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THE LEGACY OF
KING —
CHALLENGING
MATERIALISM

This is the second of our four part
series on the legacy of Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. This issue focuses
on extreme materialism that King
identified as one of the societal
evils that must be overcome if we
as a country are to move from
being a thing-oriented culture to a
people-oriented one. We have
tried, however, to focus on the
positive, with articles, reflection
questions, and suggestions that
help empower individuals and
families to become more
intentional about their lifestyle.
While we want you to share our
newsletter freely with others, in
particular look at page 5. We
have arranged that page so it can
be easily reproduced and given to
families in your school, faith
community, neighborhood group,
etc. We hope this issue will help
you respond to the challenge King

presented over 40 years ago.
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STILL TRYING... AFTER ALL THESE YEARS

By Wendy Bauers Northup

The children are gone; my husband, Steve,
and | are both working; we feel wealthy. After
so many years of never quite having enough,
how do we now live our values of not giving
in to a consumer culture, when at last we can
afford to do things we couldn’t before? This is
a new challenge, and one we feel as
grandparents as well. The pull of the
consumer culture is as strong as ever,
especially now that we can afford to buy a
little more. So | thought |
might look at it from our
perspective as empty
nesters, as parents, and as
grandparents.

Steve and | do buy things
we never used to and it is
nice not to have every
session of paying bills quite
so tense. But we do fry to
keep our values straight as
we make decisions. For instance, we now find
ourselves asking what is important to us in
our leisure time. This was a non-question
when we were raising children. | still
remember the first Saturday moming I found
myself alone, all the children having managed
to get themselves to their own activities. What
did I like to do on Saturday moming? | had
no idea. But now | do know how I like to

“THE PULL OF THE
CONSUMER CULTURE be involved in their lives in
IS ALWAYS WITH US,

AND IT TAKES
REGULAR FOCUS TO
KEEP IT IN ITS
PLACE.”

spend my time. So we need to reflect more
on the value of our leisure activities. Do they
provide opportunities for exercise? Do they
help us stay healthy and fit? Do they
correspond to our need not to belong to
groups that exclude others on the basis of
skin color, religion, or gender? Asking these
kinds of questions helps us make decisions
that we can feel good about.

As parents, our challenges are
new as well. Now all our children
are on their own. But we want to

healthy ways: ways that don’t
make them dependent, ways that
maintain their sense of well being.
We were fortunate to be able to
pay for college. That felt like the
last major gift we had to give. But
we dedded not to help with
graduate school. It felt to us like
that was an investment that they should

make in their own future. However, there are
things that are important to us that we
continue to help out with: doctor’s
appointments that aren’t covered by their
healthcare; an exercise program for a child
with a weight problem; a trip to a wedding
we think they should attend. I still struggle a
little with Christmas, but | am trying to get
continued p. 2
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continued from cover

each child only one gift of something that | think they will enjoy
and that fits with my values. This is the one time of year | find
more difficult!

With our grandson, we have found it surprisingly easy to be quite
responsible. For one thing, we decided that our major gift for him
would be contributing to a 529 Plan to help pay for his future
educational costs. Education is one of our major values, and his
parents as well. | never hesitate to order a book and send it. He
just called us after he learned to whistle and | sent him Ezra Jack
Keats “Whistle for Willie.” For his bitthday and Christmas, books
are a major gift. With gifts in general, I try to think of items that
foster creafivity and imagination; and to limit the purchase to one
for each occasion. 'm lucky that my daughter has these same
values, so we dor't run the risk of disappointing. | have to admit
that | have splurged a little in making our home a place he likes
to come to. | have a swing set now that | dreamed of when my
children were young, but could never afford. And half the books

| buy for him are for my house.

The pull of the consumer culture is always with us, and it takes
regular focus to keep it in its place. | haverit always done it very
well, but it's something that | continue to think about and try to
keep at bay.

Wendy Bauers Northup, a longtime member of the Institute,
has three grown children and one grandson and lives in
Ashland VA.

Our Values”

“l STILL CONTEND THAT MONEY CAN BE THE ROOT OF ALL EVIL.
IT CAN CAUSE ONE TO LIVE A LIFE OF GROSS MATERIALISM. | AM
AFRAID THAT MANY AMONG YOU ARE MQRE CONCERNED ABOUT
MAKING A LIVING THAN MAKING A LIFE. YOU ARE PRONE TO
JUDGE THE SUCCESS OF YOUR PROFESSION BY THE INDEX OF
YOUR SALARY AND THE SIZE OF THE WHEEL BASE ON YOUR AUTOMOBILE, RATHER

THAN THE QUALITY OF YOUR SERVICE TO HUMANITY.”

— MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., NoV. 4, 1956
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CULTIVATING SIMPLICITY... AND GRATEFULNESS

By Joel Miller

Like other couples, my wife and | have had to ask tough
questions and come to common understandings of how
we will spend our money and relate to a culture of
intense materialism. Both of our approaches have been
greatly shaped by our families and faith communities of
our childhood. My wife, Abbie, grew up in a small town in
western Kansas where none of the members of her church
had a TV and there was too much family around to ever
be bored. | come from a Mennonite background where
living “More with Less” is not only the name of a favorite
church cookbook, but also a central value of encouraging
good stewardship.

During our two years together we have made decisions
that have enabled us to explore different aspects of
simple living. For the last year and a half we have been
full time volunteers living in intentional community in St.
Louis, Missouri with four other young adults as members
of Mennonite Voluntary Service. This has enabled us to
test out career possibilities while serving people in need
as we experiment with living in community. This
experience of community living has included meal and
kitchen duty sharing, carpooling, using other forms of
getting around the city such as biking and public
transportation, living on a small budget, and finding
activities and entertainment that do not cost a lot of
money.

The most important decision we havwe made is to be
committed to a church community that feels the same
way about these issues. In this context, simplicity,
generosity, service, and the priority of relationships owver
things becomes the norm. It provides a structure of
affirmation, encouragement, and fresh vision to a way of
life that is, in the broader social context, very counter-
cultural. In a society that glorifies consumption and
personal accumulation of wealth, simple living can be
approached as a spiritual discipline on the same plane as
prayer, personal retreat, fasting, and study.

Personally, my perspective on money and materialism
continues to develop. | come from the opposite extreme
of most people. In the past | have attempted to thwart
materialism to the point of feeling guilty for nearly every
purchase | would make. It took me some time to accept
the abundance that surrounded me and turn from an
attitude of cynicism to one of gratefulness. A turning
point came when | was sitting around the dinner table
with four of my friends several years ago and could
barely bring myself to eat — since there are so many
people starving in the world. It was then that | realized
the dead-end nature of my logic and began searching for
a new approach. For me, being free from the bonds of
materialism also means being free to enjoy and utilize the
positive aspects of what material “things” can bring us.

We hawe just completed our term with Mennonite
Voluntary Service and | will soon be beginning seminary
as Abbie works full-time to financially support us. Living
simply can take on many different forms, but it’s central
goal, | believe, is always people before possessions. After
having been in voluntary service a year and a half our
bank account reserves are slightly smaller than when we
began, but | consider myself a much wealthier person.
Friendships, connectedness, knowledge and
understanding of the world, spiritual growth — these are
the things | consider riches and seek to accumulate.
These are the things around which my wife and | will
continue to strive to form our life.

Joel Miller was a volunteer intern with the Institute for Peace

and Justice for the past two years. He has just begun seminary
studies to become a Mennonite minister.



RECOGNIZING AND CHALLENGING

EXTREME MATERIALISM

“YOUR CHILDREN HAVE SO MUCH THAT THEY HAVE LOST THEIR SOULS.
THEY HAVE LOST THEIR CONNECTION WITH THE EARTH AND ITS SEASONS.”
Comment by Grethel Montoya, Nicaraguan mother and women's leader, on why she would not
want to raise her children in the US.

The truth — and tragedy — of this statement goes far beyond the impact extreme materialism has on the
souls of our children. It affects the whole world. First, with the explosion of communications technology
and the pervasiveness of advertising, American consumerism has threatened traditional cultural and
religious values in every corner of the world. But even more seriously, it has become the rationale for
the unprecedented expansion of US military power. We're being sold an “us against them” worldview
that justifies our intervening militarily in nations that threaten our privileged lifestyle and that denies a
sense of the global human family in which we are all equally important children of our common Ceator.

How do we help young people realize how privileged and unjust the lifestyle of our nation is, especially
when that’s what they see all around them? How do we help them become more person-oriented and
less thing-oriented, less tied to consumerism and more committed to service of others?

Perhaps the best way to open our eyes and move our hearts to a sense of global solidarity is to open
our homes and hearts to others. This can help us experience people and places where the standard of

living is very different and where we can meet people and form relationships. This can begin within our

own homes as we open them in hospitality to those needing a sense of belonging and perhaps a meal
or short-term stay. We can also reach out into our local communities where we can encounter people

who are struggling economically, whether it's at a shelter, food pantry, or public hospital. Sometimes

taking public transportation provides an opportunity to see and perhaps meet others who can help us

see and feel and then act. For older children, service or solidarity trips, either in this country or
overseas, can provide a more expensive, but highly effective, experience.

It was on a family service trip to Nicaragua that our family, and particularly our daughter, learned or re-
learned that we had so many more things than the Nicaraguans did, but that things are not what
provides genuine happiness. We experienced people of great courage and faith who invited us to join in
their struggle for a more just way of life. We learned that community cooperation is more satisfying
than everyone trying to get as much as they could for themselves.

At the end of our stay, a 13-yearold named Elizabeth gave our daughter Theresa one of the only two
shirts she owned, as a friendship gift. Theresa at 15 realized what that gift meant. She felt a little
strange going through her suitcase to choose one of her nine shirts to give Elizabeth in return. She

understood the difference in life-styles and the level of generosity in an unforgettable way. Perhaps we
all need to regularly recharge our sense of solidarity with person-to-person experiences, or begin to

provide them for the first time.

Jim McGinnis is the founder and currently program director of the Institute for Peace and Justice.




Families Challenging Materialism

1. USE PUBLIC FACILITIES

Instead of always buying new books, use the public library
where children learn to care for resources not because they
own them, but because others need them too. Public parks
and playgrounds provide many enriching opportunities that
backyard play equipment can’t.

2. CRITIQUE ADVERTISING

Watching TV with our children, looking through magazines
together, commenting on billboards provide opportunities to
help young people become more critical thinkers and less
susceptible to advertising.

3. ENJOY THE OUTDOORS
Young people who grow up learning the delights of natural
beauty are less interested in having lots of stuff in order to

be happy. From walks in the park to hiking in mountains, from
sleep-outs in the backyard to camping or canoeing, from local
botanical gardens and arboretums to state and national parks,

the beauty of creation satisfies and delights far more than
computer games and video arcades.

4, PERSONALIZE CELEBRATIONS

Personal “presence” can be more satisfying than purchased
presents when we celebrate birthdays, holidays, and other
and personal statements, “homemade” gifts, going special
places with the person being celebrated, etc., are all

wonderful alternatives to consumer-oriented rituals.

5. OPEN OUR HOMES AND HEARTS TO OTHERS
Hospitality at home can include welcoming new neighbors,

at home, reaching out to relatives or neighbors living alone,

respite, and including international students who can't go
home for holidays. Regular visits to local shelters, soup

to meet and develop relationships with people who are

special occasions. Surprise parties, albums with special photos

inviting school friends to dinner who are having a rough time

offering a place to stay for teens needing temporary shelter or

kitchens, food pantries, and nursing homes offer opportunities

hurting. This might provide the motivation to make sacrifices
in onée's life-style in order to help others who have less.

6. SPARE AND SHARE

Set up a regular process for cutting back on desserts, soda
and liquor, costly entertainment, or new clothes. Calculate the
savings and decide as a family how to distribute them. Collect
appeals for money that you receive through the mail, on the
phone, or at the front door and have the whole family
consider which to respond to.

7. INSTITUTE AN “EXCHANGE SYSTEM”

Consider an “exchange system” whereby for each new item
brought into the home, a similar item is given away to
someone in need. This works especially well with articles of
clothes but can also apply to books, games, toys, dishware,
appliances and furniture.

8. SHOP WITH A CONSCIENCE

Buying from local producers (e.g., open air or farmer’s
markets), eating at neighborhood restaurants, shopping at
local stores, buying the handicrafts of “Third World” artisans
for gifts, participating in boycotts of companies that exploit
their workers and/or the environment all demonstrate and
teach a sense of social responsibility. For a regular update on
consumer boycotts, see www.boycotts.org (the website for
Co-op America).

9. PROVIDE CLOTHING ALLOWANCES AND SHO P AT THRIFT STORES
Using thrift stores for some clothes when the children are
young opens up a whole new world for them beyond the
shopping mall. Inviting their friends to go along on a thrift
store outing provides peer support for this way of being
“different.” Putting older children on a clothing allowance
helps them learn how to budget and shop for bargains, while
eliminating many a “please buy me...” argument.

Permission is granted to reproduce this page for distribution.
Institute for Peace & Justice ppin@aol.com; www.ipj-ppf.org

GETTING BEYOND THE MATERIALISM TRAP -

SOME BEGINNING REFLECTION QUESTIONS

Il How MUCH ARE WE AFFECTED BY TV COMMERCIALS
AND OTHER FORMS OF ADVERTISING? DOES OUR
BUYING REFLECT OUR TRUE WANTS AND NEEDS OR
WHAT ADVERTISERS TELL US WE SHOULD HAVE?

H “PEOPLE ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN THINGS.” Do
WE BELIEVE THIS? HOW DO WE MAKE IT REAL IN OUR
LIVES?

Hl Do WE KNOW HOW MUCH OF OUR INCOME WE
SPEND ON NEEDS AND HOW MUCH ON WANTS? How
DO WE DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN THE TWO?

Il WE ARE STEWARDS OF CREATION. HOwW CAN WE BE
MORE GENEROUS WITH OUR TIME, TALENTS, AND

FINANCIAL RESOURCES? HOW CAN WE SHARE MORE
FREELY WITH THOSE WHO HAVE LESS?

Il DO WE HAVE ANY PUBLICATIONS IN OUR HOME

(E.G., SOJOURNERS, THE OTHER SIDE, REAL MONEY,
YES! MAGAZINE) THAT PRESENT AN ALTERNATIVE VISION
FROM THE MAINSTREAM PRESS AND MIGHT CHALLENGE
US TO LIVE MORE SIMPLY?

Il ARE WE AFFECTED BY THE PUSH TO INSTANT
GRATIFICATION? IS THERE A WAY WE COULD SLOW
DOWN OUR SHOPPING HABITS TO ALLOW FOR SOME
TIME TO REFLECT ABOUT WHETHER WE NEED AN ITEM
BEFORE WE PURCHASE IT?



SOME RESOURCES ON DEALING WITH MATERIALISM

THREE GREAT WEBSITES:

The Center for the New American Dream
¥ o (www.newdream.org) — has lots of action
suggestions, as well as data about
consumerism, for youth and adults.

Alternatives for Simple Living (www.simpleliving.org) — is a
non-profit organization helping people of faith challenge
consumerism, live justly and celebrate
responsibly. Started in 1973 as a protest
against the commercialization of Christmas,
its focus is on encouraging celebrations that
reflect conscientious ways of living. Their
resources include:

¢ Affluenza - the All-Consuming Epidemic, by John de
Graaf, David Wann and Thomas H. Naylor, showing how
problems like loneliness and rising debt, longer working hours
and environmental pollution, family conflict and rampant
commercialism are actually symptoms of “affluenza,” the
never-ending search for more; plus many treatments that offer
hope for recovery.

* Break Forth Into Joy- Beyond a Consumer Lifestyle, a
video exploring consumerism and its effects on people and
the earth; plus actions for individuals and families.

+
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The Shalom Center (www.shalomctr.org) — services a network
of American Jews and others who draw on Jewish tradition
and spirituality to seek peace, pursue justice, heal the earth,
and build community. its FREE TIME/FREE PEOPLE project
creates ways for all to regain time for self, family, community
and spiritual renewal.

SOoME BOOKS WITH A CHRISTIAN OR JEWISH PERSPECTIVE:

Basic Trek: Venture Into A World of Enough, by Dave Schrock-
Shenk (Herald Press, Scottdale, PA; 2002) is a 28-day
“journey” into “enough” - for youth groups, Sunday school
classes, families, and individuals. Each day features a
Scripture passage, a personal story, reflection questions and
actions for simplifying our lifestyles.

The Biblical Vision of Sabbath Economics, by Ched Meyers
(Church of the Saviour, Washington, DC; 202-328-0329; 2002)
is a booklet on the biblical standard of economic and social
justice; plus new interpretations of gospel passages with
economic themes.

“WE MUST RAPIDLY BEGIN THE SHIFT FROM A THING-
ORIENTED SOCIETY TO A PERSON-ORIENTED SOCIETY.
WHEN MACHINES AND COMPUTERS, PROFIT MOTIVES
AND PROPERTY RIGHTS, ARE CONSIDERED MORE
IMPORTANT THAN PEOPLE, THE GIANT TRIPLETS OF
RACISM, EXTREME MATERIALISM, AND MILITARISM ARE

INCAPABLE OF BEING CONQUERED.”

— MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., APRIL 4, 1967

A PRESBYTERIAN RATIONALE FOR DEALING WITH MATERIALISM:
WHY CARE?

WHY DO PEACEMAKERS CARE ABOUT ISSUES RELATED TO MATERIALISM? PEACEMAKING: THE BELIEVERS’ CALLING, THE
FOUNDATIONAL DOCUMENT OF THE PRESBYTERIAN PEACEMAKING PROGRAM, IDENTIFIES THREE REASONS FOR OUR CONCERN:

1. Because of materialism’s impact upon our sisters and brothers: “Problems of scarcity create new pressures or justice and

point out the inadequacy of the production and distribution patterns that remain with us from the past.

2. Because of materialism’s impact upon God’s creation: “We cannot expand our economic system or raise up our standard of

living without suffering the consequences of using up the earths nonrenewable resources.”

3. Because of materialism’s impact upon our very souls: “Christ alone is our peace.”

Jesus reminds us that our value comes not from our possession but from God's gracious love. God places us in a good creation and

entrusts us with the task of keeping and healing that creation. In Christ, God calls us to bring good news to the poor and to proclaim

release to all held captive by human structures and injustices. Living as global disciples means evaluating our lifestyle choices both as

individuals and as communities, challenging the materialism that grips us, and seeking new ways to live that do justice. By so doing,

we make peace with ourselves, with our brothers and sisters, with creation, and with God.




WHAT’S HAPPENING
AT THE INSTITUTE
FOR PEACE &
JUSTICE...

T, PEEEE
ey 0 W1EE e
e ST

N REA TR
Ry Ty iRs

2. b1 L LY
e TRARCTAT aEsisEIE e
Wy panerin g up B 1r=a1n'|.|:-11:-_mt-1u ptlry
wriy. HITE il 1 2= e
» fepc et BT QST iz
R Ty chite e
pidee

Tk,
== Bl e e
FiantE e

~ o
Fanding g e AL

rColi N e R

=T eanis o
e ol CihEl

=0 e‘.ir.mld-':-u_a‘ttm'l

& AT Ry RS
R Ll o use fecera’ gt s
s o1 'ty

pcygrticd Jn
T.-1r=5:=1|‘t







