
The Siren Song of our Consumer Affairs
"Is the god of our society Consumerism?”

SESSION ONE: The Pervasive Growth of Consumerism (1950s–Present)
Intro:
Over the past 70+ years, consumerism has become so deeply embedded in the fabric of American life that we rarely pause to recognize it as a distinct ideology. 
What began as post-WWII economic expansion has evolved into a comprehensive worldview that measures human worth, happiness, and identity through the acquisition and display of material goods. 
We have normalized the equation of shopping with leisure, advertising with information, and personal debt with opportunity—all while remaining largely unconscious of the shift.


A short history of Consumerism's Growth

The Evolution of Consumer Credit: 
· 1950s–1960s: Department store credit cards and gasoline cards created the first normalized "buy-now, pay-later" culture
· 1968: Bank credit cards (Visa, Mastercard) emerged, separating credit from specific retailers and making consumption instantly accessible
· 1950: Credit card debt has grown from virtually zero in 1950 to over $1 trillion in the U.S. today
· Credit normalization removed psychological barriers to spending; debt became reframed as "leverage" and "investment opportunity."
· 2026: The average American household carries $6,929 in credit card debt (Federal Reserve data)
· Credit itself became a commodity, financialized and sold as "opportunity" (see: Graeber, "Debt: The First 5,000 Years")

Advertising as Cultural Programming
· The rise of television (1950s–1970s) created unprecedented access to consumer messaging in American homes
· Modern advertising spend exceeds $300+ billion annually in the U.S. alone, with manipulation techniques evolving from simple product information to identity formation and emotional manipulation
· Social media platforms (Instagram, TikTok, YouTube) now embed advertising into the fabric of social interaction, making it indistinguishable from entertainment and personal connection.


· "Advertising has become a major storyteller in American culture," shaping narratives about success, beauty, and belonging (Advertising Age; Journal of Consumer Research)


Social Pressure Toward Consumption
· The "keeping up with the Joneses" phenomenon became institutionalized through suburban expansion and mass production of standardized housing
· Status anxiety is deliberately cultivated through marketing: luxury brands explicitly price products beyond functional necessity to signal social rank
· Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok have weaponized peer comparison, with "influencer culture" creating aspirational consumption targets for millions
· Studies show social media increases materialism and decreases life satisfaction (Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology; American Psychological Association)


GDP as the Primary Measure of Progress
· Since WWII, Gross Domestic Product has become the dominant metric for national success and individual economic health
· GDP measures consumption and production, not well-being, environmental health, community strength, or happiness
· Paradoxically, destructive activities (pollution cleanups, medical treatments for preventable diseases, and increased prison populations) increase GDP
· Alternative measures like the Genuine Progress Indicator or Bhutan's "Gross National Happiness" are marginalized in economic policy
· (See: Cobb, Halstead, & Rowe, "Redefining Progress"; Stiglitz, Sen, & Fitoussi, "Mismeasuring Our Lives")


Additional Markers of the Consumer Economy's Growth
· Planned Obsolescence: Products are intentionally designed to fail or become "outdated," forcing replacement cycles (clothing, electronics, automobiles)
· Retail Expansion: Shopping centers replaced town squares; the mall became the primary social gathering space for youth (1970s–1990s)
· Consumer Identity: Brands became tribal markers; clothing labels, car models, and coffee preferences became expressions of identity
· Fast Fashion: The rise of disposable clothing (H&M, Forever 21, Shein) has normalized constant wardrobe turnover and mountains of textile waste


· Holiday Expansion: Commercial holidays were created or amplified (Mother's Day, Father's Day, Valentine's Day) to drive consumption
· Student Debt as Normalized Consumption: Education itself was reframed as personal consumer good, not public investment, normalizing generational debt
· Shrinkflation and Hidden Inflation: Companies maintain prices while reducing product quality and size, masking inflationary consumption patterns


The Case for Consumerism: Signs of a Flourishing Consumer Economy
There is much to be said about a strong, increasingly prosperous consumer-driven economy:
· Economic Growth & Systemic Benefits A thriving consumer economy generates broad prosperity. Rising consumer spending drives GDP growth, which fuels business expansion, job creation, and wage increases. This virtuous cycle enables more people to afford higher living standards and reinvest earnings into further economic activity.

· Historical Poverty Reduction Consumer capitalism has been the primary engine lifting billions out of poverty. The correlation between prosperous consumer economies and measurably improved living conditions—better housing, healthcare, education, and goods availability—is well-documented across developed nations.

· Innovation Through Competition Consumer choice incentivizes constant innovation. Companies compete for market share by improving products, developing new technologies, and increasing efficiency. This drives technological advancement that benefits society broadly, from medicine to communications to daily conveniences.

· Individual Freedom & Autonomy A strong consumer economy expands personal agency. Individuals gain the resources and options to make meaningful choices about how they live—where to work, what to buy, how to spend leisure time—rather than having those decisions dictated by scarcity or state control.

· Wealth Creation & Capital Formation Rising prosperity generates assets, investment capital, and financial institutions that fund future growth. Individuals build savings and equity; businesses reinvest profits into expansion and R&D.

· Leisure & Quality of Life Prosperity historically correlates with reduced working hours and more time for family, education, creativity, and civic participation—outcomes most people value independently of consumption itself.

· And many argue: “There is no other economic system that provides this range of benefits.”
The underlying argument is that perpetual growth in consumer prosperity isn't frivolous excess, but the mechanism through which societies create opportunity, reduce hardship, and expand human flourishing.



Scriptural Meditations on Money, Greed, and Wealth
How do they apply to a discussion on Consumerism?

Old Testament    
· Deuteronomy 8:11-14: Warning against forgetting God when abundance arrives; the danger that prosperity breeds spiritual amnesia
· 
· Isaiah 5:8: Woe to those who add field to field and house to house, leaving no space for others (ancient warning against hoarding and real estate speculation)
New Testament
· Luke 12:15: "Life does not consist in an abundance of possessions."
· 
· Matthew 6:24: "No one can serve two masters...You cannot serve both God and money."
· 
· 1 John 2:15-17: "Do not love the world or anything in the world...For everything in the world...comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and its desires pass away, but whoever does the will of God lives forever."

Questions to stir your thinking:
Question 1: As you read these points, what did you agree with, what did you disagree with, and what had no impact on you? 

Question 2: How much do you feel affected by the consumerism of our society?

Question 3: Which scriptures resonated with you?   Which did not? 

     (If you have time, you can consider these questions based on UMC Social Principles)

Question 4: Wealth and Poverty "We affirm that God's grace calls us to be in solidarity with the poor, the vulnerable, and those suffering from injustice." (See UMC Social Principles on "Rights of Racial and Ethnic Persons")

How does our participation in consumer culture—purchasing cheap goods produced in overseas sweatshops, buying fast fashion, accumulating unnecessary possessions—conflict with the Methodist commitment to solidarity with the poor and vulnerable? What would "earning all you can, saving all you can, to give all you can" mean if we examined the true cost (human, environmental, spiritual) of the goods we purchase?

Question 5: The Created Order and Stewardship "We believe that God's creation is good and that we are called to responsible stewardship of creation." (See UMC Social Principles on "The Natural World")

The consumer economy depends on the exploitation of natural resources and the generation of massive waste. How does our individual consumption contribute to environmental destruction? What spiritual disciplines or practices might help us reclaim a counter-cultural witness to simplicity and stewardship?

Question 6: Community and Belonging "We are called to build inclusive communities where all are welcomed and valued." (See UMC Social Principles on "Community")

Consumerism has replaced many of the civic and communal practices (civic clubs, bowling leagues, church gatherings) that once built deep community bonds. Are we experiencing loneliness and isolation as a spiritual problem, not just a social one? 
What would it look like for our congregation to intentionally build practices that restore community connection outside the logic of consumption?


Extra Credit:  Quotes and Thoughts to Read Slowly and Meditate on…


"Gain all you can, Save all you can, Give all you can."  - John Wesley[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John Wesley, "The Use of Money," Sermon No. 50, in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert Cook Outler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 249–250.] 



"A (person) is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to let alone.(i.e., do without) ”[footnoteRef:2] And “Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only."[footnoteRef:3] -  Henry David Thoreau [2:  Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1854).]  [3:  Thoreau, Walden, chap. 1.] 



Vincent Miller argues that consumerism is not merely about excessive spending but functions as a pervasive worldview that shapes human identity, relationships, and religious practice itself.[footnoteRef:4] - Vincent Miller, Roman Catholic Theologian  [4:  Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture (New York: Continuum, 2004).] 



Harvey Cox, in The Market as God (Harvard University Press), argues that the Market has taken on divine attributes — omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent — and that only by understanding how it reached that "divine" status can we hope to restore it to its proper place as servant of humanity.."[footnoteRef:5]  -  Harvey Cox, Theologian at Harvard Divinity School, Baptist minister. [5:  Harvey Cox, The Market as God (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016).] 



“"The task of prophetic ministry is to nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture around us."[footnoteRef:6] Walter Brueggemann, Old Testament Scholar and Theologian [6:  Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 3.] 



"It's easy to build a church on being cool or by promising what you can do for your members. It's hard to build a church based on what you can give away and how you can sacrifice."[footnoteRef:7]- Carey Nieuwhof, Canadian, Presbyterian pastor, bestselling author, speaker, podcaster, and former practicing attorney. [7:  Carey Nieuwhof, "Why I Can't Stand Consumer Christianity," CareyNieuwhof.com, December 4, 2008, updated March 26, 2022, https://careynieuwhof.com/why-i-cant-stand-consumer-christianity/.] 



John Paul II described consumerism as making "people slaves of 'possession' and immediate gratification, with no other horizon than the multiplication or continual replacement of the things already owned."[footnoteRef:8] And he also warned of "an 'idolatry' of the market, an idolatry which ignores the existence of goods which by their nature are not and cannot be mere commodities."[footnoteRef:9] Pope John Paul II [8:  Pope John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis (Vatican City, 1987), §28, https://www.vatican.va.]  [9:  Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus (Vatican City, 1991), §40, https://www.vatican.va.] 
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