, a vigorous assertion of 
a different identity grounded in God’s freedom and enacted as a 
socioeconomic freedom from every production system and every 
commodity ideology.68 
 

For Brueggemann, Sabbath provides a contentment away from 

consumerism’s continual, yet unsatisfied, quest for more that “specializes in 

commodified anxiety”.69  It is an assertion that faith in God, the creator and 

liberator, makes an alternative life possible.  

 

Jason Kimelman-Block, in providing a Jewish lens on the Sabbath, describes 

the themes of Creation and Exodus and how these inform consumer 

behaviour.  

Shabbat provides a Break from ‘Consumer Identity’. The practice of 
Shabbat enables one to regularly step out of the modes of buying and 
producing. Our identities as producers and consumers are de-
emphasized. The two primary themes of Shabbat, as recited in the 
Friday night kiddush — zicharon l’ma’asei vereishit, a remembrance of 
creation, and zecher litziyat mitzrayim, a reminder of the exodus from 
Egypt — remind us that we are creatures of God’s world. This reminder 
enables us to luxuriate in a Shabbat away from consumption and 
return ‘25 hours’ later to production and consumption with a moral 
compass oriented toward honouring creation as well as human 
freedom and dignity.70 
 

 
66 Brueggemann, Resistance, 85. 

67 Ibid, 27. 

68 Ibid, 11. 

69 Ibid, 85. 

70 Jason Kimelman-Block, “Power and the Purse: A Jewish Approach to Ethical 
Consumerism,” Sh'ma: A Journal of Jewish Responsibility 42, no. 687 (2012): 92-100.  
Kimelman-Block explains how the 25-hour Sabbath is in view of margins at the edges. 
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To observe the Sabbath then includes setting voluntary limits on human 

activity out of recognition for God’s work.  Within these “limits” space is made 

to consciously engage in the themes of the divine narrative including 

creation themes that then bring about conscious consumption and social 

justice. 

 

Sabbath – Resistance, Freedom and Salvation  

 

The redemption from slavery of the Deuteronomy command is extended in 

Seventh-day Adventist theology to make the Sabbath a signifier of God’s 

redemptive power in all time.  The Seventh-day Adventist Fundamental 

Beliefs point out how Jesus rested on the Sabbath day after completing “his 

second great act” in human history.71  “On Friday afternoon Christ finished His 

redemptive mission on earth. (Luke 23;54).  Following His death, He rested in a 

tomb, thus symbolizing that He had accomplished the redemption of the 

human race.”72  The Sabbath then is a symbol of redemption found in the life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus. “Through observing it His followers rejoice 

with Him over His accomplishments for humanity.”73   

 

The salvation motif is also an important reminder that Sabbath keeping is not 

in view of a legalistic effort to earn God’s favour.  Rather, the Sabbath 

command to rest, joining God in the Sabbath rest from Creation and 

Redemption, is not only a physical rest but a rest in Christ’s finished work of 

Salvation.  Sabbath is the celebration of a relationship with Christ who 

provides all that is required for redemption.74  “In sabbath we cease from our 

own works in the world to contemplate the works of God… We are aware 

 
71 Adventists Believe, 292. 

72 Ibid. 

73 Bacchiocchi, 8-9. 

74 Adventists Believe, 296. 
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that of ourselves we can do nothing.” 75  This shift in emphasis, from an 

individual, self-directed quest for salvation, toward a redemption that is 

entirely God’s gift, informs the movement from an individual “salvation” 

sought in commodities to the relational counter-consumer redemption within 

the divine narrative.  Where consumerism offers “salvation” in the “better” 

version of self, the salvation in Christ motif is a reminder that salvation itself is 

located in the greater divine narrative.  

 

Rice identifies in Jesus’ Sabbath healing miracles a demonstration of the 

Sabbath’s celebration of wholeness and restoration.  Rice outlines how “Jesus 

intended his dramatic actions to awaken people to the fact that sabbath 

could be an experience of salvation for all of them.”76  The Sabbath 

becomes a reminder of freedom found in Christ, over consumer ascribed 

notions of freedom, and a celebration of freedom from the slavery of the 

consumer pursuit.   

 

Sabbath as a Counter Consumer Signifier 

 

In Seventh-day Adventist theology, the Sabbath is a sign of “God’s 

transforming power, a sign of holiness and sanctification.”77  The Sabbath is 

described by Tonstad as the “flag” symbolizing the divine purpose.78  The 

Sabbath, as a sign of sanctification in Exodus 31:13, is extended perpetually 

as a sign of loyalty to God and obedience to God’s law.79 

 
75 Ibid. 

76 Rice, 373. 

77 Adventists Believe, 294. 

78 Tonstad, 90. 

79 E. G White, Testimonies to the Church. Vol 6, 250 represents the Sabbath sanctification link 
when she states: “He who from the heart obeys the fourth commandment will obey the 
whole law.  His is sanctified through obedience.”  
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It is a symbol of our redemption in Christ, a sign of our sanctification, a 
token of our allegiance, and a foretaste of our eternal future in God’s 
kingdom.  The Sabbath is God’s perpetual sign of His eternal covenant 
between Him and His people.80 

 

Salvation and Sanctification are both then actions of God and so once 

again the focus is shifted from self-accomplishment and the self-focus of 

consumerism to a recognition of provision in the divine narrative.  The 

expositions of the Adventist Fundamentals explains how “people learn to 

depend not on their own resources but on the God who sanctifies them.”81   

 

The Sabbath, in Seventh-day Adventist eschatology, is a sign of inherent 

loyalty to God. “By observing the Sabbath, believers reveal a willingness to 

accept God’s will for their lives instead of depending on their own 

judgement.”82  In Seventh-day Adventist end-time scenarios, the Sabbath 

becomes the outward signifier of those who “keep the commandments of 

God and the faith of Jesus” as opposed to those who “worship the beast and 

his image” (Revelation, 14:1, 9).83  Seventh-day Adventists believe that the 

Sabbath will become a decisive religious issue just before Jesus returns.  If the 

“beast” is then set in the context of empire themes, where empire includes 

expressions of consumerism as a religious power, the Sabbath becomes an 

even more intensified signifier of loyalty to God as opposed to identity 

constructed in the consumer narrative that redirects worship away from God. 

 

The Sabbath, as a symbol of resistance to the empire, is a theme that 

resonates within Seventh-day Adventist counter-cultural identity.  In New 

Testament eschatology, where Adventists identify themselves as the 

 
80 Adventists Believe, 287. 

81 Ibid, 294. 

82 Ibid, 296. 

83 Ibid, 295. 



357 

 

“remnant” who have been “called out to keep the commandments of God 

and the faith of Jesus” (Revelation 14:12), the Sabbath takes on an even 

more significant role.  For Seventh-day Adventists, the Sabbath is a central 

symbol of commandment keeping loyalty to God in view of constituting the 

remnant.  In the Great Controversy scheme, the Sabbath is a symbol of 

“loyalty to the Creator” in the face of the devil using various powers, political 

and religious, to undermine allegiance to God.84  While this counter-cultural 

resistance is traditionally in view of coming out of “false religions” and being 

the remnant that constitutes “true” commandment keeping religion, it can 

be reworked in view of consumerism being a folk religion that subverts true 

religion.  The remnant symbolism of Adventism then can be easily expanded 

so that the Sabbath is the signifier of a remnant who offer a counter-cultural 

resistance to the empire in any age including the current context of 

advanced consumerism.  

 

The Sabbath does not only point to salvation but allows it to be experienced 

more fully.  Rice outline how the Sabbath is a practice that both points to and 

participates in that to which it points.85  This then makes Sabbath observance 

a practice that facilitates experience in the divine narrative and its counter 

consumer potential more fully.  In the context of consumer signification where 

brands become lifestyle tokens, the Sabbath is the counter-signifier of a 

different location for identity and provision.  The Sabbath provides what 

Tonstad terms a “foothold for God in the human enterprise.”86  For the 

Seventh-day Adventist imagination, the Sabbath brings together themes of 

loyalty to God and resistance to the empire and so becomes a counter-

cultural practice of consumer resistance. 

 

 
84 Ibid. 

85 Rice extends on this point. 373. 

86 Tonstad, 119. 
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The Sabbath and the Narrative of Heaven 

 

Beyond Creation, Redemption and expressions of community, the Great 

Controversy narrative then shifts its focus to the Sabbath experience of the 

redeemed in Heaven.  For Boyd, Seventh-day Adventist Sabbath keeping 

becomes a practice that “gives a glimpse” of a “fulfilled world”.87  The 

Fundamental Beliefs describe the Sabbath as “a foretaste of our eternal 

future in God’s Kingdom.”88  Therefore, the Sabbath becomes a symbol of 

the Great Controversy that links creation to redemption and then eternity.  In 

the Seventh-day Adventist imagination, the Sabbath is a weekly reminder of 

the divine narrative beyond consumerism and provides a tangible 

experience of “delight” in the present age that links to the future redemption.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist exposition of the Fundamental Beliefs describes 

the Sabbath as a disengagement from the narrative of culture to focus on 

the “narrative of Heaven” where inhabitants of the new earth come to 

worship God from sabbath to sabbath (Isaiah 66:23).89  Setting Sabbath 

keeping in the context of competing narratives provides a context for 

highlighting the counter-cultural dimensions of the Sabbath.  The Sabbath 

provides a foretaste of the life to come by making available, in a promissory 

way, the ultimate redemption of God’s people.  Hartman explains how for 

Seventh-day Adventists, Sabbath “is an opportunity to experience some of 

eternity in the here and now.”90  The Sabbath then is a powerful symbol that 

 
87 J. K. Boyd, “Sabbath as a Resource for Marriage,” in A Christian Worldview & Mental 
Health: A Seventh-Day Adventist Perspective, ed. B. C. Hernandez, B. Anderson, G. T. Harding 
IV, & C. Fayard (Berrien Springs: Andrews University Press, 2011), 218–220. 

88 Adventist’s Believe - Fundamental 20, 287. 

89 Ibid. 

90 Hartman, 130. 
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brings together Adventism’s foundational theological themes in a practice 

that informs life within and beyond consumerism. 

 

The Sabbath anticipates the new earth by providing an opportunity for 

intimate relationship with God in the present.  Rice states: “The experience of 

eternity can begin now in the lives of those who appreciate the meaning of 

the sabbath and experience salvation to the fullest.”91  The Sabbath then is a 

powerful symbol for the entire experience of salvation.   

By calling us apart from the ordinary activities of life, the sabbath 
reminds us that our present situation is not permanent.  The things that 
occupy our time and attention during the other six days of the week do 
not deserve our ultimate concern, because we are on our way to 
something better.92  
  

The “something better” provides the texture, practices and symbolism that 

can generate a delight beyond consumerism. 

 

The Sabbath as Commodity 

 

While the Sabbath is a powerful practice to disrupt and inform consumer 

motives it can, like any belief or practice, be commodified and co-opted for 

consumer ends.  Increasingly the Sabbath is being recognised for its 

therapeutic benefits.  As Lauren Winner has noted, “The Sabbath has come 

back into “fashion”, even among the most secular Americans.”93  Well-being 

articles abound extolling the virtues of “treating yourself” to a day of rest, a 

relaxing and leisurely visit to the spa or an extra-long bubble bath.94  This “day 

off” is in view of taking a deserved break from the harried pace of culture. 

 

 
91 Rice, 373. 

92 Ibid. 

93 Lauren Winner, Mudhouse Sabbath (Brewster: Paraclete, 2003), 23. 

94 Ibid. 
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The Sabbath that is embraced is often a self-focused commodified 

expression. Winner identifies within this Sabbath keeping “capitalism’s 

justification for Sabbath rest”.95  The self-focused Sabbath maintains an 

instrumental relationship to productivity in view of the Sabbath rest facilitating 

a more productive following six days.  While it may be that productivity on 

the other six days is enhanced by the practice of Sabbath, the focus, in this 

instrumental construct, remains on the self and the values that underlie 

consumerism.  A commodified, production focused, Sabbath rest still 

promotes the consumer anthropology that humans are fundamentally 

producers and consumers.  Winner asks “Whom is the contemporary Sabbath 

designed to honour? Whom does it benefit? Why, the bubble-bath taker 

herself, of course!”96   

 

Barry Jones also identifies how the Sabbath has been “rediscovered and re-

appropriated” for a different set of purposes in our contemporary cultural 

environment.97  The Sabbath can be seen as a commodity that, rather than 

breaking from production, actually increases one’s ability to produce overall.  

The Sabbath “rest” then can be constructed as a coping mechanism that 

allows for a greater pursuit of consumer desires in the remaining six days.  

While there may be great personal benefits and joys to be gained, Sabbath 

keeping can simply become another self-pursuit that feeds rather than 

informs the self-focus of consumer culture.98  It commodifies the Sabbath 

“container” without engaging the Sabbath “substance”.  

 

 
95 Ibid. 

96 Ibid, 11. 

97 Barry Jones, Dwell – Life With God for the World (Grand Rapids: InterVarsity, 2014), 123. 

98 For an example of a Sabbath focus in view of productivity see Joshua Becker, “The Lost 
Practice of Resting One Day Each Week,” Becoming Minimalist (blog), February 6, 2016, 
https://www.becomingminimalist.com/resting/ accessed, August 12, 2019 
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This instrumental view of the Sabbath is becoming increasingly expressed in 

Seventh-day Adventist publications.  In a valid attempt to connect Seventh-

day Adventist belief with culture, the benefits of the Sabbath are extolled 

using individually oriented, production focused, themes.  Even when the 

spiritual and relational aspects of the Sabbath are included, it can still be in 

view of how spirituality and relationships contribute to happiness rather than 

point to a counter narrative.  An example is provided in the recent Seventh-

day Adventist publication Live More Happy where the Sabbath is presented 

as:  

an antidote to the ever-quickening pace of life, and the stress, anxiety, 
depression and burnout it leaves in its wake.  It offers a rest we so 
desperately need, which can revitalise our physical, emotional, social 
and spiritual well-being… I have discovered that having a day off each 
week makes me more productive… Taking time out to sharpen the saw 
can allow us to achieve more in less time…It is my experience that 
practising Sabbath enhances my work, but more importantly, it 
enhances every aspect of my life – my relationships, my health and my 
happiness. 99 

 

This instrumental view shows how the Sabbath container can be made 

relevant so that the consumer engages to some degree.  It can also create 

the delight and room for introspection that is then vital for unmasking the 

consumer narratives.  However, to leave the Sabbath at this point, while 

providing a useful cultural resource and connection point, neglects the more 

powerful ability for the Sabbath to be a tangibly experienced symbol that 

engages people into the grand divine narrative.  It leaves the Sabbath being 

measured in individual and production oriented terms that fall short of 

sparking the imagination beyond the consumer self-story.  It accepts rather 

than challenges consumerism’s base assumptions. 

 

  

 
99 Darren Morton, Live More Happy: Scientifically Proven Ways to Life Your Mood and Your 
Life (Warburton, VIC: Signs Publishing, 2018). 145.  
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Renewing the Sabbath for the Adventist Imagination 

 

“Unmasking” the Sabbath more intentionally as an informer of consumerism, 

and a catalyst for the counter imagination, for the Seventh-day Adventist 

community will involve rehabilitating it away from legalistic expressions that 

do not engender “delight”.  A legalistic approach to Sabbath commands 

has, for some sections of Adventism, shaped an experience that is often more 

focused on the detachment practices of “keeping” over the more ethical 

and relational implications of Sabbath observance including its creation 

care, community, and social justice implications.   

 

For the most part, the agreed Sabbath keeping behaviours revolve around 

disengagement from culture more than embracing counter-cultural, 

relational expressions of engagement, apart from worship attendance and 

special meals on the Sabbath.  May-Ellen Marian Colon outlines how 

Seventh-day Adventist Sabbath practice is primarily a function of what is 

being “avoided” rather than what is being “embraced”.100  For Barry Gane, 

Gordon Allport’s categories of intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity provide useful 

models for categorising Sabbath observance motives.  Extrinsic Sabbath 

keeping tends toward legalist, externally driven expressions while intrinsic 

views of the Sabbath are expressed in more relational, personally meaningful, 

terms.101  In the Valuegenesis study of Australian Adventist High School 

students, just under fifty percent gave descriptors of an intrinsic motivation for 

 
100 May-Ellen Marian Colon, “Sabbath-Keeping Practices and factors related to these 
practices,” (PhD Diss., Andrews University, 2004). While between individuals, congregations 
and countries there are many expressions of what constitutes appropriate Sabbath 
behaviour there is a general agreed understanding. 

101 Barry A, Gane, Valuegenesis II, (Cooranbong: NSW, Avondale Academic Press, 2012), 24. 
In this research of Australian Adventist young people Gain explores outworkings of intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation, including in regard to the Sabbath also outlined in Boyd, Sabbath as 
a Resource for Marriage, 221-222. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/chrwrldvw?ref=Page.p+221&off=545
https://ref.ly/logosres/chrwrldvw?ref=Page.p+221&off=545
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Sabbath engagement.102  This result highlights the need within Adventism to 

reengage the relational richness of the Sabbath in ways that provide location 

for identity and  inspire the imagination beyond consumer promises. 

 

Boyd outlines how “in the past Sabbath was made to be a burden by too 

much emphasis on the doctrine or theology of Sabbath and not enough on 

the delight or experience of Sabbath.”103  Boyd then observes how more 

recently Seventh-day Adventists have begun to explore the larger meaning 

of Sabbath and move away from a legalistic view of Sabbath observance.104  

The movement within Adventism toward wider expressions of what it means 

to observe the Sabbath, in part driven by a more relational approach to 

theology and its application, along with an increased focus on the 

outworking of Sabbath observance as part of wider Christian environmental 

and social justice concerns, can be drawn on to inform consumer 

engagement ethics and motives for the Seventh-day Adventist community.  

Boyd then warns however that Sabbath practice can be put in danger 

through an over-correction to emphasise the experiential aspects of Sabbath 

and overshadow the underlying meaning.105  In both cases the Sabbath 

needs to be explained in ways that connect meaning with Sabbath 

experience to spark an imagination around the grand narrative beyond 

consumerism. 

 

While the “keeping” practices include many expressions of disengagement 

from consumer culture, a legalistic engagement of these keeping expressions 

has seemingly drowned out the Sabbath implications for informing consumer 

culture in Adventist Sabbath pedagogy.  More significantly, a legalistic, 

 
102 Gane, 24. This focus is reflected in Tonstad, 514. 

103 Boyd, 221–222.  

104 Ibid, 221. 

105 Ibid. 
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negative approach overshadows the “delight” that would spark the broader 

Adventist imaginary in a way that facilitates engagement in the divine 

counter narrative.106    

 

Summary 
 
The Sabbath brings together meanings, beliefs, symbols, and activities in a 

celebration of a social imaginary that fosters delight and challenges the 

consumer promises.  It provides a foundational practice for identity 

construction beyond consumer narratives that then recalibrates the nature of 

consumer engagement outside of the Sabbath hours.  Observing the 

Sabbath provides a break in the restless consumer cycle and room to 

imagine a different society established on relational values. 

 

A re-envisioned Sabbath goes beyond legalistic prohibitions and affirms a 

resistance against the consumer “empire”.  The Great Controversy themes of 

Creation, Salvation and the New Earth are linked in a practice that locates 

identity in the divine narrative.  The Sabbath points to rest in and 

dependency on God’s completed work of salvation as opposed to the 

consumer generated continual unfulfillment.  In disengaging from 

commerce, the Sabbath is a weekly practice that instead locates desire, 

hope and identity in the divine narrative both beyond, yet informing, 

consumer engagement.  The Sabbath then provides Adventism’s most 

powerful connector of beliefs, meanings, stories, symbols, and activities to 

create a social imaginary that each week recalibrates away from the selfish 

expressions of consumerism towards relational community. 

 
106 For a short overview regarding balance of Sabbath practices see, Ray Roennfeldt, “How 
to Keep (or lose) the Sabbath,” in Meaning for the New Millennium – The Christian Faith from 
a Seventh-day Adventist Perspective, ed. Robert K McIver, and Ray Roennfeldt 
(Cooranbong, NSW: Avondale Academic Press, 2000), 112-114. 
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CHAPTER 13 

SHAPING AN EXPANSIVE PICTURE OF BABYLON TO INFORM CONSUMER 
CULTURE AND PROMOTE A COUNTER-CULTURAL ADVENTIST IMAGINARY. 

 

In the Bible there is really only one story: that of a people struggling to 
leave empire behind and set out to follow God.  That story was to be 
re-lived whether in Egypt, Babylon, Rome, or today.1 
 
Let your thoughts and your imagination run abroad throughout the 
whole world, and with the inspiration of the thought that you are 
Americans and are meant to carry liberty and justice and the principles 
of humanity wherever you go, go out and sell goods that will make the 
world more comfortable and more happy, and convert them to the 
principles of America.2 

 

Seventh-day Adventists have traditionally found their denominational identity 

and described mission in the context of the three angels of Revelation 14 and 

the call out of Babylon.3  What one then determines Babylon to be, what a 

“coming out” entails and what one “comes in to” become important markers 

for Seventh-day Adventist identity and mission.  The significance of the 

Babylon symbol in Seventh-day Adventist eschatology, especially when 

linked with the Sabbath themes, means a reworking of the Babylon construct, 

in the context of being the remnant counterculture to the empire, has great 

potential to engage and fuel the Adventist imaginary.  The Israelite 

relationship with Babylon, in the book of Daniel, provides a narrative that is 

counter empire yet engaged within it. 

 

 
1 Wes Howard-Brook, “Come Out My People!” God’s Call out of Empire in the Bible and 
Beyond (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2010), 183. 

2 Woodrow Wilson, “Fighting Is the Slow Way to Peace,” Address before the Salesmanship 
Congress, Detroit, July 10, 1916, Congressional Record, 64th Cong., 1st sess., app., 1480-82, 
reprinted in The New Democracy, vol. 4, ed. Ray Stannard Baker and William E. Dodd (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1926), 232-233.  

3 See Knight, Identity, 49.  
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For Adventism, the substance of Babylon as expressed in Genesis, Daniel and 

Revelation is particularly pertinent to inform the church’s relationship with the 

consumer empire now.  The book of Genesis, as a function of Adventism’s 

creation focus, along with both Daniel and Revelation, due to their 

apocalyptic nature, are given particular emphasis within Adventism.  

Consequently, empire themes from these books have the added potency of 

being able to link with Adventism’s already established remnant eschatology 

and provide a readily accepted vehicle for delivering the counter-cultural 

consumer narrative. 

 

Seventh-day Adventists have generally applied an historicist approach to 

Revelation and with it developed an elaborate eschatology in which 

Babylon is prominent both in Christian history and end-time events.4  An 

expanded picture of Babylon, informed by empire studies that grow out of a 

more socio-literary approach, has the potential to renew mission and inform 

consumer praxis with “present truth” gleaned from the themes of assimilation 

and resistance to Babylon. 

 

Advanced Consumer Culture as an Expression of Babylon 

 

In the second angel of Revelation 14, Adventism has traditionally seen “a call 

to turn from the practices of a corrupt religious system and avoid the 

punishment of those who oppose God.”5  In traditional Seventh-day Adventist 

outlines, informed by a denominational context where the Adventist pioneers 

had separated from their former denominations, Babylon was defined as an 

“unholy trinity” where Catholicism combined with the “daughters of 

 
4 For an overview of the traditional Seventh-day Adventist  historicist application of the 
Babylon motif see Gulley, Systematic Theology: The Church and The Last Things (Berrien 
Springs: Andrews University Press, 2016). 553-557. 

5 Ibid.   

https://ref.ly/logosres/sytmtctheogulley04?ref=Page.p+553&off=308&ctx=eries.%E2%80%9D+(Rev.+14%3a8)%0a%7EBabylon%E2%80%99s+fall+accur
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Babylon”, which were seen as protestant denominations who have 

“apostatized”, and then spiritualism.6  Gulley’s eschatological construction 

sees Babylon, in Revelation, as constituting Catholicism and those 

Evangelicals who have ignored Protestant “truth” to ecumenically come 

together in fighting the “common enemy” of secularism.7  While Gulley does 

not use the word consumerism, his construct does make for an intriguing and 

somewhat confusing mix of motives if by extension consumerism is seen as an 

ecumenical driver toward shaping Babylon.  For a Seventh-day Adventist 

ascribing to Gulley’s construct, the importance of retaining a distinct 

Adventist substance, or “truth”, is even more critical in addressing 

consumerism.  

 

The explanation in Seventh-day Adventists Believe states: “As used in 

Revelation the name (Babylon) is symbolic of all apostate religious 

organizations and their leadership, from antiquity down to the close of time.”8  

Modern spiritual Babylon then is not just one power but rather a 

“conglomeration” of apostate religious powers that have bound themselves 

together.9  It is feasible then to take advanced consumerism, as a religious  

construct, and add it to this “false religion” conglomeration.  

 

However, moving beyond consumerism being a “false religion”, to see 

Babylon as a wider expression of empire characteristics and consumerism as 

a current manifestation of “empire” expands the Babylon motif to have even 

more direct applications to consumer culture and motives.  In this expanded 

 
6 Gulley, 164. In this context then Babylon is a comprehensive term that can describe all 
religious bodies and movements that have “fallen away from the truth.”   

7 For an overview of Gulley’s construct of Babylon being shaped by a religious response to 
secularism see Gulley, Systematic Theology: Creation, Christ, Salvation (Berrien Springs, MI: 
Andrews University Press, 2012), 774-774. 

8 Seventh-day Adventists Believe,199. 

9 Seminars Unlimited, Prophecy Seminar Guide 25 (Keene, TX: Seminars Unlimited, 1989), 5. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/sytmtctheogulley03?ref=Page.p+773&off=854&ctx=+in+church+history%2c+%7Eboth+sides+saw+the+o
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definition, the empire is the dominating meta-narrative that dictates the way 

people think, interact, and make meaning.  It is as a dominating meta-

narrative that Clapp claims consumerism takes on the role of empire.  

Consumerism dictates how to interpret the world while also providing the 

agency for assimilation and participation in the empire.10  McKnight defines 

the empire as the political and economic order of “soft power” embedded in 

deep structures of ideology, philosophy, and theology.  For McKnight, 

consumerism is what, in the present age, provides this “soft power”.  McKnight 

explains how every empire combines visible, tangible instruments for 

enforcing the will of its elites with invisible, intangible systems of thought that 

make sense of the world. “Consumerism provides both the tangible and 

intangible controls.”11 

 

In a similar way, Frank Trentmann, in Empire of Things, outlines how 

consumerism, as the “foundational assumption” that sustains the “imperial 

images” and captivates the imagination of the population, shapes and 

constitutes the empire.12  Trentmann provides a history of geo-political 

empires and how they have, in part, shaped what he calls the “Empire of 

Commodification” or the “Consumer-Friendly Empire”.13  Trentmann further 

explores how institutions and ideas shaped consumerism and how 

consumption, in turn, transformed power, social relations and value systems.  

While Trentmann views consumption as the outcome of historical forces he 

 
10 Rodney Clapp, “Why the Devil Takes Visa”, 20. 

11 Scot McKnight and Joseph B. Modica, eds., Jesus Is Lord, Caesar Is Not: Evaluating Empire 
in New Testament Studies (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 82. John F. Kavanaugh, 
Still Following Christ, 19 also claims that consumerism holds together the fabric of life in 
advanced capitalist culture and in so doing takes on the role of empire. 

12 Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmaat, Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 85. Tom Sine, The New Conspirators – Creating the 
Future one mustard seed at a time (Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2008). 

13 Frank Trentmann, Empire of Things, How We Became a World of Consumers, from the 
Fifteenth Century to the Twenty-first (London: Penguin, 2017), 132. 
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outlines how it changed states and became the foundation for “societal 

daily life”.14  Consumerism then became the guiding principle through which 

empire values, including commodification of people, power, and control, 

were expressed.15 

 

Brueggemann identifies the commodification of people as a primary marker 

of empire.  In Brueggemann’s outline, first empires existed to extract wealth in 

order to transfer wealth from the vulnerable to the powerful.  Second, 

empires pursued a policy of commoditisation in which “everything and 

everyone” was reduced to a dispensable commodity that could be traded, 

possessed, and consumed.  Third, empires that practiced extraction and 

commoditisation were “fully prepared to undertake violence on whatever 

scale was required” for the success of extraction and commoditisation.16   

These policies and practices were regularly legitimated by “liturgical 

enactment” of myths that allied the power of God to the power of the state.  

For Brueggemann then, consumerism, with its wealth transfer, 

commoditisation, and control, embodies a contemporary expression of 

empire.17   

 

Of more recent times, Adventism has seen a shift toward these more 

expansive applications of what constitutes empire in its understanding of 

Babylon. The traditional expression of Babylon has seemingly lost some of its 

impetus to drive mission in a vastly different cultural landscape to the one 

Adventism originally defined itself within.  In this expanded expression, 

Adventism views Babylon not so much as identifiable religious systems but 

rather more analogically as any system that subverts the worship of God.   

 
14 Ibid, 135. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Brueggemann, God, Neighbour, Empire, 127. 

17 Ibid. 
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Clifford Goldstein provides a broad definition of Babylon in his reference to 

the “world’s systems” that embody the ethics and practices of ancient 

Babylon.  

Babylon was a violent and corrupt religious, political and economic 
power that ruled the ancient world. So when Revelation talks about 
Babylon, it’s talking about the large, powerful and corrupt religious, 
political and economic powers that rule the world today. It warns: 
Don’t bet on this world’s systems.  If you do, you are going to lose.18  
 

This more expansive interpretation goes beyond the context of simply 

religious identifiers to a broader application to culture.  In a similar way, Alex 

Bryan uses an expansive view of Babylon when he states: “We live in a world 

modelled on Babylon – a world that rewards violence and greed and people 

who seize the limelight.  We need a new kingdom, a new regime.  We need a 

King who will put the world to right.”19  In this context, Babylon embraces a 

whole cultural system as against a particular religious tradition. 

 

Bradford and Paulien outline how “Babylon represents all human efforts to 

provide a way of salvation apart from God.  In contrast, Revelation sets the 

New Jerusalem as an expression of God’s grace and mercy given to all those 

who accept the Lamb and follow Him.”20  This definition is a significant 

expansion as Babylon is no longer simply a propositional truth or organisation 

to “come out of” but rather a philosophy which itself could find expression in 

Adventism.  These more expansive approaches do not necessarily negate 

earlier identifications of Babylon, if that system constitutes, and is an agency 

for, characteristics of Babylon.  However, it does move beyond simple 

 
18 Clifford Goldstein, See Beyond (Warburton, VIC: Signs, 2013), 148. 

19 Alex Bryan, The Green Cord Dream (Nampa: Pacific Press, 2012), 82. 

20 Jon Paulien and Graeme Bradford, Revelation, Hope, Meaning and Purpose (20) 
(Warburton, VIC: Signs Publishing, 2011), 12. 
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identification of particular denominations or religious systems to a more 

widespread application that includes culture.  

 

The Substance and Application of the Empire Motif 

 

The identification of Babylon as a system that subverts the worship of God 

finds its earliest expression in the tower of Babel in Genesis 11.21  The tower 

was being built “to make a name for ourselves” (11:4).  The Tower of Babel 

then becomes a symbol of self-dependence.  In a similar way, consumer 

culture can be seen to create a metaphorical tower of dependence on 

commodities for meaning, hope and “success”.  Commodified identity 

signifiers being an attempt to “make a name” for oneself.  Dependence on 

God is replaced by faith in commodities to deliver a meaningful life.  The 

exposition of the Adventist Fundamental Beliefs explains how the Tower of 

Babel stands for a “concretized” distrust of God for the sake of material gain 

or worldly security.22 

 

In a similar way, the literal city of Babylon also becomes a symbol of self-

dependence.  King Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 4:29), signifies Babylon’s focus 

on self when he rhetorically proclaims: “Is not this the great Babylon I have 

built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my 

majesty?”  In a similar way, self-focused consumerism continually promotes 

the desire for more and with it a drive to “build” a self-empire and display 

commodities as signifiers of success.  Stearns outlines how self-empire building 

has always been a factor in human history.  However, it was usually only the 

elite who had the opportunity.  In advanced consumer culture “self-empire” 

building is entrenched throughout the culture and is seen as the ultimate 

signifier of success.  In the world of commodified identity signifiers, “selfishness 

 
21 Paulien and Bradford, 7. 

22 Adventists Believe, 115. 
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is honoured as a noble value.”23  Paulien and Bradford see Babylon as having 

“unquestioning faith in her own resources – and a corresponding lack of faith 

in God.”24    

 

For Brueggemann, the Old Testament is the alternative to the imperial empire 

narrative that dominates the ordinary imagination. “Specifically, much of the 

OT text emerged in the contexts of empire and great concentrations of 

wealth and power.”25  Scriptures provides the counter text intended to 

subvert the dominant imperial text.  The God of Scripture, attested to in the 

Exodus narrative, stands over against the ideology of empire.26  

YHWH is unlike the gods of empire.  YHWH has no interest in extraction. 
YHWH values human community and human persons and refuses the 
reduction of even the vulnerable to the status of dispensable 
commodity.27  
 

Brueggemann’s primary empire construct grows out of Israel’s relationship 

with dominating empires including their coming out of, resistance to and 

identification with various ruling powers.  “Israel continually faces the 

challenge of not becoming like the empire it left behind.”28    

 

Brueggemann links the Old Testament empire imagery to the Revelation 

descriptions of Babylon that then find application in consumer culture.  

Revelation 18 particularly provides application to a commodified form or life 

when it describes those who weep for the fallen Babylon.  It includes the 

merchants, the sea captains who became rich through the empire system 

 
23 Peter N, Stearns, Consumerism in World History, 76.  Stearns refers to the focus on self as the 
“dark side” of western consumerism. 

24 Paulien and Bradford, Hope, Meaning, Purpose (21), 4. 

25Brueggemann, God, Neighbour, Empire, 105. 

26 Ibid, 128. 

27 Ibid, 153.  

28 Walsh and Keesmaat, 67.  
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and the kings of the earth who committed adultery with her and shared her 

luxury.  The description in Revelation 18:7 echoes Isaiah’s description of 

Babylon’s fall in Isaiah 47:7-9.   

 

Callahan outlines how the identification of Babylon with contemporary 

global capitalism and its cultural expression is more analogical than 

allegorical.  “It is not a one-to-one correspondence of ancient, apocalyptic 

signifiers with neo-liberalism as the exclusive reality signified by those 

signifiers.”29  The injustice, poverty and death of the Roman regime 

correspond to the injustice, poverty, and mass death of the global consumer 

economy by “extending rather than simply decoding” the empire imagery.30 

The analogical approach makes the Babylon symbol more expansive and 

allows it to gain independence from the original historical situation to 

become the archetype of empire embodied in all times and contexts.  

 

Anthony Gwyther finds in a socio literary reading of Revelation 

“correspondence” between John’s cultural context, particularly what it 

means to assimilate with the empire, and praxis in relationship to interacting 

within the “empire” today.31  “Both the Beasts and Babylon represent the 

power of empire to obtain the allegiance of the imperial citizen/subject.”32  

For Gwyther, the original ideological commitment of Revelation was to unveil 

the truth about empire and what John saw as accommodation to its systems. 

“The crisis was not occasioned by a severe persecution, but by a gradual 

 
29 Allen Dwight Callahan, “Babylon Boycott: The Book of Revelation,” Interpretation 60, no. 1 
(2009): 51. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Ibid, 13. 

32 Ibid, 103. 
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accommodation to imperial culture.”33  Revelation then, for Gwyther, is 

primarily a call to defect from the city of Babylon and to seek the way of God 

in the city of New Jerusalem.  While this call is primarily directed toward 

Christians living in Rome it can, as expanded analogy, inform any point in 

history, particularly where the church is accommodating the empire.  The 

envisioned fall of Babylon signifies the divine alternative to empire.   

 

In Gwyther’s construct the book of Revelation sought to counter both the 

“myth” and praxis of empire. This was to be achieved by drawing on the 

narrative of the Hebrew experience to provide a compelling alternative to 

the empire narrative of Rome.  “The counter-myths were the foundation of 

counter-praxis.”34  They delegitimized imperial practice and advocated 

covenantal counter-imperial practice.   

 

Callahan, in a similar way to Gwyther, claims the central theme of Revelation 

is how the Judean communities had become fully integrated into the life of 

the great empire. “They were too fully integrated, for John’s taste.”35  In this 

context, John writes to congregations that share a collective memory of 

Babylonian conquest and reminds them of the inherent injustice of empire.  

Callahan outlines how John is calling them away from “the emoluments of 

material prosperity that the imperial regime is affording them – a love of 

wealth and luxury that blinded them to an evil with which they had become 

comfortable and complicit”.36   

 

 
33 Anthony Robert. Gwyther, “New Jerusalem Versus Babylon: Reading the Book of 
Revelation as the Text of a Circle of Counter-Imperial Christian Communities in the First 
Century Roman Empire,” (PhD diss., Griffith University, QLD, 1999). 

34 Ibid, 173. 

35 Callahan, 51. 

36 Ibid.  
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Revelation’s call away from empire’s oppression in view of wealth and luxury 

then becomes a call at any time in history.  Callahan makes a direct link 

between John’s world and contemporary cultural contexts when he states: 

“John’s art speaks to his world as it speaks to ours, for, in all ways that truly 

matter, John’s world of imperialist politics, global trade and the murderous 

oppression of the poor is very much our own.”37  For Callahan, advanced 

consumer culture is simply a contemporary expression of the selfishness of 

empire.  The point of John’s depiction of Babylon then becomes a warning 

against assimilation into a selfish empire against an exploration of an 

alternative form of life depicted in the New Jerusalem – the divine narrative.  

Callahan then calls for a “boycott” of Babylon.  “To be true to our 

conscience and true to our God, we have no alternative, we too must 

boycott Babylon.”38  Just what Callahan means in calling for this boycott is 

never really outlined.  However, a complete boycott may not be the 

“coming out” John had in mind.  For John one could live in the Roman 

empire yet not be Babylon.   

 

The tension between following Jesus and loyalty to Rome provides a 

reference point for similar analysis of systems today. While Revelation is 

accepted as John’s attempt to counter the control, power, and praxis of the 

empire, extending empire studies into the teachings of Jesus and Paul is not 

as simply analogous and requires more qualifiers.  For Richard Horsley, Jesus’ 

mission was primarily about resistance to the empire and stood in direct 

opposition to Roman imperial domination.39  However, to push the teachings 

and practice of Jesus too far in the direction of empire can actually loose 

 
37 Ibid.  

38 Ibid, 54. 

39 Richard A. Horsley, In the Shadow of Empire: Reclaiming the Bible as a History of Faithful 
Resistance (London: Westminster John Knox), 132. Similar empire centric treatments are 
made of Paul’s interaction with empire. Walsh and Keesmaat’s Colossians Re-mix; Subverting 
the Empire is an example of a ‘post-modern’ commentary which sees Colossians as primarily 
a polemic against empire.   
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some of the power of the incarnation and can leave the message of Jesus as 

little more than anti-imperial rhetoric.  While Jesus did address the themes of 

power and control, tools of empire, and taught about the new kingdom, to 

read the gospels primarily as a polemic against empire is to miss greater 

points that address the deeper motives of the empire.  McKnight points out 

that, at times, empire criticism sounds “too much like one’s personal 

progressive, left-wing, neo-Marxist politics.”40  However, there is a place for a 

critique of how New Testament writers related to the empire and addressed 

empire themes. 

 

A less Roman focused commentary of Jesus’ teaching in relation to empire is 

provided by Howard-Booth who outlines Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness, love 

for enemies and inclusiveness as subversive to all empire powers.41  McKnight, 

in agreement with Howard-Booth’s approach, argues that Jesus and Paul are 

not as much trying to address Rome as they are the kingdom of Satan and 

where this is expressed in relation to the Roman empire then that power 

needs to be addressed.  “Jesus is not only or primarily God’s answer to Rome 

but rather encompasses all the kingdoms and nations of the world including 

capitalist consumer constructs.”42  For McKnight, the biblical tradition 

challenges human power structures not by attempting to dismantle them or 

replace them with other human power structures but by consistently 

confronting then with the truth about their origin and purpose.”43  

 

McKnight observes that there were many “tangible benefits” afforded by the 

empire and so even Rome is not always critiqued as oppressive or negative. 

Even paying the appropriate taxes to Rome has benefits to its citizens 

 
40 McKnight, 269.  

41 Howard-Booth, Come Out, 96. 

42 Ibid, 192. 

43 Ibid, 19. 
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(Matthew 22:15-22).44  For McKnight, empires are simply instruments of God’s 

work or obstacles to his reign.  The New Testament writers show the earliest 

followers of Jesus how to live in the “already but the not yet” day-to-day 

realities of the new kingdom.45  Consequently, the question is not whether we 

will have empires but what kind of empires.46  A further extension of this 

question is not will consumerism exist or not, but what kind of consumerism 

and what outcomes will be expected of it?  It is within the tension of being 

both in and beyond the empire that scripture can inform a response to 

advanced consumer culture.   

 

Living as ‘Exiles’ in Consumer Culture – Engagement and Resistance 

 

In the sixth century BC Babylon became the context for the Jewish exiles as 

recorded in Jeremiah chapters 25-30 and the book of Daniel.  For 

Brueggemann, exile is God’s answer to Israel’s imperial ways.  “If Israel is 

going to live out of an imperial imagination, then it may as well be taken fully 

into captivity by the empire.”47  Daniel, while forced to live in literal Babylon, 

educated in Babylon, given a name significant in Babylonian worship and, 

even for a time, becoming a significant leader in the empire, maintains a 

loyalty to the Jewish God and an identity beyond Babylon.  This “in the 

empire but not of the empire” image resonates in Adventist thinking where 

the stories and prophecies of Daniel are a significant part of prophetic 

identity.  How Daniel lived in Babylon can be seen as informative of how one 

can live in consumer culture, surrounded by and involved in “Babylon”, yet 

be counter cultural at the same time.48  The narrative of Daniel provides 

 
44 Ibid, 228. 

45 Ibid, 228. 

46 McKnight, 152. 

47 Walsh and Keesmaat, 67.  

48 John Lennox, Against the Flow: The Inspiration of Daniel in an Age of Relativism (Oxford: 
Monarch, 2015), provides as example of the how the character Daniel lived within the 
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themes and practices that can be drawn on for a similar engagement in the 

Adventist counter-cultural, while living in Babylon, imaginary. 

 

As institutional religious systems and traditional religious values have become 

marginalised in consumer culture, Christians have increasingly come to view 

themselves, with Daniel, as “exiles” in a “godless land”.49  The image of the 

church as a community of exiles in Babylon can give language and 

metaphors to the counter cultural missional expression of the church.  David 

Kinnaman and Mark Matlock make a direct link between Ancient Babylon 

and what they term “Digital Babylon”.50  Ancient Babylon is seen as the 

“pagan-but-spiritual, hyperstimulated, multicultural, imperial crossroads.”51  

Kinnaman and Matlock then link ancient Babylon to the same values in 

contemporary culture: 

But digital Babylon is not a physical place. It is the pagan-but-spiritual, 
hyperstimulated, multicultural, imperial crossroads that is the virtual 
home of every person with Wi-Fi, a data plan, or—for most of us—
both.52  

 

For Kinnaman and Matlock, how the exiles from Jerusalem related to ancient 

Babylon provides an archetype for Christians living in the context of digital 

 
empire of Babylon and how his experiences, traits and responses relate to living in current 
culture.  Lee Beach, The Church in Exile: Living in Hope After Christendom (Downers Grow: 
InterVarsity Press, 2015), kindle location 1094, provides an overview of Daniel living in exile 
and principles that can then be applied to the contemporary church.  

49 Brian Zahnd, Postcards from Babylon: The Church in American Exile (St Joseph: Spello 
Press), 7.  Other examples of this perspective include: Michael Frost, Exiles – Living Missionally 
in a Post-Christian Culture (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2006) and Block, Brueggemann and 
McKnight, An Other Kingdom. 

50 The exile theme is outlined in David Kinnaman and Mark Matlock, Faith for Exiles: 5 ways for 
a New Generation to Follow Jesus in Digital Babylon (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 
2019), 20. 

51 Ibid. 

52 Ibid. 
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Babylon.53  The “template” includes cultural discernment and being 

embedded in a larger narrative than the surrounding culture.”54 

 

While Jethani agrees that the theme of living in exile is one of the most 

important in the Old Testament, he finds its application problematic for 

modern Christians.55  For Jethani, the exile theme can downplay the missional 

need to embrace the culture as the object of God’s love.  Jethani asks: “How 

does the ‘exile’ cultural mindset fit with Jesus’ vision of the world?”56  Jethani 

then outlines that unlike exile, Jesus’ incarnation was a choice.  In the 

incarnation, Jesus chose to empty himself, take on the form of a servant, and 

dwell on the earth.57  For Jethani then, “we are not called to be mere exiles 

that endure our time on earth until we can escape. Instead, like Jesus, we are 

called to embrace this world, this generation, and this culture as the object of 

God’s love.”58  Jethani creates a dichotomy between enduring “the burden 

as exiles” and embracing mission “as our calling”.  For Jethani, the exile motif 

can limit missional engagement.59   A missional focus however does not 

necessarily make being counter cultural “exiles” and “embracing” this world 

mutually exclusive.  The challenge is in balancing missional engagement and 

counter cultural resistance that seeks to live within yet, at the same time, 

beyond advanced consumerism. 

 

 
53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid, 34-35. 

55 Skye Jethani, “Choosing the Culture,” With God Daily (blog), December 19, 2019.  

56 Ibid. 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 

59 Ibid. 
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Frost missionally balances the resistance to culture, the exile counter-cultural 

element, with cultural engagement.  Frost outlines how like Joseph in Egypt, 

Esther in Persia or Daniel in Babylon, Christ followers are called to an “ongoing 

and risky negotiation” of engagement and resistance.60  “Exiles, following 

Jesus’ example, are forever seeking to forge another way forward.  Neither 

hiding from nor embracing the values of contemporary society, they seek to 

thrive within their host culture without becoming slaves to it.”61  Frost finds the 

balance exemplified in Jesus.  The stories of Jesus “are an affront to the 

empire because they call us to abandon consumerism, greed, self-

centeredness, and violence.”62  For Fost, Jesus is radically counter-cultural in 

opposing the powers of the empire and modelling relational, selfless values.   

 

The foundation for missional engagement is the corollary of the counter-

cultural values that Jesus models and teaches in His incarnation, life, death 

and resurrection.  Jesus’ mission is in loving and being sent into the world yet 

at the same time establishing the counter-culture to the empire values.  Frost 

states: 

Once we untether Jesus from the interests of empire, we begin to see 
how countercultural and radical Jesus’ ideas actually are. Enemies? 
Love them. Violence? Renounce it. Money? Share it. Foreigners? 
Welcome them. Sinners? Forgive them. These are the kind of radical 
ideas that will always be opposed by the principalities and powers, but 
which the followers of Jesus are called to embrace, announce, and 
enact. And the degree to which the church is faithful to Jesus and his 
radical ideas is the degree to which the church embodies a faith that is 
truly countercultural.63 
 

 
60 Frost, Exiles, 82. 

61 Ibid, 11. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Zahnd, 18. 
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Frost then outlines how a decision to follow Christ implies a missional “series of 

promises” to the host empire. “These promises include our declared intent to 

be people of love, justice, generosity, and hospitality.”64  In this way, the 

counter-cultural community, modelled on the exiles in Babylon, serves, works 

within, and engages the empire while at the same time modelling a radical, 

other-centred, counter cultural community that grows out of the divine 

narrative and joins with what God is doing in the world. 

 

Gwyther explains how for John in Revelation, the counter-praxis is found in 

Jesus and expressed in the community of the New Jerusalem.  A community 

that stands against the injustice and destructive power of the empire yet 

serves and loves it. 65  “The holy city is located wherever people ‘come out’ of 

empire and embrace the way of God and the Lamb.”66  John’s call in 

Revelation, for both then and now, is for people to come out of systems that 

place identity in empire and to find new identity in Jesus that is then reflected 

in the practices of the new community.  When advanced consumerism is 

seen as the empire the call is out of commodification and into Jesus and the 

divine narrative of other-centred community.   

 

Consumerism and a Missional Counter-Praxis Remnant 

 

For Adventism, the Israelite relationship with empire and implications are 

particularly pertinent.  The fundamental belief on Seventh-day Adventist 

mission states: “In continuity with the Children of Israel of Old Testament times, 

 
64 Frost, 82. 

65 Gwyther, 173. 

66 Ibid.  Gwyther outlines how this countering of empire was to be achieved by drawing on 
the ‘myths’ of the Hebrew Scriptures: myths, which it was hoped, would provide a compelling 
alternative to the myths of Rome.  “The counter-myths were the foundation of counter-
praxis.” For Gwyther a ‘myth’ does not necessarily mean it is untrue but rather a narrative to 
draw from. 
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the Seventh-day Adventist church is called out to…”67  This “continuity” 

makes a space for themes of exile and living counter culturally in the empire 

to fluidly fit into the Adventist narrative.  Extending the empire analogy so that 

Adventism today is seen as the counter-cultural remnant living in Babylon 

allows the empire motif to become an informer of how to live “as exiles” in 

consumer culture. 

 

It is within the context of the empire and exile narrative that Adventism can 

locate and develop a missional counter-narrative to address consumer 

culture.  As Frost explains: 

The Christian movement must be the living, breathing promise to 
society that it is possible to live out the values of Christ—that is, to be a 
radical, troubling alternative to the power imbalances in the empire. In 
a world of greed and consumerism, the church ought to be a 
community of generosity and selflessness… In a world of hyper-reality, 
themed environments, false celebrity, and fake experience, exiles will 
live out the promise of being honest, genuine, and real.68   

 

The alternative New Jerusalem narrative means that the church, rather than 

pulling back in an isolationist response to culture, will intentionally forge 

relationships within its community.  “Exiles will band together to fashion 

communities of love and service.”69  This style of being relationally counter 

cultural draws on the communio ecclesiologies of Lazic, Bruinsma and Rice, 

and requires the church to truly be present in the community, in relationship 

to the people it is called to serve.70  

 

 
67 Adventists Believe - Fundamental 12, 165. 

68 Frost, 15-16. 

69 Ibid and Beach, The Church in Exile, Kindle Location 2855 provides an overview of missional 
relationships in reference to ‘exile’. 

70 Lazic, Remnant in Koinonia, Bruinsma, Body of Christ and Rice, Believing, Behaving, 
Belonging, (Roseville: The Association of Adventist Forums, 2003) provide foundational work 
on communion focused ecclesiologies in a Seventh-day Adventist context. 



383 

 

In addressing the empire challenge to the church, Horsley calls for the church 

as a community to “stand apart from and over and against empire”.71  To do 

so, Horsley maintains, the church must develop disciplines that sustain a 

distinct identity, in order not to be so readily co-opted to the disciplines of the 

empire. “Without such disciplines, it is predictable that a distinct theological 

identity will yield to the compelling claims of empire.”72  Horsley outlines how 

in this regard, the church has so much to learn from Jewish traditions of 

Sabbath and the refusal of an ethos of production and consumption and of 

kosher food that resists the “junk food” of the empire.73  These expressions are 

already a focus for Seventh-day Adventist self-identity and provide the 

practices that can create a counter-cultural, resistant to the empire 

imagination if they are unmasked and reworked to do so. 

 

For Block, Brueggeman and McKnight, the counter-praxis to empire is found 

in social relationships ordered around an alternative narrative that is built on 

the ideas of “neighbourliness”.74  To make neighbourliness the centre of our 

social order requires an act of “counter-cultural imagination”.75  

Brueggemann uses exodus language to describe the departure from the 

empire toward neighbourliness and outlines the continual need to re-perform 

the Israelites’ Exodus into the wilderness away from Egypt.  For Brueggemann, 

“the journey into a social order not based on consumption seems equally 

imposing.”76  A similar neighbourliness theme is taken up by Walsh and 

 
71 Horsley, In the Shadow of Empire, 104. 

72 Ibid. 

73 Ibid. 

74 Block, Brueggemann and McKnight, An Other Kingdom, 224. 

75 Ibid. 

76 Brueggemann, God, Neighbour, Empire, 26. 
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Keesmaat who explain the context for alternative praxis to empire is located 

in following the lamb into social justice and restoration.77  

In a culture of captured imaginations, we need a Christian imagination 
that will set the captives free, especially when they have become 
comfortable in captivity. In a culture of ubiquitous graven images and 
rampant consumerist ideology, we need Christian practices in business, 
environmental protection and politics that will topple the idols and 
energize an alternative economics of God’s kingdom.78  

 

The alternative economics of God’s kingdom, for the Seventh-day Adventist 

church, can be embodied in the Sabbath which is both the focal point of 

kingdom oriented economic choices but also neighbourliness. 

 

An emphasis on neighbourliness can grow out of an awareness that the 

missional, counter cultural church community will no longer treat people as 

commodities.  This includes a shift from consumer models of the church, that 

use attendance as the primary measure of success, to a discipleship focus 

that is expressed in other-centred community.  Stone points out that in the 

institutional church mission has largely been reduced to marketable, 

attractional evangelism.  “It is the logic of production, which values size, 

power and achievement.”79  Empire value of production can, usually with 

good intentions, define ecclesiology rather than have the church embody 

practices of counter cultural community. 

 

For Frost, the primary task of the church becomes alerting people to the 

universal reign of God through Christ.  This alerting is less about marketing and 

more about connecting people with, and embedding them into, the divine 

 
77 Howard Brook and Robert Gwyther, Unveiling: Reading Revelation Then and Now (New 
York: Orbis Books, 1999),184. 

78 Walsh and Keesmaat, 89. 

79 Brian Stone, Evangelism After Christendom, 59. 
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narrative, the Missio Dei, of God.80  The secondary outcomes of membership 

and church attendance, with a resulting emphasis on “church salesmanship”, 

will be diminished in view of a more primary call.81  An engagement in the 

other focused divine narrative will necessarily reduce identification with the 

consumer narratives and instead shape counter-cultural community. 

 

Brueggemann warns that the danger in exile is to become “so preoccupied 

with self that one cannot step outside oneself to rethink, reimagine, and 

redescribe larger reality.”82  Such self-preoccupation, Brueggemann states, 

very rarely produces energy, courage, or freedom.83  The challenge for the 

church then is in inspiring people beyond self and into counter cultural 

mission that engages in serving and connecting with the wider community. 

This extends the church beyond membership of the institution, a context that 

is losing its place in society, to a more energising, relationally rich, mission 

embracing community – a community sent into the world to represent the 

counter cultural reign of God.  

 

For Adventism the remnant construct can carry the substance of being the 

counter-cultural missional community.  Rodriguez maps out the remnant 

construct throughout scripture and ultimately identifies Christ as the “true and 

faithful” remnant.84  The remnant identity then is fundamentally related to the 

person and work of Christ.  The implication that Rodriguez then explains is that 

the remnant people have then joined Christ in the “realization of the divine 

 
80 Ibid, 51-54, provides an overview of the shift from marketing to Missio Dei and the reign of 
God through Christ. 

81 Michael Frost, The Road to Missional: Journey to the Center of the Church (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2011), 65. 

82 Brueggemann, Cadences of Home: Preaching among Exiles (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 1997), 10. 

83 Ibid. 

84 Rodríguez, Theology of the Remnant, 202-203 
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plan for the preservation of the human race and, empowered by the Spirit, 

they participate in His mission.”85 The primary task of the church becomes 

missional in connecting people with and embedding them into the “divine 

plan”. 

 

Summary 

 

In expanding the picture of what constitutes Babylon, Adventist self-identity 

and mission receives an expanded scope.  The impetus for mission is still 

based in the three angels of Revelation 14, however, rather than identity and 

mission being in relation to calling people “out of” other denominations it is a 

mission to all of culture and the creation of counter-cultural community.  

Seeing the remnant as a new community that embodies the New Jerusalem 

now provides the impetus to a renewed sense of mission while addressing the 

commodified individualism of consumer culture.  An expanded construct of 

Babylon that includes its expression as the empire of advanced consumer 

culture can act as a powerful driver for the Seventh-day Adventist culturally 

engaged yet remnant counter cultural imagination.  The remnant construct 

provides a powerful metaphor for living the tension of a counter-cultural 

community whose mission compels it to remain engaged with culture. The 

“remnant” counter cultural community undermines the selfishness that drives 

consumerism and fuels an imagination that then embeds people, beyond 

commodification, into the divine narrative of relational community. 

 

The counter cultural community, growing out of God’s being and agency, 

evokes a powerful new imagination for reflecting on the church’s nature and 

purpose.86  Rather than consumer measurements and “my needs” based 

interactions with the church, the counter cultural missional community 

 
85 Ibid, 203. 

86 Van Gelder and Zscheile, Missional in Perspective, 9. 
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focuses on the restoration of relationships, the re-established of justice and 

the rediscovery of beauty.87  Each of these themes can capture the 

imagination for a different world and way of being human and in community.  

The imagination is embedded into a narrative that values relationships over 

self-focused consumerism, engenders service for the good of others over self-

focused approaches to church life and celebrates delight. This focus shapes 

a narrative that can subvert consumerism and engender an engagement in 

a bigger, divine imagination.  The mission of the “remnant” then is to live out 

community in the face of Babylon while inviting people to “come out” of the 

“empire” and experience the new community.   

 

  

 
87 Tom Wright, Surprised by Hope (London: SPCK, 2007), 218-235 outlines and extends on these 
three themes.  Frost 103-112 summarizes these themes from Wright. 
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CHAPTER 14 

ADVENTISM AS AGENCY – CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Advanced Consumerism has been shaped by many social re-adjustments, 

technological advancements, theological validations and shifts in the texture 

of identity construction.  These shifts have allowed consumerism to move into 

a cultural space where it has become western capitalist culture’s primary 

meaning-making system.  Consumerism is now the primary grid and signifier 

for what constitutes the “good life”.  Consequently, a response for church 

engagement within advanced consumerism is multi-layered, eclectic and 

requires a long-term reworking.  Education strategies and conscious 

consumption practices are important, however for the Christian, a more 

substantial response comes from the foundational reworking of doctrine to 

inform practice and create a new imagination within the divine narrative.  

This relocation of hope and desire, from consumerism to the divine, provides 

a dissonance that undermines the consumer promise and informs a counter 

practice of other centeredness over the individualism and selfish expressions 

of advanced consumerism.  A Seventh-day Adventist response then requires 

an “unmasking” of Adventist doctrine and practice so that it locates 

denominational and individual identity within the divine narrative to create a 

counter imagination and desire that then informs consumer choices. 

 

The Reflexive Participant Model 

 

This thesis has drawn on thinking and responses from across disciplines, 

primarily history, sociology, and theology, to inform an integrative response 

for the Seventh-day Adventist Church with a particular view to the Australian 

context.  While some disciplines are drawn on in a very cursive way, even 

abstracted for their salient points that inform consumer culture, the broad 
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survey of Part I ensures the foundations of consumerism are addressed in the 

response. 

 

Most responses to advanced consumerism grow out of a productionist, 

reflexive perspective and are mostly negative readings that see consumerism 

as a deviation embodying manipulation and greed.1  While the negative 

approaches have validity in identifying the social and ecological out-

workings of selfish individualism, they can often overlook the benefits that 

consumerism has generated.  Consumerism can provide the materials and 

environments that facilitate creativity and relational goals.  It is therefore 

more helpful to view consumerism as a system that can both constrain and 

enable.  This thesis takes on board the productionist warnings, provided by 

Baudrillard and Lodziak, but also recognises the creative contribution and 

liberation, celebrated by Beck and Twitchell, while seeking to balance the 

extremes of each.2     

 

Using mostly Bauman as a sociological starting point, this thesis views the 

consumer as a reflexive participant.  This model recognises the systematic 

issues of advanced consumerism that institutionalise selfishness yet provides 

room for the creative freedom consumerism can also offer.  The individual is 

socialised in a context where consumerism is unquestioned and so is 

reflexively shaped into that mode.  The reflexive aspect recognises the 

systematic societal drivers that produce, encourage, and require a consumer 

response including those originating from government, the media, education 

and even expressions of the church.  This reflexive sphere requires systemic 

changes to address the negatives of advanced consumerism.   

 

 
1 For a representation of the consumerism as manipulation view see Juliet Schor, Born to Buy, 
The Commercialized Child and the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scriber, 2004). 
 
2 For a representation of this view see James B. Twitchell, Lead us Into Temptation: The 
Triumph of American Materialism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999). 
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However, consumerism also has a participative element wherein the 

individual can choose the extent of engagement and what ends 

consumerism will point toward.  Responding to the participative mode 

includes the need to educate in view of instrumental materialism and 

conscious consumption.  The participative mode also makes room for 

individual creativity and allows for the good that consumerism has generated 

to be recognised while still addressing the excesses and self-focus of 

advanced consumerism.  People will shift in view of how reflexive or 

participative they are in relation to the consumer apparatus.  

 

The Reflexive Participant as Spiritual Consumer  

 

As consumerism filters the traditional dominant religion of a culture and 

abstracts the religious traditions for its commodifiable, individualised ends, it 

changes the nature and texture of how organised religion operates and 

what cultural space it can work within.  The individual, in a participative 

mode, is given the right and resources to choose from the religious products. 

However, the choices are mediated by reflexive consumer patterns.   

Religion is reconfigured and recomposed into spiritually branded, consumer-

centric shapes.  This individually mediated religious menu both reflects and 

shapes an increasingly syncretistic approach to an homogenised spirituality.  

The universalistic homogenisation of the modes of belief and practice allow 

the religious consumer to easily move between different religious expressions 

and ideas to construct a self-mediated hybrid system.  

 

Consumerism, expressed in the commodified form or life, provides a system 

for social discourse, a construct for meaning making, a framework for identity 

formation and the expression and pursuit of unrealised hope and desire.  In 

moving into this foundational space advanced consumerism occupies a role 

in society that once belonged to traditional religion.  A response then needs 
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to go beyond mitigating consumer excess and address consumerism’s 

religious disposition. 

 

Addressing the Consumer Foundations 

 

At its foundational level, four underlying facets both drive and are fostered by 

consumerism.  It is these values that need be checked against wider 

community-oriented values and relocated in view of a more relational 

narrative to mitigate the unhealthy individualised expressions of advanced 

consumerism.  Once again, like consumerism, these foundational areas are 

not inherently negative however they combine to shape, or be shaped by, 

an advanced consumerism that has institutionalised selfish excess and with it 

damaged the relational quality of society.   

 

1. Individualism 

 

Consumerism provides many benefits, however, in its advanced form it has 

institutionalised individualism over relational values.  Advanced consumerism 

is the outward expression of a shift from a communal to individual focus 

where commodities are used in the pursuit of the individual “good life”.  

These shifts can be seen in the history of consumerism’s antecedents and 

while each of these movements did not envision the expression of 

individualistic advanced consumerism, the scaffolding was provided.  

 

Consumerism’s history is multifaceted and while a productionist approach 

provides a broad timeline it needs to be extended to take on the 

individualising sociological elements that were already in place prior to, and 

partly generated in, the Industrial Revolution.  This includes, for western 

cultures, the Protestant Reformation’s facilitation of the individual.  The 

Reformation relocated the place of the individual who could now access 

and interpret scripture and communicate directly with God.  The individually 
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mediated protestant view of salvation shifted the focus toward an individual 

righteousness.  Consequently, attention turned increasingly inward.  While the 

Protestant Reformation was certainly not in view of a selfish individualism the 

theological space was provided for the increasing focus on the self.  This 

individual focus was given temporal expression in the Enlightenment and self -

introspection of Romanticism.   

 

The Industrial Revolution then separated people from their communal story 

and products from the story of their production. This gave the individual the 

ability to create identities using the now free-floating objects as signifiers.  

Consequently, the individual focus was subverted for consumer ends.3 

Technology served to intensify, celebrate, and socially reward the expression 

of the individual.   

 

The church, in an effort to retain relevance, has responded with 

commodified expressions, exemplified in the church growth and subsequent 

church health and emerging movements.  The consumer centric shapes that 

these movements were often expressed in only served to strengthen the 

reflexive, participant cycle of engagement.  For the Christian church, a 

tension is created between disseminating the “message” in a way that 

facilitates engagement yet preserves an uncommodified authenticity of 

substance.  It is within this tension that a culturally engaging yet counter-

cultural missional approach offers a way forward. 

 

An individualised customer centric approach to religiosity is expressed in the 

practice of “church shopping”.4  This can be both reflexively responding to 

 
3 McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers, 113-114. Campbell, 219 argues that Romanticism is in 
part Puritanism secularized. 

4 Richard Cimino and Don Lattin, Shopping for Faith: American Religion in the New Millennium 
(San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1998), 8 overview the factors that inform Christians as church 
shoppers. 
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the church already presenting as a brand that invites the “shopping mode” 

or participative in that the consumer/seeker actively measures their 

experience against market determined service logic criteria.  Bauman’s claim 

that consumerism’s only value is choice, is then lived out in the context of 

church engagement. 

 

The propositional nature of Seventh-day Adventist theology, that somewhat 

relied on individualism in terms of making decisions to “come out” of other 

churches, provided a foundation for an even more individualised expression.  

Further, an underdeveloped Seventh-day Adventist ecclesiology meant 

individually focused expressions of the church were not measured against an 

established “communio” ecclesiology and so were more able to shape the 

church in view of consumer-centric.  For Rice, Adventism was not adequately 

prepared, particularly ecclesiologically, for individualism’s undermining of 

“biblical community”.5  This response then views the issue of individualism as a 

central challenge to be addressed by the church.  Measures and strategies 

are required that check selfish individualism against values of other 

centeredness and relational community.   

 

2. Identity 

 

In a context of increasing individualism and the removal of many fixed 

markers of a communal story, identity became increasingly commodified 

and malleable.  Rather than an identity that is relatively fixed in tradition, 

class, and religion, as has been the case in the past, identity is signified 

through personal-appearance, products, brands, and luxury items.  In this 

ever-shifting context, the life project becomes “consumed” with protecting, 

maintaining, and upgrading that status.  Children growing up in commodified 

culture are repeatedly encouraged, and provided the tools, to create 

 
5 Rice, Believing, Behaving, Belonging (Roseville: The Association of Adventist Forums, 2003). 
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branded identities.  At the same time, consumerism overshadows other 

factors, including creative play and engagement with nature, that would 

mitigate somewhat a commodified identity.  Consumerism then, through 

creating branded lifestyles, has the power to signify meaning and construct 

identities and so once again assumes a space in society that was once 

facilitated by traditional religion.   

 

In this thesis, Bauman’s liquid modern construct provided the metaphor for 

exploring the identity construction in relation to the commodified form of life.  

Bauman outlines how productivity, marketability, consumption and 

technique become instruments of measurement in consumer society with the 

commodification of human identity being the end product.6  In advanced 

consumer culture, the individual becomes the commodity and, in a quest to 

protect choice and freedom, engages in an endless reconstruction of fluid 

identities.  This focus on individual identity negates the value of the other and 

inherently negates community, apart from the branded pseudo-communities 

that trade on the relational values that are abstracted from genuine 

community. The risk is that Christianity simply becomes a brand to signify 

commodified Christian identities but does not make any substantial 

difference at the foundational levels of hope and desire. 

 

A response to consumerism then requires the dislocation of liquid identity to 

be addressed. This requires fixities to be located within a larger narrative.  For 

a Seventh-day Adventist response, this fixity is found within the Great 

Controversy narrative that locates identity within a larger framework and 

imagination beyond the consumer promises.  The Great Controversy theme 

includes a creation ascribed identity, a relational picture of God and 

inherent self-worth that are recalibrated and celebrated on the Sabbath. 

 

 
6 Bauman, Consuming Life, 49-50. 
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3. Desire 

 

Consumerism operates on the level of hope and desire and locates both in 

commodities.  A commodified hyper real imagination, that teaches people 

what to love and desire, is continually presented in advertising and the 

media. The consumer narrative of commodities being the objects of desire 

and a commodified life being the source of hope is continuously proclaimed 

but never realised – always another purchase away.  Smith outlines how 

consumerism competes with religion in the form of liturgies of competing 

desires.7  For Smith, desire is the foundational point for addressing 

consumerism.8  Shopping and engaging in the entertainment spectacle can 

all become “liturgies of pseudo-transcendence” that reinforce the consumer 

promise of unfulfilled desire being a purchase or experience away.  

 

Fear and greed, both primary drivers of individualised consumerism, are 

variations on desire. Consequently, a response to overcome the consumer 

drivers of fear and greed requires a transfiguration of desire.9  This “resetting 

of desire” is a function of self-worth and is found in being desired by God and 

so being able to “stop searching for worth in commodities and commodifying 

themselves.”10   

 

A relocation of desire requires engagement in counter consumer practices 

that engage the consumer mindset and move people towards more 

essential experiences.  These more essential experiences are expressions of 

the divine imaginary that is then articulated and celebrated in the life of the 

 
7 For J. K Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 133 liturgies are 
simply the habits and rituals that demonstrate ultimate concern.  

8 Ibid, 131. 
 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 Ibid, 46. 
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church.  The counter consumer imagination, located in the divine narrative, 

envisions a different “good life” and finds delight in a relational God that is 

further expressed in communal life with creation and one another.11 

 

A response then requires the social, consumer imaginary to be challenged at 

the level of desire with stories, beliefs and practices that create the counter 

imaginary of desire.  Doctrines need to be articulated in a way that 

engenders the delight that is required to stimulate desire and then locate the 

believer in that counter imagination.  The counter imagination can be 

located within the divine narrative which, for Seventh-day Adventists, is 

articulated in the Great Controversy scheme that includes the doctrines of 

Creation, the sanctuary, the Second Coming and, Heaven, which are linked 

by, celebrated in and recalibrated by the Sabbath.   

 

4. Commodification 

 

The commodified form of life, the lived manifestation of consumerism, finds 

meaning and identity in the pursuit and signifying value of commodities.  

Commodification is the process through which the consumer can assess a 

product or experience for its ability to generate a supposed feeling, signify a 

desired identity or simply use to achieve an outcome.  In advanced 

consumerism, this commodification has extended from product to all of life 

including belief systems and people.  

 

Commodification changes the nature and texture of how religion operates 

and defines the cultural space it can work within.  Christianity is commodified 

into more consumable forms and treated in the same categories as other 

products and experiences.  At the same time, the church, in a quest to be 

 
11 Ibid, 133-134. For Smith a social imaginary is an understanding of the world that is 
precognitive and pre-reflexive.  It is carried in images, stories, myths and related practices 
groupings that orient, guide and shapes desire and action.  
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relevant to the consumer, often presents itself as a commodity that further 

facilitates a consumer-centric, service logic engagement.  The commodified 

form of life becomes the grid through which Christianity’s claims are filtered, 

abstracted, and resynthesised in a form that is more easily subverted to 

consumerism’s construct of meaning.  In this context, the symbols and 

practices of religion become another commodity that serves to fill in the 

identity of the consumer and becomes subject to the ambient values of 

advanced consumerism.   

 

A customer-focused orientation inherently places the church into a cultural 

space where it competes with other lifestyle products.  The church, as a 

competing product, can feel compelled to become more convenient, 

customer-oriented, relevant, and entertaining if it is to seemingly have any 

cultural agency.  However, this shift can leave the church, while perhaps 

programmatically engaging, as another expression of consumerism rather 

than an agent to engender the imagination beyond commodified 

engagement.   

 

The denomination, in the context of the deregulation of institutional religion, 

gravitates toward its strength areas of systems, compliance and organisation 

which can be expressed in cultural resource institutions.  In the quest for 

cultural agency the denomination becomes primarily a provider of social 

resources including welfare agencies, education and aged care.  The mission 

of the denomination can still appear to be fulfilled through the values of 

service and benevolence however this resource redirection can be at the 

expense of engaging culture with the larger imaginary that is shaped from 

the denomination’s essential theological substance.  

 

In place of being a teleological framework, commodified Christianity takes its 

place in the category of “spiritual” alongside other life options.  In this 

commodified context institutional religion is deregulated, simplified and 
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homogenised in a similar way to any other product or service.  Spirituality 

becomes an individually constructed consumer category and even a 

marketing tool.  For this thesis, the case study of Lorna Jane active-wear and 

the creation of a spiritual pseudo-community provided an example of the 

marketable, abstracted spirituality that Christianity is placed in competition 

with.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church is well versed in the process of 

commodification with its health food business, hospital, media, branding and 

school marketing departments.  Marketing, in these instances, facilitates 

mission.  However, the church needs to intentionally ensure its marketable 

forms do not become the product in themselves but point toward, and 

connect to, the more essential Seventh-day Adventist substance. 

Abstractions of Adventism, including its health focus and even the Sabbath, 

can be repackaged in more marketable forms to engender engagement.  

However, this engagement needs to point toward the uncommodified 

essential substance of that doctrine, belief, or practice.   

 

Commodification usually necessitates simplification of the doctrine, belief or 

practice to make it more marketable and easier to engage with, especially 

in terms of its use as an identity signifier.  However, this also facilitates the 

homogenisation of a doctrinal system where the peculiarities, nuances and 

more complex beliefs and discussions are lost in favor of the doctrinal “sound 

bite”.  For the Seventh-day Adventist church, the commodification of its 

beliefs and practices creates a homogenous, saleable version of Adventism 

which may appear to be initially successful, in marketing terms, but can 

undermine the more essential engagement within the greater substance.  It is 

this engagement beyond the commodifiable form that facilitates a more 

fixed identity and expression. 
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Integrating the Levels of Response 

 

1. The Seventh-day Adventist Church and Instrumental Materialism  

 

Most responses to consumerism grow out of environmental or social concerns 

and focus on aspects of instrumental materialism as either functions of 

government policies or individually chosen lifestyle responses.  This includes 

conscious consumption and simplification.  Relocation of desire, from 

advanced consumer constructs of “identities” to fixed identity foundations 

within the divine narrative, does not negate the need to outline, educate for 

and engage in these practical simplification responses to consumerism.  

Within the individual and systemic conscious consumption responses 

reworked foundations of desire can be enacted and re-affirmed. 

Alternatively, the practices can act as connection points for developing the 

more foundational narrative shifts.  

 

A further value in these conscious consumption responses is the formation of 

collaborative networks that support and encourage the individual responses.  

The networks can combine to shape cultural megalogues and encourage 

wider social action.  The networks provide the place for individual pursuits to 

be garnered into more culturally impacting responses.  The well-established 

Seventh-day Adventist Sabbath School and small group systems can 

facilitate networks of support and other centred visioning.  The Seventh-day 

Adventist Education system provides a ready-made context for students and 

families to engage in lifestyle networks.  These networks can become the 

“decoding” spaces for conscious consumption conversations and engender 

combined, supportive social action so that conscious consumption is then 

engaged beyond the individual. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church shares many of the same endpoints as the 

environmental and social justice movements, including vegetarianism, 
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creation care and Sabbath, even if they converge in terms of action from 

different initiators.  The Seventh-day Adventist church can collaborate with 

social justice and environmental community groups working toward common 

goals.  Within these collaborations perspectives can be shared, combined 

actions taken, and individual consumer practices encouraged to facilitate 

greater understanding and more effective, supported action at both 

individual and societal levels.  The Seventh-day Adventist church can provide 

networking systems that support and give greater voice to the “bottom up” 

environmental and social approaches while the resources generated from 

the various groups can be used to give greater practical application to 

Adventist theology.  The applications can feed new impetus back to the 

Adventist theological roots particularly in areas such as vegetarianism where 

the action has become somewhat habitual rather than instrumental. 

 

In a similar way, the Seventh-day Adventist church, which already has a 

focus on well-being through its health networks, can play a significant role in 

going beyond providing the tools of well-being to become engaged in the 

political and social discourses that focus on well-being as an indicator of 

cultural goals ahead of economic measurements.  The Adventist church, in 

celebrating the Sabbath, inherently questions the extent of the economic 

growth paradigm.  However, this belief has not carried across to wider social 

action in terms of a re-worked cultural narrative of well-being.  This is a space 

then within which the Seventh-day Adventist church already has significant 

tools and cultural space and where it could inform wider culture and its own 

church members in regard to relational values as the goal for consumerism 

over simple economic indicators.   

 

For the most part, the responses outlined in the wider literature do not address 

the more fundamental meaning making questions that operate at the level 

of identity, desire and the imagination.  It is within the more specifically 

religious responses, that the foundational challenges are addressed. 
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2. A Seventh-day Adventist Imaginary for Life Within and Beyond Consumer 

Culture 

 

A uniquely Christian response to consumerism flavours and goes beyond the 

simplification, instrumental materialism, conscious consumption, and 

reworked social measurements that make up the wider social and 

environmentally driven responses.  Themes of creation care and other 

centeredness are given additional impetus as they are expressed as Biblical 

imperatives.  Practices including Communion, the Sabbath and life in 

community provide the tools that can inform and rework consumer practice.  

At a more foundational level, a Christian response re-orients desire and 

stabilises identity.  In so doing, Christian doctrine and practice can be 

combined with the social action responses to provide a more comprehensive 

counter narrative that addresses the core drivers of advanced consumerism.   

 

The wider Christian response to consumerism can then be drawn on to 

provide tools for the more uniquely focused Seventh-day Adventist 

imaginary.  The emphasis on relational outcomes in terms of ecclesiology and 

as expressions in God’s kingdom can temper Adventism’s individualism. 

Jesus’ teachings and parables fuel the imaginary for a new way of relating to 

God and one another.  The emphasis on a new economy of grace can 

provide themes to inform a wider picture of what it means to be a remnant 

community.   

 

The Seventh-day Adventist focus on the “soon” Second Coming, which was a 

powerful driver for expansion and for moderating consumerism, has lost some 

of its potency.  However, within the Great Controversy narrative, which 

includes Creation, Redemption and the Second Coming, Adventism can 

draw on its wider theological and sociological resources to create a counter 

consumer imagination.  This imagination finds its impetus in being part of the 
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spirit infused, divine narrative rather than simply being counter consumer.  It is 

in responding to the cultural challenges of advanced consumerism that the 

Adventist imaginary can be rearticulated, expanded, and re-energised. 

Adventism has within its theological development and shared imagination 

doctrines and understandings that can be reworked, leveraged, and 

unmasked to create an imaginary beyond consumerism and provide the 

tools that inform expression within advanced consumerism. 

 

The Seventh-day Adventist church’s principal pioneer and prophet, Ellen 

White, wrote extensively on the danger of the glorification of the self, 

misplaced desire and identity in relation to fashion.  More importantly, White 

described and encouraged an Adventist Great Controversy imagination 

which located Adventism in an end-time counter narrative.  The Great 

Controversy theme provides the comprehensive framework through which 

Seventh-day Adventists often think of the entire course of human history and 

find their location.12  At the same time, White also wrote extensively on health 

and the responsibility of the church to its wider community.  This 

denominational self-identity facilitates a counter-cultural element of 

Adventism that provides the conceptual space to address consumer excess. 

Adventism is expressed as a counter cultural community yet one that 

engages within its wider community in view of their well-being. This dynamic 

provides a template for the counterculture as cultural resource.  While this 

fusing of models leaves itself open to the criticism of merging cultural 

categories the very fluidity of consumerism facilitates this combination and in 

fact makes it “marketable”.  Allowing Adventism’s substance to be 

reappropriated and expressed in terms of present cultural relevance is in 

 
12 Rice, Reign of God, 128.  Rice explains how the title of Ellen G. White’s most influential series 
of books, ‘The Conflict of the Ages’ along with that of its most significant volume, ‘The Great 
Controversy’ reflects the significance of this concept in her mind.  Nicholas P. Miller, The 
Reformation and the Remnant (Nampa: Pacific Press, 2016), 36, outlines how the Great 
Controversy theme “is the key to understanding the theology of Adventism.” 
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keeping with the intent of Adventism’s founders.  James White explains how 

God has always given a “present truth” for that period of the church.13 

 

The Adventist imaginary will find its fixity in creation with its themes of creation 

care, Sabbath and inherent worth as a part of the divine narrative.  Each of 

these themes inform identity and are foundational to an Adventist 

imagination of the counter narrative.  The doctrine of sin, along with 

explaining the origin and nature of human dissatisfaction, includes a further 

injunction to environmental care and a relational focus as a part of 

restoration.  A refocused understanding of the sanctuary doctrine, 

emphasising a God who “dwells among” and is relationally involved in life, 

can inform consumer choices as an expression of relationship between God 

and one another.14   

 

The practice that has the most potential to “unmask” the Seventh-day 

Adventist doctrines and foster the imaginary in a way that informs consumer 

behaviour is Sabbath keeping.  The Sabbath embodies the central motifs of 

Adventist theology including creation, salvation, community and allegiance 

to God while playing a central role in the church’s Great Controversy 

scheme providing a link from Creation to the New Earth.  It is the practice 

that most celebrates the counterculture and provides concrete action to 

inform consumerism.  The Sabbath becomes the practical application, 

location and anticipation for the Seventh-day Adventist imaginary that can 

subvert the consumer promise and in its place delight in the divine narrative. 

  

 
13 James White, Present Truth, (July,1849), 1. accessed at 
https://m.egwwritings.org/en/book/1636.2000005 

14 Seventh-day Adventists Believe, 351-372.  
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The Seventh-day Adventist Container - Formal and Substantial 

Commodification 

 

The mode used for this thesis to address the tension between the need to 

present as commodity, so as to facilitate engagement with consumer culture, 

yet protect the essential substance from commodification is the delineation 

of formal and substantial commodification as outlined by Montegmaggi.15  

Formal commodification includes those religious aspects that can be 

commodified to engender an engagement and serve as a cultural resource 

without simplifying the religion’s essential substance.  It is an intentional 

commodification of aspects of the religious offering in view of engagement.  

In terms of the container model, it is the outside marketable part of the 

container that can engage the consumer yet protect the essential 

substance.  The goal of the formal commodification is to engender 

interaction with the substance, including the beliefs, values, and symbols, of 

the religion in the container.  It is the substance of the religion that has the 

most potential to engender values and an imagination that informs the 

consumer motives that may have prompted initial engagement.  In reality, 

the distinction between the formal and the substantial is more fluid and 

culturally mediated by levels of context than the dichotomy might imply 

however the model is valuable in that it provides a thinking system to 

intentionally address the need to be relevant while, at the same time, 

protecting “essentials” from the reach of commodification. 

 

For the Seventh-day Adventist denomination in Australia, consumerism 

challenges its ability to be a relevant and meaningful community in the 

context of the individually mediated, deregulation of religion.  Therefore, to 

remain engaged, it must present as a commodity.  However, that 

commodification must be measured against the simplification and 

 
15 Montemaggi, Shopping for a Church, 37. 
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homogenisation that threatens the essential substance of Adventism as a 

movement.  The Seventh-day Adventist church is both shaped by 

consumerism yet contains a substance that can inform and mediate its 

expression.   

 

It is then imperative for the Seventh-day Adventist denomination to 

intentionally articulate its identity within consumerism, what substance must 

be protected from commodification and what is “marketable” so that the 

denomination remains relevant to the culture.  The protection of the 

substance requires a re-embedding in the story of Adventism, as part of the 

divine narrative, through Scripture, the Reformation and Adventism’s unique 

stories of God’s leading.  This responsibility does not belong to one committee 

or protector of doctrine.  Rather, a culture, facilitated by theologians, pastors, 

teachers, administrators, and communicators is required whereby the 

implications and structures of commodification are recognised and 

understood in relation to the forms and substance of Adventism.  More 

importantly, the doctrines, beliefs and practices need to be articulated in the 

life of the church in view of their contribution in the divine narrative.  This 

divine narrative is not a project to be completed but an ongoing mission that 

connects God, church member, creation, and community into a greater 

imaginary beyond consumer culture.  It recognises the ongoing activity of 

God through the spirit and so joins God in His activity.  It is within this active, 

relational engagement that consumption choices will be made in view of 

relational outcomes. 

 

The Sabbath provides an example of formal and substantial 

commodification.  The Sabbath’s application to mindfulness, self-indulgence, 

environmentalism, and productivity are all marketable.  However, to leave 

Sabbath engagement at the commodified level misses the substance that 

points to sacred space, creation, freedom, and restoration.  It is in the more 

complex aspects of Sabbath doctrine that the substance that can generate 
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delight and a fixed identity in the divine narrative can be established.  It is 

these aspects of substance that need to inform the formal commodification.  

Without an intentional focus on the endpoints of consumerism the 

denomination runs the risk of an unintended complicity that commodifies its 

beliefs and practices and leaves the church as little more than a cultural 

resource for “customers” to consume.   

 

Adventism as the Remnant “Exiles” – Counter-Consumer Engaged 

Community  

 

An expansion of the Babylon motif to include the “empire” of advanced 

consumerism can re-energise identity around what it means to be a 

countercultural “remnant”.  Seventh-day Adventists have traditionally found 

their denominational identity and described mission in the context of the 

three angels of Revelation 14 and the call out of Babylon.16  It is within this 

“calling out” remnant that a counter-consumer impetus is found and 

strengthened in calling people out of the “false religion” of consumerism.  The 

power of the Babylon symbol in Seventh-day Adventist eschatology, 

especially when linked with the Sabbath themes, can engage, and fuel the 

Adventist imaginary as a counter narrative to consumerism.   

 

The three angles of Revelation 14 also imply an impetus to engage with 

culture and “follow the lamb wherever He goes”.  This sent/follow aspect of 

Adventist identity compels cultural engagement.  The task of the church 

becomes connecting people with a relational God and embedding them 

into the “divine narrative” that challenges the consumer promises and 

instead focuses on relational counter-cultural community that is celebrated in 

the Sabbath.  

 
16 See Knight, Identity, 49.  
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Being a counter-cultural remnant does not inherently imply disengagement 

but rather informs the tension of engagement and resistance.  The Old 

Testament remnant exiles engaged in the life of the empire while still resisting 

and living out of a counter narrative.17  Even more, the Seventh-day Adventist 

engagement with the empire, currently expressed in terms of health services, 

aid work and education, can be drawn upon as an expression of missional 

counter cultural community that while resisting the empire values, joins God in 

the culture to engage for common good. 

 

The counter cultural community, growing out of God’s being and agency, 

evokes a powerful new imagination for reflecting on the church’s nature and 

purpose.18  Rather than consumer measurements and a service logic 

interaction with the church the counter cultural missional community focuses 

on the restoration of relationship with God, one-another, creation and the 

wider community.  This counter cultural remnant imagination is embedded 

into a narrative that values relationships over self-focused consumerism, 

engenders service for the good of others over self-focused approaches to 

church life and then celebrates delight in the relationally attached, 

uncommodified practice of the Sabbath.  This focus shapes a narrative that 

can subvert consumerism and engender a greater hope, desire, and 

freedom as part of the divine imagination.  The mission of the remnant then is 

to “follow the lamb” into other-focused community that calls people to 

“come out” of the “empire” and into a relationship with God that inspires the 

counter imagination.  Advanced consumerism, rather than simplifying and 

hollowing out Adventism could, somewhat ironically, be the impetus for its 

missional re-engagement. 

  

 
17 John McKnight and Peter Block, The Abundant Community (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 
2010), traces this resistance. 
 
18 Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, Missional in Perspective, (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 2011), 9. 
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Implications and Recommendations  

 

This response will involve all layers of church life putting in place a 

denominational ecosystem of practices, theological emphasis, structural 

adaptations, and educational resources.  Many of the implications are 

applicable to the Christian church more widely in Australia however are set 

here in a Seventh-day Adventist context.  Implications will be considered 

briefly in two sections that move from a denominational response to a local 

church response that incorporates individuals and families.  In reality the 

implications do not fit so neatly into these levels and implications listed for 

one section flow thorough all levels.  However, the implications are grouped 

within the level of most likely initiation.  

 

Implications and Recommendations for the Seventh-day Adventist 

denomination in Australia 

 

1. Articulation of the Essential Seventh-day Adventist Substance 

Recommendation one requires a more thorough articulation of what 

constitutes the essential substance of the Seventh-day Adventist container.  

This articulation includes outlining the doctrines and practices which link 

together to form the essential substance of the Adventist imagination. While 

this process will be difficult to negotiates amongst the competing views of 

what constitutes Adventism, it is necessary to identity and articulate those 

aspects of substance that need to be protected from commodification.  At 

the same time, it also allows the substance to be expressed in ways that, 

without oversimplifying, can inform consumerism.  Correspondingly the non-

essential aspects and forms are left available to be used in the marketable 

spheres and to foster engagement with the essential substance.  This 

delineation, while never really that arbitrary in the lived expression of church 

life, at least creates some intentionality about form and substance and 

provides a line of protection against the whole package of Adventism being 
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abstracted and homogenised in ways that ignore essential elements.  In an 

environment of individually commodified self-constructed theologies, it is 

important to articulate the essentials that need to inform yet remain 

protected from the commodification’s homogenisation and simplification. 

 

This recommendation calls for a process whereby the theologians of the 

Seventh-day Adventist denomination articulate the essentials of Seventh-day 

Adventist theology in forms that facilitate engagement with administrators, 

pastors, teachers and members so that theological essentials are clearly 

established and outlined with their implications for local church life.  

Theological insight and guidance can be easily overshadowed by the 

practicalities and pragmatism of local church life which are often more easily 

expressed and measured in consumer terms.  Somewhat ironically, the re-

articulation, in view of culture and the divine narrative, will involve levels of 

communication and resource development being synergised with a view to 

articulating the Adventist imagination in “consumable” forms.  However, the 

goal will be in view of engagement into the more essential substance.  

 

2. Rediscover a “Present Truth” Hermeneutic for Scripture to Inform Culture 

In the consumer context of individually constructed meaning making systems, 

where truth is self-determined, the Seventh-day Adventist denomination 

requires a hermeneutic for having doctrine connect to and inform culture. 

This second recommendation extends from and relies on the first in that the 

Seventh-day Adventist doctrines must not simply be protected from 

commodification but rather be articulated in ways that easily link to practices 

that foster delight, self-worth, desire and create fixities as part of the divine 

narrative.  This collective imagination will creatively “unmask” Adventist 

understandings in ways that facilitate doctrines and practice coming 

together to inform cultural engagement and in the case of this thesis 

interaction within advanced consumerism. 
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A hermeneutic that links scripture and culture to create a “present truth” will 

then inform a collective Adventist identity to replace consumerism’s fluid, 

branded identities.  It will also counter Adventism simply providing 

abstractions for individualised spiritual bricolage and instead provide a 

system through which Seventh-day Adventists can filter the abstracted 

floating spiritual commodities encountered.   

 

A hermeneutic that focuses on simply providing “present truth” runs the risk of 

being abstracted for culturally informing, or even culturally shaped 

conspiratorial ends, yet perhaps uses poor theological foundations to justify 

these end points.  This is why implication and recommendation one is vital in 

articulating Adventism’s theological building blocks for responding to culture 

and fuelling the counter cultural imagination.  This thesis provides examples of 

how the Sabbath and the motif of Babylon, both significant facets of the 

Adventist container, can be extended to engage with and inform the 

foundations and expressions of consumer culture.  The challenge is in 

providing systems of understating so that church members can make these 

extensions and use them to filter the consumer messages and measures 

through the counter divine narrative.  

 

3. A Missional Counter-Cultural Ecclesiology  

The two preceding implications and recommendations highlight the need for 

a more pronounced articulation of a Seventh-day Adventist ecclesiology.19  

This ecclesiological gap within Seventh-day Adventist theology has left 

Adventism open to individualised, customer-centric, commodified 

 
19 Oliver, Structure, 327 outlines how for the early Seventh-day Adventists, the imminence of 
the coming of Christ, with the resulting task of evangelising the world in preparation for that 
event, displaced any tendency toward the development of an introspective, ontological 
ecclesiology.  Lazic, Remnant in Koinonia, 113 outlines how the ‘remnant message’ construct 
and its accompanying fear of ecclesiolatry, resulted in ecclesiology being treated as a 
secondary theological discipline by comparison with Christology and eschatology.   
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expressions of the church, evident in many church growth principles, with little 

to measure these strategies by.  This is not to imply that church growth 

thinking and principles did not contribute many positives to the Seventh-day 

Adventist church in Australia and it does not question the motives of its 

proponents, however it does highlight the need for an ecclesiology that filters 

the imported church thinking, principles and structures. 

 

This thesis calls for an ecclesiology that focuses on the relational sphere of the 

church that finds expression in counter cultural, yet missional, remnant 

imagery.  The work of Bruinsma, Jankiewicz, Lazic and Rice can be used to 

guide this development and inform an Adventist ecclesiology that supports 

the cohesiveness and strengths of a worldwide system yet facilitates 

relational, other-focused missional expressions at local levels.  Customer 

centric models of the church, even if not arrived at intentionally, need to be 

replaced by relational, other centred expressions where members are 

engaged in the production of other centred community that engages in 

missional counter-cultural expressions.20 

 

4. Institutional Refocusing in View of Localised Expressions of Community. 

The movement in Australia toward individually constructed spirituality has 

deregulated religion and led to a disengagement from the more traditional 

denominational expressions of Christianity.  While this movement might be 

celebrated as religious freedom outside the yoke of the traditional 

institutional church and while in Seventh-day Adventist theology the call out 

of Babylon has been primarily toward institutionalised religion, the Seventh-

day Adventist denomination itself faces the challenge of relevance in this 

individualised, anti-denominational environment. 

 
20 Bruinsma The Body of Christ. Jankiewicz, Models of Religious Authority. Lazic, Remnant in 
Koinonia, and Rice, Believing, Behaving, Belonging provides the groundwork for this relational 
yet counter-cultural ecclesiology. 
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The structure of the denomination is a strength in terms of its ability to 

network, facilitate, communicate, and implement various compliance 

requirements on a national level and for this thesis a comprehensive response 

to consumerism.  The Seventh-day Adventist denomination also facilitates 

Education, Aged Care and Health systems along with a Health Food 

Company and national resourcing.  All of these facets of the denomination 

provide engagement which, for the most part, is delivered as a cultural 

resource.  This recommendation does not devalue this sphere of the church 

and in fact requires if for cultural engagement.  However, the Seventh-day 

Adventist church in Australia is at risk of becoming little more than a social 

service agency that also provides health care for a growing segment of 

health-conscious consumers.  The implication for the denomination is in 

recreating itself as a missional movement of networked, supported, and 

resourced counter cultural communities.  In this recommendation the 

denomination still has a role however it is more in view of coordinating, 

resourcing and support for the missional communities.  While this approach 

itself may be seen as bending to consumerism’s demand for fluidity and 

choice it is instead a focus on creating authentic local expressions of counter 

cultural community in the face of consumerism’s individualism. 

 

5. Educating and Resourcing for Counter Cultural Engagement  

The denominational structure is a strength in terms of educating and 

resourcing for various ages and levels. The Seventh-day Adventist church has 

a well-resourced school system in Australia along with a congregation-based 

Sabbath School system among other resourcing and education tools.  While 

the impact of education alone in terms of addressing consumerism is limited, 

as part of an ecosystem of responses it is a key component and provides the 

tools, justification and thinking to inform resistance and counter-cultural 

engagement.   
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This thesis recommends, and itself will inform, education resources for all 

school levels and Sabbath Schools that highlight Adventist agency to inform 

consumer choices.  The education tools will include resources to help families 

negotiate the consumer promises, particularly advertising, along with 

teaching and resourcing practices of conscious consumption.  At a more 

foundational level, it will embed children in the stories of Christian and 

Adventist history with a view to creating and locating identity in the counter 

narrative.  An online hub can be provided that allows parents, pastors and 

teachers to access Adventist resources that engage consumer issues 

informed by Adventist substance.   

 

6. Foster Collaborative Consumption Informing Connections 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has often worked independently in view 

of social outcomes and created a contrast society by looking within.  

Addressing the challenges of consumerism at a societal level, although still 

being committed to the more foundational identity shifts, will involve the 

church engaging with organisations that have similar outcomes in mind even 

if coming from different foundational starting points.  A variety of 

environmental and social justice groups share similar concerns to that of a 

Seventh-day Adventist response.  This collaboration achieves positive social 

outcomes and provides an opportunity for the Adventist counter-cultural 

community to be socially engaged. 

 

Implications and Recommendations for the Seventh-day Adventist Local 

Church in Australia 

 

1. Teach and Preach Doctrines and Practices that Locate Hope and Desire in 

the Counter Narrative and Inform Consumer Engagement  

Pastors and teachers in the congregation play a significant role in 

expounding doctrines and linking them to practices in ways that foster 

delight and the counter cultural imagination.  It is recommended then that in 
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pastoral and elder training leaders are not simply taught about consumerism 

and the challenges to the church, but also how to present Adventist 

doctrines in a way that links to the imaginary.  Practices such as health 

choices, Sabbath observance, tithing and communion can be explained 

and experienced in ways that make clear how the belief or practice informs 

counter cultural consumer choices and promotes the relational values of the 

Kingdom of God over the individualised selfishness of advanced 

consumerism. 

 

2. Visioning for a Counter-Cultural Community 

In the culture of advanced consumerism church members will each week 

view thousands of messages that aim to imbibe them in the consumer 

narrative. In this context an intensive strategy is required to continually keep 

the divine narrative in the front of mind.  Just as churches plan giving, building 

and care strategies so too will it be important to outline education, teaching 

and preaching strategies that intentionally link doctrines to and vision cast for 

identity in relationship to God and one another.  Creating genuine 

community is central to inspiring people to live more simply.  As social life 

becomes increasingly instrumental the Sabbath offers space for recalibration 

around and the experience of community. 

 

3. Reorient Toward Production over Consumption  

In a congregation that has learnt to reflexively apply the tools of 

commodification to all spheres of life, the church is also viewed, and often 

presents, as a service provider.  Church members become the customers 

and so measure the church and its services through consumer-centric 

shapes.  Facilitating a shift away from this consumer mode will involve a focus 

on the production aspects of church life and having members engaged as 

producers of ministry over consumption.  A societal shift in the consumption 

and production relationship is evident in the sharing economy where 

companies turn homes into public accommodation, private cars into public 
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transport and people into content creators on social media.  Addressing 

consumerism in the church will also involve moving members out of customer 

engagement modes to production.  This will include serving in the church and 

being the “producers” of community rather than simply consumers of it.  In 

Seventh-day Adventist thinking, Ellen White emphasised the importance of 

production in terms of manual agricultural labour so that there would be an 

appreciation of what is involved over simply the experience of consumption.  

This same motif can be applied to the life of the church so that members 

appreciate what is involved in the production of church life over simply its 

consumption. 

 

4. Partner with Parents in Modelling Conscious Consumption, Service, and 

Intergenerational Connectedness. 

The most significant factor that shapes a child’s consumer identification, for 

Kasser et al, is parental values.21  A recommendation for churches then is to 

partner with parents and resource families to practice instrumental 

materialism, conscious consumption and identify the hyperreal strategies and 

promises of consumerism.  This will include family resources to support this 

process.  Further it will also be important for parents to understand and be 

resourced to engender delight in the counter consumer narrative so that 

consumer detachment is filled with a divine attachment.  

 

Consumerism downplays the role of family. “The family, while romanticized 

and held as a cultural ideal, has been a casualty of the growth of 

consumption and therefore lost much of its purpose.”22  A Seventh-day 

Adventist response to consumerism supports parents in their role and 

facilitates uncommodified spaces of family creativity and imagination in 

place of commodified play and the hyperreal consumer promises. 

 
21 Kasser, Ryan, Courchman and Sheldon, Materialistic Values, 13. 

22 McKnight and Block, The Abundant Community, 9-10. 
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Recommendations for Further Study 

 

Growing out of this study, the following areas are recommended for further 

exploration: 

Ecclesiology – The lack of an ecclesiology for measuring responses is 

highlighted in this thesis.  While Lazic, Bruinsma and Rice have all made 

ecclesiological contributions, each identifies the need for a more thorough 

going ecclesiology that is agreed upon and informs church practice at all 

levels. 

Hermeneutics -This thesis took the Seventh-day Adventist doctrines as given 

and filtered them for connection points to inform consumerism.  This exercise, 

while valuable as a starting point, falls short of the thorough theological 

exploration that is required. 

Seventh-day Adventist Environmentalism – While Adventism has long 

embraced themes more recently taken on by the environmental movement, 

including vegetarianism and Sabbath economics, Adventism has largely kept 

to itself and created mirroring organisations and projects.  The themes of 

stewardship need to be more thoroughly explored and articulated in view of 

factors that may in fact negate creation care. 

 

Advanced Consumerism both promotes and is an expression of individualism 

and commodification.  It provides a complete meaning making systems that 

defines the “good life” and locates hope and desire in commodities.  It 

provides identity signifiers and facilitates a liquid modern expression where 

fluid branded identities take on the role of folk religion in advanced 

consumer societies.  However, it can also energise individual agency and 

creativity.  In the context of individualised, deregulated spiritual product 

offerings the Seventh-day Adventist church has a unique contribution to 

make in being a remnant counter cultural community.   
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The Seventh-day Adventist church is compelled to reassess its essential 

substance in view of vision, mission, and strategy.  In doing so it will engender 

an Adventist imagination that inspires a life of missional service now while also 

locating delight, hope and desire in the eternal relationship with God.  

Adventism can provide the counter narrative to consumer culture while still 

engaged within it for the common good.  Hamilton and Denniss point out 

that; “The problem is not so much that we consume but that we consume for 

the wrong reasons.”23  This thesis, by establishing the divine narrative, and for 

the Seventh-day Adventist church a particular Great Controversy version of it, 

relocates desire to inform relational outcomes for consuming.   

 

Adventist doctrines can be articulated to inform practices that inspire a 

counter consumer imagination.  This imagination relocates identity, hope, 

desire and freedom from advanced consumerism to within the divine 

narrative.  The relocation then inspires relational service, missional 

engagement and a counter community that models a more relationally rich 

humanity and interaction with creation and commodities. Paradoxically, 

advanced consumerism, or at least responding to it, can be the impetus for a 

more engaging, wholistic missional expression of the Seventh-day Adventist 

church in Australia.  

 
23 Hamilton and Denniss, 187. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

Advanced Consumerism: The term advanced consumerism is used in this 

thesis to denote a cultural intensification of consumerism where it 

encompasses the social system over simply being an expression of 

materialism.  Unlike earlier expressions of consumerism, that emphasised 

accumulation, advanced consumerism detaches from what one owns and 

shifts desire to what one does not own, or has not experienced, yet 

 

Commodification: Commodification is the process of appropriating an 

object, construct or person as a product/commodity for commercial 

purposes or instrumental use.  

 

Empire: Used in the thesis empire denotes the dominating political and 

economic meta-narrative that dictates the way people think, interact, and 

live within the cultural system. It includes dominating power and control 

structures.  It includes the control systems that dominate the social narrative. 

 

Formal Commodification: That aspect of an idea or construct that is 

commodifiable, with a view to relevance, without changing the essential 

substance of the idea or construct. It is the container that holds the 

substance.  In this thesis is indicates the marketisation of religious goods to 

consumers to foster engagement with the substance.  The form is not the 

end-point but the means of engagement. 

 

Liquid Modern: Is the metaphorical construct provided by Bauman to denote 

the “heating up” of the ideologies of modernism so that they lose their solid 

structures and become fluid. This liquidification has synchronised with the 

increasing pace of social, cultural, economic and political globalisation 

guided by a will to happiness 
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Participant/Participative: Denotes the agency for individual engagement in 

consumer choices. It is the space within which the consumer determines the 

level and nature of engagement.  

 

Reflexive: Describes the systematic factors that shape the individual and 

which the consumer, often unthinkingly, responds to and has little control 

over. 

 

Substantial Commodification:  Denotes when the essential substance is 

simplified, abstracted, homogenised or repackaged so that it no longer 

connects to what is essential to that construct or system.  In this thesis 

substantial commodification denotes the reduction of the substance value of 

the religion to that of a commodity and removes it from its own wider system 

of meaning. 
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