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 Abstract 

Educating for Discipleship in a Consumer Culture: Promising 

Practices Rooted in the Pastoral Circle 

 

Author: Tirrell Elliott-Hart 

Advisor: Dr. Jane Regan 

 

American society has been labeled a ―consumer culture.‖ ―Consumer culture‖ is 

not another term for materialism or a framework to explain one‘s relationship to money; 

it is an evolving ethos shaping our vision of ourselves, of our neighbor and the common 

good. The breadth and depth of commodification in the contemporary West informs the 

collective imagination in unprecedented ways. This dissertation brings together social 

science critique, educational tools and theological resources to create models for effective 

adult disciple building that are adequate for addressing challenges of a dominant culture‘s 

ideology and practices. Christian formation practices should heighten the Christian 

community‘s awareness of its role in dominant culture, both as inheritors of culture and 

as agents. This awareness requires transformation in many dimensions of one‘s being: a 

holistic discipleship.  

Jesus reminded his followers, ―Where your treasure is there your heart will be 

also.‖
1
 One of the driving questions of this dissertation is: how can the Christian 

community wrestle ultimate concerns back from the consumer culture to the heart of God 

for the world? To address that question the discourse of the dissertation is 

interdisciplinary while maintaining an ultimate vision for an approach to educating for 

mature Christian discipleship. The dissertation is structured to include social analysis, a 

vision of alternatives to the dominant lifestyle promulgated by the consumer culture, and 

                                                 
1
 Luke 12:34, The New Oxford Annotated Bible. 



 

  

 

effective pathways toward achieving that vision. The first half of the dissertation analyzes 

the relationship of contemporary consumer culture and Christian experience. The 

sociological and historical descriptions of this phenomenon lead toward the question, 

what are the implications for religious identity and meaning-making in light of the 

consumerist context?  I explore theological resources including the gospel of Luke, 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Gustavo Gutierrez for highlighting key dimensions of culturally 

responsive discipleship. I also present two brief cases of organizations who are 

attempting to live out promising approaches to Christian community in light of consumer 

culture patterns. 

The second half explores theories that can serve as a framework for Christian 

education practices effective for countering the influences of consumerism. 

Transformative learning theory is introduced as a resource for cultivating awareness of 

underlying assumptions shaped by culture that are operative in adult decision making and 

worldview. Henriot and Holland‘s ―pastoral circle‖ is described as a transformative 

learning tool. The dissertation moves toward a model of adapting the pastoral circle for 

educating congregations to think theologically about culture for the sake of personal 

transformation and social action.  
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PREFACE 

In the late nineteen-nineties I moved with my husband and infant to Jamaica; we 

each took two suitcases. Our basic needs were provided through our agency so that food, 

shelter and reasonable medical expenses were covered. Anything else depended on 

discretionary money that was our salary, about fifty US dollars per month. This 

experience of forced simplicity in the context of a country where we still had more 

resources than most of the others around us cultivated many habits for living with far less 

than the typical North American. While we made the choice to live and work in modest 

conditions in a cross cultural situation, which we hoped would change our habits, 

attitudes and shape our spirituality we were not making the daily choices of simplicity out 

of sheer will power. By North American standards there were not very many goods in the 

marketplace or opportunities to purchase non-essentials, there were very little material 

possessions displayed prominently to evoke desire and we had little access to North 

American media images or messages.  

During our return trip after three years of service we visited friends who lived in 

seminary housing in a quaint suburb. Today, the images I remember tell me that the 

apartment was small and old, by typical real estate standards, and the family probably felt 

that it was challenging to live there. But as a reentry point we were overwhelmed by the 

environment, taken aback at the number of things that they had that were not essential. I 

remember vividly noticing art hanging on the walls, wall mounted shelves with 

decorative items, and matching furniture (ironically they were waiting for an even nicer 

living room set to be delivered the day we were driving through). The two children‘s 
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shared bedroom had a playful color scheme, wall to wall shelves with their toys, art 

supplies, clothing and books. There were also toys in the living room. Kitchen appliances 

matched. The day is vivid to me because I was in the U.S. for only a few hours and had 

been thrown into a disorienting situation. What is normal? What will we need for 

ourselves when we get an apartment? How can they be so indulgent? Did I deprive my 

children to not have all the stimulation that these girls have? Why does it take this level 

of décor and beauty, which has to be bought, to enjoy a home? Suddenly my cozy house 

in Jamaica with ―artwork‖ cut out of magazines and hung in handmade frames seemed 

empty; and maybe I, too, should now have yard plantings that are in terra cotta pots and 

not plastic bottles, old tires or tin cans.  

After a year or so or living in the U.S. I realized that those friends were not 

particularly over consuming by North American standards, and they would likely 

consider themselves mindful and generous and focused on things that matter for eternity. 

The point is that what is ―normal‖ is shaped relative to what our immediate environment 

dictates. Taste, style, simplicity and indulgence are relative terms.  

Most people who are trying to disentangle themselves from consumerism do not 

have such helpful boundary lines as I had when we literally left most of our possessions 

behind. Striving for new practices without a change in environment is very challenging. 

In many ways my family experienced the conditions for transformative learning 

perfectly. First, we had the catalyst of disequilibrium, and second we had a community of 

others asking similar questions and probing theological and sociological wisdom for the 

strength to embrace the challenges to our preconceived notions and existing lifestyle 

habits.   
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My experience of disorientation upon reentry and the ongoing important effect of 

not fully fitting in the North American context is part of what has fostered my own 

transformative process. Being open to ongoing disorientation has produced new practices 

and desires instead of satisfaction with status quo. In my own story living out practices 

consistent with what I believe about possessions, inequalities, and quality of life in my 

current context of middle class family life in a major American city is far more 

challenging than that cultural transition years ago into living with so little in often harsh 

conditions. My personal discomfort with how hard it is to resist overconsumption, to 

reject advertising messages, and to say no to American habits like over spending and debt 

are part of the impetus behind this research project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

―Are you a Panera person?‖ she asked. We were choosing where to eat and the 

innocent query about preferences for a lunch restaurant launched us into a reflection on 

personal association with brands.  The kinds of identity questions one might more 

immediately think of could be: Am I a kind person? Am I a generous person? Am I 

defined by my family? Where do I feel most at home? Have I accomplished anything 

meaningful?  Can someone also be a person ―of‖ a particular retail or restaurant chain, 

with its characteristic menu, ingredients, ambiance, price range and predominant 

customer profile? That is a more disquieting question, about an aspect of life that should 

be trivial yet has become increasingly more constitutive of self-identification. The 

distinction between, do you want to go to Panera? And are you a Panera person? may 

seem minor but our everyday language can be a sign pointing us to question more 

complex dynamics.  

As preference has become more associated with identity there is cause to pause 

and ask, do I want to be primarily known by what I consume? As the prominence of 

brands has grown and choices have proliferated in the course of three or four decades the 

significance of brand in personal and group identity has become more overt. Brands play 

a role in status seeking and self-identification— in other words, beyond fit, comfort and 

price there is an association with items, clothing for example, that would cause a teenager 

to decry, ―I wouldn‘t be caught dead in those [X brand] jeans;‖ because the label has so 

much symbolic weight in her cultural world. 
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How do the primary attributes of Christian discipleship challenge the vision and 

claims of such a culture? How are they influenced by consumerism? Incorporating a 

critical conversation with dominant culture into regular faith formation practices is 

essential for building Christian disciples who will act justly and faithfully in the twenty-

first century. The relationship between faith and culture is a central concern in the field 

of practical theology. Because faith is always enculturated the more we understand 

about the social context of theological questions the more fully we can address them. 

Many North American congregations seem to be embedded uncritically in the social 

structures, interpretive categories, and values of the dominant culture. Particularly 

noticeable is the degree to which Christianity and consumer culture co-mingle.
2
 As 

Christian communities confront their personal consumer practices they will learn how 

today‘s urgent questions fit into the larger framework of Christian history and what 

needs to be deconstructed, what needs to be retrieved and what reconstruction might 

then look like. Christian congregations would benefit from understanding the 

connections between dominant culture and their own vision and practices because as 

sociologists and practical theologians have suggested the dominant values and habits 

encouraged by the culture can obfuscate the religious meaning-making capacity of 

people in faith communities. 

 American society has been labeled a ―consumer culture.‖ ―Consumer culture‖ is 

not another term for materialism or defining one‘s relationship to money; it is shaping our 

vision of ourselves, of our neighbor and the common good. I am interested in bringing 

                                                 
2
 Ron Sider summarizes some of this important data in his book Ronald Sider, The Scandal of the 

Evangelical Conscience: Why Are Christians Living Just Like the Rest of the World? (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 2005). He demonstrates that a lack of care for the poor, for example, can be associated with the 

drive to accumulate wealth among middle class Christians. See also Ronald Sider, Rich Christians in an 

Age of Hunger, 20th Anniversary Revision ed. (W Publishing Group, 1997). 



 

3 

 

together social science critique, educational tools and theological resources to create 

models for effective adult disciple building that are adequate for addressing challenges of 

dominant culture value and practices. If Christian conversion can be understood in 

relation to a transformation of worldview, then Christian education practices should also 

support the capacity to undergo such transformations. I approach the dissertation with the 

assumption that Christian formation practices should heighten the Christian community‘s 

awareness of their role in dominant culture, both as inheritors of culture and as agents. 

This awareness requires transformations across many dimensions of one‘s being. My 

aims in this dissertation include: to provide an overview of consumer culture literature; 

to recover discipleship as primary image of identity for the Christian community; and to 

propose an approach to holistic formation based on the hermeneutical circle that 

integrates transformative learning with theological reflection for resistance of dominant 

culture and the creation of alternatives. 

I have employed a version of the hermeneutic circle as the method of research and 

writing for this dissertation. My own faith and personal experiences bring me to begin 

with wanting to ―see‖ the social context of my work clearly. I then ask questions about 

the cultural context, and of the scriptures and tradition to understand the relationship of 

culture to life as a contemporary Christ-follower. Finally, I investigate tools for taking 

action and propose an approach to Christian discipleship which takes the consumer 

context seriously. 

Chapter 1 sets the parameters of the discussion of consumer culture. I introduce 

literature on consumer culture and how it relates to the issue of meaning-making and 

identity.  The study of ―consumer culture‖ is a growing academic field today, and the 
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consumer society is also a frequent topic of conversation in popular media. Researchers 

name three trends which have prompted this decade‘s popular critiques.
3
 First, is a public 

recognition of the breadth of new domestic and international economic inequalities 

including a growing conscience about child poverty and hunger. Second, is a growing 

awareness of the impact of globalization, not only economically but related to awareness 

of environmental issues: if the world consumed at the rate of the United States it would 

arguably take four planet earths to sustain that level of consumption of natural resources. 

Third, is recognition of the relentless commodification of so many spheres of life, marked 

by the marketing of goods and services that previously were outside of the profit making 

nexus, even marketing values and religions. The breadth and depth of commodification in 

the contemporary West informs our collective imagination in ways that are 

unprecedented. What are some of the implications for religious identity and meaning-

making in light of the consumerist context?  The second part of the chapter looks at the 

growing Christian literature by theologians analyzing the conditions of the consumer 

society.  

The complexity of today‘s North American context demands a more nuanced 

approached to culture that understands the significance of the enculturation of Christian 

communities while at the same time requires critical theological reflection on Christian 

identity and dominant culture. Chapter 2 explores theological resources including the 

gospel of Luke, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Gustavo Gutierrez for highlighting key 

dimensions of Christian discipleship for our day. After introducing the concept of 

disciple in the early Christian communities I ask what it means to cultivate these attitudes 

and practices specifically in the consumer culture. How does identity as disciples help us 

                                                 
3
 Douglas Holt and Juliet Schor, eds., The Consumer Society Reader (New York: The New Press, 2000). 
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understand church as a worshipping community that stands in service and solidarity with 

neighbor? I begin to answer these questions by introducing two organizations who are 

attempting to live out consumerism-aware discipleship. 

The middle chapters introduce tools for the integration of faith and culture. In 

Chapter 3 I explore wisdom from the discipline of educational studies. Transformative 

learning theory serves as a resource for cultivating awareness of underlying assumptions 

shaped by culture that are operative in adult decision making and worldview. If part of 

the task of facilitating adult maturity in Christian community is to cultivate the capacity 

to reflect critically on the presuppositions that drive decision making and problem 

solving, I suggest we turn to transformative learning from the field of adult education to 

understand mature adult meaning-making. Adult learning experiences ought to coach 

adults into more mature thinking patterns when faced with new challenges, instead of 

operating out of an unconscious set of assumptions. A basic insight of the theory is that 

critical self-reflection is stimulated by experiences of disorientation when a discrepancy 

between new insights and a learner‘s long held beliefs, values, or assumptions becomes 

obvious. What are the strengths and limits of the theory for use in a Christian context? 

Chapter 4 describes Henriot and Holland‘s ―pastoral circle‖ as a transformative 

learning tool. This exemplifies how liberation theology and Christian social ethics 

provide hermeneutical models for understanding the interplay of human experience, 

particularly social issues, and the Christian message demanding a new way of being that 

cultivates a new lens for seeing, engaging in reflection again.  I move toward a model of 

adapting the pastoral circle for educating congregations to think theologically about 

culture for the sake of personal transformation and social action.   
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Chapter 5 fleshes out an approach based on the tools from education theory and 

practical theology introduced in the previous chapters. Jesus reminded his followers, 

―Where your treasure is there your heart will be also.‖
4
 How can the Christian 

community wrestle ultimate concerns back from the consumer culture to the heart of God 

for the world?  The chapter looks at practical attempts to deepen  resistance at the identity 

forming/meaning-making level, so that decision making, quality of relationships, problem 

solving, goal setting and values reflect a different set of presuppositions than the 

dominant commodified culture.  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
4
 Luke 12:34, The New Oxford Annotated Bible. 
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Chapter 1  

 

Consumer Culture as Context of the Twenty-first Century American 

Church: The commodified self, commodified other 
 

 

 
The powerful allure of religion and branding is the same. We will be rescued. This act of rescue, be it from 
the Man from Glad or the Man from Galilee, transports us to the promised land of resolution. 

5
 

 _____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Following a striking turn of events in 2008, the financial world has been in 

turmoil and North Americans have been living through an economic recession with 

global reverberations. The failures and fears reflected in this recession illustrate how 

people‘s identities, confidence, perhaps even faith, have rested heavily on their ability to 

amass wealth and consume goods and services without limit. Reading the subtext of the 

cultural climate of the American recession serves as a helpful introduction to how beliefs 

and practices engendered by an economic system reflect a deeper meaning-making 

system.  

   Temporary Frugality 

There was a shift in N. American consumption patterns in light of the fiscal crisis 

and sudden downturn in personal income and savings. These trends were captured in a 

Monterey County Herald series, ―The New Frugality,‖ which ran throughout the spring of 

2009 chronicling individual‘s coping habits during the recession. Other essays from that 

period declare: ―Recession forces people to buy only what they need‖; ‗Saving taking 

                                                 
5
 James B. Twitchell, Branded Nation: The Marketing of Megachurch, College Inc., and Museumworld 

(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004). 
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precedence over eating out‖; ―Consumer‘s thriftiness hurting economy‖; and ―First timers 

try hand at producing own food.‖ A Boston Globe front page article, titled, ―The duct-

tape economy,‖ tells the story of business owners describing the demand for repair 

businesses, from cars to shoes as a ―silver lining‖ in the weak economy.
6
 

The irony in a consumer-capitalist system is that more savings means less 

unbridled spending, which hurts retailers in the short term. However, many economists 

have expressed the view that the long term benefits of regaining balance from an 

unsustainable consumer debt-fueled economy benefits everyone in the long run. One such 

point of view is expressed in a short piece from The Wall Street Journal in April 2009 

titled ―Frugality Forged in Today‘s Recession has Potential to Outlast It.‖ The WSJ 

article explains that ―US households last year reduced their total debt outstanding for the 

first time since WWII, according to the Federal Reserve.‖
7
  The author analyzes data 

from a survey of 46 economists who predict that there will be a lasting shift in American 

saving habits, which had been in steep decline since the 1980s. The article quotes a small 

business owner and father of three young children who has had no income for six months 

and consequently sold the family SUV and a vacation house to live debt free ―I have 

completely changed in that regard,‖ he explains ―…I just want to make enough money to 

enjoy myself and my family. I am not trying to get rich anymore.‖ This story, while 

anecdotal, captures the stories of scores of people who are restructuring their lives to live 

within their means.  

In a similar article suggesting that the new spending patterns could become longer 

term habits for consumers, Tom Abate of the San Francisco Chronicle reports on a poll 

                                                 
6
 Jenn Abelson, "The Duct-Tape Economy," The Boston Globe, April 27 2009. 

7
 Kelly Evans, "Frugality Forged in Today's Recession Has Potential to Outlast It," The Wall Street 

Journal, Monday, April 6 2009. 
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that demonstrates how people are spending less and planning to save more.
8
 People 

presume that the economy will not recover in the next few years so they have to cut down 

on discretionary spending such as entertainment and dining out. Those quoted say that 

they plan to make long term changes in purchasing based on their fears that the economy 

will not recover any time soon. With confidence eroded, it will be a long while before 

people spend the way they have in the past decade, not because of a change in values, but 

simply because people have less capital on hand.  

What do people hope for at the resolution of this present ―crisis‖? For most, it is 

the restoration of financial security, not a revolution of attitudes or practices regarding 

what is ―enough‖ economically or a new valuation of human dignity beyond 

accumulation of wealth and goods. Consider data such as: Americans spend annually on 

cosmetics, pet supplies, and ice cream more than it would take to immunize all children 

worldwide.
9
 We Americans also spend at Christmas more that it would take to provide 

clean drinking water for the entire developing world.
10

 So, even in this time of forced 

frugality, issues of consumption are not any less complex or morally charged. 

These snapshots provide an entry point for considering why sociologists and 

social commentators insist that American society is a consumer culture. This chapter 

introduces ―consumer culture‖ as a paradigm for understanding the social context of the 

church in the twenty-first century.  After defining consumer culture, I describe the 

                                                 
8
 Tom Abate, "New Frugality Could Become a Habit for Strapped Shoppers," San Francisco Chronicle, 

April 2009. 
9
 Rough estimates of 61 billion dollars on discretionary expenses such as these compared to UN estimates 

of 1.3 billion dollars for immunization. Data analyzed by economists at Massive Change/ Institute Without 

Boundaries. 
10

 According to Living Water International, a relief and development agency, it would cost roughly 10 

billion dollars per year to provide wells and distribution of clean water globally. They contrast this to 

consumer studies reports that in 2008 American Christmas retail revenues topped 450 billion dollars. See 

their explanation of UN and World Bank statistics at http://www.water.cc/water-crisis/related. 
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historical relationship of Christianity to facets of consumer culture. What emerges as my 

greatest concern is commodification: the ubiquitous nature of consumer culture is 

reflected in the commodification of values, experience and human relationship. I analyze 

this phenomenon through the lenses of sociology and practical theology. 

 

Why “consumer culture”? 

The field of consumer culture encompasses a variety of research areas: with 

economics, history, anthropology and environmental studies central among the many. 

There are shared assumptions among scholars, however, about what it means to use the 

term ―consumer culture.‖ Sociologist Don Slater asserts that framing consumer culture as 

a contemporary problem is an over simplification; it has evolved over the hundreds of 

years of modernity since the Enlightenment.  He names seven features of consumer 

culture which are recognized across disciplines:
11

 

1) Consumer culture is a culture of consumption. As such, the dominant values 

of a society are not only organized through consumption practices but also 

derived from them. 

2) Consumer culture is the culture of a market society. 

3) Consumer culture is, in principle, universal and impersonal. All social 

relations, activities and objects can in principle be exchanged as 

commodities. 

4) Consumer culture identifies freedom with private choice and private life. The 

relation between freedom and privacy has been crucial to the development of 

the modern person. 

5) Consumer needs are in principle unlimited and insatiable. 

6) Consumer culture is the privileged medium for negotiating identity and status 

within a post-traditional society. In the post-modern society the extreme 

version of this persists: ―society appears as a kind of fancy dress party where 

                                                 
11

 Don Slater, Consumer Culture and Modernity (Cambridge, England: Polity Press, 1997). 24-31. 
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identities are designed, tried on, worn for the evening then traded in for the 

next.‖ 
12

 

7) Consumer culture highlights the increasing importance of culture in the 

modern exercise of power. In post-modern theory the cultural value of goods 

pre-empts the economic value whereby symbolic cultural signifiers influence 

production more than the market does. 

Slater‘s summary and framing of the consumer culture includes the centrality of 

individualism and the development of identity within consumer culture that fuel the ethos 

of universal commodification.  

 The descriptive term ―consumer culture‖ is warranted because of how pervasive 

and inescapable a life of consumption is to the American experience. It does not 

necessarily infer critique, nor does it serve to reduce a description of the American 

experience to consumption habits and values. Yet, when we start to fixate on living to 

consume as much as possible as opposed to consuming to live, consumption is no longer 

merely a neutral descriptor but a cultural ideology.  

While I work with the presupposition that the contemporary formative 

environment of the human person and social communities is consumer culture, it is 

important to consider that people are both agents in and subjects of a culture. Further, 

postmodern theorists remind us that ―culture‖ is more fluid and porous than 

anthropologists once described, and that human socialization should be understood in 

terms of cultures not culture; most people are simultaneously participating in multiple 

cultural milieus.
 13

  The consumer culture literature generally uses the concept of 

―culture‖ to describe a group of people‘s way of life and the group-specific social 

consensus. Slater‘s thorough description reflects the anthropological usage of ―culture,‖ 

                                                 
12

 Ibid., 30. 
13

 See Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997). 
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as the way of living together transmitted from one generation to a next reflecting the 

whole which includes forms of knowledge, morals and law, customs, and any habits that 

are acquired as a member of that society.  

Although many socializing influences shape identity and make claims on one‘s 

allegiances, the effects of consumer culture cut across demographics such as gender, 

socio-economic status and ethnicity. Everyone lives in relationship to the institutions, 

practices, and assumptions that constitute the consumer society. Further, to understand 

how I am using   ―consumer culture‖ it should be evident that it is not simply an 

economic reference. As reflected in Slater‘s definition, beyond one‘s relationship to 

money, the ethos of consumer culture shapes identity, values, relationships and mass 

imagination. So, while in all societies people consume, economist Neva Goodwin 

explains that ―the things whose consumption characterizes a consumer society are not 

those that are needed for subsistence but are valued for non-utilitarian reasons, such as 

status seeking, envy provocation and novelty seeking.‖
14

 Goodwin goes on to say that ―in 

a consumer society individual identity is related to consumption, the judgments that  are 

made about self and others are related to the lifestyle created by consumption activities. 

In a production oriented society identity is more tied to what one produces than what one 

consumes.‖
15

 Moving forward, I use the terms consumer culture and consumer society to 

characterize the processes and ideology of consumption as used by sociologists.   

 The role of consumption in American life developed under the shadow of many 

national ideologies. Slater traces the consumer society back to the beginning of 

modernity in the eighteenth century with its heightened emphasis on the individual and 

                                                 
14

 Neva Goodwin, Frank Ackerman, and David Kiron, eds., The Consumer Society, 5 vols., vol. 2, Frontier 

Issues in Economic Thought (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1997).3. 
15

 Ibid.,3 
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personal freedoms. While I will not explore such broad historical precedents, it is 

important in social analysis to use an historical lens. I do so with regards to the 

connection between Christianity and the commodification of everyday life and values 

throughout the last century.  

Historical foundations 

Contemporary theological responses to the cultural context will be strengthened 

by an understanding of the religious influences on the cultural roots of commercialism 

even while we look to the Christian tradition to provide alternatives to the dominant 

practices of consumption. So, some attention to the historical antecedents of our 

contemporary culture is called for. Because of an emphasis on values such as happiness, 

success, and the ―good society‖ in early American Christianity as well as in the emerging 

philosophy behind the retail economy, it is most helpful to look at pieces of the history of 

those two systems simultaneously.  

The interplay of dominant Protestant values, emerging modern philosophies, and 

social sciences, along with economic structures allowed for the development of consumer 

capitalism that we now experience in contemporary American culture. Despite the 

popular rhetoric suggesting that consumer culture has been reshaping American 

Christianity, a thorough understanding of consumer culture must include recognition of 

the ways in which Christian tradition was already embedded in the social systems we 

have inherited. 

John Wanamaker: Man of religious values and retail passions 

 

Historians describe how the dominant values of twentieth century Protestantism 

impacted the trajectory of modern American business practices. Christian institutions 
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have been intimately related to the structures and values that support consumer capitalism 

and the culture of consumption. Of particular impact was the rise of Christian elite urban 

businessmen and politicians. John Wanamaker, a pioneer in retail and advertising at the 

turn of the twentieth century is a fascinating example of the kind of person who captures 

the paradox inherent in the birth of consumer culture particularly as it related to the 

Protestant tradition.   Exploring the ambiguous mix of practices regarding work, saving, 

spending, and aesthetics apparent in John Wanamaker‘s story helps to illuminate the key 

elements of modernity which fostered commercialism.
16

   

In the period from 1861-1877 there was a dramatic revolution in retail that 

paralleled changes brought about by industrial revolution and an increase in personal 

capital. Wanamaker appealed to customers as an honest religious man, even using folksy 

religious language in his advertising.
17

 Generally, merchants were not reputable 

characters in the cities and retail venues were often avoided by middle class and upper 

middle class with household staff doing the shopping when possible. Wanamaker 

developed a different ethos in his company. He was a visible presence among the 

employees as well as his customers, establishing personal relationships. He empathized 

with disgruntled customers, writing letters and offering apologies. According to his 

records, he was being charitable while cultivating a group of loyal customers.
18

  

                                                 
16
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Wanamaker was an innovator in many areas such as merchandise diversity, 

utilizing window displays, building giant showrooms, as well as through creating an 

image of the merchant as a trustworthy gentleman. As a mercantile pioneer he felt that 

the retailer also had a great responsibility for the quality of the goods—he developed a 

lab in his 1890 store basement to check his products. Wanamaker‘s pursuit of ―quality‖ 

translated into shoppers perceiving his merchandise as a necessity, not as the luxury that 

it may have been to the potential customer. 
19

  

Wanamaker‘s personal standards were also reflected in his pioneering activity in 

advertising. At the beginning of the twentieth century there was a shift toward the 

professionalization of advertising. In part this meant a turn toward ―experts‖ for 

cultivating effective marketing. Quickly, an approach to selling items not primarily by 

their characteristics but by effecting people‘s overarching desires took hold. One of the 

features of a commodified, or consumer-oriented, culture is that the structures of 

capitalism engender a non-utilitarian approach to consumption and production, relating 

values such as ―happiness‖ with material goods.  Such symbolic meaning of consumption 

has evolved along with other developments in social and intellectual history of 

modernity. Advertisers reflected the new psychological landscape such as persons‘ 

―suggestibility‖ and therapeutically appealing to an ideal of what would make people feel 

good, by suggesting which products would fit their desires.
20

 Psychology was influential 

among upper-middle class Protestants and the values of the Christian businessmen 

seemed to reinforce this affective approach to advertising.   

                                                 
19

 Americans growing obsession with the bargain and cheap goods would overtake the initial production of 
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20
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The ―benevolent‖ expert was trusted to tell people what was good for them. The 

retailer and advertisers believed they had the power to shape people‘s tastes and desires.
21

 

Wanamaker was determined to call advertisers to honesty: to do away with 

misrepresentation and exaggeration in advertising. People remarked that his advertising 

medium contributed to the already theatrical feel of his revolutionary store environment. 

In Wanamaker‘s own understanding he was creating a new world of high moral standing 

for shoppers and employees.  Wanamaker greatly influenced not only the tone of 

advertisements but the method, as well, by using all forms of print ads, erecting large 

billboards, and writing editorials about his products in the daily papers. Wanamaker 

himself not only advertised his goods but even published editorials to celebrate the 

wonder of the department store: he published a series of articles about his store entitled, 

―The Garden of Merchandise,‖ which was a play on the garden of Eden and celebrated 

the emerging commercial culture and the theatrical elements of his retail practices.
22

  

For Wanamaker and his peers the combination of religion and commerce 

exemplified the strength of America.
 23

  The changing ethos of what has constituted the 

―common good,‖ for example, was shifting at the turn of the twentieth century. While the 

early American leaders had generally regarded religion as the root of happiness and 

virtue, by the end of the nineteenth century this vision was being transformed to include 

                                                 
21
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many other avenues to pursue happiness and liberty.
24

 Such a transition is demonstrated 

in the late nineteenth century blossoming of the image of America from the ―desired 

land‖ of the early colonists in their search for freedoms to the ―land of desire‖.
25

 There is 

a related shift during that period reflected in mainline Christian language from self-denial 

to self-fulfillment, with a reinforcement of growing individualism through the 

sanctification of choice.
26

 

The early field of modern retail and advertising envisioned a new culture that 

would eventually come to dominate in America—one that privileged the quest for 

pleasure, comfort and security.
  
At the same time, the Christian mainstream in the early 

twentieth century was evolving into a highly privatized, personal belief system, even 

becoming synonymous with the successful middle class.
27

 Overall, Christianity did not 

provide people with critical insight into the nature and character of the newly emerging 

cultural capitalism nor the moral challenges inherent in the system.
28
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Historians Fox and Leer, in their analysis of America‘s retail and religious power 

brokers, ask: how did the Protestant producer-based ethic in the nineteenth century which 

stressed hard work, sacrifice, and savings, evolve into the dominant twentieth century 

―consumer ethic‖?
29

  Wanamaker‘s story begins to answer this question. In Wanamaker‘s 

life we see the zeal with which he wanted to be the best kind of merchant he could be: an 

ethical business person who would treat his employees and customers with respect. He 

wanted to advertise honestly. He felt that his work was a vocation, his purpose in life. 

While his critics, then and now, would label Wanamaker‘s products not as necessities but 

luxuries, as a devout Presbyterian he must have seen the promotion of high quality goods, 

his ―beautiful fields of necessities,‖
30

 as his contribution to the common good. 

Participating for the common good would have been a key to his reformed theology, and 

the conception of the ―common good‖ was evolving. In his context then, Wanamaker was 

justified in making available high quality, beautiful goods to the public.  He also would 

have understood his business as a service to the good in light of the perceived 

democratizing value of consumer culture. Presumably, ―everyone could desire after the 

same things,‖ observes Leach, everybody could wish for what they pleased in the 

marketplace.
 31

  

Clearly, consumer culture required not only the apparatus of marketing and 

distribution but also a particular moral climate. The distinct culture of American 

capitalism reflected a cult of the new,
32

  and the changing ethos of Protestantism, 
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encouraged the particularly American individualism, the sanctification of choice, and the 

pursuit of pleasure.
33

 Wanamaker‘s story helps to illuminate how the interplay of 

dominant Protestant values, emerging philosophies and social sciences, as well as the 

economic structure allowed for the development of our distinct form of consumer 

capitalism. 

Commodification and human experience 

Following the historical trajectory of the role of consumption in American 

society, contemporary consumer practices reveal layers of social meaning-making 

attached to goods and the delivery of services. From a sociological point of view, analysis 

of consumer culture ―emphasizes the social and symbolic meanings of consumption.‖
 34

 

There is a wide breadth of research on the commercialization of culture, including topics 

such as the impact of marketing on childhood, the social significance of brands, and how 

race and class are commodified and used in the marketplace of goods and identity. There 

is also an emerging literature on religious life and commodification; we will explore the 

theological perspective at the end of this chapter. In this section I focus on the 

commodification of self and others in the context of a consumer saturated social system. 

Anything can be a commodity 

Commodities were once confined to episodes of market exchanges, but now 

products, labels, brands, entertainment venues and popular media are so interwoven that 

commodities are inserted into all or most of our everyday experience. Even dissenters can 

be commodified. They become a target audience to be marketed to and there is a 

subculture to join by virtue of what you don‘t buy. Items such as environmentally 
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friendly products, or brand-less products that have become a kind of brand, provide a 

collective identity for people with a common concern.  Health care is considered an 

industry. Housing, the basic human need for shelter, is a lucrative for-profit market. 

Romantic relationships are commodified, not only literally through want ads but 

metaphorically-- people often have a series of relationships, trading in and trading up 

when it is no longer satisfying. The commodification of experiences can also be seen 

from tourism, to higher education where schools become brands and admissions work is 

synonymous with marketing. This degree of commodification, the researchers claim, 

informs our collective imagination in ways that are unprecedented. Studies in 

commodification and branding provide examples to tease out the ways in which 

consumer culture is far more than attending to ―materialism.‖ Consumer values and 

practices are shaping the vision we carry for who we are and how we relate to others.  

Harvard Business School professor Douglas Holt in his persuasive work on 

brands and post modernity describes how marketing is not only about promoting goods 

but is part of the larger media driven phenomenon of meaning-making and identity.
35

 

Rather than marketing being based primarily along the spectrum of wants and needs 

advertisers are concerned with a larger matter of creating meaning and identity through 

connections with products. We become convinced that association with the product is 

significant for the lifestyle attached to it. Further, we must become convinced that we are 

not satisfied with what we have, our relative status in regard to our neighbor, and how we 
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are perceived by others.
36

 Consumer culture is driven in part by this manufactured sense 

of dissatisfaction as well as by our pursuit of the new.   

There is a particular advertising campaign that captures the commodification of 

lifestyle very well.  Picture two young adult men sitting at a metropolitan cafe window 

table, one man has a book in his hand, there is jazz piano music in the background while 

the following dialogue ensues: 

Man #1: So did you hear McDonald‘s has cappuccinos now? [in a condescending tone] 

Man #2: McDonalds? [He scoffs, while swirling his coffee mug…then changes his tone to excitement] 

That‘s   awesome! 

Man #1: Yeah! 

Man #2: I can shave this thing off my face [referring to the ―soul patch‖ on his chin] 

Man #1: We don‘t have to call movies ―films‖ anymore. [He triumphantly pulls his cashmere style sweater 

off over his head] 

Man #2: We can talk about football. 

Man #1: I like football. I like sitting and watching football. 

Man #2: I don‘t need these glasses, these are fake. [Removing glasses] 

Man #1: I do need mine, they‘re very real.  

(A voiceover then announces the special deal on free McCafe
 
coffee and switches to a visual of the 

steaming  lattes in paper coffee cups with the McDonalds logo.)
37

 

 

Making the launch of a new product, cafe style coffee drinks, a matter of 

personality not simply taste represents an interesting role for advertising in culture 

making. This is just one example from the world of advertising that demonstrates how 

consumer culture is not simply about ―materialism.‖ Narrative advertising campaigns 

such as this function culturally as far more than for the promotion of a piece of clothing, 

or food or a service. They offer a way of seeing the world and give us fictional sign posts 

for the journey through identity.  
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Marketing agencies are also consciously cultivating a personal connection.―It's 

about creating super-evolved brands that reach consumer's hearts as well as their minds, 

creating an intimate, emotional connection that they just can't live without. Think about 

brands like Cheerios, JCPenney, Pampers, MillerCoors, Pillsbury, I Love New York, 

Tide, Ameriprise, and Olay. We call those brands Lovemarks.‖
38

 People may feel like we 

are not persuaded by a given advertisement to buy a product. However, if we calculate 

the amount of exposure in the physical environment of our daily lives to visual stories 

about beauty, belonging, what is intelligent, what is peaceful, what is relaxing, or what 

happiness is, the cumulative effect is a shared interpretive system based on these 

messages. 

One of the aspects of consumer culture that makes advertising so influential is 

that not only are goods marketed to us through an array of sources, from coffee cups to 

billboards from cell phone screens to the movies we watch, but often the good or service 

for sale is secondary to the human experience being advertised, as demonstrated in the 

McCafe campaign. What once made up the background for print ads and commercials 

has increasingly moved to the foreground so that a whole way of being comes to be 

associated with a product. And, for today‘s marketing agencies the less obvious the 

persuasive technique, the better. The use of non-actor looking spokespersons, effects that 

make shots look as though they come from a hidden camera, capturing slices of real life, 

background music playing that comes from the heart of culture not jingles from Madison 

Avenue: all of this contributes to the sense of agency of the consumer who is 

sophisticated enough to spot overt selling points. The postmodern advertisers and 
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television producers contribute to a more overarching commodification of place, values, 

and experiences.
39

 

Reality as commodity 

Fascinating examples of the blurred boundaries of the marketplace are seen in the 

popularity and financial success of ―reality TV,‖ ―infomercials‖ and related program-

imbedded product placement. June Deery, writing for the Journal of Popular 

Communication calls the phenomenon a ―triumph‖ of the market in the area of 

communication by commodifying various aspects of experience, as reality TV provides 

an exchange of advertising revenue for voyeurism.
40

 Deery explains that these shows 

offer mediation of experience that is designed to sell. ―Reality TV represents among other 

things, the triumph of the market, the notion that everyone as well as everything has its 

price and that people will pretty much do anything for money.‖
41

  What exactly is 

commodified in Reality TV? What can we learn about consumer culture? According to 

Deery the industry highlights the ―commodification of reality, privacy, diversity, and of 

the relation between player and viewer.‖
42

 Product placement and the self promotion of 

shows within reality TV shows are only one form of advertising that makes reality TV 

commercial culture. The selling of ―reality‖ as a packaged product itself is a great 

example of the blurred lines. 

Reality TV, including ―advertainment‖, is an extraordinary example as what is 

being mediated by commercial culture. The shows exemplify the way that experiences 

and people can be commodified on television, including co-opting the authentic or real 
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life, itself. Consider the paradox of ―authenticity,‖ when products are placed both in 

reality shows of excess and luxury, as well as those of the more ascetic/challenge genre. 

We are presumably watching someone in life as it happens to them, and yet products and 

experiences are manipulated to suit the profit margin. It is standard practice to blur out 

the labels on items and in settings which are from companies who do not pay for 

advertising space. In order for a product to be in someone‘s home or on a celebrity 

judge‘s desktop, there is a paid contract. The label ―reality TV‖ is, of course, hyperbolic; 

audiences desire these shows for the appeal of entering into the narratives of ―ordinary‖ 

people.
43

 And yet, the real, by nature, would be unmediated experience. In the context of 

commodified narratives, however, it is fully produced: mediated and manipulated through 

visual media for advertising revenue.  

―In the worlds of advertising and Reality TV there is a focus on personal therapy 

and the creation of the self, particularly among young participants who feel their 

identities are still fluid.‖
44

 Beyond the realm of marketing and consumption manipulated 

by ―reality TV‖ the relationship of identity formation and consumer culture is coming 

under increasing attention. Sociologist Jon Dovey also suggests that: 

‗First person media, in its constant iteration of 'raw' intimate human  

experience, can be seen as creating a 'balance' or lack of narrative 

coherence, for the complexity in our own lives in a world where we're left 

with the politics of the self to keep us ideologically warm‘ (p. 26). In this 

context, an individually experienced subjectivity such as Reality TV 

appears to offer would come across as inherently more authentic than any 

grand claims to objectivity or abstract truth.
45
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Beyond the production reality TV and its connection to the marketplace there are other 

signs of how identity and relationship are shaped in commercialized culture.  

Commodification and identity 

According to marketing strategists, identity is a commodity to be bought and sold 

in the marketplace and media. Personal style is a marketing term, not only for what we 

buy but even for how people chose to ―market‖ themselves to others. People want to be 

associated with certain brands because of their aura. While this hyper-attachment to 

brands is contemporary, a market driven development of personal identity emerged over 

time. Anthony Giddens, in his work on modernity and identity, identifies the 

phenomenon of the ever changing self image, or ―self reflexive identity project,‖ as 

distinctly modern, not a sudden social phenomenon. It is only exacerbated by the current 

domination of advertising and commodification in ―high modernity.‖
46

 Identity as self-

reflexive refers to a process of continuous revision of personal narratives in a context of 

multiple choice; people are asked to negotiate their choices among a seemingly boundless 

arena of possibilities.  

Such self creation of identity, as opposed to traditionally bound development of 

the self, has been evolving to various degrees in all post-traditional cultures. However, 

market forces have capitalized on the multi-faceted self and identity experimentation in 

contemporary North America heightened by commodification of values, lifestyles and the 

increasing symbolic qualities of goods. In modern societies it takes on the role of 

establishing identity and social position which was once the realm of family or religion.
47
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Marketers study behaviors and preferences and have learned that people expect to 

experience consumption as a site of identity creation and personal development.
48

 As 

literary critic Larry McCaffrey eloquently states, ―This is the postmodern desert inhabited 

by people who are, in effect, consuming themselves in the form of images and 

abstractions through which their desires, sense of identity, and memories are replicated 

and then sold back to them as products."
49

 How does our self understanding and beliefs 

about others around us get shaped in a consumer society? Looking at the work on brands 

and identity is helpful in the conversation about the ―chronic revisions‖ of the modern 

person. With the sophistication of consumers today, the market does not simply dictate 

taste and create meanings regarding goods that will be passively believed.  Instead, Holt 

and Schor argue, advertisers mobilize meaning.
50

 They mobilize values and meanings 

already buzzing in the culture, or subcultures, which they observe. For example, ―Nike 

does not aim to attach particular meanings to its product; it just needs to attach the 

swoosh to any particular person, place or thing, that is granted cultural value in the world 

of sport.‖
51

 

In terms of identity, this means that by attaching brand logos to something that is 

already valued in the culture such as youthfulness and authenticity, or promoting brands 

as synonymous with a certain experience such as the ideal family vacation, or an attitude 

such as environmental friendliness, a person attaches that value to the item to be 

purchased for the sake of status or identification with a lifestyle enclave.   

                                                 
48

 Holt and Schor, eds., The Consumer Society Reader. 
49

 McCaffrey, Larry. ―Desert of the Real.‖  Storming the Reality Studio. Larry McCaffrey, ed.  

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1992.)6. 
50

 Holt and Schor, eds., The Consumer Society Reader.xx-xxi .  
51

 Ibid., xx. 



 

27 

 

Consider one of Toyota‘s SUVs, The 4Runner. In an interesting blend of reality 

TV and blatant product placement there was a short-lived television program (in 2003) 

called Global Extremes: 4Runners of Adventure. The contestants were engaged in various 

challenges at Mt Everest. And what vehicle was the featured mode of transportation in 

the show? The 4Runner. The blurring of lines between entertainment and commodities is 

quite evident in this example, as the show‘s title makes a play on the car‘s name while at 

the same time Toyota‘s SUV advertisement campaign running in multiple media outlets 

featured an image of the 4Runner SUV on a rugged, snowy mountainside. The text of the 

advertising included a description that the SUV is ―aspirational, youthful, sporty and, 

most of all genuine.‖ 
52

While people know that a car cannot, in fact, demonstrate any of 

these human qualities, the purpose of such qualities that are desirable in our culture is to 

lead people to associate themselves with those idealized qualities. Consumers are savvy 

and can step back from advertisements knowing that a car doesn‘t actually do anything 

but transport people and yet the qualities associated with a brand or logo can appeal to the 

shopper‘s self-image and be very influential in decision making.  

Consciously people may not be persuaded by a given advertisement to buy a 

product. However, if we observe the physical environment of our daily lives and the 

cumulative effect of the visual stories all around us: about beauty, belonging, what is 

intelligent, what is peaceful, what is relaxing, what is fun; we cannot help but be 

influenced by the definitions sold to us. The ubiquitous presence of these messages 

begins to make the popular media version of such values normative.  

Even resistance and dissent can be commodified. Counter cultural people become 

a target audience to be marketed to, and the marketplace helps create the subculture that 
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can be joined by virtue of those taboo products that they don‘t buy.
53

 Environmentally 

friendly products for example accomplish a certain good while also offering a collective 

identity for people with a common concern. In any case, Holt asserts, consumption is the 

site of identity in postmodern culture whether one accepts the advertiser‘s messages 

about taste or one chooses to resist normative pressure through alternative purchasing.
54

  

  People‘s relationships with brands can include a pseudo-community formed 

around the brand. Researchers have looked at sub-cultures around vehicles such as Jeep, 

or Harley Davidson, and describe how these products have come to symbolize far more 

than the utilitarian value they may have. Instead they are connected with lifestyle, and 

social status. Sociologists call this phenomenon ―brand tribalism‖ and have studied how 

brands are part of social networking, and how people may relate with the brand itself as 

personified entities.
55

 In post modernity the self-created tribe has taken the place of other 

forms of naturally occurring community through family lines or geography. In the search 

for belonging, consumer culture, and brands in particular, play an important role.  

Searching for belonging and developing an identity can be understood 

existentially as questions of faith answered in various ways by religious traditions. The 

development of the commodified self and the commodification of relating to the other 

has implications for Christian practices and theology. Where does Christian community 

fit in as an influence on identity formation and belonging in light of consumer culture?  
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Commodification and Religious Commitment 

Commodification in relation to religious faith 

Two important contemporary voices in the discussion of religious life and 

consumer culture are theologians John Kavanaugh and Vincent Miller.
56

 Kavanaugh 

began his work in the 1980s, in the midst of the ―me-generation‖ and yet before the great 

economic boom of the 1990s. Nonetheless his projections of the moral and systemic 

consequences for the twenty-first century were prescient. He has since updated his work, 

Following Christ in a Consumer Society, to include a bibliographic essay that reflects 

current sociological studies and theological analysis, though his foundational critique 

remains unchanged. Vincent Miller‘s postmodern cultural and theological analysis of 

religious life in light of consumerism extends the work begun by Kavanugh by 

distinguishing between the cultural conflicts of ideologies and that of practices.
57

  Miller 

illuminates the eclipsing of distinctly Christian meaning-making within consumer 

cultures. Together these works provide important theological insights regarding consumer 
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habits and the culture of commodification. Drawing on their wisdom I seek to illustrate 

the impact of consumer culture as the formational environment for faith development: in 

light of the power of commodification what is the interplay between consumer culture 

and Christian identity as it is lived in practices. 

Kavanaugh‘s aim is to highlight the differences between a worldview created by 

consumer capitalism in American and a worldview birthed by faithfulness to the 

teachings of Jesus Christ. He calls these two distinct ―forms;‖ asking what form human 

existence takes under the influence of each of these contrasting authorities. The consumer 

society is a formation system whereby meaning-making is dictated by a ―commodity 

form.‖ By ―formation system‖ Kavanaugh means that the social structures and cultural 

norms of modern American life form our behavior, inform identity and tell us our status 

in the world.
58

  In the commodity form, objects are primary.  

The impact of consumer society as commodifiying so many aspects of life is 

clearly articulated in Kavanaugh‘s description and analysis. He deals with 

dehumanization in terms of epistemology, identity and relationality. In so far as 

consumerism is a philosophy, not only a set of practices, it infuses politics, medicine, 

social relations as well as the economic system by decentering humanity to the margins 

of the world of objects.
59

 Dehumanization is most evident, he says, in examples such as 

slavery and systematic injustices that demonstrate the extreme state of humans being 

relegated to the status of things. However, this is not the only form such 

depersonalization takes. People know others as commodity, thus the evidence of sex and 

violence in marketing should not be a surprise, he notes. Further, the discourse around 
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contemporary sexuality and relationships would indicate that sexual gratification is 

depersonalized whereby a partner becomes the means to personal gratification or even 

domination.
60

 

Marked by a ―loss of interiority‖ people lose a sense of their own deepest 

longings and vulnerabilities to the material world of longing for products. When we know 

and are known as ―things‖ identity is reduced to one‘s external value and attributes. We 

are ―replaceable objects whose goals and values are dependent upon how much we 

market, produce and consume.‖
61

  Our ―fretful dissatisfaction‖ with self, produced in the 

consumer environment, leads to insecurities and relational distance.
62

 Kavanaugh 

describes the impact of such commodification on relationships with other people in terms 

of depersonalization and dispossession. In a rejection of the glorification of the 

objectivity and efficiency so celebrated in modernity‘s cultural systems, Kavanaugh is 

gravely concerned about the ways in which people are both lost to the world of things and 

objectified so that humanity is reduced to the status of thing.
63

 

 The personal form, in contrast to the commodity form, is reflected in the high 

anthropology of Kavanaugh‘s Christian tradition that refutes the commodification of 

personhood. People, reflecting God‘s image, are made for covenant with each other and 

God. Therefore, relating to people as objects is anathema to the Christian model of living 

for others in ―unique self donation.‖
64

 The personal form is reflected in the first covenant 

of God with the people in Israel and the law that provided boundaries for the fulfillment 

of our truest humanity in community. In the continuing revelation of God self in the 
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humanity of Jesus, following him as a disciple will provide the template for living into 

our deepest human form. Following the model of Christ who lived for others, who brings 

us into full relationship with the God of freedom and life, people have the potential to 

resist the commodity form. People need to make a choice about which god to follow, the 

gods propped up through commodification or the god revealed through Jesus Christ. In 

this way, Kavanaugh claims, we seek meaning in the interior life and in true covenant 

with others, as opposed to the meaning-making that allows others to remain things and 

allows humans to avoid facing our own vulnerabilities and imperfections that we come to 

know in light of God‘s presence.
65

 

Kavanaugh‘s work lays out the anthropological conflicts between these two 

cultural forms, which he deems ―competing forms of perception through which we filter 

our experience.‖
66

 While much of the work has to do with agreement with or dissent from 

these belief systems, the work is also grounded in experience. In the end, Kavanaugh 

turns to the practices of his tradition for the path toward ―fruitful living in resistance to 

commodified culture.‖
67

 He recommends such practices as a life grounded in prayer, 

which allows one to cultivate an ―interior poverty.‖  Interior poverty makes room for 

authentic relationship, such that community is the response to isolation and 

individualism. Sacramentality, for Kavanaugh, is also a key for forming the life of 

persons in community, as it appeals to memory and the holiness of persons.  Finally, 

simplicity, an attitude toward possessions as well as the lived expression of human 

centered commitments and desire should replace object centered desire and 

commitments.Kavanugh‘s emphasis on the response to the dehumanization implicit in 
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commodification is very important. His description of the impact of consumer culture on 

anthropology and ethics provides important foundational critique, however it is his 

description of the alternative that provides the resource for Christian formation practices. 

Having a reminder of what the ―personal form‖ is can motivate us to seek that depth of 

human experience for ourselves despite the context which pushes against it.  

Vincent Miller and the consuming of religion   

While similarly rooted in the Catholic tradition as a deep source of resistance to 

commodification, contemporary theologian Vincent Miller discusses the challenges of 

consumerism within the world of religion and the activity of Christians as consumers.
68

 

Kavanaugh seems to suggest that while culture influences the church, the two forms can 

be split into the sacred and the secular. Miller describes religious life and culture 

differently. He does not paint secular culture and church as completely separate spheres 

of life. For example, the rise of the emphasis on style and appearance by mid-century in 

everything from evangelistic preaching to glossy magazine culture continued to develop 

in the 1960s and 1970s.  A culture of spectacle was developing in religious meetings, 

sports, rock concerts and shopping malls alike. Miller notes that this development of 

passive observation of a ―virtual‖ world or vicarious experiences pre-dates the current 

barrage of virtual environments in our contemporary lives and was equally important to 

religious institutions and corporate America.
69

   

Miller wants to broaden theological reflection on the ―corrosive impact‖ of the 

―triumph‖ of consumer culture, rather than build a case for a sacred culture versus a 

                                                 
68

 Vincent J. Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in Consumer Culture (New York: 

Continuum Press, 2004). 
69

 Ibid., 283. 



 

34 

 

secular culture.
70

 This aspect of Miller‘s analysis is a helpful corrective to Kavanaughs‘s 

sometimes binary division of the world. Miller describes how consumer culture changes 

people‘s relationship with their religious beliefs and narratives, as well as with religious 

symbols thus impacting everyday practices of faith.  

 Miller‘s influential interdisciplinary work provides an important supplement to 

Kavanaugh‘s critique in both its sociological astuteness as well as its nuanced theology. 

As I have suggested, while Miller would not disagree with the description of 

commodification, there are differences between his analysis of the consumer society and 

Kavanaugh‘s.  In his theological analysis Miller explains that our Christian conflict with 

consumer culture is about ―more than values.‖
71

 Miller is clear to critique the tendency in 

theology and ethics to emphasize ideological conflicts between orthodox Christian beliefs 

and consumerism. Miller takes a broader view in an attempt to articulate a theological 

interpretation of American consumer culture that is inclusive of but not limited to 

―consumerism.‖ Going beyond much of what has been written over the past decade about 

Christianity and consumerism as part of culture wars, Miller argues that consumer culture 

is not merely a set of ideologies to which we assent or dissent but a set of ―habits of 

interpretation and use‖ that ultimately renders the content of religious beliefs less 

important.
72

  

 When we consider the buying and selling of religious symbols in popular culture 

apart from their meaning, for example, it can be illustrative of holding one‘s faith as 

shallowly as one holds brand loyalty. People can buy religious icons from across the 
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globe in home goods stores, under the auspices of ethnic styles. Anyone can purchase 

cross necklaces or Tibetan prayer flags made popular by celebrities without embracing 

the practices or beliefs of the religion devotionally. Even when done in the name of 

valuing diversity, the abstraction of images or beliefs from the context of the practices 

they represent will only serve to further erode these traditions.
73

 In a culture that is so 

visually driven, religious images lose their ability to communicate with power or depth as 

they compete in the commodified space with so many other images. So, Miller, 

concerned with how our actions correspond to our convictions, invites us to consider 

whether practices that emphasize the displays of religious symbols truly strengthen their 

influence or simply become another ―disposable symbol in the cultural marketplace.‖
74

 In 

matters big and small, we need practices that come from our understanding of how 

commodification and consumerism may or may not be operative in our choices. 

Consider the case of the clothing company, Limited Too. The Limited 

Corporation now sells clothing and accessories under the brand logo Justice, as re-

branding of their clothing lines for tweens, capitalizing on the celebrity culture of 

working for ―justice.‖ Does walking through the mall and seeing a funky lit up sign 

proclaiming justice contribute to our culture ethos by keeping such a value in clear sight, 

or does it diminish the complexity of the ethical and political demands of justice? What 

are the implications of wearing the word justice on a t-shirt or the back pocket of a pair of 

jeans with no connection to acts of justice? Might naming a brand ―Justice‖ so dilute the 

power of the praxis of justice to leaving people satisfied with the logo ―justice‖?  
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Miller explains, ―An analysis of commodification will show that the cultural 

consequences of capitalism go beyond the selfish inclination to accumulate ridiculous 

amounts of goods. They fundamentally change human relationships, culture and 

religion.‖
75

 He echoes Kavanaugh‘s concern that the impact of a ubiquitous consumer 

culture on faith development is ultimately about meaning-making —that is, for 

contemporary Americans the center of meaning- making lies within the framework of 

commodification not within the beliefs and practices of a faith tradition. Miller argues 

that we must be very cautious about how the underlying cultural dynamic of exchange 

and consumption is applied beyond the world of goods and services to people, 

relationships, religious identity and capacity for commitment.
76

  

The habits of exchange and objectification engendered by culture often trump the 

religious meaning-making capacity of faith communities. For example, a ―self -centered 

therapeutic culture‖ created by a mix of psychology, consumerism and expressions of 

faith is a way that popular culture and Christian communities overlap.
77

 This therapeutic 

approach that highlights status, self development, and self protection lacks the more 

complex interiority as Kavanaugh described, which impacts how we relate to others and 

what we expect in our faith communities. If we are not getting something useful out of 

religion, we have little interest. The logic of exchange replaces the proclivity toward 

commitment or allegiance to something greater than one‘s self. ―In this culture, religion, 
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like other commodities, serves to fill in the identity of the consumer…Thus the form of 

religion that we have been discussing—shallow, abstracted sentiment divorced from 

practice—is ideally suited for this world.‖
78

 Miller even uses contemporary romantic 

relationships to demonstrate the ―logic‖ of commodification in that, ―Love is reduced to a 

calculus of maximum returns, relationships to an exchange of emotional commodities, 

persons to things…this logic is our cultural default, the form in which we are most likely 

to cast our deliberations.‖
79

There is something prohibitive in the endless possibilities of 

self creation, which would encourage a habit of treating religious faith as one more add-

on to identity.  

Conclusions 

Miller and Kavanaugh provide us with theological resources for analyzing 

consumer culture and envisioning a response from the church. They both highlight the 

significance of the commodification of personhood. Further, Miller draws on history and 

sociology to describe the ways in which the structures and infrastructures (including 

religious ones) of contemporary American society have supported and reinforce the 

culture of commodification. We have seen that the development of North American 

Christianity influenced the development of consumer culture; and the emerging cultural 

ethos has also impacted Christian institutions.  A significant development was how the 

conceptualization of ―human desire‖ moved out of the realm of the religious into market 

ideals. It was not a sudden phenomenon, as selling ―desire‖ was part of the melding of the 

values of Christian businessmen into retail practices at the turn of the twentieth century. I 

agree with Miller that our greatest hopes and desires, even our understanding of what it 
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means to be human, are formed by advertising as much as they may be formed by 

traditional spiritual disciplines and religious doctrines.  Not addressing such an integrated 

narrative means that many Christians will continue to critique ―culture‖ as something 

outside of their communities.  

Miller‘s insistence that the challenges of living in a consumer culture are not only 

the ethical implications of overconsumption but that the habits forged by underlying 

assumptions regarding exchange and commodification can color everything we do. These 

concerns echo two important points made by Don Slater cited at the beginning of this 

chapter. Namely, that the dominant values of a society are not only organized through 

consumption practices but also derived from them and that as such, the dominant culture 

of consumption is the privileged medium for negotiating identity. How such an ethos 

poses a challenge to formation of Christian identity is the driving question of the next 

chapter.  
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Chapter 2 

Commodification as a Theological Problem: Discipleship That Challenges 

the Consumer Context 
  

 
 

“True Religion Apparel, Inc. is a growing, design-based jean and jean-related brand. ...True 
Religion is and always will be Timeless, Hippie, Bohemian, Chic.”

80
 

 
 

 

    

 Religious language and imagery provide advertisers with provocative and familiar 

poetry for describing brands and products. Churches and religious agencies readily 

employ marketing strategies and their own form of brand recognition as they jostle for 

―consumers‖ in the spiritual marketplace. Christian families struggle to make sense of 

contradictions between a life of service and serving the demands of a status and 

achievement oriented society. Is it possible to embrace an alternative reality: that the 

accumulation of goods, status seeking, and allegiance to the promises of the marketplace 

are second best to the abundant life in Christian community described in scripture? This 

chapter examines commodification within a theological construct and explores its 

challenge for faith educators who seek to nurture disciples. With discipleship as a 

guiding analytical framework I examine the theological implications of commodification 

and the struggle for Christian meaning-making in a consumer age. I identify key 

attributes of Christian life that serve as counter narrative within consumer culture 

through a discussion of discipleship drawing on scripture, theology and lived 

experience. In the final section of the chapter I describe two contemporary faith 
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movements that illustrate practices and a vision for resisting over-consumption and 

commodification.      

The Christian tradition provides a set of meaning-making values, core beliefs, and 

spiritual habits to support the believer in everyday decision making and one‘s life 

patterns. Yet, many North American congregations seem to be embedded uncritically in 

the social structures, interpretive categories, and practices of the dominant culture.
 81

 This 

suggests that while Christians may mentally assent to Jesus‘ teachings (on generosity, 

wealth, or anxiety over material possessions, for example) the actual habits of Christian 

communities do not look much different than anyone else‘s when it comes to spending, 

commercially driven identities, or worry over finances.
 82

 What theological resources can 

be drawn upon to cultivate alternatives to the meaning-making constructs described in 

chapter one? 

I propose that the re-vitalization of the image and concept of the Christian life as 

discipleship, encompasses both orthodoxy and orthopraxy in a way that is most helpful in 

this striving to address Christian resistance in consumer culture.  In the following section 

I reflect on scripture and theology to develop a framework of an understanding of 

discipleship adequate for sustaining Christian spirituality in the context of a highly 

commodified society. 
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Biblical Discipleship 

 

The ancient concept of discipleship can still hold meaning for us today in terms of 

personal and communal identity as twenty-first century Christians. Michael Budde, 

professor of political science who writes about church in socio-political context laments: 

We have few templates for what Christian discipleship should look like in our 

time and place, so pervasive is the diluted version, although the gospel stories of 

Jesus give us a powerful place to stand and begin such a reformation. But until we 

start weaning ourselves from the cheapened variety, we will lack the appetite for a 

God-centered practice closer to the genuine article as exemplified by Jesus.‖
83

  

 

To begin rebuilding a template for our times, let us first examine the model of ancient 

discipleship. 

In ancient Greece discipleship was an important aspect of many of the philosophical 

schools. The synoptic gospels reflect some of the same principles, particularly that 

discipleship meant following a teacher and adherence to a philosophical school of 

thought under a Master. There is also a more nuanced way that the words ―follower‖ and 

―disciple‖ are used in the gospels akin to the rabbi /student relationship where a student 

both follows the train of thought of the teacher as well as literally accompanying him 

where he goes. Scholars suggests that the Gospel writers‘ use of the word, which implies 

―imitation‖ as part of the life of the student, would not be unheard of in other master 

student relationships but receives much more emphasis in the Christian tradition.
84
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 An additional dimension of the New Testament description of discipleship 

includes ―leaving things behind‖ to follow Jesus, which goes beyond the typical 

Hellenistic usage for other philosophical schools.
85

 Leaving things behind implies a 

tremendous commitment which breaks all other ties: for the early companions of the 

historical Jesus there is both a physical following behind Jesus and the internal 

commitment to instruction and relationship with Jesus. This participation in Christ‘s life, 

which meant both sharing in his ministry, as the writer of Luke reminds us, and abiding 

in him, as the writer of John reminds us, includes participation in Christ‘s 

marginalization, suffering, and death.  

A gospel vision of discipleship  

 

To further understand Christian ―discipleship,‖ as a life of following a master we 

look to the Gospel accounts of Jesus for his teachings and relationships with the first 

disciples. Luke‘s gospel in particular provides relevant insight into the earliest Christian 

communities‘ understanding of discipleship because there is particular attention to the 

socio-cultural dimensions of choosing to follow as part of Jesus‘ community. A close 

examination of one passage, Luke 14:24-35, which contains an example of Jesus teaching 

directly about what it means to be a disciple, will serve as a lens into the nature and cost 

of discipleship described in the gospels.
86
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The theme of this passage, traditionally designated ―cost of discipleship,‖ shares 

elements of the synoptics‘ treatment of discipleship but has particularities that reflect 

Luke‘s concern for his community to grasp the full implications of discipleship. Luke‘s 

gospel, called a travel narrative, is structured to highlight the journey of Jesus toward 

Jerusalem and his death. His disciples are also traveling and along the way are both 

instructed in the life of discipleship and are witnesses to the ministry of Jesus among the 

crowds and teaching among the religious leaders. Against this backdrop of following 

Jesus as travelers we hear a specific teaching about what is required for the life of 

discipleship. 

Aside from the literary context, which provides us with the journeying/following 

motif that is essential to the Lukan picture of discipleship, there are also key theological 

elements of the Lukan narrative reinforced in this passage. First, Luke‘s theology of God 

is that of God the Savior, secondly as Luke enters the Greco-Roman philosophical world 

of concerns regarding human divine relations he emphasizes God‘s invitation to 

relationship.
87

 Third, a major theological emphasis of Luke‘s writing is God‘s good news 

to the poor.
88

 I will return to how the passage reflects Lukan theology, but these themes 

are significant to keep in mind as we look at the verses regarding the demands of 

discipleship. 
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Luke 14:25-33 

25
Now great crowds accompanied him, and he turned and said to them, 

26
 "If 

anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife 

and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be 

my disciple. 
27

Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me 

cannot be my disciple. 
28

For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not 

first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? 
29

Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who 

see it begin to mock him, 
30

saying, 'This man began to build and was not able 

to finish.' 
31

Or what king, going out to encounter another king in war, will not 

sit down first and deliberate whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him 

who comes against him with twenty thousand? 
32

And if not, while the other is 

yet a great way off, he sends a delegation and asks for terms of peace. 
33

 So 

therefore, any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my 

disciple.
89

 

 

This passage, recounting the explicit teaching on the conditions of becoming a disciple, 

follows directly after an encounter at the home of a Pharisee where Jesus challenges the 

audience there with an invitation to God‘s kingdom that is broad and merciful. Jesus 

teaches an unexpected lesson about status in the presence of the religious establishment.
90

 

So, the immediate context of Luke 14: 25-33 is the banquet parables that demonstrate the 

invitation to the poor and lame into God‘s kingdom. The story of welcoming the 

marginalized is followed by another Lukan emphasis, conditions for discipleship.  

The setting, as well as the audience of listeners, has shifted here at the end of 

chapter 14. Luke has Jesus address the crowds here, continuing on his journey of teaching 

and distinct from the preceding passage in which he was teaching the religious 

leadership. In verse 25, the journey motif is brought out again, but we are reminded this 

is not a solitary journey. Many accompany Jesus. Here he Jesus is explaining the 

conditions of true discipleship to the ―large crowds‖ of those who are following him for 
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the blessings and wonders associated with his itinerant ministry.
91

 In v. 26 there is a 

distinction between ―coming to me,‖ and ―my disciples,‖ implying that coming to hear 

and see Jesus is not the same as fulfilling the conditions of discipleship as he lays them 

out here. Verses 26 and 27, stating whoever does not do ―X‖ cannot be my disciple, 

provide two examples of the degree of loyalty that Jesus expects. 

Severing ties to follow 

Thematically these verses provide some complications. First, how can we 

understand the call to ―hate‖ (v. 26) family as a condition of discipleship? Scholars 

remind us that understanding the ancient Mediterranean structure of family as well as the 

use of words with affective connotations is important for modern readers.
92

 ―Hate‖ is not 

meant in this context with its affectively laden qualities. There is no reason to think that 

Jesus would contradict the teachings of the law regarding honoring of parents, for 

example. While biblical scholar Joseph Fitzmeyer holds that ―hate‖ could suggest that 

disciples should be willing to act toward family as if they were objects of hate in 

comparison to the allegiance they demonstrate toward the Jesus movement, other scholars 

see this in terms of social structure not affections, per se.
93

  In the context of Luke with 

Jesus‘ concerns about power and allegiance, however, using ―hate‖ about family and 

discipleship is significant. In the socio-political context of Luke, the family was actually 

an extended household which was the locus of status, economic activity, and security and 

framed one‘s social network. The household dictated the social standing in the 
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community, the opportunities for trade and reciprocity of services, and the overall 

trajectory of one‘s life prospects. To hate that structure reminds us of the serious nature 

of Jesus‘ challenge to the social ordering of the community. 

Placing family ties below loyalty to Jesus fits with the overall theme of ―leaving 

everything behind‖ that we find in Luke as well as the other synoptic gospels in regard to 

discipleship. If we can understand how few opportunities of voluntary association there 

were in the ancient context we can appreciate that leaving family had many 

repercussions; expressed as a form of ―hatred‖ toward the established order. While 

physical separation from household was practiced by the group of twelve who followed 

Jesus, Luke also includes ―crowds‖ of followers in many passages on Jesus‘ teaching, so 

the condition of discipleship did not always entail having to literally leave the household 

structure. It was loyalty to household that was usurped by loyalty to the discipleship 

community.
94

 Further, Luke‘s addition of the phrase ―even his own life,‖ suggests that the 

break with security and status is akin to willingness to sacrifice everything. 

Verse 27 emphasizes sacrifice as the disciple would ―carry the cross‖ and walk 

behind Jesus. Some scholars contend that this phrase is a reflection of Luke‘s thematic 

emphasis on the passion narrative and the persecution of the early apostles. Others who 

attribute the phrase to Jesus suggest that Jesus could have used this phrase in recognition 

of the Roman system of execution, understanding how his own work was a threat. The 

invitation to discipleship, then, included potential martyrdom. The condition of self-

denial fits with the previous verses and the mention of picking up the cross earlier in 

Luke (9:23). In 9:23 he adds ―daily‖ giving the meaning of taking up the cross a broader 
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sacrifice than literal death, something more akin to an ethic of living discipleship in a 

hostile world.
95

   

A parallel condition is found at the end of Luke 14:25-33 and taken with the first 

two conditions, paints a picture of the degree of self-denial in discipleship in Luke‘s 

gospel. Giving up of possessions (v33) reflects the previous two demands of re-aligning 

ties away from the kinship system toward the new discipleship community and the threat 

of death and sacrifice. Jesus highlights the importance of taking these conditions into 

consideration before aligning oneself with his movement as a disciple.  

The two brief parables in verses 28-32 are unique to Luke. The sources of the 

other sayings are shared with Matthew but Luke has chosen to include these contextual 

stories that offer the gathered crowd examples of the cost of not considering the 

consequences of being unprepared for a task. In both of the illustrations we see characters 

that will be unable to finish a task or having to surrender to enemies if resources fall 

short. So, too, will a disciple be unable to truly follow Jesus without first considering 

some of the implications. Looking back to the preceding verses, fidelity to the way of 

Jesus means rejecting what may have been considered a resource, such as the kin 

network, and fully aligning one‘s identity with the person and salvific mission of Jesus. 

Not only does Jesus expect a serious commitment he also expects people to be prepared 

before they commit. Luke reminds us that while there are large crowds gathered and 

attracted not everyone who is interested in Jesus will actually be disciple. This value will 

be an important thread in the discussion of resisting consumer culture. 

Singular loyalty 
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Finally, in verse 33, Jesus admonishes them that they will be ―bidding farewell‖ 

to possessions. This is written in the present tense, suggesting that the leaving behind is 

an ongoing quality of discipleship.
96

 I agree with Green that this admonition summarizes 

a key point about discipleship in the passage.  Bidding farewell is not only giving up 

possessions and the physical movement from clan to the itinerant ministry paradigm of 

Jesus but is also suggestive of an ongoing orientation regarding one‘s source of security 

and rootedness.  The substance of ―all one has‖ would include the household clan, 

material property and possessions, and one‘s own life taking on different meanings for 

disciples with different social standing.
97

 Finally, by challenging the system that 

determined social status in the cultural context seen throughout chapter fourteen, Jesus‘ 

call for loyalty and a change of allegiance comes both with cost and with liberation.  

The passage from Luke illustrates that following the Way of Jesus may 

necessitate disengaging from the way of socio-political norms and expectations of our 

own cultural contexts. As Jesus challenges the social order with his call to the disciples, 

in the rest of Luke-Acts the writer emphasizes the creation of a community through this 

new allegiance along the way to Jerusalem. What does this new allegiance seen in the 

earliest experiences of discipleship look like for our context today? 

The Nature of Contemporary Discipleship 

Conversion away from the collective imagination and assumptions of consumer 

culture is paramount to the holistic development of Christian disciples in the twenty first 
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century.
98

 Identifying oneself as a disciple of Jesus Christ, by nature, ought to challenge 

the vision and claims on identity cultivated by a consumer culture. Philipino liberation 

theologian Ferdinand Dagmang gives us an example of how the pursuit of instant 

gratification in a consumer society contrasts with the more Lukan pursuit of Christ 

centered gratification through community. In his insightful analysis he describes the 

disposition and practices of those whose lifestyles are intimately tied to each other in 

small Christian communities as ―the long process of struggle which distinguishes 

people‘s waiting-in patience disposition from the impatient urge of many consumers.‖
 99

  

Moreover: 

People do not merely hope for the instantaneous availability and gratification 

offered by commodities but also for the more enduring values of Christian 

compassion, etc. …The promotion of solidarity (not division), co-operation (not 

manipulation) patience (not aggression) cohesion and participation (not 

efficiency) …all of these and many more are experienced as gratifying by 

people who lead lives informed by the values that Jesus of Nazareth himself 

promoted.
100

 

 

Dagmag posits that as more people live out their discipleship in counter cultural 

communities, the presupposition of instant gratification that guides consumer practices 

could be proven false and instead, ―the dynamics of production-acquisition-gratification 
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will have to be met by the constancy and endurance of production-sharing-liberating 

praxis of the disciples of Jesus.‖
101

  

In this next section I continue to develop the concept of discipleship theologically. 

Gustavo Gutierrez, groundbreaking liberation theologian of the twentieth century, and 

another significant twentieth century theological figure, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, each 

decried the anemia of the established churches in their distinct historical contexts. They 

provide valuable insights for developing an understanding of discipleship that reflects 

analysis of the cultural climate.  

Gutierrez has a large body of work reflecting the evolution of his theology and 

spirituality of liberation from the particular historical struggles of Peruvians and other 

Latin Americans outward to the larger body of Christians concerned about issues of 

oppression and justice and looking for God in the shadows of human suffering. I turn to 

Gutierrez in this discussion because I seek a deep definition of discipleship. I am also 

concerned about the relationship of consumer culture and social inequalities, and the 

challenges it poses to both the materially poor and the materially wealthy in the Church. 

Gutierrez exhorts, ― Only by rejecting poverty and by making itself poor in order to 

protest against it can the church preach something that is uniquely its own: ‗spiritual 

poverty,‘ that is, the openness of the human being and history to the future promised by 

God.‖
102

 

While one may expect to find resources for culturally responsive faith in 

liberation theology, it is helpful to find significant parallels in Bonhoeffer‘s Lutheran 

theology, as well. For Gutierrez, the inciting context of his ideas was Christian silence in 
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the face of socio-political oppression in Latin America. For Bonheoffer, it was the 

accommodation of the Lutheran German establishment to the Nazi regime. While there 

are theological and cultural differences between them, these thinkers were prophetic 

voices arising out of two distinct dehumanizing political systems who were calling 

Christians back to a costly and comprehensive commitment to following Christ. 

Continuing to develop the biblical themes from Luke, I draw on the work of Gutierrez 

and Bonhoeffer to address interwoven threads of the spirituality of following Christ and 

the active mission of discipleship in the world as central to Christian identity. 

Called and Sent 

 Two overarching and interrelated elements from Scripture are that disciples are 

those people who develop allegiance to Jesus, being drawn in as a follower who leaves 

behind old allegiances, and second, disciples grow together as a new community to go 

out from Christ and share in the mission. We find in both Bonhoeffer‘s writing and 

Gutierrez‗s work definitions of discipleship with a breadth of spirituality rooted in being 

called into relationship as a follower, and being sent out for action. Such discipleship 

reflects the human longing for God, God‘s ongoing giving of God‘s self, and ultimately 

the human response to the initiative of God that ignites both personal transformation 

(interior spirituality) and the motivation for solidarity with the suffering (missional 

spirituality).  

First, I give attention to the dimension of one‘s personal spirituality. Gutierrez‘s 

work is particularly helpful for understanding the intrinsic connections between the 

dimensions of contemplation and action, conversion and growth, solidarity and love.
 103
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Faithfulness to God includes increasing attention to the reign of God in our own time and 

place. This is nurtured through practices such as liturgy with prayer, thanksgiving, 

learning from scripture and worship. Responding to God we receive gifts of joy, peace, 

and abiding love. It is very significant that Gutierrez uses language such as 

gratuitousness, grace, and human action in reference to discipleship. Gutierrez claims that 

a full and true encounter with the neighbor first requires an encounter with love and 

grace: God. He explains that the gospels present to us the experience that the disciples 

had of Jesus, and they do so with all the intimacy implied in the verbs ‗see,‘ ‗hear‘ and 

‗touch‘ so to encounter the Lord is first of all to be encountered by the Lord. There is a 

response to God‘s extension of grace that brings people into active relationship with 

Jesus.  

An experience of divine encounter, within the individual as part of a worshipping 

community of faith, is essential to sustaining faithful discipleship. Perhaps one could 

have social action without personal spiritual practices or one could have deep inner life 

without cultivating a love for neighbor, but, when people are centered on glorifying God 

they will naturally experience personal transformation(s) and respond to God through 

loving the neighbor. Reorienting to God as the center is a crucial antidote to the brands, 

goods and material dreams that are so often central in the contemporary imagination. 

Thus, nurturing a life of spiritual practices that feed the religious imagination is 

fundamental in transformative discipleship.
104
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Dimensions of conversion 

Personal transformation as central to the Christian life gets significant attention 

particularly in traditions that have been influenced by pietism, which place a high priority 

on private spiritual practices with attention to the development of the interior life. In such 

traditions there may also be a strong emphasis on personal morality as an expression of 

conversion; turning to God can provide freedom from personal anxieties and damaging 

habits. These are important and well founded experiences of Christian spirituality but are 

not the only way to understand the transformative dimension of discipleship. 

A more active and outward looking spirituality does not do away with the 

development of the inner life and personal devotion; however the image of discipleship 

helps us to frame the ongoing expressions of faith that come along with or after 

―conversions‖. Conversion is personal and life changing, though with implications 

reaching beyond the individual‘s ―spiritual‖ salvation. Bonhoeffer wants us to understand 

the significance of following Christ after conversion. Bonhoeffer is an important resource 

as he experienced his own change of theology regarding conversion. His experiences in 

the established German church context of the 1940s led him to recognize that the 

common understanding of salvation in his context was inadequate and hollow, related to 

the world to come but not grounded in Christ‘s presence in worldly affairs.  

His phrase ―cheap grace‖ refers to this notion that Christian faith consisted solely 

in assent to beliefs in the doctrine of the (Lutheran) church and that the grace of salvation 

was for assurance of life after death. But such grace, or unmerited mercy, was instead to 
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invoke a costly response according to Bonheoffer, a response that should cause a 

reordering of all allegiances to the gospel of Christ. Set against the demand for allegiance 

to the political power in Germany of the day this message was radical and prophetic. 

Bonhoeffer, who left a legacy of decrying cheap grace as the operative theology of his 

context, calls us to recognize the power of grace and the response it calls for in the life of 

the believer. ―Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross…Costly 

grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked 

for, the door at which a man must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us to 

follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.‖
105

 

Gutierrez articulates a ―liberation spirituality‖ whereby he emphasizes ―the 

practice of faith and critiques traditional notions of spirituality that associated religious 

practice exclusively with personal piety or church attendance. Belief and private piety 

was insufficient.‖
106

 Following Jesus is an expression of spirituality. Cultivating such 

spirituality is a communal experience for Gutierrez, another corrective to overly 

privatized orientation to Christian identity and practices. As illustrated in his work on 

liberation spirituality, We Drink from Our Own Wells, it is ―the spiritual journey of a 

people‖ similar to the communal experience of Exodus and the original disciples‘ journey 

with the historical Jesus of Nazareth, where Gutierrez grounds relationship with God. 

Conversion is the beginning of discipleship; understood as a choice to follow and 

identify with Christ, his teachings, his ministry, and his death in one‘s own time and 

place. This conversion is both a beginning and a process by which one grows into 

Christian identity.  Gutierrez provides an important lens for understanding conversion 
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and culture. He articulates a view of transformation as ongoing conversion in the 

Christian life. His explanations of conversion suggest that there is an ongoing turning 

away from sin and toward a new way of life. It is a transformation of the self into 

thinking and feeling as Jesus. Gutierrez‘s writing reminds us that people begin the 

Christian life with an encounter with Jesus, follow him, and ―stay with him where he 

goes,‖ Gutierrez‘s attention to discipleship as spirituality emphasizes the lived faith.
107

 

There is a clear emphasis on personal transformation which occurs through following 

Christ, abiding in Christ, and thus living for the other.  

Further, for Gutierrez, ―we have to break with our old mental categories, with the 

way we relate to others, with our social class, with our cultural milieu…so that we can 

stand in profound solidarity with those who suffer.‖
108

 Even solidarity with the poor 

begins with an encounter with Christ, not human striving, and then extends God‘s love 

received to the other. I would add that this turning and breaking with old categories is a 

process similar to the ongoing ―leaving behind‖ described in Luke‘s gospel.  

In discipleship if we follow Jesus‘ example in accompanying the poor and 

confronting the powerful and powers, we must be prepared to follow his pattern of 

sacrifice. In the parables of Luke 14 Jesus reminds people to count the cost before 

embarking on a costly endeavor. Bonhoeffer‘s biographer recalls that after his arrest and 

imprisonment Bonheoffer seemed more peaceful and was free from past bouts with 

depression; for he had finally achieved the concrete discipleship that he had so long 
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pursued.
109

 Bonhoeffer, ultimately a martyr, declared that ―anybody living in the strength 

of Christ‘s baptism lives in the strength of Christ‘s death.‖
110

 Both theologians take 

seriously the pronouncement from the gospels that disciples are to take up the cross. ―The 

testimony of numerous Latin American Christians…makes us realize makes us realize 

that there are more than a few who have determined to put themselves behind Jesus and 

follow him, paying the price of rejection, of calumny or even the surrender of their own 

lives,‖ writes Gutierrez.
111

  Gutierrez and Bonhoeffer, who emphasize the call to an 

other-centered life of discipleship, particularly in regards to an orientation toward the 

poor, pose a major challenge to the self-serving ethos of a commodified culture.  

Christian life is constituted by a response to God with a turning from some 

previous way of being.  The effects of receiving God‘s grace should result in a life of 

Christian discipleship as evidenced by emotional and psychological growth and 

subsequent change in a person‘s life. But as Bonhoeffer and Gutierrez stress in their own 

ways, the conversion experience is also a new way of being oriented in the world socially 

and relationally.
 112

  Contrary to some understandings, personal transformation through 

the work of God‘s spirit in us is not private. Personal change through following the 

Christian way orients us more and more toward right living with others.  
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Conversion to love of neighbor     

Following Christ is a grounded, specific way of being in this world. In his Letters 

from Prison Bonhoeffer emphasizes the ―worldliness of Christianity,‖ even more directly 

than in the ethical study on the Beatitudes which constitutes his Cost of Discipleship.
113

 

He asserted from prison that only those who live fully grounded in the world have a claim 

to Christian discipleship. Bonhoeffer put the connection between conversion and love of 

neighbor this way: the church is the church only ―when it exists for others. To make a 

start, it should give away all its property to those in need…the church must share in the 

most secular problems of ordinary human life, not dominating but helping and 

serving.‖
114

Gutierrez similarly warns against a limited understanding of conversion that 

begins and ends with changes in attitudes or beliefs alone. He says that at conversion we 

break with the old systems of sin and structures of evil in the world.  Moreover, to be 

converted is to commit oneself realistically and concretely to the process of the liberation 

of the poor and oppressed, such that Christian discipleship ―is a conversion to the 

neighbor.‖
115

   

Our personal spirituality in discipleship will express itself best in relation to other 

people. A spirituality of liberation will center on a conversion toward the oppressed. We 

see the synthesis of spirituality with social action in Gutierrez as he reminds us that it is 

God‘s grace through prayer that allows us to be fully converted to the other. In keeping 

with the motif of following Jesus and imitating his ministry we are not just to cultivate a 

―loving‖ orientation in the abstract but in a particular orientation to the poor. For 
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Gutierrez, spirituality is a way of living the gospel before the Lord, with human beings so 

that walking in the spirit is walking in solidarity with the poor. Drawing on John‘s Gospel 

he emphasizes God‘s initiative in our spiritual encounter that leads us through Christ in 

the Spirit back to the Father. 
116

 

Theologian Roberto Goizueta also emphasizes expressing the love of God 

actively in the world, not as an abstract virtue but in particular relationships. In his 

Caminemos con Jesus solidarity is not theoretical but true accompaniment with another. 

Attachment to Christ will result in joining in his activity in the world, particularly 

among the suffering. ―Only through the concrete act of accompaniment do we love 

others as ―others‖ as equals and we are in turn loved by them. As action, or praxis, 

accompaniment includes not only ‗being‘ with another, or ‗feeling‘ with another, but 

also ‗doing‘ with another.‖
117

 Goizueta, with a strong emphasis on relationality, provides 

a concrete vision for communal life in Christ that highlights the liberating message of 

the gospel.  

Gutierrez expresses the relational imperative of a liberation spirituality this way: 

The preferential option for the poor is ultimately a question of friendship. 

Without friendship, an option for the poor can easily become commitment 

to an abstraction (to a social class, a race, a culture, an idea). Aristotle 

emphasized the important place of friendship for the moral life, but we also 

find this clearly stated in John‘s Gospel. Christ says, ‗I do not call you 

servants, but friends.‘ As Christians, we are called to reproduce this quality 

of friendship in our relationships with others.
118

  

 

The concept of accompaniment is a helpful metaphor in the discussion of discipleship. 

Such an orientation requires that we ask the question: Can one seek the status provided 
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by brands and accumulation of goods and live a life attending deeply to the needs of the 

other at the same time? According to Gutierrez, ―Theology does not pretend to have all 

the technical solutions to poverty, but it reminds us never to forget the poor and also that 

God is at stake in our response to poverty. An active concern for the poor is not only an 

obligation for those who feel a political vocation; all Christians must take the Gospel 

message of justice and equality seriously.‖
119

 

Aiming toward holistic transformation  

If it is following Christ that orients discipleship, then the incarnation is an 

important concept that undergirds our attention to love of neighbor as the everyday 

reality of following Jesus. The Christian has a commitment to imitate Christ‘s mission ―to 

pitch a tent in the midst of human history‖ as Jesus did.
120

 Bonhoeffer‘s theology was 

also revised through his changing interpretation of the theology of incarnation. ―The 

philanthropy of God revealed in the Incarnation is the ground of Christian love towards 

all on earth.‖
121

 He strove to live fully engaged in the world during his involvement in the 

plot against Hitler, rejecting the other-worldly retreat espoused by his own state-church 

tradition. In his Letters from Prison we can hear the transition from the often abstract 

ethics of Cost of Discipleship, in which he emphasizes a personal holiness that could be 

removed from the struggles of the world, to the developing understanding of learning to 

live as a disciple. He admonishes followers that they grow in faith through actions. Both 

theologians highlight action as prior to theological reflection. While not committed to 

                                                 
119

 Ibid. 
120

 Gutierrez treats this subject in his chapter ―Encountering God in History‖ (A Theology of Liberation). 

Hear the echo of ―The word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighborhood,‖ Eugene Peterson‘s 

translation of John 1:14 in The Message version of the Bible. It  illuminates God‘s insertion to human 

history and invites us to live our faith grounded in our daily experience. 
121

 Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship. 



 

60 

 

social change in the way that Gutierrez would articulate it, Bonheoffer does provide a 

lens for developing a strong sense of living out the socio-political implications of the 

gospel in the world as an incontrovertible dimension of discipleship. 
122

 

 Discipleship as the aim of Christian formation offers Christian educators a way of 

framing the Christian life as central to identity, just as it was for the original discipleship 

community. Discipleship is an integrated whole—the life of following Christ is very 

bodily, human, and this worldly as well as reflective of a deep longing for God and a 

world beyond this world. Studying the gospel narratives we know that each of these 

dimensions was present in the life of Jesus and the first followers. We can hope that an 

emphasis on holistic discipleship and retrieval of thick theologies which support such 

living can serve to balance out the fragmentation that is commonplace in a highly 

commodified society dominated by choice and disposability. Appealing to the sincere 

longings for belonging and concern with such fragmentation could draw people toward 

the discipleship community.  

 The earliest communities‘ initiation process was one that emphasized welcoming 

in of people to a new set of relationships, practices, stories and beliefs, communal values 

and liturgical practices. The change was to be consuming, the new Christian had a new 

identity, despite the risk of persecution. This identity was personal and corporate and 

exemplified in the switch of allegiance from biological clan to the religious community. 

Gutierrez and Bonhoeffer help focus us on a discipleship that changes us: changes our 
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attachments, keeps us focused on the suffering of God and the cross and draws us into 

new allegiances with a community of followers in love and solidarity. 

Commitment to following the Christian way in a community is very important for 

framing of the transformative power of life in the Spirit. Church as a ―community of 

disciples‖ is a helpful operative image. In addition to the works referenced here, 

ecclesiologist Avery Dulles describes the ideal model of church as the Community of 

Disciples. 123 He stresses that community prioritizes Christian relationships without 

necessarily giving the ―impression that such communion exists merely for mutual 

gratification and support.‖
124

 Life together is not simply one of community, but the 

identification as ―disciple‖ reminds us that following Christ is at the center. Dulles notes 

that this community, ―with its exceptional style of life was intended to attract 

attention.‖
125

  Dulles calls the community of disciples an alternative form of society, with 

its own rules and way of life, modeled after the early Christian disciples‘ life together.  

The gospels characterize the community as holding goods in common, meeting 

together for meals and prayer, giving money to those in need, preaching, and carrying on 

Jesus‘ ministry of healing, baptism, forgiveness of sins and the social restoration that 

comes with allegiance to the Kingdom of God. Gutierrez‘s anthropology and ecclesiology 

are highly communal, as seen in the implementation of base Christian communities‘ 

centrality to the liberation movement.  
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Bonhoeffer and Gutierrez provide us with an understanding of discipleship that 

runs seamlessly between the inner spiritual life and living out the mission of Christ within 

our social contexts. Miller and Kavanaugh describe our contemporary culture as one 

where spiritual longings are being met by substitutes for God and do not require anything 

of us in return. If most people develop identity and their orientation in relationships 

mediated through the values and practices endemic to consumerism then we need to 

develop a more adequate formative environment so that our vision is informed by 

scripture and theology. Just as Jesus invited a new order of allegiance with his disciples 

in their socio-political climate so does today‘s discipleship challenges allegiances and 

attachments. 

Putting Christ Before Consumption: Living Illustrations 

How might people respond when they have become aware of competing 

allegiances and yearn for a more complete Christian life? What does a change of 

allegiance look like, and how do we educate for this transformation? In the final section 

of this chapter I describe two models of communities intentionally pursuing holistic 

discipleship. In the following chapters I begin to develop the theoretical foundations for 

how to nurture such mature Christian faith in light of consumer culture. In these stories 

we see the theme of re-thinking the use of material resources and other consumer 

practices, grounded in the transformative themes of discipleship outlined above, 

specifically an interior spirituality combined with a missional spirituality. 

The Simple Way: Neo-monastics in Philadelphia 

The Simple Way is an intentional community in North Philadelphia. They are an 

example of a small but influential movement called ―The New Monastics‖, or neo-
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monasticism. As such, living in community and committing to shared spiritual practices 

are an important part of the identity and mission of the group.
126

 Members of  the New 

Monastic Movement identify themselves with the past generation of intentional 

communities as far ranging as Jesus People U.S.A., the Catholic Worker Movement, and 

L‘Arche as well as many contemporary urban ministries with a residential component. 

Simple Way understands radical discipleship as the choice, ―to be part of a new 

community, a new polity, which is formed in Jesus obedience to the cross. To be a 

disciple means to share Christ‘s story, to participate in the reality of God‘s rule.‖
127

 For 

those in the neo-monastic movement this new community is literal, and often requires 

relocation and redistribution of material resources to join this body of followers. Simple 

Way leader Shane Claiborne resists critiques of such an orientation as being isolationist 

or sectarian and claims that their goal is ―not fleeing from something but dancing toward 

something new.‖
128

 

 As the members of Simple Way live this out and interpret events and scripture 

together their choices have led them to critique the injustices around them in light of the 

economic structures and over consumption habits of most North Americans. Their story 

begins in 1997 when a group of college students led by then undergraduate Claiborne 

encountered a group of homeless families living in a church building in North 
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Philadelphia near their campus. The students befriended these people and began to 

become aware of the complex experiences of the marginalized in their city. As they spent 

more time listening to and worshipping with the encamped families the group partnered 

in advocating for their rights and getting what they needed from the city. The students 

also began questioning the theologies they grew up with which had not prepared them for 

a life of social action or solidarity with suffering people.
129

  Eventually six students 

moved into a brownstone in Kensington, Pennsylvania, a depressed Philadelphia 

neighborhood where they had met the disenfranchised families. They called themselves 

‗The Simple Way,‘ sharing a home, and a common purse and getting involved in the 

everyday ups and downs of a beleaguered neighborhood.  

Today, Simple Way community is no longer a student movement but consists of 

some of those founding young adults as well as others who have joined over the years to 

become residents and community development workers in the neighborhood. They not 

only express the values of neo monasticism, the founding members the of Simple Way 

have been influenced by other trends in the progressive evangelical stream, particularly 

like minded activists involved with Christian Community Development Association, a 

network of professionals and ministers who represent a variety of agencies doing 

neighborhood development, micro-lending, or human services. While their theology 

reflects many streams of the Christian tradition, The Simple Way community‘s mission 

is basic: ―To love God. To love people. To follow Jesus.‖
130

 Their mission statement is 

broad, and echoes a familiar scripture passage: ―And he answered,
 
‗You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and 
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with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself,‘‖
131

 and is likely shared by many 

Christian groups. What gives their vision its flavor is the degree to which these 

commands are expected to be visible, tangible, world changing action verbs.  

Some of their initial presence in the community working with neighbors yielded  

refurbished homes, enlarging the scope of their residential community as well as the size 

of the organization, which today is a registered non-profit. Simple Way now includes a 

hospitality dimension inviting anyone in need of transitional assistance to stay 

temporarily and other shorter term guests, novitiates (or interns) who are exploring a long 

term commitment to the communal lifestyle. Their work in the neighborhood rehabbing 

houses, getting people into recovery, going to court to fight evictions and removal of 

homeless people from public spaces, are among the examples of direct service work they 

have done for their neighbors. 

Claiborne says when people live in interdependent community the ―market 

economy is irrelevant.‖
132

 Examples of their alternative practices include a shared health 

insurance cooperative that the members participate in along with other people in small 

Christian communities. They have at times even carried various residents from their 

neighborhood in their health care coop when there was an emergency. They also attempt 

to exchange goods and services, instead of money, with neighborhood store owners.  

This has included sharing second language lessons, groceries, and child care. 
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 Claiborne speaks of ―God‘s new economy‖ which he uses to describe the 

economic model of Christians communal life.
133

 Claiborne believes that terms such as 

―charity‖ and even ―generosity‖ have been co-opted by contemporary culture. Instead, he 

says, the new economic way of life is ―beyond‖ charity and generosity, when generosity 

is understood as gifts given when and if the one with resources gives out of surplus to 

another presumed to have fewer resources. The Simple Way lives as they do in part as a 

spiritual discipline for themselves and as a model for the mainstream church to go 

beyond such a ―brokerage model‖ of sharing resources to a relational form of 

redistribution of wealth and resources that comes from a ―theology of enough.‖
134

 

Following Christ with full abandon has meant, for the Simple Way members, to refuse 

the economic rituals that contemporary social institutions demand.  

As I read their story it is clear that they began their journey toward embodying a 

theology of economic justice with their renewed understanding of the call to discipleship, 

not initially as a direct theological response to consumerism.  Their alternative consumer 

practices have emerged from necessity out of their model of a shared purse and their 

shared residential life, as well as a combination of solidarity with the poor, and their 

understanding of biblical teaching on stewardship and economic spirituality.  

The goal of simplicity that they strive for, freedom from attachment to their 

wealth and other resources, gives the members a strong sense of purpose and identity. We 

can see that their practices are rooted in worship, a process of ongoing personal 

transformation and solidarity with their neighbors.  Their commitment to living out a 
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lifestyle based on the early disciples‘ way of both being called to and sent from Jesus 

Christ has resulted in creative and effective alternatives to the commodification of self 

and others. However, a major critique of this lifestyle is whether intentional community 

is sustainable over time? That is, there can be rapid turnover, as people get married or 

have children, or as young adults continue to discern career and educational callings that 

take them out of the intentional community they thought they were committed to.
135

 The 

work itself, often in very blighted neighborhoods, can lead to burnout in cases where self 

care is not built in. The strengths and appeal to living a life that demonstrates such a 

degree of counter culture is very attractive to many followers of Jesus, so it is important 

that communities such as the Simple Way demonstrate practices and a lived theology 

which can be replicated, and when members move out or visitors go home to more 

mainstream lifestyles there is an ethos which can be sustained in other settings. 

Because of some of the inherent limitations of the radical community model of 

discipleship, I present another example of people who are attempting to respond to 

commodification and over consumption without relocation and renunciation of 

mainstream lifestyles. 

 

SixSeeds: A vision for shaping generosity and service   

My second case is a web based organization called SixSeeds, which emerged out of 

similar passions and commitment to discipleship seen in Simple Way. Two major 
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distinctions between them and Simple Way, however, are the demographic profile of the 

people involved and the absence of a gathered community. This informal network of 

families grew out of the experiences of a few upper middle class families who were 

becoming uncomfortable with the gap between their wealth and the needs of the world. 

How could they manage the contradictions between the culture of excess shared by them 

and their neighbors and the values inherent in their Christian tradition? As maturing 

Christians these questions may have been brewing for sometime but it was as they 

watched their children becoming inculturated that they wanted to take action. According 

to their website: ―SixSeeds began with one family wrestling with the question: ‗How 

does a family connect its material prosperity to its values of service and generosity?‘‖ 
136

 

As the founding family observed the disconnect between their children‘s formative 

experiences and the virtues that they as parents wanted to be instilling in the next 

generation they began brainstorming. John Kingston, founder and current director of the 

board of Sixseeds, articulates his convictions this way: ―…some dimensions of this moral 

life [based on the cardinal virtues] are more challenging to teach when we are endlessly 

indulged by our prosperities.‖
137

 

―The Concept‖ page of the website presents their questions to the broader public this 

way: 

Have you ever looked for your black shirt – not the V-neck, or the 

sweater…the scoop tee that looks so good with jeans – and realized you have ten 

of them with only slight variations?…Let‘s face it. Even in a recession, we 

Americans have it pretty good.  If you‘re like us, you enjoy the benefits of 

modern life – don‘t iPhones make life so much more enjoyable? But we also 

struggle with how to balance our blessings with a desire to make a difference in 
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the world, to connect with our communities, to fight against the constant sense of 

entitlement that pervades our children and teens. 

Honestly, we don‘t know exactly how to achieve this balance. …We started 

SixSeeds because we have an inkling you‘re looking for this ever-elusive 

balance too and just might need a nudge in the right direction, an understanding 

ear, or support in your decision to back the U-Haul up to the house to haul those 

toys to Goodwill.  Or maybe you‘ve already fought these battles, figured out 

how to put the Playstation 3 on pause, and are raising kids who are, in fact, 

joyful givers and enthusiastic servers. Either way, we‘d love to walk with you 

and your families through these issues.  Perhaps together, we can fight against a 

culture urging us to supersize our stuff and satisfy every whim.
138

 

These families, recognizing the impact of commercial culture on their children and their 

parenting habits, which were more reflective of the larger culture than their deepest 

values, are seeking explicit ways of challenging their assumptions and default practices 

of accumulation and entitlement.  

How are they achieving these goals? First, they believe that hope for impacting 

the socialization of families lies in pursuing the questions together with others. SixSeeds 

explains their name this way: ―… the seed serves as a physical expression of three kinds 

of sharing: Sharing traits between generations/ Sharing best practices between families/ 

Sharing resources between those with resources and those with need.‖139 

A central component of the SixSeeds site is a parenting blog administered by 

educators who address topics such as virtue development and parenting, home 

economics, community service, wealth, and consumption habits for children. It begins 

with the comment, ―We all have a lot to learn from one another as we seek to grow in 

family based service and giving. Fortunately, we have some very thoughtful folks in our 

partnership. Check out what people are teaching their kids, thinking about parenting, and 
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looking at in our culture.‖ 140  Then one can click on a link to learn more and find 

activities by topic.  

Second, a large thrust of their work is connecting families with others who want 

to do child-inclusive service projects both in the US and the developing world. As people 

visit the site they are able to meet online or connect to other people in their geographic 

region who could develop local fund raisers, in person discussion groups or organize 

service projects. These projects include direct service, such as work weeks, or fund 

raising as families. SixSeeds provides financial support for long term projects in 

partnership with Christian relief and development agencies as an outlet for the generosity 

they hope to cultivate as well as to carry out the mandate of Christ to bring good news to 

the poor.
141

 SixSeeds wants to encourage a global awareness in privileged children and 

put a face to poverty in their otherwise comfortable communities. SixSeeds encourages 

people to structure their lives economically so that they are able to give away as much as 

possible on behalf of the poor. One of the resources on the website is a map with markers 

for fifteen ―Domestic Partners‖ links. The links are to families, part of the SixSeeds 

network, involved in local projects who are raising funds. The families‘ stories also serve 

as models for the kind of generous living that the founders want to cultivate.  At the 

bottom of each project description is an idea for how to replicate the spirit of the project 

in one‘s own location encouraging multi-generational service.  

As a ministry it bears noting that the Christian dimension of this networking 

project is not emphasized. The organization is not expressly religious; they do not refer to 

the Christian tradition in the texts of the website but intentionally seek a common ground 
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between a Christian and secular audiences who share a concern about contemporary 

consumerism. The motivation of the staff is spiritual; they participate in the project 

―because of their love for Jesus‖ as they walk in ―faith and hope with the Lord.‖
142

  

While the issues raised are widely appealing, the precepts of justice and 

generosity are spiritual matters for the leaders behind the movement. However, they 

believe that the need for attention to matters of prosperity and inequality are important to 

their professional colleagues, not only to their church communities. In Kingston‘s 

explanation for targeting a secular audience he refers to Pope Benedict‘s notion that to 

evangelize means to ―show the path, to teach the art of living;‖ that Jesus‘ concern for the 

poor includes the materially wealthy who do not experience the abundant life because of 

their pursuit of material prosperity.
143

 

 Embodying approaches to resisting consumerism 

Both organizations model the need for partnering with others in pursuit of 

personal transformation and impacting society. For SixSeeds, relationships between 

families is crucial; they do not create community in the residential sense, but there is a 

high value placed on support and mutual accountability as they seek to change personal 

habits. While the emphasis on intra-community relationship building is strong in both, the 

SimpleWay is stronger in creating new allegiances across lines of economic 

advantage/disadvantage. Simple Way embraces direct relational connection with the poor 

and many who move to the neighborhood are choosing downward mobility. One of the 
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strengths of the discipleship practiced by the simple way is the commitment to 

relationships with the marginalized. They take the call to a change of allegiance in the 

biblical model literally. When describing the religious experience of Latino/Latina 

popular Catholicism, Goizueta ―a spatial, geographical dimension,‖ to social justice 

work.
144

 I see that in the lifestyle of SimpleWay. Perhaps the approach to resistance of 

the commodified culture in their model is ―a domestic, urban theology of 

accompaniment.‖
145

 

Can the different approach to redistribution taken by SixSeeds, of encouraging a 

lifestyle of charitable giving/living and a self-consciousness about spending and saving, 

similarly cultivate a challenge to the meaning-making dimension of consumer culture? I 

think it is possible. For the Christian audience, who is only part of the readership, I hope 

it would encourage the development of everyday practices of saving and giving that also 

lead to relationships beyond acts of charity. If we are only influenced by people who 

share our same concerns and presumptions can we experience a shift in social 

consciousness that is needed in the context of consumerism? I would want to be sure that 

they are conscious of the challenge that, as Goizueta comments in  Caminemos con Jesus, 

―As a society, we are happy to help and serve the poor, as long as we don‘t have to walk 

with them where they walk, that is, as long as we can minister to them from our safe 

enclosures.‖
146

 It is important, however, that ethics includes people and is not simply an 

approach to how to treat people: ―To accompany another person is to walk with him or 
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her. … The notion of ―walking with‖ incorporates both the ethical-political and the 

aesthetic dimensions of human praxis.‖
147

 

 Both of these organizations provide resources for resistance and for re-imagining 

a Christian lifestyle that extricates itself from some of the mechanisms of 

commodification. Both are addressing concerns of faith and American dominant culture. 

Both organizations share a commitment to discipleship as their starting point. 

Interestingly they do not have ―resisting consumerism‖ as their telos, nor primary self-

identification, and yet by virtue of their intentional discipleship, demonstrate rich 

practices that reflect alternatives to the meaning-making forms of dominant culture.  

Conclusions 

The distinctions between these two attempts at addressing Christian concern over 

contemporary cultural patterns are many. They appeal to distinct demographic groups, 

and they differ in their levels of rejection of dominant culture values and practices. The 

ascetic tendencies of the neo-monastics are not echoed in the lifestyle choices of the 

predominantly suburban members of SixSeeds. Yet both groups long to see justice and 

social change for the poor. Both groups believe that how they use resources impacts 

others who have less control over their resources. Members of both groups have a deep 

dissatisfaction with the status quo of commodification and overconsumption that co-opts 

spiritual commitments and real transformation. Therefore, an important contribution that 

both communities make to the mainstream church is to make clear that there is no one set 

of practices that are representative of a Christian way forward within consumer culture, 

but awareness of the challenges of prosperity to growing in discipleship is crucial.  
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There will be great diversity in the paths that generate the transformation of 

religious life out of the ―commodity form‖ to the ―personal form.‖ These two examples 

of discipleship communities demonstrate the effectiveness of self awareness regarding 

contradictions between beliefs and practices, asking questions about one‘s social context 

and questioning cultural presuppositions to find the redemptive and destructive elements. 

The people written about here practice reflection on their everyday activity which led to 

challenging their theologies and also searching the wisdom of their traditions to produce 

changes in practices. This lived hermeneutic will be explored in later chapters. This 

chapter has begun to describe how the underlying forms agreed upon by consumer 

culture (e.g. exchange, commodification) are not the underlying forms of a disciple 

community, as found in Luke, and seen in the lived practices of intentional communities 

such as Simple Way and SixSeeds. In the next two chapters I turn to a study of effective 

teaching and learning methodology which can be resources for cultivating such depth of 

conversion as to sustain new patterns of living that reflect ongoing personal 

transformation and service to others as love for God.
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Chapter 3       Effective Pathways for Resisting Cultural Norms:   

 Transformative Learning 

The Lucases live and work in San Francisco at the heart of the city’s financial district.  Near this 
center of wealth and power lies the Tenderloin district, one of the most impoverished neighborhoods 
in the city.  One day, Ted was driving Sara from their home to the airport and reported feeling “more 
overwhelmed than usual by its brokenness: the physical ugliness of the cracking paint and broken 
windows, the rundown buildings and the despair on the faces of the hundreds of homeless and 
addicted wandering aimlessly on the sidewalks.”  Among those wandering are a high proportion of 
the city’s homeless youths. (It is estimated that there are over 12,000 children living in the city 
without parents.).  

Ted and Sara thought of Roger Huang, a community leader whom they had recently met.  Twenty-
four years earlier, Roger had been driving through the Tenderloin himself when he had to pull over 
because of a flat tire.  As he did so, he witnessed a young boy in the neighborhood getting beaten up.  
As Roger described the experience to the Lucases, “I felt God asking me what I would do if that kid 
was my own son.”  Several days later, Roger and his wife spontaneously started delivering 
sandwiches to the low income hotels throughout the Tenderloin that housed many of these children. 

Over the years, those sandwiches grew into City Impact, a nonprofit that runs a school, rescue 
mission, addiction recovery program, thrift store, food bank, and children's programs.  As a result, 
Roger, his family, and City Impact have touched thousands of lives in the Tenderloin, especially those 
of the most vulnerable children. 

The Huangs’ radical expansion of the boundaries of their “family” particularly inspired Ted and Sara.  
The Lucases had desired to have children of their own but were undergoing a very painful struggle 
with infertility.  Hearing about the children of the Tenderloin, Sara felt like ‘”God was giving me an 
opportunity to invest the love we would have had for our own children, and giving me a new way of 
being a mother.”148  

 
 

This story describes the origins of just one of the many projects initiated by 

partners of the SixSeeds organization. It illustrates the impact of disorientating 

experiences that interrupt our regular routines and can lead to a transformation of the way 

people see, act and believe. We expect that Christian discipleship includes small and 

large acts of compassion and mercy, and yet this story is powerful because while people  

may relate to passing by a deteriorating neighborhood with compassion, most do not 

reorder their own lives in order to enter relationships with those whom they see in need.  
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As discussed in chapter two, Christian conversion includes an invitation to take on a new 

identity, develop a new moral framework, have new bonds of fellowship, and faithfully 

follow Christ in mission.  But how does the journey to new habits and new vision 

happen? What processes could be in place for a congregation to support people in their 

―ah ha‖ moments of potential growth, like the Lucases and Huangs in this story, in 

embracing service and accompaniment instead of self-protection and status? Chapters one 

and two illuminate the challenges raised in a consumer culture for forming Christian 

identity. Here, I introduce the key principles of transformative learning theory as a way 

forward in addressing the need for a critical awareness regarding social formation. 

Christian faith—beliefs and practices—cannot simply be added on to the multiplicity of 

other influences on our beliefs and practices if it is to be constitutive of one‘s identity, it 

must be integrated through socialization, consciousness, and action.  

A basic insight of transformative learning theory is that critical self-reflection is 

stimulated by experiences of disorientation, or dissonance, when a discrepancy between 

new insights and learners‘ long held beliefs, values, or assumptions become obvious.
149

  

The overarching purpose of education is that learners are transformed, as uncritically 

assimilated habits or assumptions are deconstructed and then reconstructed with new 

perspectives and skills. Transformative education attends to opportunities for critical self-

reflection: it assists learners to frame an experience such that they can wrestle with the 

meaning of it from multiple points of view and come to new insight which will impact 

decision making.  
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The work of education scholar Jack Mezirow, who first articulated the dynamics 

of transformative learning that have influenced the course of adult education in the past 

twenty years, provides the foundation of the discussion.
 150

 I use other contemporary 

work in the field of transformative education to broaden the conversation. Educators are 

now applying the basic elements of Mezirow‘s theory in diverse settings and retooling 

their pedagogies according to the setting and purposes of their learner‘s work.
151

 The 

emerging research demonstrates that transformative learning includes a range of practices 

and presumptions from individual-psychological aims to communal, social activist 

visions of transformation. 

Elements of the theory can contribute to Christian education in light of questions 

of socialization and discipleship in consumer culture. There are four major concepts from 

the field of transformative education that are particularly valuable for faith communities 

who hope to disentangle themselves from dominant culture. These are first, that learning 

should be transformative not passive; second, that adult maturity includes a degree of 

critical self-reflection; third, that disorientation, particularly dilemmas of meaning-

making, can lead to transformation; and fourth, that particular conditions for learning 

environments are needed to foster transformational experiences.  We begin by examining 

these foundational principles. 
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Foundations: Jack Mezirow 

Through Mezirow‘s initial research study with women in vocational transitions he 

came to recognize that adult learning experiences can foster mature thinking patterns as 

adults are faced with new challenges, such that an unconscious set of assumptions is 

replaced with a more self- reflective set.
152

 Mezirow asserts that adult maturity naturally 

includes a process of accepting or rejecting long held assumptions when faced with 

problematic decisions.  For contemporary educators who embrace transformative 

learning, an overarching goal of adult education is to transform uncritically assimilated 

―habits of the mind‖ and assumptions that typically determine one‘s meaning-making.
153

 

This is a different approach to teaching and learning than content delivery for the primary 

sake of mastery of information.  Instead, attention is given to process and how people 

understand themselves as learners while acquiring new skills or knowledge. Mezirow 

highlights the role of adult education assisting learners to ―be held responsible for their 

acts to acquire or enhance their understandings, skills, and dispositions‖: so, 

transformation is as important as information when it comes to educational practices.
 154

 

Perspective transformation and critical self-reflection 

The patterns and presuppositions that adults carry through life make up what 

Mezirow calls ―meaning perspectives,‖ and the transformation of meaning perspectives is 
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vital for education.
155

 ―Meaning perspectives‖ are the network of assumptions that 

support one‘s beliefs and frame what is learned, resulting in habits of thinking. Meaning 

perspectives, which are often tacitly held, develop throughout one‘s lifetime, rooted in 

earliest experiences and acquired through socialization.
156

 This early socialization shapes 

habits of thoughts about how the world is supposed to be. Along with socialization 

people can also consciously adopt ideologies that become part of the context of how they 

interpret new experiences and information.  

Meaning perspectives provide the material for critical self-reflection. Because 

meaning perspectives are shaped over the course of a lifetime and are the unconscious 

structures out of which people make meaning, there are often distortions that are no 

longer appropriate for facing adult challenges and that inhibit learning. Mezirow 

describes distorted meaning perspectives according to three categories: epistemic 

(distortions such as depending on authority or reifying positions); socio-cultural 

(distortions such as accepting the norms for power or the false consciousness of 

ideologies); and psychic distortions (childhood presuppositions which generate 

anxieties).
157

 

Education that leads adults to becoming aware of these distorted premises, is the 

beginning of perspective transformation, the essential outcome of engaging in critical 

reflection: ―Perspective transformation is the process of becoming critically aware of how 

and why our assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive understand and 

feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual expectation…leads to making 
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choices or otherwise acting upon new understanding.‖
158

  Being misled by errors in the 

process of reasoning or problem solving inhibits adult maturity, as old ways of knowing 

and interpreting experiences start to become inadequate for making sense of new 

dilemmas faced throughout adulthood.
 159

 Instead, critical self-reflection paves the way 

for the transformation of the inadequate framework. 

 Reflection is the ―central dynamic in intentional learning,‖ and in the 

development of the pedagogy of transformative learning.
160

 Mezirow draws on John 

Dewey‘s language to distinguish ‗reflection‘ from ‗thinking‘ in the learning process; 

reflection in education for transformation is a process of rationally examining the 

assumptions by which we have been justifying our convictions. In transformative 

learning, reflection allows learners to recognize where default assumptions about a 

situation come from before moving to judge the validity of a claim or the justification of 

an action. It is through interpreting the unfamiliar in communication with other points of 

view that meaning is construed. Mezirow emphasizes that in an educational setting 

facilitators do not only engage in reflection, but promote critical reflection and self-

reflection as vital elements in moving toward the ultimate goal of adults expanding their 

meaning perspectives.
161
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Mezirow‘s particular employment of critical reflection is grounded in philosopher 

Jurgen Habermas‘ theory of communicative learning.
162

 In communicative learning 

people undergo a process to evaluate various arguments looking for the least biased 

claims.  Critical learning helps us understand what others mean when they communicate 

about values, ideas and morality, as one seeks to establish the validity of an idea.
163

 

Instead of accepting implicit claims, critical reflection leads to understanding the claims 

underlying an argument in order to evaluate it.  Via rational discourse, then, the adult 

learner can ―challenge the validity of presuppositions in the prior learning.‖
164

 

Such an approach to education is an ―effort that helps the learner challenge 

presuppositions, explore alternative perspectives, and transform old ways of 

understanding and act on new perspectives.‖
165

 According to Mezirow, perspective 

transformation will happen through these reflections and discourse, often in response to a 

particular ―disorienting dilemma.‖
166

 

Disorientation  

When Mezirow describes his observations about the process of transformative 

learning he explains that it is a disorienting dilemma that precipitates the move toward 

critical self-reflection and perspective transformation. Perspective transformation follows 

                                                 
162

 This key epistemological assertion about learning and establishing the validity of meaning reflects the 

influence of Jurgen Habermas on Mezirow‘s work. Mezirow describes Habermas‘ theoretical framework of 

two types of learning, instrumental and communicative. Instrumental learning refers to problem solving 

reflective of the scientific method. Communicative learning is how we understand the meaning of what 

others communicate to us about values or morality, for example. Learners should seek coherence in 

perspectives from evaluating the claims of a variety of sources against the social norms. 

Epistemological theories are related to the discussion here but I do not treat such work in depth. For a 

critical and comprehensive treatment of the development of contemporary epistemological debates in 

education theory see Barbara K. Hofer and Paul R Pintrich, "The Development of Epistemological 

Theories: Beliefs About Knowledge and Knowing and Their Relation to Knowing," Review of Educational 

Research 67, no. 1 (1997). 

163 Mezirow, "How Critical Reflection Triggers Learning ".9.  
164

 Ibid., 12. 
165

 Ibid.,18. 
166

 Ibid., 13. 



 

82 

 

a learning cycle beginning with a disorienting dilemma and resulting in a reintegration 

that developed on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective.
167

 Such 

psychological growth is part of natural processes, but he maintains that decision making  

that is transformative requires self reflection and interaction with other adults—without 

this reflection on perspectives, transition periods can instead lead to self-centered 

problem solving, regression or becoming more entrenched in one‘s former ways of 

seeing.
168

 Mezirow observed in his initial empirical study that the stages of decision 

making during life transitions are similar to a process of transformative learning; initially 

there is immobilization, then denial, depression, letting go, testing options, and ultimately 

the search for meaning leads to integration and a feeling of a new beginning.
169

   

Learning conditions for transformation 

 Educators in the field agree that some trigger event, or problem to solve, or even 

natural internal challenges during adult development can precipitate critical self-

reflection. Mezirow describes the ―ideal conditions‖ for the learning environment to 

foster perspective transformation. ―Under these ideal conditions‖ the learners have 

―accurate and complete information, are free from coercion and deception, and have the 

ability to be critically reflective…‖,
170

 among other values. Mezirow describes the larger 

social constructs that are necessary for participants to fully engage, including being 

―freedom, democratic participation, equality, reciprocity and prior education through 

which one has learned to assess evidence effectively…‖.
171

 Adult educators may find 
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themselves having to work on the conditions for learning prior to effectively engaging the 

students in transformative education activity. 

While much of the transformation process happens because of the challenges to 

meaning-making that occur throughout the lifecycle, some practitioners will use 

experiential learning to make disequilibrium explicit. One such form would be problem 

posing, embodying real life conflicts or dilemmas in a classroom setting, and engaging in 

reflection and interpretation.
 172

  Patricia Cranton, writing about practical applications of 

transformative learning, suggests that some adults respond more to role playing, 

simulation games, and writing exercises that prompt people to take a different point of 

view, followed by critical discourse about the experience.
 173

 This approach to learning is 

also exemplified in experiential learning such as physical adventures that challenge 

people‘s courage and endurance and allow them to see themselves in light of overcoming 

such challenges.  Relatedly, transformative learning can be an important part of cross 

cultural educational programs, as part of service learning or other educational travel 

programs. 

In sum, developing pedagogy based on transformative learning theory means that, 

in a systematic manner, educators help the learners challenge presuppositions and explore 

alternative perspectives so that they might eventually act on new perspectives. For 

Mezirow, the movement toward transformation of meaning perspectives results in a new 

way of meaning-making that is more inclusive, discriminating, permeable and 
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integrative.
174

  As laid out in his foundational work, adults move toward this new 

capacity through interpreting the unfamiliar or addressing the disorienting problem in 

communication with others, engaging multiple points of view in a setting intentionally 

formed for facilitating ―rational discourse.‖  He observed that solidarity, empathy, and 

trust are requisite to a learner‘s commitment to a transformative learning group.
175

 The 

typical setting for Mezirow‘s process has been the dialectical classroom experience, 

typically the undergraduate or other post secondary setting. Whatever the educational 

setting, formal or informal, classroom or therapeutic group, a high level of discourse 

frames the pedagogical orientation. As I have described, Mezirow insists that this rational 

discourse is the ideal condition of human communication:  he highlights the importance 

of ―dialogic communities to enable learners to engage in rational discourse and action 

because it is through dialogue that we attempt to understand what is valid in the 

assertions made by the other.‖
176

 The primary tools for fostering critical reflection are 

questioning and dialogue, so while, perspective transformation occurs individually the 

process takes place in a group facilitated by a professional educator.  

Becoming aware of one‘s underlying assumptions is difficult work. People are 

often at a crossroads in their lives during these educational experiences. The role of the 

teacher must be carefully considered when accompanying students in their process of 

reflection on experience disorientation. Even if the changes are liberating and positive, 

Cranton reminds facilitators that there are many unforeseen consequences that people 
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must face when they capture a new way of seeing the world.
177

 The educator must 

understand this responsibility of being involved in moments of change in another 

person‘s life. They should consider the balance between challenge and support and look 

for markers of learners‘ capacity for critical reflection. 

Educators can learn how to enhance the capacity for this work. Karen Kitchener 

and Patricia King‘s work in the area of ―reflective judgment‖ grows out of their 

experiences in the college setting where professors share a common expectation for 

critical thinking but may not cultivate a classroom environment or assignments that 

provide the resources for developing such cognitive skills.
178

 Despite this presumption in 

higher education, Kitchner and King have observed that the developmental capacity for 

critical thinking is not universal, even when measured among people from the same 

socio-cultural demographic group.
179

 Presuming that all adults can engage equally at the 

work of transforming meaning perspectives is not accurate; people function at varying 

stages of capacities for critical thinking, and judgment regarding problem solving, with 

strong cultural influences at play. Their work shares many of Mezirow‘s presumptions, 

particularly Dewey‘s proposal that reflective thinking is a primary goal of education.
180
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However, the research by Kitchener and King with young adults goes beyond Mezirow‘s 

initial claims by exploring stages of developmental capacity for critical judgment.  

Understanding developmental parameters for critical capacities is helpful when 

undertaking pedagogy based on the transformative learning theory. Of particular interest 

here is the insight from their work that the sequence of development of reflective 

judgment both limits learning and can be influenced by facilitation in learning 

environments.
181

  Recognizing, for example, that the developmental capacity for 

judgment evolves slowly (with new capacities emerging every 4-6 years) can help 

instructors set appropriate expectations for critical thinking processes and frame 

assignments so that the process for reflection is more explicit. With support the high level 

of cognitive functioning required for Mezirow‘s outcomes in transformative learning are 

more likely to develop.
182

   

Coaching people in critical reflection in the context of a diverse informal learning 

community, such as a church, with various ages and degrees of formal education poses 

particular challenges. Attention must be given to a learner‘s developmental capacity for 

living with ambiguity and paradox in the process of letting go of old ways of knowing 

and moving into more inclusive thinking. The facilitator must be conscious that people‘s 

assumptions are often related to identity and therefore must be careful to move at a 
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respectful, slow pace in the transformative learning process.
183

 Effective learning 

experiences will build bridges between a learner‘s current knowledge and new insights 

that the learner is forming. 
184

 Such experiences are increasingly substantial when the 

facilitator recognizes the role that affect, imagination, and moral convictions play in 

coming to terms with approaches to meaning-making. 

 

              Exploring the Possibilities for Transformative Learning Theory 

There are contemporary scholars of education who are expanding on the 

fundamentals of transformative learning theory with a more holistic vision of the 

possibilities. Transformative learning theory as articulated by Mezirow and many 

developmentalists has arguably emphasized rational discourse that reflects a highly 

cognitive epistemology, or at least favors intellectual skills in the process of 

transformation.
185

 In this section, I include voices representing: feminist researchers who 

are exploring how the breadth and diversity of emerging epistemological claims should 

be included in the transformative learning framework; educators who have a focus on the 
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relationship of personal transformation and cultural critique asking how adults can be 

educated for socio-political awareness and praxis; and theological interpretations of the 

transformative moment. 

A focus on ways on knowing  

Education professor Sharan Merriam has raised questions about how we can 

expand the understanding of Mezirow‘s ―rational discourse‖ and consequent 

transformations in light of broader epistemological frameworks.
186

 Merriam questions 

whether the capacity to engage in the kind of discourse necessary to go through the 

highly rational stages of the process favors a particular population, namely students in 

higher education settings with western biases about objectivity and reason.
187

 She does 

not want adult ―maturity‖ to be framed as synonymous with a particular ―higher order‖ 

thinking associated with cognitive reasoning skills that would then dismiss the 

transformative experiences of those whose expressions of wisdom may be communicated 

differently. She favors the language of connected ways of knowing, or interdependent 

thinking, as being a sign of mature thinking.  

Merriam notes that in her empirical work with learners who had transformation of 

perspectives leading to decisive action, the outcomes were similar to what is expected in 

Mezirow‘s work, even though the people did not describe their experiences as ―critical‖ 

nor a process of ―rational reflection‖. Instead the participants describe transpersonal, 
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emotional and other ―non cognitive‖ dimensions of experience.
188

  Merriam insists that 

work must continue to be done to expand the language of the theory to include intuitive, 

affective connected dimensions as constitutive of transformational learning.  

 Other feminist theorists have recognized that in most educational theories the 

relationship between adult maturity and meta-cognition places critical discourse as the 

most developed way of arriving at knowing. For example, in the notable work, Women’s 

Ways of Knowing, social scientists sought to understand how women conceptualize 

learning and come to know something for themselves.
 189

 In their work, which looked 

primarily at sources of knowledge as opposed to the nature of knowledge, they found that 

women used different terms for coming to know than what was prevalent in the work of 

other developmental theories. For example, the subjects used the term ‗understanding‘ as 

opposed to ‗judgment‘ when it came to arriving at decisions and new knowledge. 

Belenky, et al, also brought to light the importance of social relations in coming to know. 

Understanding self in relationship seemed to be related to learning in general for the 

subjects of their interviews. ―A transformation of understanding of self begins to 

generalize and affect how women think about truth, knowledge and expertise.‖
190

  The 

authors found that changes in self-knowledge were part of the steps involved in coming 

to know something as truth.  
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Similar to Mezirow‘s articulation of the change process happening in 

conversation with others in order to consider multiple points of view, women in the study 

demonstrated the need to test out new ideas in a group. Belenky et al articulate the 

change process differently, however, using the term ―connected knowing‖ to underline 

ways in which their study found that care and empathy were involved in taking the point 

of view of another in the learning process.
191

 This corresponds to King and Kitchener‘s 

advanced stage. As Merriam has pointed out, rational discourse is understood to favor 

objectivity and detached thinking as building blocks for the change in perspective. A 

more expansive understanding of how people come to know, especially outside of the 

higher education setting where much of the research in transformative learning has taken 

place, is critical for diverse populations who may have been shaped by a critical thinking 

model of traditional western classrooms.  

The story that I began this chapter with captures a combination of critical 

questioning, affective intuition, and religious conviction in transformation. Consider the 

inner change in the Lucases: move to being open to fulfilling the hopes of giving birth to 

biological children with a different passion for embracing a community of children. They 

began to dream of neighborhood children being nurtured in a life that would grow them 

into their potential. This is a good example of decision making that must have engaged 

every level of being, both critical consideration but something stronger and larger.  

Compassion and hope and social analysis led them to move from service—giving out 
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sandwiches, to seeing and addressing some underlying needs, and launching a long term 

solution of education and relational mentoring. 

Focus on praxis 

 Attention to the role of personal transformation and praxis within the 

transformational learning field is significant.  Critical educators are conscious of the 

political nature of education, in so far as engaged learners may be prompted to respond 

to discoveries about the larger context of their lives and to examine their own agency.  

Currently, the field of transformative learning can be loosely divided according to ―locus 

of learning‖ into two categories: individual and socio-cultural.
192

 Paolo Freire‘s work, 

which influenced the development of Mezirow‘s theory, provides an example. Freire 

states, ―Dialogue is indispensible to the act of cognition which unveils reality.‖
193

 But, 

he did not work within the formally educated learning community. Pedagogically the 

conscienziacao
194

 of his learners of adult basic literacy was achieved through problem 

posing, and generative questions on pressing themes that mattered in people‘s lives.
195

 In 

the language of The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire was educating for people to be 

transformed in order that they might experience political agency and effect change in 

social structures.
196

  Further, it is not only the marginalized who experience freedom 

through conscientization, but, those in power need to be transformed and become 
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conscious of their assumptions in order to sustain change. Using Freire as a reference 

point, critical dialogue as a pedagogical practice does not presuppose a certain level of 

educational sophistication or culturally bound rhetorical skill as critics of ―rational 

discourse‖ sometimes claim.  Critical conversation is part of the transformative learning 

across the spectrum of learner‘s backgrounds, inclusive of various assumptions about 

epistemology and social agendas and regardless of a higher education setting or an 

informal community setting, whether more affective and experiential or decidedly 

analytical, a dialectical process is called for. Both Mezirow, whom we associate with 

individual transformation as well as more social-emancipatory educators engage learners 

in a process of mutual exchange.   

As an educational approach influenced by Freire and grounded in critical theory, 

many in the field share assumptions about the systemic nature of power and institutions 

and the need for people to become aware of their place in the larger systems.
 197

 A group 

of researchers at the Center for Transformative Education at the University of Toronto 

articulate this more political rendering of transformative learning persuasively in their 

publications. They state, ―Our purpose in transformative learning is not to delineate 

abstract principles of how adults learn, and we are not interested in theoretical 

‗generalizability‘—at least not in the sense in which this term is ordinarily used. We are 

asking ourselves why transformative learning matters.‖ 
198

In their first collection of 

essays they illustrate the role of transformative learning in education for ecological 
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responsibility, for peace making in violence-ridden nations, and for strengthening 

movements for participatory democracy.  

The Toronto school articulates a definition of transformative learning this way: 

Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in 

the basic premises of thought, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of 

consciousness that dramatically and permanently alters our way of being 

in the world. Such a shift involves our understanding of ourselves and our 

self-locations; our relationships with other humans and with the natural 

world; our understanding of relations of power in interlocking structures 

of class, race, and gender our body-awarenesses, our visions of alternative 

approaches to living; and our sense of possibilities for social justice and 

peace and personal joy. 
199

 

 

They are making the important connection between affect and reason in the process of 

transforming worldviews and they are bringing action to the forefront of the framework. 

They connect new vision with new and ―alternative approaches to living‖ in various 

cultural contexts with a particular emphasis on interconnectedness between people and 

with the natural environment.  This team of researchers represents an important direction 

in transformative learning theory as it recognizes the breadth of how one comes to 

experience a change in perspective; their concerns also reflect their convictions about the 

political nature of education.  

They explain that ―we are most interested in the generation of energy for radical 

vision, action, and new ways of being.‖ 
200

 The collection of essays in Expanding the 

Boundaries articulates the relationship between action and reflection in transformative 

learning in diverse learning environments. These educators seek to develop approaches 

that help people, via educational experiences, to develop adaptable and self-aware ways 

of seeing the world.  One of the contributors, feminist educator Angela Miles, writes that 
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we need to embrace both the individual, or humanist, dimension of transformation as well 

as ―the social meaning of the changes‖ occurring in transformative education.
201

 She 

summarizes well that transformative learning in the field of adult education has generally 

fallen on the humanist side of this divide referring to individual learning that transforms 

the personal worldview of the learner. Integrative transformative learning, on the other 

hand, incorporates personal change with progressive social change as mutually 

constitutive of each other and focuses integrally on both. For her, using the framework of 

transformative learning must not only seek justice but also affirm life by definition. For 

example, for Miles the context of globalization and hyper capitalism so pervades even the 

educational structures, that transformative learning needs to include critical 

consciousness of such socio-political factors or it becomes part of the process of 

replicating the system.
 202

  In this way it is more focused on a praxis oriented result. Their 

approach is also more communal and constructive than Mezirow‘s and is suitable for 

application to concerns raised about the context of consumer culture.  

Socio-political movements recognize the power of this approach to teaching and 

learning: when advocating for social change personal transformation is needed. Another 

teacher-researcher who works at the intersection of peace activism and education, Anne 

Goodman, articulates the socio-political purpose of transformative learning this way, 

―…basic principal is the need to incorporate both critique and vision, since I see neither 

on its own as sufficient.‖
 203

 In her particular work with peace activism she describes 
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embracing transformative learning philosophy because it allows room for critique of 

culture as well as imagining the new:  

A critical perspective is at least as important as a visionary one—and extremely 

difficult to develop and maintain since what we are looking to change are the 

foundational assumptions we take for granted…We need to learn to address root 

causes in terms of not only reacting to effects. We need to develop more systemic 

and holistic ways of looking at issues and more effective ways of working 

together globally. I believe those of us working for transformation also must 

develop a greater capacity to be self critical and to examine whether what we are 

doing is contributing to genuine change or to perpetuating the system by 

reinforcing its values however unwittingly.
204

  

 

So, we can see that the field of transformative learning has grown beyond the context of 

higher education and formal adult education. The Toronto group believes that 

transformative learning must occur in schools and in all parts of life. And, while critical 

self-reflection is central to all transformative work, there is a broader understanding of 

the role of critique, as the process of reflection and how people can come to know 

themselves and the dynamics of a given social context in a way that engenders new 

praxis and new vision for the social order. 

Mezirow‘s work has been critiqued for the seeming lacuna in his insistence that 

education for transformation does not necessarily have a political outcome.
 205

 For 

Mezirow, evidence of a transformational learning experience will be reflected in an 
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expanded frame of reference, demonstrated by ability to hold conflicting points of view 

in tension to get to a more integrated worldview, and at the same time Mezirow‘s 

writings imply that it is not the role of the facilitator to prescribe the outcome or preferred 

action for adults to take.
206

  Mezirow would concur that new action should ultimately 

proceed from the changed perspective, ―Reflective discourse and its resulting insight 

alone does not make for transformative learning;‖ changed praxis is necessary.
207

 But, 

those who embrace transformative learning for its potential to foster social activism and 

political change do so with attention to their causes and outcomes in a much more 

explicit way. The Toronto School emphasizes the balance between critical and analytical 

education with creative visioning.  

Their creative vision for educational practices also includes the need for attention 

to spiritual dimensions of the learner‘s experiences. O‘Sullivan says, ―I believe that any 

in-depth treatment of transformative education must address the topic of spirituality and 

that educators must take on the development of the spirit at the most fundamental 

level.‖
208

 It is to Christian spirituality that we now turn. 

 

Biblical language and transformation 

Another approach to expanding the foundations of transformative learning is 

examining theological resources for understanding a process of change in both attitudes 

and behaviors. Transformation is an overarching theme in the biblical narrative, in 

theology, and pastoral ministry. Taking a brief foray into the New Testament for touch 

points on transformation I focus on writings attributed to Paul where there is an emphasis 
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on the ―renewal‖ of the mind. As recorded in the book in Acts, Paul himself had an 

extraordinary transformative encounter with God that was a catalyst for his changing 

religious affiliation from Jewish zealot to Christ follower and leader of the emerging 

Christian movement. His letters to the early churches highlight a strong belief in 

transformation of spirit and vision. For example, ―… we do not lose heart. Though our 

outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day.‖ (2 Cor 4:16); and 

―…have put on the new self, who is being renewed in knowledge after the image of the 

creator‖ (Col 3:10).  

Another central Pauline passage on this matter is Romans 12:2: ―Do not be 

conformed to [the pattern of] this world but be transformed by the renewing of your 

mind, so that by testing you may prove what is the will of God, what is good, well-

pleasing and perfect.‖ 
209

 In Romans 12 Paul uses the word nous, mind, when referring to 

a Christian being renewed in order to conform to Christ.  The usage of nous in its 

Hellenistic context does not carry the same connotation as contemporary English 

language where the mind is regarded as the seat of reason and cognition. According to the 

Greek lexicon ―nous‖ should be understood as:  

…the mind, comprising alike the faculties of perceiving and understanding and 

those of feeling, judging, determining the intellectual faculty, the understanding 

reason in the narrower sense, as the capacity for spiritual truth, the higher powers 

of the soul, the faculty of perceiving divine things, of recognizing goodness and 
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of hating evil the power of considering and judging soberly, calmly and 

impartially a particular mode of thinking and judging, i.e. thoughts, feelings, 

purposes, desires.
210

 

 

As Professor Doug Heidebracht explains, the more comprehensive Greek usage of nous 

infers understanding reality as inclusive of mental judgment and perception in the soul, 

even the senses. In the New Testament language then to know with one‘s mind is to see 

reality the way God sees it, ―If Paul‘s use of nous is a reference to that element of a 

human being that perceived the real essence of things, most importantly the presence of 

the invisible God, then renewal of the nous would describe the believer‘s increased 

perception of God and his will for their lives.‖
211

  

In addition to the inferences of ―mind‖ being holistic, Paul also describes logic in 

a holistic way. Interestingly, when the Greek term for logic is used in the Pauline context, 

it is not directly in reference to the mind but, as ―informed worship‖ and ―a living 

sacrifice‖ in Romans 12:1.
212

 In the context of worship as response, which in interpreted 

giving the whole of oneself to God and God‘s purposes, Paul calls for a ―holistic‖ 

transformation: from the natural patterns of a person‘s thoughts and feelings to being 

formed into Christ likeness.
213

 Renewal of the mind results in a kind of knowing that 

leads the community to be able to perceive God‘s design for flourishing. ―The renewal of 

the mind is a call for community ethical discernment. Notably, Paul did not refer to the 
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renewal of individual minds but to the way the church as a community perceives God… 

here Paul calls on the church to be ‗united in the same mind‘ (nous) so they can judge 

together what is right (1 Cor. 1:10).‖
 214

   

As opposed to a primary focus on how the individual discerns God‘s will, Paul 

emphasizes that the community will together perceive things as Christ would, looking for 

signs of what God wills for people, seeing with new eyes. The phrasing suggests that 

people would be worshipping, listening to scripture and discussing interpretations 

together toward a change in the way they see the world and in the ethics they live by.
215

 

―For Paul, it is no less than a return, a conforming to the original order, a recreation of 

human minds,‖ further, ―as possessors of the Spirit they are already equipped to live lives 

holy and acceptable to God.‖
216

 For purposes of applying to education, the pastoral 

shepherding role then includes drawing out the potential that the gift of the Spirit creates 

in each one.
217

  

James Loder and transforming moments 

Next, as I develop my own definition of transformative learning for Christian 

education, I turn to work from Christian formation scholars to examine how spiritual 

transformation may best be explained. James Loder, from the field of the philosophy of 

Christian education, is a strong resource for expanding approaches to knowledge to 
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include the affective and bodily and also to allow for mystery and encounter with the 

transcendent. He uses the phrase ―convictional knowing‖ to explain knowledge that 

comes from insight, or feeling convicted, about the reality of something in a new way.
218

 

The movement toward this insightful knowing begins with a disruptive event; the 

ordinary sense of reality is suspended as a spiritual presence comes into the knowing and 

must be contended with. Loder is interested in how highly evocative experiences, life-

direction altering moments can be ―knowing moments‖
219

 experienced as an intrusion of 

the divine or the void into the person‘s reality 

Loder recounts an extraordinary story of his own simultaneous brush with death 

and the Holy. In a car accident he was pinned under a car that his petite wife was 

inexplicably able to life off of him. Though she broke vertebrae in the process and he 

required hospitalization, what they remember is the strong presence of love, ―by far the 

most significant and memorable effect was not the pain, nor the anger, but the gracious 

nature of the life I was experiencing.‖
220

 In the chapter ―Conviction beyond knowing‖ he 

explicates the nature of a ―knowing event‖ that cannot be left to explanations that the 

human sciences, logic or dialogue alone can provide. In his work he covers a breadth of 

philosophical, theological and psychological ground to elaborate on the nature of the 

relationship between the human spirit and God‘s spirit and how to interpret moments of 

connection, or convicted knowing. 
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For Loder, the whole person with her emotions, imagination, insight, reflection, 

and openness participates in the interpretation of a disorienting dilemma (or, in his terms, 

a rupture in the knowing context).  Loder‘s framing of transformational moments reflects 

his grounding in developmental theory and the psychoanalytic approach, as well as 

Christian spirituality. He articulates the belief in the opportunity for the human spirit to 

cooperate with God‘s spirit to come to new insights in the most disruptive and 

challenging knowing experiences we face. He uses the term ‗frame of reference‘ 

similarly to Mezirow in that when a conflict requires a solution that challenges one‘s 

current frame of reference, transformation may occur or one may chose to ignore the 

opportunity for a fresh interpretation of their experiences. The transformation is not 

merely change, but for Loder, it is when new coherence and meaning arises to replace a 

given frame of reference, and there can be a radical reordering of former presuppositions, 

even resulting in ―finding the ultimate ground of the self.‖
221

   

For Loder, encounters with the Holy may sometimes be explained, or interpreted, 

with reason and language and rationality but more often it requires imagination and 

psychological insight which is beyond intellectual reasoning alone.
222

 He assures us that 

imagination is not less true than empirically arrived at truths. Loder roots such language 

in his biblical understanding of transformation and knowledge, with a focus on gnosis, 

implying an integrated form of knowing related to finding truth. Loder explains that 

gnosis includes reason but is not limited to it; imagination is central for the knowledge 

that leads to personal transformation of the spirit.  Beyond any innate capacity or 

competence (e.g. language) it is related to what one experiences fundamentally in a 
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bodily way.
223

 This is an important added dimension to contemporary notions of 

transformation and adult development.  

In part, Loder seeks to answer the question how can people faithfully come to 

understand the moments where they experience God breaking into everyday reality? He 

describes such interpretation as convictional knowing a sign of the presence of God‘s 

reign in the present day. ―We may also speak of such experiences as 

‗conversions‘…though a better term might be metanoia the notion used by H. Richard 

Niebuhr to describe a permanent revolution or the ongoing transformation of human life 

under divine initiative.‖ 
224

 Such ongoing change in a person‘s life, the process of 

conversion, captures a notion of transformation that implies change of thinking and 

change in action as persons live out of their new convictions. What Loder contributes to 

transformative learning is an understanding of how disorientation, or disruptions, in adult 

development can be a ―passageway to the holy,‖ when people learn to let go of former 

ways of knowing and can be shepherded into new constructions of reality.
225

  

More attention needs to be given to how to companion people to recognize and 

then begin to interpret their transformative moments. Loder seems primarily focused on 

individual transformation. It can be inferred in his work that the interpretive task of 

coming to convictional knowing could occur in the context of a faith community; 

however, his primary examples are from the practice of counseling where the 

confirmation of one‘s personal ―knowing moment‖ would still be an individual 

experience with the Holy.
226

 Religious educator Craig Dykstra describes is this way, ―The 
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world we access through life in the spirit is the real world, created and sustained by God, 

not a distorted delusionary norm of fear and anxiety….life of faith involves being able to 

see what there is to be seen beneath the surface of things, even to see beyond what can be 

seen.‖
227

 

Going beyond the highly individual, psycho-spiritual experience that Loder 

describes is the work of Christian educators who center the transformative work within 

the life of the community; there the process looks slightly different. For example, Dykstra 

addresses the connection between personal growth and communal growth. He focuses on 

recognizing in the small, daily practices the presence of God that transform churches as 

communities for the purpose of God‘s active mission in the world. Such knowing of 

presence is both intellectual and a work of affective faith. Religious education scholar 

Barbara Fleischer in her work on practical theology and transformative learning suggests, 

―As a body of faithful, worshipping communities, the Christian church acknowledges that 

its own growth and the transformation of the wider social order is ultimately the work of 

the Spirit; …the church is the body of Christ continues in the risen Christ‘s salvific 

mission in history.‖
228

 

 Because of his theological convictions about the cooperation between persons and 

the Spirit for moving communities toward transformation Dykstra takes into 

consideration where the language of contemporary education and human development 

work is limited for explaining Christian growth. Dykstra acknowledges the benefits of the 

metaphors (such as stages or life journey) but cautions against too much dependence on 
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the metaphors. Dykstra‘s position on transformation and human development is broader 

than Loder‘s: 

Faith and the life of faith have the power to transform and shape human 

development and life journeys. But this can be the case only if faith and 

the life of faith are recognized to be something more than the outcome or 

sum total of development in the various natural human capacities…or the 

result of a series of human events and interactions…. The shape of one‘s 

faith and life of faith will certainly be influenced by one‘s developmental 

capacities and by the events that take place in one‘s life, but more 

significant, every aspect of one‘s human development and historical 

existence may be transformed by and employed in faith and in the life of 

faith.
229

  

 

 

It is important to integrate an understanding of how transformation engages one‘s whole 

being.  Dykstra asks whether Christian formation practices over depend on 

developmental theory and natural rhythms of adult maturation. ―Can we appropriately 

speak of growth and transformation without obscuring, distorting, or oversimplifying 

faith and the life of faith?‖
230

   

 I do not think that Christian maturity and development theories are at odds, though 

Dykstra‘s concerns that the two not be amalgamated are a prudent push back to 

following trends uncritically. Dykstra and Loder both add nuance to understanding the 

process of transformation; in the Christian context it is part of a life of faith where 

internal and external changes occur in cooperation with God‘s purposes for human 

flourishing.  

Implications  

 Integrative transformative learning theory, which builds off of Mezirow‘s 

foundational insights about how adults learn but includes spiritual, emotional and 
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political dimensions, provides important prescriptive and descriptive principles to guide 

pedagogy. These are learning to attending to a learner‘s context, focusing on the socio-

cultural implications of world-view transformation, and valuing the integration of 

emotional, psychological, social, cognitive and non-rational processes that contribute to a 

person‘s experiences of transformational learning. 

 Fusing the insight from the integrative theory demonstrated in the work of the 

feminists and peace educators described above, with the spiritual considerations of the 

process of adult transformation through education, I agree with Craig Dykstra‘s 

articulation of growth as the ―penetration or infiltration of faith into ever-increasing 

dimensions of our experience.‖
231

 Similarly, Mirolsav Volf, theologian and director of 

Yale University‘s Center for Faith and Culture in describing the current cultural climate 

for faith development remarks, religious faith is frequently plagued by:  

…certain basic malfunctions. One is that faith often doesn‘t seem to have 

any effect upon people‘s daily life. They subscribe to faith, but it remains 

idle, as if they were taking a placebo and not the real thing; living a life 

that is completely at odds with faith‘s demands. Faith serves to give them 

energy to keep going, to comfort them in distress ... but it doesn‘t 

significantly shape the rest of their lives.
232

  

 

Such contradictions and complacency could be mitigated by an approach to Christian 

education that nurtures a complex and integrated faith, at the level of raising 

consciousness about how people making meaning in the world and to bring social action 

in line with personal conviction and world view. The newer integrative transformative 

learning reflected by the Toronto school described above allows room for these holistic 

concerns.  
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  In summary, how might transformative learning contribute to that process in the 

context of Christian education settings?  At the heart of transformative learning are these 

principles which can be adapted: 

 It is important to question premises that have unconsciously developed over one‘s 

lifetime so that one can freely consider other points of view. 

 Disorienting dilemmas can serve as impetus for potential growth. 

 It is essential to encourage small, trusting communities to foster and nurture the 

dialogical work of coming to new perspectives and practices. 

 Engaging questions about culture in community can lead to commitments for 

action. 

 

According to transformative learning theory adult maturity demands that people develop 

stronger critical capacity and question unconscious perspectives; these are valuable in the 

development of mature faith as well. Explanations for the transformation of how we learn 

to interpret the world can be connected back to Mezirow‘s work on the formation of 

meaning-making and becoming conscious of perspective distortions. Loder and Mezirow 

both name the significance of a precipitating moment, or the disorienting dilemma,—

adults facing such moments are at a crossroads and there is an opportunity to gain new 

insight and connect with God‘s presence. Those practitioners who focus on 

psychological/individual dimensions of transformative learning as well as those who take 

a more communal and socio-cultural approach emphasize the importance of a learning 

community in the process of coming to new ways of knowing and being. It is such 

growth, or transformation, in community that will alohas potential to form people of faith 

to live as God-honoring consumers. ―The gospel possesses the whole soul and penetrates 
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to the inner recesses of the heart …Our religion will be unprofitable, if it does not change 

our heart, pervade our manners, and transform us into new creatures.‖
233

  People can 

begin to disentangle themselves from the forms of consumption that are ingrained 

unwittingly, as a critical consciousness arises from becoming part of a ―new creation.‖ 

  

 Evidence of Transformative Learning in the Case Communities 

 If people of faith were more aware of the presuppositions that influence their 

interpretive lens would their faith be more integrated with their everyday life and 

context? Would it constitute a disposition toward more mature discipleship?  Returning to 

the two models of culturally thoughtful discipleship described in chapter two, let us ask 

what are the signs of transformation/transformative learning in those communities? In the 

SixSeeds model of online conversation and resources we find the authors (or, voices of 

the website) asking questions about being socialized into dominant culture and how it 

may or may not resonate with one‘s deepest values. They reflect on how one might 

capitalize on the redeeming aspects of dominant culture and resists life-inhibiting aspects 

of consumer culture. In the language of transformative learning they have an opportunity 

to incite dissonance in someone‘s perspectives and presumptions through questions such 

as, how much space does a family need, how many toys are too many, how do parents to 

teach children financial prudence, and the like.
234

   The goal is to tap into preexisting 
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beliefs and values about how their lifestyles may not mesh with their deepest values and 

give the opportunity for people to share their own stories, questions, and reflections 

around consciousness-raising, via the blog. Through stories shared on blog pages and 

other ‗getting connected‘ website areas, SixSeeds also invites responses such as 

developing group service projects, transparency with others in sharing family budgets, 

and fund raising ideas for social responsibility causes. As demonstrated by the story of 

the birth of the school in a marginalized neighborhood of San Francisco, SixSeeds offer 

suggestions for financial generosity in supporting member projects.
235

    At the same time 

it is primarily a clearinghouse for ideas.  

 Because consumer culture is not merely a set of ideologies to which we assent or 

dissent but a set of ―habits of interpretation and use,‖
236

 becoming conscious of the 

influence of culture and taking action against commodification and over-consumption are 

critical. Being a member of, or visitor to, the SixSeeds online community may or may not 

lead to a transformed lifestyle but it may be a catalyst for critical reflection and self 

awareness. Does this catalyst pack the same powerful punch as a truly critical episode? 

Of course, someone may have begun to ask questions about poverty, power, race, and 

social responsibility before a visit to the SixSeeds site, so in that sense the action 

accompanies critical reflection that has already occurred. Questioning is only the first 

step. However, the connection between action and reflection is clearly apparent in the 

lifestyle of the Simple Way community. 

In both cases, the approach to formation is to join with others in life changing 

conversations and self reflection. However, the avenues of transformative learning in the 

                                                 
235
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 Miller, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in Consumer Culture. 180. 
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residential community Simple Way take a more radical form. Beginning with praxis, the 

community invites an active response to obvious needs and then uses the experiences as a 

catalyst for reflection and further questioning that may penetrate into existing beliefs and 

interpretations of reality.  This action is demonstrated in things such as literal 

accompaniment of those who are marginalized, socio-political activism, and co-housing 

lifestyle of pooled material resources that enables members to live on less and give as 

much as possible. When people participate in a lifestyle change such as relocating for 

Christian intentional community they may experience ―disorienting dilemmas,‖ in their 

new socio-cultural setting. The transformations in the lives of Simple Way partners 

appear to be holistic; the process includes reflecting on social, political and theological 

problematics, asking the big questions that previously assumed answers no longer 

resolve, and inviting others to a communal life where people practice their new vision.
237

  

               

Beyond transformative learning theory  

Transformative learning, even broadly understood to include the affective and 

spiritual, is not the only force effecting change in the people affiliated with these 
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 Details of participant‘s stories can be read in Shane Claiborne ―Another Way of Doing Life‖ in  

Claiborne, The Irresistible Revolution: Living as an Ordinary Radical. Also on their website, 

http://www.thesimpleway.org. Specifically, on the frequently asked questions page they answer the 

question what does a typical day look like? Shane Claiborne‘s answer: ―We have prayer each morning (at 

8am). Then we dive into days that are filled with things like hanging with friends in the neighborhood or 

folks living on the streets, helping kids with homework, and helping folks get to appointments. We‘ve got 

some lovely gardens and a little neighborhood thrift store. Most of us work jobs part-time and that frees us 

up to do other stuff we don‘t get paid to do, but love. Activities and programs change from time to time, but 

we share food with lots of families, and try to be good neighbors. We have dinners together each week, and 

we have a Sabbath one day each week where everything rests. There are times where we have other things 

that grab our attention around some of the systemic injustices around us. Right now we are working hard to 

end gun violence on our streets, and to create some local jobs and more stable housing for folks. It‘s not 

always sexy. In fact, we had some visitors that lived here for a week, and at the end of it we asked them 

what they learned. They said, ―We learned it‘s not that spectacular, and that we can do this right where we 

are.‖ That‘s a good word.‖  See http://www.thesimpleway.org/about/faq/ . (Accessed August 6, 2010). 
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communities. What else is happening beyond the explanations of practitioners of 

transformative learning? In both cases there is an explicit response to the grace of God, a 

mental and bodily attempt to worship with one‘s whole life.
238

 Acknowledging a source 

of wisdom and power outside of oneself of course makes the definition much broader 

than that of secular education models. Embracing the potential of transformative learning 

for faith communities must include as given, cooperation with God as Loder and Dykstra 

have articulated so carefully. We recall that an anticipated outcome of transformational 

learning according to Mezirow is a shift in worldview that involves a frame of reference 

that is more inclusive, differentiating, permeable, and critically reflective and that can 

integrate new experiences.
 239

 These are important criteria for mature adult thinking, but 

not the definitive way to frame a picture of adult maturity, particularly mature faith. 

Further, there is a different telos for Christian transformative learning—while 

transformation of distorted presuppositions and inadequate meaning-making patterns are 

an important part of a mature faith journey, the aim of becoming like Christ as a disciple 

pushes beyond cognitive transformations to transformations of action and practice within 

certain given parameters. Dykstra offers a succinct statement about the purpose of 

Christian learning: ―transformation in Christian education is not for the sake of self 

awareness but being formed for mission.‖
240
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 Romans 12:1+2. Also notes, as previously discussed, the Christian commitment at SixSeeds animates 

the staff in their personal growth and discipleship but may or not be part of the experience of a particular 

individual who finds the content of the network appealing. 
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  While Mezirow might discount the role of religious tradition in cultivating mature rational discourse 

and transformation, the people working to expand the spiritual horizons of the theory, and even other 

critical theory educators such as Michael Welton acknowledge the strength of religious communities to 

nurture alternative worldviews. See Michael R. Welton, ed., In Defense of the Lifeworld (Albany: State 

University of New York, 1995). 
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In so far as adult Christian faith development includes, but is not the same as, 

adult psychological development, the criteria for Christian transformational learning will 

not be the same as what this adult education theory describes. In order to support holistic 

human flourishing Christian leaders can cultivate the cognitive dimensions of change, but 

also invite processes involving spirit, mind and body. Transformation into Christ likeness 

for individuals and communities begins with worship: God must be at the center. Critical 

reflection on self or culture does not necessarily lead to expressions of ethical Christian 

living, but Christian discipleship practices are habits cultivated through human effort with 

a divine center.  

Becoming aware of the social justice demands of discipleship dictates that 

Christian work within transformational learning will be more norms-based and 

prescriptive than Mezirow‘s pedagogy with its ‗neutral‘ facilitation in learning 

environments. I disagree with Mezirow and affirm that people are able to both follow a 

set of normative teachings and engage in critical thinking. Even the religious tradition 

itself may need critical attention for mature adult discipleship as there could likely be 

aspects of someone‘s religious framework that contribute to distorted presuppositions that 

need transformation. (Paradoxically, the faith could be part of the source of the new 

perspective, as well.) 

   Conclusions 

This chapter presents many points of complementarity between the primary 

conditions for a transformative educational experience and the possibilities for 

accompanying someone in the process of transformation in Christian life. The process of 

change in transformative learning includes, but is not limited to these stages: 1. a 
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disorienting dilemma;  2. self-examination and critical assessment of assumptions; 4. 

recognizing one‘s discontent and the possibility of transformation; 5.planning action 

6.trying on new perspectives/roles; and 7. the conditions dictated by the new perspective 

are integrated into one‘s everyday life.
241

 Such a process can explain much of what 

happens through transformative learning in Christian education context as well, with an 

additional dynamic of attending to the content of the faith tradition and an awareness of 

the Holy as new perspectives and practices develop. Christian learning experiences 

should promote self-critical discipleship for insightful interpretation of adult experiences 

of both culture and the traditional texts.  

As Christian educators continue to address the complexities of the relationship of 

contemporary culture to Christian beliefs and practices Mezirow‘s work can ground the 

development of a methodology that supports transformative dialogue and educational 

experiences.  Using this theory for resources in developing a Christian education 

framework and pedagogy poses useful contributions and serious limits. It does address 

the need for a Christian education that nurtures a self-aware, complex, and integrated 

faith, particularly at the level of how we make meaning in the world. Equipped with the 

self-knowledge and reasoning skills born of critical reflection Christian communities will 

be better equipped to handle the demands of dilemmas posed by dissonance between the 

faith tradition‘s claims and the diverse meaning-making claims of surrounding cultures. 

Further, because community and the premise of building trusting relationships are built 

into the life of congregations, the learning environment of a dialogical group rooted in 

trust and hope is well suited to the process of transformative learning. ―The need for a 
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dialogical community in transformative models of education leaves this educational 

paradigm ripe for religious dialogue and an examination of the virtues and values for 

human discourse that arise in the major wisdom traditions…‖.
242

 

What else is needed to fill in the gaps of transformative learning theory in light of 

addressing formation for discipleship that resists consumer culture? Knowledge gained in 

critical reflection may or may not lead to social action. Thus, I turn to Christian social 

ethics for resources for articulating praxis reflective of a faithful relationship between 

Christian community and the cultural milieu; specifically, the ―pastoral circle,‖ which 

joins social analysis with theological reflection to understand social context for the sake 

of praxis.  
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Chapter 4   

Effective Pathways for Cultivating Faithful Praxis: The Pastoral Circle 

 
 

 
 

“Recovery of the [biblical] text …entails and produces a deep and inescapable awareness of how 
this text, and the life it fosters, lives in deep tension with the dominant text of the global market, 

a tension to be entrusted to those who speak and listen to this text.”243 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Evident in cultural texts and artifacts are collective, though unconscious, answers 

to existential questions such as: what does it mean to be human? What is a successful 

life? How do I pursue happiness? The answers are not declared from a public service 

announcement or on bill boards via Big Brother-esque advertisers, but they are addressed 

in the manifest cultural texts that make up our daily life. We find the answers literally in 

films and on magazine covers and more figuratively through the public policies we make, 

the presence of shopping malls, sweatshops, art galleries and in the overflowing garbage 

bins of local fast food chains. How can Christians uncover the cultural messages and then 

engage those same questions with answers lived in a Christian vision for the sake of the 

common good? Having established the many inadequacies of how life‘s existential 

questions are answered loudly in the tune of consumerism in North America, I now seek 

to better understand how the church can be bolstered as a cultural agent, and that in 

transforming herself and the larger community uncovers more satisfying answers to 

perennial questions such as these. 
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As discussed in chapter three, transformative learning methods challenge 

participants to uncover the formative influences on their decision making and meaning-

making presuppositions. Similarly, there are practices in the field of pastoral theology 

that urge people of faith to be critically conscious of the effects of culture on our 

imagination, our relational capacities, and spiritual growth. I turn now to work in 

practical theology for an effective expression of transformative learning in faith 

communities. As described earlier, consumer culture shapes people‘s beliefs and 

behaviors so we need to address both dimensions in order to develop a model for 

nurturing discipleship which responds to cultural context.  

Christ in and for Cultures  

Christian communities and dominant culture are mutually formative. The specific 

nature of the relationship between ―culture,‖ (or ―the world,‖) and Christianity has been 

debated for centuries. From medieval Augustine‘s City of God, to modern Karl Barth‘s 

complex theology of culture, to contemporary philosophy‘s Charles Taylor and his 

Secular Age, extraordinary minds have grappled with how to understand the Christian 

story in relationship to cultures. Whether doing theology in academia, as a pastoral 

theologian or in small acts of faith, people continue to seek adequate responses to 

questions of faith and culture.
 244

 In order for Christians to negotiate how to live out their 

faith in social milieus where Christian values, core beliefs, and spiritual habits may or 

may nor resonate with the dominant culture, they need practical skills to negotiate these 
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diverse formative influences. By skills, I mean habits of mind, such as critical thinking 

and fluency with the biblical tradition in order to think theologically. 

The classic work Christ and Culture by Reinhold Niebuhr, provides a good 

starting point for reflection on matters of faith and culture.  Not unlike contemporary 

theologians, Niebuhr observed that, ―Christians find it difficult to combine Jesus‘ claims 

upon them with those of their societies.‖
245

As he attempts to describe the diverse 

historical and biblical approaches to relating to culture in the context of Christian social 

ethics, Niebuhr asserts that there is a continuum between God, known in Christ through 

faith and the Bible, and God in nature, known through reason and culture. 
246

  He 

describes a spectrum of varying positions identifying how Christ relates to the cultural 

context.   

Niebuhr observes five archetypal approaches to Christian social ethics: Christ 

against culture, Christ of culture, Christ above culture, Christ and culture in paradox, and 

Christ transforming culture. He associates each with a biblical framework and a 

contemporary theologian or tradition. At one end of the spectrum is the belief that 

Christians understand their own community as distinctly separate from the surrounding 

society and cultural influences, with a set of biblical imperatives meant only for the 

development of their own community. In this world view, based on ―the new law‖ of 

Christ, what is Christian (church) is holy and what is not Christian (including culture) is 

corrupt.
247

 The other end of the spectrum views church communities as so integrated into 
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the social context that there is little distinction between values and practices of the 

congregation and that of the culture and Christ is understood to be reflected primarily 

through the revelation of natural law resulting in what Neibhur calls accommodation. 

There is also, Niebuhr suggests, a middle ground that holds the two extremes in tension 

and does not seek to collapse one into the other.
248

 Finally, in the fifth model, 

―conversionist,‖ which Niebuhr favors; he sees the hope of Christ as extending into the 

culture for the sake of transformation. That is, Christian presence in society is redemptive 

and we serve God in the world for social change.  

It does not seem adequate to distinguish these positions so distinctly from each 

other. Moreover, we can use these categories to imagine the many ways that Christ may 

be present for and through culture and to remind us that our attitude toward the 

significance of culture matters when we talk about social analysis and interpreting reality. 

For example, as Europe and more recently America are coming to be described as post-

Christian societies the pastoral response can see this as frightful or hopeful depending on 

both one‘s theology as well as one‘s understanding of the essential relationship between 

church and cultures. One‘s theology of culture will give direction to lived faith as one 

looks for Christ in culture or develops alternatives to dominant streams of culture. As 

contemporary Catholic theologian Michael Gallagher suggests in his work on 

discernment in postmodern cultures, Christians ought to be skilled at ―drawing out of a 

culture the full meaning of its noblest intentions,‖ as well as ―challenging that 

culture….,‖
249

 which impacts imagination, relational capacities and spiritual awareness. 
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―Culture is fallible and in need of constant discernment and renewal,‖
250

 he claims. We 

ought to be able to experience culture without being subject to it.  Moving toward such 

objectivity and agency will take practice, and as we learned from transformative learning 

theory, equally important is the need to become conscious of one‘s own socialization. 

Theologian Kevin Vanhoozer, in his Everyday Theology, makes a strong case for 

why Christians should read culture. He situates the church between Christ and culture and 

calls it a community of cultural agents.
251

 ―To be a cultural agent—a person able to make 

his or her own mark on culture rather than submit to cultural programming—one needs to 

be culturally literate and a critical thinker…It is not simply enough to know doctrine; the 

competent disciple must also be able to read culture.‖
252

 When we can understand the 

place of the church not as fully assimilated into the dominant cultural matrix nor as 

outside of culture, standing in condemnation or constant suspicion but somehow standing 

between the present reality and the not fully realized kingdom of God, we are able to read 

culture and become better interpreters both of it and of the Christian tradition in context.  

The concept of being an ―agent of culture‖ will be discussed in the next chapter, but it is 

helpful to use such language about disciples in the social context as we focus on 

interpreting culture in this chapter, lest the task of interpretation be understood to be 

passive critique. How do we go about such interpretation so as to understand the 

everyday relationship of consumer ideology to Christianity? 
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I propose that a hermeneutical tool, such as the ―pastoral circle‖ which asks us to 

―see, judge, and act‖ in Christian wisdom, can provide the framework of an educational 

paradigm for congregations to strengthen people‘s ability to see cultural reality and to 

equip people to respond ethically as a Christian community in light of the challenges of 

the meaning-making claims of the surrounding culture.
253

 I analyze the usefulness of the 

pastoral circle for the particular problems introduced in this dissertation by engaging the 

broader literature of Christian social analysis, theological reflection, and Christian 

education. 

 

Introducing the Pastoral Circle  

Transformative learning is an important pillar in creating a methodology that 

raises people‘s awareness of the culture of consumption and commercialization and to 

begin to disengage. Another, more distinctly Christian tool for analyzing culture in the 

context of faith is called the ―pastoral circle.‖
254

 The pastoral circle consists of three 

general movements of interpretation most generally called ―see-judge-act‖.  

Scholars and social activists, Peter Henriot and Joe Holland, developed the 

pastoral circle as a response to the need for critical awareness of the socio-cultural 
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dynamics present when people begin to plan for social action. Theologian Jon Sobrino, 

introducing Henriot‘s work in this area of faith and justice names the importance of the 

work of social analysis in this way: we ―need to allow ourselves to be affected by reality 

in order to analyze it properly; as a way of working for justice…in order to grasp the 

truth of the world we live in and to understand faith with Jesus of Nazareth as the starting 

point.‖
255

  Such a method is a fitting model for my work in which I develop an approach 

to culturally conscious disciple making. In this chapter I analyze the usefulness of the 

pastoral circle for the particular problems introduced in this dissertation by engaging the 

broader literature of Christian social analysis, theological reflection, and liberatory 

Christian education. 

Henriot and Holland developed their method of pastoral problem solving in the 

context of working in solidarity with the poor. Unsatisfied with the standard proposals of 

either the political right or the left in the 1980s they issued a call to the church for a 

critical engagement with social reality and the Christian tradition.
256

 One of their 

presuppositions is that people in dominant culture operate out of an unconscious 

foundational metaphor for the society that is inherited in the socialization process, similar 

to the concept of a cultural curriculum. They suggest that operative at the core of the 

American cultural imagination is a root metaphor of life as mechanistic efficiency.
257

 

Instead, they argue, we need a new metaphor that provides a different foundation for 

building a just society, such as American culture as ―a work of art.‖ Their point is that 

part of the struggle for justice is a struggle for the root of our cultural imagination. In 

                                                 
255

 Jon Sobrino, "Faith, Justice and Injustice," in The Pastoral Circle Revisited, ed. Frans Wijsen, Peter 

Henriot, and Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005).ix. 
256

 Peter Henriot and Joe Holland, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice, Revised ed. (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis Books, 1983).xix. 
257

Ibid. 



 

121 

 

order to reflect and critique the foundational cultural images we must be critically aware 

of the forms they take. 

 For Holland and Henriot, then, movement toward social change begins with 

developing a new vision of society. For people of faith, this vision is cultivated through 

discerning how human experience leads us to the divine. What does social analysis have 

to do with this new vision? ―If faith is to be alive in the works of justice then the reality 

of the social situation must first be clearly understood.‖
258

 In the pastoral circle, we seek 

to understand how God is revealed in the experience and struggles of the everyday while 

avoiding an a-historical or a-cultural application of scripture.
259

 As I introduced, pastoral 

planning as part of practical theology often includes the general terms ―see, judge, and 

act.‖  Henriot and Holland expand on this general principle in their work. Their model of 

the pastoral circle is a discernment process leading to social action through a circle of 

naming an experience, social analysis, theological reflection, and action that then leads 

back to deeper critical reflection.  

Each of the movements of the circle expresses a mediation of experience. In 

summary, their hermeneutic circle progresses in this way after naming the context/lived 

experience:     

 Social analysis;     

 Theological reflection;  

 Pastoral planning for decision/action; back to analysis and reflection.
260
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The terms representing movements are defined this way: a) social analysis: naming and 

then analyzing the social location of a given pastoral dilemma; b) theological reflection: 

holding up the filter of the scripture and traditional wisdom, and engaging in theological 

reflection to name the alternative reality of the people of God; and c) praxis: asking how 

does our new way of seeing invite action for the sake of Gods reign? In so far as this 

process is circular (or more accurately a spiral) the new action prompts deeper reflection 

and analysis. The biblical and theological insights may prompt new ways of seeing the 

cultural context and can lead to deeper probing before moving to analysis and the spiral 

continues.  

Although movement through the cycle may be non-linear, Henriot and Holland 

describe the beginning as naming the current conditions or the experience under 

examination. This investigation continues with social analysis, a multi textured process.  

Henriot and Holland name multiple layers of socio- cultural dynamics which require 

understanding:  the historical causes, the natural links to other social issues, and the 

people or institutions that make up the social context of the problem.
 261

 With such 

clarity, one moves on to reflection, which is the process of judging what has been seen 

with both reason and faith engaged. Finally, one plans for transformative action/response 

to seeing reality based in the theological wisdom.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
261

 Ibid., 10. 



 

123 

 

Comparative models 

A similar analytical process for pastoral strategizing is described in Richard 

Osmer‘s Introduction to Practical Theology. Osmer, a foundational voice in Protestant  

practical theology uses similar categories to name the tasks of practical theology in the 

context of congregational leadership. His terms, the descriptive-empirical task, the 

interpretive task, the normative task, and the pragmatic task, echo the movements of the 

pastoral circle and provide a helpful breadth for the see-judge-act model used in social 

ethics. 
262

 Osmer allows for two steps for the judgment process, beginning with general 

sources of wisdom for reflection on the event and moving to the more normative 

dimension of theology and scripture as tools of discernment.  The normative perspective 

provides answers to what ought to be done, but not guidelines for how to move the 

―particular episodes, situations and contexts to desired ends. This is the pragmatic task of 

practical theological interpretation…‖
263

 Osmer‘s attention to interpretation is a helpful 

addition. 
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In Juan Luis Segundo‘s theological work in the context of the social justice 

struggle in Latin America, a hermeneutic process using social analysis is described. In his 

model the first movement is broken into two moments. Suspicion about reality comes 

first, and in an equally important next step one tries to interpret their reality. To begin 

with experience, or ―insertion‖ into the situation, is a demonstration of, as Juan Segundo 

articulates, a liberation theologian‘s ―suspicion that everything and anything involving 

ideas, including theology, is bound up with the existing social situation in at least an 

unconscious way.‖ 
264

 The hermeneutic circle seeks a new interpretation of the Bible in 

context. ―The circular nature of these interpretations stems from the fact that each new 

reality obliges us to interpret the word of God afresh, to change reality accordingly and 

then to go back and reinterpret the word of God again, and so on.‖
265

  Segundo suggests a 

hermeneutic process where: 1. Our experience leads us to ideological suspicion; 2. There 

is the application of our ideological suspicion to the superstructure and to theology; 3. 

There comes a new experience of theological reality that leads us to exegetical suspicion, 

and; 4. This exegetical suspicion results in reinterpretation of reality and of tradition with 

new elements at our disposal.
266

  

Segundo uses the methodology of social analysis and exegetical interpretation to 

do theology, which may be inclusive of but is not synonymous with ethics or strategizing 

or pedagogy. Osmer, and even more so Henriot and Holland, engage the circle of 

interpretation to strategize for lived response to circumstances. For the latter, a change in 

understanding of Scripture or theological presuppositions may occur, but it is not the 

primary objective.  In developing my own model, I integrate the wisdom of each of these, 
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bringing forward the process demonstrated by each model‘s emphasis on integrating 

experience, reflection and praxis.  First, we shall examine each movement of the circle in 

more detail. 

Engaging in social analysis 

In the rush to action, planning for pastoral action is often rooted in a thin 

description of a situation or event. In the pastoral circle social analysis begins the process 

of pastoral planning in order to penetrate the surface descriptions to identify the 

underlying causes. Understanding the socio-cultural context of a problem demands a 

degree of analysis that to uncovers the fullness of historical, political, social and cultural 

dynamics in operation. Social analysis provides an historical and structural analysis to 

understand patterns and processes over time and in the greater context of the particular 

struggle or injustice.
267

 

The process of social analysis, or ―clarification of reality‖ as social ethicist Eldin 

Villafane calls it, has many layers.
268

 Social analysis allows for a systematic structural 

description of a particular social setting or problem. In social analysis, we explore four 

elements of society: a)the historical dimensions of a situation, b)the structural dimensions 

such as economic alliances; c)constructed divisions of society which factor into the issues 

such as race or geography; and d) the multiple levels of impact such as local, regional or 

international.
269

 What difference does such an examination make? For example, if a 

church community feels compelled to respond to the gun violence in the neighborhood 

they would begin the pastoral planning process with questions. They would engage in 
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observation and some degree of research around the historical, political, cultural and 

social dynamics operating beneath the visible impact of guns. There are many questions 

to ask before drawing conclusions about the issue and moving to action planning. In 

social analysis we try to identify the range of actors and institutions involved to get as 

thorough a picture of the context (or cultural text) as possible. In this example, if our only 

analysis of the gun situation was based on conversation with the police gang unit we will 

have a limited perspective informing the potential pastoral action. Social analysis reminds 

us that there are always many contributing factors to the social dilemmas we face. Asking 

clarifying questions slows down the planning process and asks us to see reality as fully as 

possible. 

At a practical level, the skill of social analysis should guide our examination of an 

event, situation or social context. In striving to create a complete picture, one asks 

questions about history, structures, and the key values reflected in such structures. We 

attend to the history ―to perceive the deep background influences of the past on the 

present.‖
270

 One might examine critical turning points related to this issue; these could 

range from the national stage to the very local personal history of a neighborhood or 

family. We look at the structures related to the event or issue at hand in order to 

recognize the institutions, processes and patterns which influence the situation. 
271

 In 

cultural analysis, values also play a role. When asking questions about the influences on a 

particular social situation, we investigate the ideologies and norms that have guided 

people to the present circumstance. Holland and Henriot suggest several sets of values 
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such as, unity/diversity, competition cooperation, justice/security, and 

materialism/spiritualism.
272

 

 Vanhoozer also describes a ―multiperspectival‖ reading of culture: ―to get light 

from various sources…must be prepared to move between history, economics 

psychology, sociology, film studies, architectural engineering, marketing and of course 

theology.‖
273

  He emphasizes the need to not confuse social analysis with simply a 

political or economic critique, as was popular in the twentieth century social sciences. 

Developing a thick description of cultural texts is far more comprehensive. Osmer 

reminds us that in the initial movement of the circle, seeing reality, we focus on thick 

description of what is going on in the event, or a situation, and the context. 
274

  

After completing that ―empirical‖ task we move to asking the why questions. 

These questions can be informed by theories from the arts and sciences to better discern 

patterns and structures that contribute to the situation. Practical theologians consider this 

first step akin to research, that is they engage in an empirical study through observing, 

listening, and gathering resources in order to be accurately informed before moving on to 

the interpretive steps which come next. 

 For example, a congregation puts in time and energy and resources planning a 

weekly meal for homeless people in their community. They know there are homeless 

people because they see them on their way to and from church. A committee gets 

volunteers organized, raises funds and launches the first dinner. After a few weeks with 

very low turnout the committee is puzzled and frustrated. Someone eventually takes 
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initiative to ask questions in the community about services for the homeless already 

available; a significant issue is that people must be in line at the local shelters by five pm 

for a bed or they will not be able to get in for the evening. Once people have secured a 

bed they cannot leave again; the church dinners started at 5 pm. Strong pastoral planning 

will include the proper research. Feeding the hungry is a biblical mandate; however, there 

are many possible approaches to such a ministry.  

Engaging in social analysis is not limited to the formal work of academics, nor to 

the domain of the religious leader alone; though it may need to be modeled. The pastoral 

circle has been developed and tested in a variety of new social and theological contexts 

since initially practiced in oppressive political settings in the 1970s-80s.
 275

 From within 

the work of social justice activists and theologians we can learn how social analysis tends 

to be employed in the field. For example, in The Pastoral Circle Revisited the 

contributors remind us of significant gains and pitfalls over the twenty years since social 

analysis initially garnered so much attention.
276

  As activists and researchers, the authors 

present cases from a variety of global contexts each demonstrating a range of applications 

such as personal spirituality, community organizing and seminary classrooms.  

Two interesting warnings emerge however. While the process of first examining 

root causes and then proceeding to theological reflection based on scripture and 

systematic theology is often valued, in practice the move is not easy. It is tempting to 

                                                 
275

 For examples of how this method can be employed  in social ethics see works such asVillafane, The 

Liberating Spirit: Toward an Hispanic American Social Ethic. He lays out the social location of Hispanic 

community and the religious identity of the Hispanic community then employs theological reflection on 

important themes in Hispanic Pentecostal theology relevant to social engagement then moves to praxis. It 

can also be seen in the interdisciplinary work of Catholic social ethics, such as work by David Hollenbach 

who uses sociological, economic, and historical sources to provide thick descriptions of the socio-political 

struggles that he engages with Catholic Social teaching and  theology. 
276

 Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot, and Rodrigo Mejia, eds., The Pastoral Circle Revisited: A Critical Quest 

for Truth and Transformation (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005). 



 

129 

 

engage in deep social analysis with little theological integration and form an action plan 

based on social analysis alone, or to begin and end with a theological presupposition that 

is not tempered by a hard look at reality. In order to utilize this hermeneutical approach 

effectively we must pay as much attention to the process of theological reflection as to 

the skills borrowed from social science in analysis.  

Another warning is that people often fail to separate social data from the 

theological reflection hermeneutically when they ―shouldn‘t be mixing value judgment 

during the social analysis.‖
 277

 Of course, this is a difficult line to draw; we will always 

bring theological presuppositions to our approach to a social situation, especially given 

the fact that one has already made a judgment by simply recognizing an injustice. While 

people can and should claim their theological starting point, it should be bracketed off to 

some degree in order to be faithful to the distinct processes of analysis and theological 

learning, remaining open to reinterpretation as part of the circle which comes after 

analysis. A related pitfall is that decision making operates out of theological assertions 

disconnected from the facts of the social analysis (e.g. pastoral planners draw a picture of 

peace generalized from the Christian vision not particular to the situation)
278

 even while 

claiming to be doing the work of analysis.  

Social analysis for pastoral decision making should be only one movement in a 

holistic pastoral approach to understanding how to respond to social struggles; it is not 

the end result. An overemphasis on analysis can lead to indecision with never ending 

questioning and intellectual skepticism that places too much value in seeking only to 

understand the ideology present in the big picture. In order to balance this, paying 
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attention to other forms of investigation, such as how the artistic and imaginative reflect 

social dynamics could also be of value.
 279

  The movement toward reflection is also a way 

to ensure that the entire process is not overly dependent on critique. Christian social 

analysis will have important implications for social action and for interpretation of 

Scripture in light of the new cultural consciousness. 

Making a judgment  

  Making a judgment, often through a process of theological reflection, is the next 

movement in the circle. Decision making for action ultimately flows from one‘s 

observations and analysis of a situation, along with interpretation of the 

scriptures/theology in light of that knowledge.
280

 This movement into the normative 

dimension of the process necessitates knowledge and some facility with the Christian 

tradition‘s resources. 

Biblical/Theological reflection  

When we discuss the significance of the theological reflection moment of the 

circle as both the key to interpreting the descriptions emerging from movement one and 

to discerning the discipleship response in the third movement, it is important to 

emphasize the normative quality of this step. It is the moment where, ―The word of God 

                                                 
279

 Consider the tongue in cheek but none-the less accurate phrase ―analysis paralysis.‖ The tone of many of 

the Martin Luther King Jr‘s sermons collected in Strength to Love demonstrate such caution, even for this 

great intellectual-spiritual- activist: ―Desiring to justify himself and to show that Jesus' reply was far from 

conclusive, the lawyer asks, "And who is my neighbor?" The lawyer was now taking up the cudgels of 

debate that might have turned the conversation into an abstract theological discussion. But Jesus, 

determined not to be caught in the "paralysis of analysis," pulls the question from mid air and places it on a 

dangerous curve between Jerusalem and Jericho‖ (31).  In the sermon, ―Love in Action‖, King preached, 

―…only in the bringing together of head and heart, intelligence and goodness, shall man rise to a fulfillment 

of his true nature.‖ Finally, in the ―Trumpet of Conscience,‖ he writes: ―In this world non-violence is no 

longer an option for intellectual analysis;  it is an imperative for action.‖ Martin Luther King Jr, Strength to 

Love (Minneapolis, MN: Augsberg Fortress, 1981). 
280

 Thus, the link between faith and justice. Henriot and Holland, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and 

Justice.92-93. 



 

131 

 

brought to bear upon the situation raises new questions, suggests new insights and opens 

new responses.‖
281

 The interpretive work, or normative task, of biblical reflection is one 

of examining the experience and/ or cultural context in light of biblical themes. It may 

also be a moment when scripture itself could be newly illumined and brought to life by 

this process whereby, as someone understands reality more clearly, they hear a particular 

passage in a new way.  

For example, if a group were exploring immigration issues in their community 

and turned to Christian scriptures for wisdom they would find many passages reflecting 

God‘s instructions about treatment of the alien and images of God‘s character as a refuge 

and oasis for the weary. If the scripture is read in a group of people who have recently 

had a relocation experience they will hear things that a non-immigrant person may not 

hear. The scripture is brought to life in a new way for the inexperienced because they 

hear it in the context of a real life event; for the one who needs comfort they hear what 

God expects from God‘s people regarding care for the powerless. So both life and 

scripture are illumined as one engages in the normative moment of planning for pastoral 

action. 

In Everyday Theology, the interaction of biblical reflection and lived experience is 

described this way: ―As we read these [cultural] texts and trends through the lens of 

redemptive history, we realize that we are a part of God‘s ongoing mission and salvation. 

We, too, demonstrate both the goodness of creation and the corruption of the fall. 

Because we ourselves are part of the story of God‘s work in history, so too are all the 

texts and trends we make. Thus, redemptive history offers a truer way to understand the 
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world.‖
282

 Then the next logical step, ―having read the [cultural] text theologically,‖ is to 

live out the response.
283

 

Osmer calls the normative task, ―prophetic discernment,‖ which engages the 

social reality in light of theology and ethics.
284

 The move to normative applications 

comes after we come to understand the cultural text on its own terms; then we are ready 

to call to mind the biblical reality. Osmer identifies three parts to the judgment process: a) 

―the use of theological concepts to interpret the episodes,‖ b) the use of ethical norms to 

guide and interpret practice; and c) the discussion of ―best practices‖ related to the field 

from the larger community of leaders.
285

 The biblical-theological interpretation is rooted 

in a belief that the Christian story of redemption history is the larger context within which 

all cultural texts exist or occur.
286

 In using the pastoral circle participants will have a 

given theological  lens, perhaps shalom, or hospitality, or holiness; while we may come 

to see a weakness in our current theological presuppositions, one will none the less begin 

the search for how the word of God may speak to the particular circumstance within 

some prior theological framework. When doing the work of social analysis and ethical 

decision making integrated with biblical wisdom, we will chose reference points from 

which we begin the interpretive work. In the case of this dissertation, I began my 
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theological reflection on consumer culture with a theological/pastoral lens of 

discipleship. This requires study of the tradition and scripture, that the reflection or 

application of biblical wisdom is thorough and honors the text before moving to 

interpretation of the experience. So, to do this judgment piece as a process of Christian 

discernment the practitioner will practice in-depth biblical study in order to move forward 

in the hermeneutic circle.  

The role of theological reflection   

 The normative moment in the circle is not static. Given the other dynamic of this 

interpretive movement, ―reflection,‖ what resources are available to facilitate the work of 

interpretive reflection? The practical theology tool ―theological reflection‖ provides an 

excellent framework for deepening the ―judge‖ aspect of the basic see/judge/act cycle of 

the pastoral circle. Proponents of theological reflection as a spiritual practice insist that 

adult maturity includes an increase in self-awareness and the growing capacity to discern 

one‘s own assumptions. Christian maturity also includes a dimension of critical capacity 

and discernment. Theological reflection practices can empower people to understand the 

cultural framework and how the Christian story assists people to interpret it.  

In The Art of Theological Reflection, Killen and DeBeer claim that theological 

reflection ―disposes us to being transformed … to being instruments of the kingdom. It 

impels us to increased knowledge, greater consciousness and critical sensibilities in 

relation to the self, family, community and tradition.‖
287

 Theological reflection is 

primarily a tool for individual growth and transformation through the thoughtful 

integration of life experience and the Christian tradition. It can help adults to think 
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theologically. Theological reflection as a distinct spiritual discipline includes a range of 

practices and goals. Most generally, theological reflection begins with the lived 

experience of those doing reflection, correlates experience with sources of Christian 

tradition, and draws out the practical implications. Killen and DeBeer also recognize that 

when people share reflections on experience the core assumptions may be still be 

disguised which will block transformation that leads to new praxis: ―habitual meaning-

making processes move naturally in the direction of fitting events into our present 

interpretive framework.‖
288

  So, Christians must become skillful at honestly describing 

and reflecting on their experiences.  

There are distinct approaches to theological reflection, according to Robert 

Kinast, which are classified by the type of experience accessed, its correlation with the 

religious tradition, and the emerging practice they envision.
289

The differences manifest in 

particular styles, such as what Kinast calls, the ministerial style, the inculturation style, 

and the spiritual wisdom style.  

The ministerial style is associated with authors such as Richard Osmer and James 

and Evelyn Whitehead. The Whiteheads have written extensively about pastoral planning 

and the role of the minster in the education ministry of the church. Their description of 

the role of reflection in ministry emphasizes that although self-awareness is important 

such insight is not enough. Maturing through the art of theological reflection includes 

learning to contribute to the common good and to challenge the common culture when 

necessary.
 290

 Whiteheads‘ work describes the movement from insight to pastoral 
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response as an example of using theological reflection and cultural analysis in an 

integrated way. Their purpose is primarily for ministers addressing pastoral problem 

solving or planning for action at a congregational level. A weakness of the ministerial 

model of theological reflection is that someone would need to teach the congregation to 

think theologically in the ways that the Whiteheads presume for their model to function 

effectively. 

The inculturation style draws on the larger experiences of culture and social 

systems. In this approach to theological reflection, people learn to understand their 

cultural framework and how the Christian story assists people to interpret it. An 

inculturation model can be critical of and constructive in regards to cultural expressions 

of the gospel. It is commonly associated with mission and used to develop approaches to 

contextualizing evangelism practices or how to enculturate liturgy, for example. 

Reflection-praxis in this style would include the movement toward more culturally 

appropriate development of Christian identity through intercultural hermeneutics.
291

As 

Kinast describes, local theology begins with a careful listening to the culture in order to 

discover the Christ who is already active there. For example the experience of the 

hyphenated and marginalized existence felt by many Hispanic/Latino, African- American 

and Asian American communities has led to a deeper identification with Jesus as 

a‗marginal Jew‘.‖
292
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The spiritual wisdom style of theological reflection insists that Christian maturity 

includes an increase in self-awareness and the growing capacity to discern one‘s own 

assumptions as part of the development of personal or communal spiritual practices. The 

spiritual wisdom style is generally used to engage the full range of life experience with a 

view toward spiritual formation. It is designed to help individuals connect faith and daily 

life by drawing wisdom out of one‘s own context.
293

 The engagement with tradition is 

interactive and the correlation implies of synthesis of tradition with new needs and 

insights. These practitioners, such as spiritual directors, trust the process to bring people 

to deeper faith and more faithful praxis in the world.
294

  

In the spiritual formation approach the process of theological reflection is used for 

making meaning of personal issues, experiences, and problems raised by the social 

environment in light of God‘s work in the world. Killen and DeBeer call the work of self-

awareness the ―movement toward insight.‖ The aim is to provide a foundation on which 

to build a basic framework for understanding how theological meaning is made, 

particularly for connecting lives to the religious texts.
295

 

I find in each of these styles of theological reflection very promising tools for 

cultivating Christian consciousness of one‘s relationship to dominant culture. People can 

learn to be students of the scriptures as well as of the revelatory quality of human 

experiences.
296

 Adults may presume that engaging in the normative dimension of 
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problem solving or pastoral planning is simply applying theological rules to life.
297

 

However, theological reflection practices teach us that it can instead be a conversation 

between experience, social context, scripture, traditional wisdom, and the community of 

faith.  Patricia Killen, for example, asserts that our capacity to live Christian faith 

correlates with our capacity to discover the revelatory quality of our human 

experience.
298

 Her approach to ministry then is to help adults think theologically, 

critically engaging the resources of the Christian story and their experiences. Killen and 

DeBeer in their orientation of spiritual wisdom style do provide a sample case of 

reflection on culture, or social analysis, with the explicit purpose ―to create a reflective 

context within which the people can relate some part of their cultural experience to the 

wisdom of the Christian heritage.‖
299

  

Adding such breadth to the normative moment in the pastoral circle is important; 

when we say that we are engaging in theological reflection on a given social reality we 

need to know specifically what that means. Whether used deliberately for interpreting 

cultural assumptions or for broader objectives of spiritual formation guided reflection is 

significant in the hermeneutical process of the pastoral circle: ―Reflection is the art of 

deliberately slowing down our habitual processes of interpreting our lives to take a closer 

look at the experience and at our frameworks for interpretation.‖
300

 In the model for a 

reflection group they use a series of questions and promote considerations of diverse 

sources for reflection: a) name their initial orientation toward the issue; b) see the 
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culture‘s messages gleaned from a variety of sources; and c) identify perspectives from 

the Christian heritage and Scriptures on the issue.
301

 

 So, with purposeful facilitation theological reflection can not only lead someone 

into deeper intimacy with God, but also to self-awareness of one‘s place in culture with 

implications for activity with God in the world. However, such a concept does not 

demand any particular change in attitudes or assumptions, which is a weakness 

recognized by the authors as a limit of the reflective process. There is a possibility of 

people not moving forward into a new place after the reflection process occurs, though 

the ministerial model is overtly oriented toward decision making. The practical models 

given by Killen and DeBeer do include one that begins with a general social concern as 

the theme and move through a series of analytic questions about it. They recognize that 

―the Christian way itself is not primarily a matter of increased knowledge or 

understanding,‖ but of how we live out the knowledge of God‘s love in the world.
302

  An 

important contribution is that theological reflection balances out the implicit risks of the 

highly cognitive epistemology of the pastoral circle. That is, the normative/interpretive 

moment can include the imaginative and the affective and be deliberately unhurried and 

prayerful as one pause before following the impulse to action based on analysis. Killen 

asserts that ―deliberate and self-conscious theological reflection builds on the ordinary 

ways that we come to meaning‖ and thus the ―capacity for finding meaning in our lives‖ 

increases.
303
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Pastoral action 

 The final moment in Henriot and Holland‘s model is praxis. ―Since the purpose of the 

pastoral circle is decision and action, the fourth moment in the circle is crucial: pastoral 

planning. In the light of experiences analyzed and reflected upon what response is called 

for by individuals and communities?‖
304

 Stepping out in practices of faith reflects a new 

way of being but also leads to reflection and deeper analysis of the event.  

Christian cultural agency is the culmination of cultural hermeneutics. It comes 

after we have given thick description of the work on all levels, including 

evaluation in light of Christian wisdom. Upon that interpretation it builds a 

response with our lives. And so we come full circle, from being passively 

influenced by culture, to agents who competently read cultural texts and interpret 

trends in order to change ourselves and the world for the glory of God.
305

 

This moment, or task, in the pastoral circle has been termed praxis, action, pastoral 

strategy, the pragmatic task, or as above, the moment of cultural agency. The context of 

the application of the pastoral circle will dictate the approach to this third moment. For 

Holland and Henriot, who have developed a model of cultivating pastoral response to 

social injustices, the last moment is one of coming to a response or strategy to address a 

particular expression of injustice. Those who do this work in community organizing, 

economic development and social service may envision the action moment in this way, 

not necessarily as an individual‘s new personal practice, but as a plan for pastoral 

leadership to move people toward a common goal.  

Richard Osmer offers a similar leadership based approach to his use of the 

hermeneutic circle in that this work of seeing context holistically and providing 

normative interpretation leads to pastoral problem solving; he calls this the pragmatic 
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task of servant leadership.
306

 His theology of servant leadership is applied to the process 

of effective planning or problem solving in ministerial settings, which may be systemic or 

applied to individuals in a congregation, but the action plan is one for the leadership to 

enact alongside or on behalf of others.  

―Praxis‖ is a favored term because it encompasses the connection between theory 

and practice as a process of reflection and action. Made popular by liberation theologians, 

praxis has the connotation of encountering God in the everyday experiences of Christian 

community; distinct from practices, it is an embodiment of the kingdom in lived 

reality.
307

 In the examples from practitioners of theological reflection, which call for both 

movement toward insight and new practices, praxis is how individuals work out their 

faith in daily life. This may include arriving at new spiritual practices, or other practical 

lifestyle choices rooted in seeing reality more clearly and practices that engage larger 

social structures in the process of working for social justice and acts of mercy. There is 

no one way to generalize what the moment of ―action‖ might encompass for those who 

embrace the pastoral circle methodology. 

Coming back to the language of the Henriot and Holland‘s pastoral circle, 

―response‖ is an adequate name for what happens at this moment in the circle. It is broad 

enough to encompass both communal social action and personal steps toward change. A 
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―response‖ is also multi-dimensional in that it infers a cognitive engagement as well as an 

embodied one. For my own model, this breadth is important. I encourage both a change 

of vision/thinking, as well as appropriate action as one wrestles with seeing culture 

through the lens of theology and reading theology with cultural awareness. I need a 

methodology that addresses enculturation; specifically the problem of dependence on a 

―borrowed interpretive lens,‖
308

 thus the approach to Christian education that I develop in 

the next chapter reflects transformational possibilities of using Henriot and Holland‘s 

work today. 

In summary, the insights from the movements of the pastoral circle which I bring 

forward into my approach to education for resistance to consumer culture are: 

 Identify the present conflict or pressing issue; 

 Analyze the immediate social context and larger contributing factors; 

 Identify relevant theological themes and texts for study; 

 Engage in theological reflection on the cultural text or artifact as well as the 

biblical text; and,  

 Respond with faith in action such that reflective practices are built into the 

activism and deeper theological and social analyses emerge. 

 

Neither the pastoral circle, nor the literature in theological reflection is explicitly 

pedagogical, though they are certainly practical. In order to apply these methodologies to 

the work of Christian leaders forming congregations for faithful discipleship we need to 

craft a teaching and learning process rooted in these assumptions about Christian praxis.  
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     Pedagogy and the Pastoral Circle 

Learning to engage in theological reflection on culture for the sake of the 

kingdom while people navigate the development of their values and practices is a key 

task for Christian formation. While this is not the only purpose of Christian formation, if 

neglected, our discipleship may not be fully engaged with the contextual reality of God‘s 

reign.  I now introduce a significant resource from the field of religious education, 

Thomas Groome‘s Shared Praxis Approach, which shares elements of the pastoral circle 

and transformative learning.
309

  While not primarily intended as an approach to pastoral 

planning for social action, I will compare the mechanisms, values and aims of shared 

praxis as an example of applying the pastoral circle pedagogically. 

  Shared Praxis Approach  

Groome has developed a pedagogy that is intended to help people integrate faith 

and life in a dialectical movement between human experience and the ―Christian vision 

and story.‖
 310

  Based philosophically in Heidegger and Gadamer‘s theories of critical 

conversation and rooted pedagogically in Paolo Freire‘s conscientization model, Shared 

Christian praxis is not a method, per se, but a paradigm for religious education.  First, the 

terminology is important. ―Shared‖ is significant because this is a learning process 

dependent on group interaction. ―Praxis‖ for Groome refers to ―purposeful human 

activity in dialectal unity of both theory and practice, critical reflection, and historical 

                                                 
309

 This is based philosophically in Heidegger and Gadamer‘s theories of critical conversation as well as 

rooted pedagogically in Paolo Friere‘s conscientization model. While also deeply influenced by Gutierrez‘ 

liberation themes social analysis is not a dominant thread of this work in practice. 
310

 Groome uses the term ―Christian story and vision‖ as comprehensive—the traditions of historical 
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e.g. see p 448. Thomas Groome, Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and 

Pastoral Ministry (New York: Harper Collins, 1991), Thomas Groome, Sharing Faith; a Comprehensive 

Approach to Religious Education and Pastoral Ministry (New York: Harper Collins, 1991). 
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engagement.‖
311

 While he does not explicitly name the pastoral circle in his work, we 

hear an echo in the language and orientation of his approach: ―… shared Christian praxis 

invites people to hermeneutics that are critical in a dialectical sense of their own and of 

their society‘s praxis. As participants attend to present praxis and reflect on it with  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

critical reason, analytical memory, and creative imagination, they may affirm aspects of 

it, question or reject aspects, and discover ways in which their interpretations invite then 

beyond present praxis.‖
312

  

The teaching and learning process is structured by five ―movements‖ through 

which people reflect on their present practices in light of the Christian Tradition for the  
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 Sharing Faith 136. 
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 Ibid.,145. 

Pastoral Circle                          Movement Shared Praxis Approach 
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ACT 

1a.Focusing Activity 

 

 

1b.Expression of one‘s 

consciousness of present praxis 

or context 

 

 

2.Critical reflection on present 

action 

 

 

3.Making accessible the 

Christian Story and Vision 

 

 

4.Dialectical hermeneutics to 

appropriate Christian story to 

participants story 

 

 

5.Decision/response for lived 

faith 
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sake of lived faith. These movements are:  1a). a focusing activity to stimulate openness  

to the generative theme/topic; 1b). naming and giving expression to one‘s present 

experience with the given topic/theme without judgment; 2). critical reflection on present 

experience of the theme or of the larger social context related to the educational topic; 3). 

facilitator presents ―Christian Story and Vision‖ concerning the topic at hand; 4).dialectic 

between their own story, each other‘s stories and the Christian Story in order to 

appropriate the topic into their own lives;
 
5. decision regarding personal faith response 

and future praxis.
313

 

In the chart above, I illustrate the similarities between these two approaches to 

integrating life and faith. Both models move from naming present experiences toward a 

response that stems from reflection on God‘s wisdom for the situation. A few distinctions 

arise that call for more description. The moment of observation and naming reality occur 

at the beginning of the process when participants engage the topic by naming their 

experience of or prior knowledge regarding the theme. Because this is a pedagogical 

approach we note that this is a facilitated experience that involves, as Groome would say, 

one coming to see things for him/herself. So, a focusing activity should engage and guide 

people into the topic and then they proceed to give expression (through any medium) to 

their experience. I have demarcated the connection between judge and Movement One 

with a dotted line because for some people the expression of experience will be pre-

reflective, that is, there is no interpretation. However, for other participants expression 

always involves a level of analytical thinking. The facilitated move to critical reflection 
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comes in Movement Two, where a facilitator could employ social analysis in an 

exploration of causes and contexts; or the critical reflection could take a more 

contemplative form, the methods for critically exploring the topic at hand are not laid out 

explicitly. There is also judgment/interpretation happening in Movement Four when the 

hermeneutical dynamic between the Christian texts and experience occurs. The normative 

movement, making accessible the Story, may involve judgment on the part of the 

facilitator, and but it is a distinct learning moment from Movement Four where elements 

of the story are appropriated. The moment of action, or praxis, is Movement Five of 

Groome‘s SPA and is vitally important. Reflection should yield a decision.  Finally, as 

with the pastoral circle, this process does not have to be linear, there may be recurring 

movement between steps, or it may be most appropriate to start somewhere other than 

with movement one. Groome also emphasizes the return to reflection following decision 

and action. 

Dialogue in community     

Groome‘s shared praxis approach has many elements that overlap with the 

pastoral circle. An important methodological addition is the key element of learning in 

dialogue with others.
314

 Groome‘s approach emphasizes ―partnership and 

participation‖—important values for dialogue and inherent in community building.
315

 The 

shared praxis approach is not an exchange of information between a student and teacher 

but an ―inclusive community of partnership.‖
316

 It is a process of mutual exchange of 

reflections, questions, analysis, insights and story sharing. The emphasis on learning 
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 In Groome‘s early foundational work he favors dialogue and dialogical, later he interchanges the term 

with  conversation. 
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through conversation values not only the pedagogical richness of creating environments 

for healthy dialogue but also reveals the importance of community. Educating for faith 

will include coaching people to think in a way that uses their own stories and the 

Christian story to bring them deeper into following Jesus‘ way in the world. In the 

context of a learning community, people are ―participants…invited to recognize and 

critique their own and society‘s present praxis, and then to make decisions.‖ In this way, 

Groome explains, ―…through the community they have explicit opportunities for 

renewed praxis‖
317

 is a shift from ―delivering‖ information to ―making accessible‖ and 

then inviting action.
318

 

Such conversations are not limited to formal learning environments. The 

principles of shared praxis can be seen in the setting of many of the ministries of the 

church wherever people work together, not confined to traditional educational settings. 

Groome‘ Sharing Faith includes a number of examples of this approach being applied 

throughout the ministries of the church, including pastoral counseling and the 

development of the liturgy. Groome‘s approach encourages the formation of the 

―character of people for ongoing conversion,‖
319

 which is beyond the purview of any 

singular dimension of church life. 

Implications 

The role of the Christian educator as one who is part of the mission to form 

disciples must pay attention to how to maximize people‘s capacity to live out of the 

                                                 
317

 Ibid., 270. 
318

 Ibid.,290-291 
319

Ibid.,440.  Groome‘s primary theological lens is ―the reign of God‖ (See Chpt 3 in Christian Religious 
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values of the kingdom as naturally as the cultural values into which they are born. The 

pastoral circle as a method for approaching our engagement with social issues should be 

enfolded into the life of a church so it becomes the habit of a disciple in a complex social 

environment that demands discernment. As Vincent Miller‘s work on consumer culture 

reminds us, faith communities have many theological resources and spiritual practices 

born out of the unique Christian narrative to empower us to engage in resistance to the 

impacts of the consumerism of the dominant culture. Education in the church then needs 

to strengthen people‘s mastery of the biblical ―counter narrative‖ as well as their ability 

to see the cultural reality, including the consumerist narrative that shapes our everyday 

lives.  

In so far as effective Christian education practices can promote learning that 

uncovers and challenges assumptions about culture, identity, and meaning-making, the 

hermeneutical circle is a significant method to employ. It takes seriously both social 

analysis and theological reflection with a commitment to the church‘s transformational 

activity in the world.  A combination of the pastoral circle with the shared praxis 

approach will include social analysis which grows out of recognizing one‘s participation 

in social systems and cultural dynamics, integrating the normative dimensions of faith 

with everyday experience, learning through conversation and relationships and 

community, and finally coming to a decision or active response to the situation in light of 

God‘s grace. 

What I propose is an interdisciplinary approach that insists we use analytic tools 

and data to understand our world in the hope of not conforming to the aspects of the 

culture that contradict the call of the disciple. But analysis is not enough; we also must 
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facilitate people‘s search for God‘s wisdom in their experiences and in the Christian 

tradition so that people come to a deep sense of following Christ in daily life. Henriot and 

Holland, ―urge that analysis be pursued in a framework of prayer, for ultimately it is the 

Spirit of the Servant Jesus who reveals to us the signs of the times.‖
320

   

I conclude with applications of the principles foundational to employing the 

hermeneutical circle for congregational pedagogy. First, the educational process of 

Christian formation should invite activities and conversations that help people see and 

describe the cultural context of their experiences and daily choices more clearly. 

Critical thinking begins with asking good questions; this means developing a habit of 

learning to see reality clearly. Such a skill needs modeling and coaching, and leaders will 

need to structure opportunity for this deeper probing. People should be taught in a way 

that involves coming to see biblical truths for themselves; appropriating the claims in a 

deep way so that it leads to further clarity of seeing, acting, and future reflection on the 

Christian story. We want to avoid some of the inherent pitfalls of the relationship 

between normative ethics and hermeneutics, allowing for interpreting scripture and using 

scripture to interpret an experience 

 Expanding the popular understanding of Christian education as synonymous with 

Sunday school to one integrated across the life of the congregation is important. Thus, a 

second implication of educating for social action by implementing a hermeneutical 

approach is that it is a way of learning that, as Groome illustrates with his work, can be 

integrated throughout the many functions of church. For example, in the preaching 

ministry of the church the pastor can model, encourage, lead, and teach for a critical 

understanding of the relationship between faith and culture. The strengths and struggles 
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of the local community can provide much of the content of the preaching material for 

illustrations and application of the biblical message. Also, existing social service 

ministries should include time for critical conversations, research and teaching about the 

underlying issues that create the social problems that are being addressed. There needs to 

be time for reflection on the relationships between the actors involved and the activities 

that are part of ministry, as well. This way, we engage in activity in the kingdom 

reflexively as an expression of love but also reflectively as a part of our ongoing 

conversion toward a kingdom worldview.   

Third, it is important when employing a hermeneutical method such as the shared 

praxis approach that a variety of experiences to strengthen people’s knowledge of 

scripture and theology is employed. Our theological reflection on social analysis is only 

as deep as our literacy in the tradition. When people learn or practice reflection exercises 

together there is an added benefit of expanded depth of knowledge because the members 

will usually be at varying levels of maturity and biblical literacy and thus will learn 

collaboratively resulting in a more accurate and thoughtful social construction of 

interpretation analysis and reflection. 

Finally, the method must create communities for conversation and shared 

practice. Christian formation is inherently a socializing process. If critical capacity is to 

become a natural part of people‘s adult faith development, then attention to building 

those skills in community must be part of the educational process. ―There is no instant 

coffee version of social analysis. It requires deepening oneself in the experience of 

injustice, in the theological resources, and in the disciplines of social science. To be most 

effective it should engage whole communities, people working together rather than 
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isolated individuals.‖
 321

 An orientation toward communal analysis and reflection will 

develop and reinforce a more lasting habit of mind and action in people‘s lives. 

Furthermore, Biblical discipleship is a group process that includes becoming an 

alternative community which gives us partners for our transformation and the 

transformation of societies. Shared Praxis approach, which potentially engages the 

learner‘s whole life, reminds us that changing orientation toward culture is not merely a 

cognitive shift but something we want to penetrate all of our way of being. Conversation 

and community will be significant in that process. The next chapter draws out the 

communal implications in more depth. 

 

            Conclusions 

The pastoral circle takes seriously both social analysis and theological reflection 

with a commitment to the church‘s transformational activity in the world. Christian 

discipleship can be strengthened by incorporating critical conversation with dominant 

culture into regular faith formation practices. Due to the formational nature of the 

consumer culture we need to promote learning that uncovers the challenges and 

assumptions about culture, identity, and basic meaning-making capacity. Through the 

transformation of assumptions and self-awareness fostered by theological reflection we 

may foster the emergence of discipleship, which is more faithful to the polity of Jesus 

than to national cultural symbols, systems, and institutions.
322
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With the need for this kind of awareness established, Chapter Five addresses what 

might it actually look like in a congregational setting to develop habits of analysis, 

reflection, and action. A church as a learning community can engage in transformative 

theological reflection for growing in faith, beyond an inherited world view toward an 

intentionally integrated view of self and neighbor in light of the Christian message in 

one‘s distinct social location.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Transformative theological reflection should engender discernment and the capacity for holding this level 

of tension. Thus, our theological reflection practices, which are designed to bring insight and capacity for 

new praxis, need to be introduced in a nurturing and respectful environment. 
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Chapter 5 

 Transforming Communities: From Consumption to Cultivating 

Contribution 

 

“Why spend your money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to 
me, and eat what is good, And your soul will delight in the richest of fare.” Isaiah 55:2  

 

The prophet Isaiah invites the people of God to feed their souls with ―what is 

good.‖ Could there be something that brings more satisfaction than the fruits of one‘s 

labor, or spending on things that are not necessities? Thousands of years later, across 

cultures and continents the people of God are still challenged to consider what brings the 

soul delight; to trust whether or not satisfying deepest hungers will come from right 

relationship with God and neighbors or with a continuous diet of things and people that 

make us feel good about ourselves. I do not foresee deep lasting change in the area of 

engaging with consumer culture unless faith communities are willing to explore change at 

the level of attachment and desire. 

Toward transformation  

In North America overconsumption of the world‘s resources is fueled by insatiable 

desire; in the context of globalization that means inequalities are exacerbated, as our 

actions affect our neighbors around the world. A robust theology of care for neighbor 

includes consuming only a fair share of the earth‘s resources and using purchasing 

powers justly. In her helpful discussion of the relationship of Christian practices and 

expressed beliefs, theologian Amy Pauw makes an important observation rooted in virtue 
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ethics: at the heart of inconsistency between religious belief and everyday practice is 

human will. ―[T]he link between belief and practice is forged by human desire and 

attitude. Both our cognitive and practical efforts arise out of our love.‖
323

 People must 

become very honest about who and what they love most deeply.  

It is very important to pay attention to cultivating a posture of desire and worship in 

distinctly Christian forms as the content of desire in consumer culture is so close to that 

of the church. Vincent Miller, as discussed in the first chapter has an excellent analysis of 

the subtle distinction between formation of desire through consumer structures and in the 

Christian tradition. ―Consumer culture poses a particularly vexing problem for 

Christianity because the shape and texture of the desires it cultivates are profoundly 

similar to Christian forms of desire.‖
324

  We must begin to understand how desire 

―functions in social structures and cultural habits that threaten to reorient legitimate 

religious desires into the service of furthering consumption.‖
325

 

What is the nature of such reorientation? Picture a metaphoric revival tent gathering: 

we can hear a church community celebrating people converting from brand loyalties to 

Jesus loyalty. Picture a declaration of transformation: ―I no longer shop when I am 

depressed, my life in Christian community is so rich I don‘t need new things to make me 

feel better.‖ Or, ―My conversion means that I no longer feel most comfortable about 

myself because of the name brands I wear out on a Saturday night, now I know I am 
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deeply valuable regardless of the logos I display.‖  Or, perhaps like the biblical figure 

Zaccheus, the well known businessman who had been taking advantage of the poor and 

getting wealthy off of corruption then has a transformative experience when Jesus calls 

him, someone may in her renewed self display remorse and fresh, exuberant generosity. 

The Consuming Church 

Transformation is called for not only at the level of individual faithfulness. 

Consumer culture also sets the parameters for much of congregational life. People often 

consume religions the way they do other goods and services, choosing faith from a 

marketplace of beliefs and practices and trying it on. Participation, engagement, 

investment in other people, and deep commitment are needed for lasting, effective 

discipleship communities. Following the way of Christ needs to be understood not as one 

more add-on to identity, but as a true transformation of self and entrance to life in a new 

community.   

Examples of how consumer culture is reflected in church communities abound. In 

many contemporary Protestant church services people sit in pews or arena seating and 

seemingly watch an event; judging for style and quality of presentation. Church budgets 

may reflect more about self preservation than generosity and mission. The ease of 

purchasing programs, curricula, and the pre-packaged replication of ideas, and even 

techniques can keep communities from being contextually relevant and responsive. 

Leaders are service providers and members consume the product. The nature of 

relationship of faith sharing between young and old or experienced and new initiates 

should be much more dynamic and creative than that model provides. 



 

155 

 

In so far as consumerism in the church and larger society has been stunting 

growth into deeper life in Christ and further outreach in the shared mission of compassion 

and justice, our contemporary faith communities need the tools to grow in transformative 

discipleship that addresses these challenges. My proposal for this dissertation is not a 

particular curriculum about consumerism but an approach to cultivating awareness of 

one’s cultural formation that leads to change as people are willing to have such 

assumptions transformed in the context of participating in alternative cultural community.   

As discussed earlier, transformative moments often come at personal crossroads 

or times of disorientation. In the context of the challenges of consumer culture, what 

might this look like? Possible moments for transformation from the consumer mindset 

could be a personal economic crisis. This would demand new practices but not 

necessarily new beliefs. As illustrated in the first chapter the current economic recession 

did precipitate new thrift and savings, but what of reflection on the habits and 

presumptions that led to the behaviors, or imagining new way of being together with 

others, or bringing God‘s  promises and precepts to the matter? These reflective practices 

call for facilitation in a pastoral context.  Christian communities can provide an 

alternative space for the cultivation of desires such that consumer culture does not 

provide all the answers. An important step toward this is to educate for awareness of the 

cultural environment to make the basic dynamics of the consumer culture explicit, then 

people can begin to negotiate in community the comparison of the cultural narrative 

about identity with the Christian story of a life of discipleship which includes a life of 

social justice.  
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Becoming aware of the impact of culture on one‘s meaning-making, beliefs, 

desires and practices within an alternative formational community can create an opening 

for new sensibilities to develop. Information is not enough to change people: for example, 

being told we use too much water, or generate too much trash is not enough. Knowledge 

may inspire some people to explore an issue further but may not compel one into a 

lifestyle change. Telling someone how they over consume may provoke a reaction but 

probably not change. Christian formation is a process of ongoing conversion into 

discipleship: a transformation from self-centered thinking, feeling and doing to Christ 

centered thinking, feeling and doing. This transformation will affect not only personal 

spiritual vitality but will also be evidenced in how one relates to their neighbors and the 

created order. It is an individual process and yet will occur most powerfully and 

effectively in community with others who are committed to the same journey.  

 

The Pastoral Circle Re-imagined 

There must be interplay among information, reflection, examining prior 

experiences and contexts, and an invitation to new experience. The approach I propose 

invites such multidimensional learning. Drawing together the core elements of Henriot 

and Holland, Groome‘s shared Christian praxis approach to Christian education and 

insights from transformative learning, I propose a model of the pastoral circle applied to 

Christian formation.  
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The approach is expressed visually here through interlocking gears of learning: 

 

 

In the context of a church or intentional Christian community, through preaching, study, 

missional action and prayer the movements of this transformational learning process have 

three primary elements, named on the gears seen in the drawing here.
326

  

The gears represent moments in the learning experience of a community. A.) 

Theological wisdom is the area of congregational learning that attends to the normative 

element of the life of the community. Biblical and theological teaching, reflection, 

interpretation and analysis will go on in a strong discipleship community. In the context 

of the development of theological wisdom the community asks questions about what they 
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have gleaned in social analysis, and/or about their current praxis. Reflection, knowledge 

and understanding should lead to decision and planning for living as disciples. This is a 

dynamic element, the gears are always turning; a learner will be bringing their life and 

context to the tradition and also be hearing from the wisdom of God how to engage their 

world more and more intentionally. B.)  Social analysis is the element of uncovering the 

conscious and unconscious socio-cultural dynamics as play in one‘s attitudes and 

assumptions about the issue at hand. This is the element of congregational learning that 

pays attention to context, both as the formative environment and the social context within 

which the disciple community lives and serves.  C.) The third element is praxis. People 

will be led to identify and articulate relevant practices related to the pressing questions 

the learning community is engaged in. They also will be imagining and planning future 

action and involvement. This is also the moment for engaging in action. 

In the visual model above the interlocking gears help to illustrate the following 

core values that fuel the process: 

 The process of transformation can begin at any of the three moments: questioning 

and/or disrupting the status quo through an experience (praxis); questioning and/or 

disrupting of the status quo through struggling with a theological or biblical concept 

(theological wisdom); questioning and/or disrupting of the status quo informed by 

social sciences/critical sources. 

 The normative/theological moment is multidimensional. Reflection is not a strong 

enough word for the work that needs to be done to ground the learning in 

biblical/theological norms. There will be questioning, interpreting insights, and 
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searching the tradition. Strong theological reflection calls for a depth of theological 

resourcing, which should be a parallel process in adult formation. 

 The interlocking gears show the interdependence of the moments in a hermeneutical 

circle. A gear can generate movement forward and backward; learning in one area 

will generate activity in another sphere of the learning circle. However, the gears of 

analysis and praxis are not connected: this demonstrates the caution of moving from 

critique to action without reflection. They may be linked after careful evaluation. In a 

learning community it may take many movements back and forth between 

theological reflection and analysis, or between current practices and theological 

reflection before new practices result. And new practices will often call for further 

learning in the tradition through questioning and searching.  

I believe that this approach to congregational formation can be used to deepen the 

discipleship community, address a consumer mindset and habits, and forward the work of 

Christ’s liberating mission.                   

           Experiments in Mindful Discipleship  

To imagine how these elements of social analysis, theological wisdom and praxis 

might be used for congregational transformative learning, I have identified three 

examples of pastoral leadership for resisting consumer culture. These stories from around 

the country provide a virtual testing ground for my approach. For each example I ask, do 

we see transformation from consumer culture toward a new form of discipleship culture? 

I look for how social analysis, theological reflection and resourcing, and reflection on 

praxis are at play. Finally, I imagine what my process might do to supplement these 

attempts at addressing people‘s conformity to consumer culture. 
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The first example illustrates a creative attempt to address a church‘s fears and 

losses at the outset of the American recession. In 2008: 

The markets were crashing and Christmas was coming when Pastor Doug 

Ferguson stepped up to the pulpit of Houston's Grace Presbyterian Church with 

$5,000 in his back pocket. He preached about generosity, neighborly love and the 

meaninglessness of worldly wealth. Then he handed out $100 bills. His 

instructions were simple: Use the money to spread comfort and joy. Show some 

kindness to strangers. And report back in 90 days on what you did. Ferguson 

hoped the assignment would lift his congregants above the fray of financial 

collapse and refocus their thoughts on the real meaning of Christmas: by investing 

in people instead of stocks.
327

 

 

Fifty people of the fifteen hundred member church came forward to accept the money. 

Over the next few months leading up to Christmas members spent the money on a variety 

of projects of their own creation: feeding people, clothing people, some people increased 

their donations through challenging friends to join in and give or by using the money to 

create something that could be sold for profit to give back to the church‘s mission‘s 

budget. People met hurting people whom they would not otherwise know. According to 

the article most of the participants have since continued in the compassion or justice 

project they started long after the seed money was spent. Many identified personal 

growth and new awareness of needs in their neighboring communities. …Do we see 

transformation from consumer culture toward a new form of discipleship culture? 

 This story demonstrates pastoral leadership in the area of faith and finances along 

with social compassion. The pastor, as cultural interpreter, presents a dilemma and 

suggests a solution. He recognized fear and anxiety engendered by the financial losses in 

his congregation. In what may have been a counter-cultural sermon for his context he 

used the backdrop of lost savings and lost jobs to encourage generosity, or at least the 
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challenge of giving in the face of their own financial insecurity?  Perhaps this caught 

people off guard, even angered some that their own financial losses were not more 

prominently of concern. He did, however, offer a tangible Christian practice as a concrete 

response to their personal turmoil. He turned people outward as part of the solution; he 

helped people take small steps toward serving their community and with that perhaps 

toward new habits. Of course, spending congregational money and not their own money 

emphasized the practice of giving without the sacrifice of giving out of one‘s own 

resources. If the pastor challenged people to spend $100 of their own money in the wake 

of the financial crisis would there have been more or less participation? We can only 

speculate. 

From the description we can name this learning opportunity as rooted in praxis: 

that is, the only direct teaching moment was in the sermon then in the stories participants 

told. People used their imagination and personal passion to take an action step. Further 

learning would come as each individual or family had their encounter with a neighbor in 

need. Many of the projects described were personal in nature; that is people did not 

simply write a donation check but a level of personal involvement was built into the 

giving. I cannot draw definitive conclusions about the role of reflection, social analysis or 

theological learning from the brief description in the news article but it would appear that 

there was no group process of analysis or discernment of what kinds of projects to engage 

in. Was there an opportunity for people to process their choosing the money together 

before they launched into their efforts? We read that participants were invited to tell their 

story, perhaps in order to inspire more giving and testify to the experience of service. 

However, going deeper in a group reflective process would allow space for social 
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analysis of the needs they encountered and could generate even more ideas for pastoral 

planning as they understand the local issues and how their congregation fits in the 

landscape. Further, if people began to question their own assumptions in the process of 

meeting homeless people, or hungry youth, where was the opportunity to search for 

answers and dig deeper into the questions theologically? Were this my own project I 

would build in such a level of critical conversation. 

 This church project had the potential to be transformative for individuals. It was 

significant for many of the participants and a concrete service to a variety of persons in 

need. In order of the ripple effect to be felt in the larger congregation as a community of 

disciples there would need to be some element of whole group processing and then 

replication of the best practices. Did the trajectory of the church mission involvement 

change because of this experiment? Did the majority of people catch the antidote for the 

insecurities of the recession that the pastor was trying to address? Positively, this example 

demonstrates that learning activities in the church should be multi-dimensional; that is the 

sermons, personal formation and a missional activity were connected. However, 

connecting the activity to the bigger Christian story and vision of discipleship, using the 

opportunity for building the wisdom and depth of a theology of social service and social 

change, and helping people name the transformative process are lost without explicit 

transformative learning facilitation. 

        * 

For the second experiment I look to a project connected to the voluntary 

simplicity movement. In 1998 scholar-activist Bill McKibben introduced a challenge to 
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the commercialization of Christmas, The One Hundred Dollar Holiday.
328

 Along with 

publishing the book, McKibben, with his family and a handful of pastors set out to 

experiment if drastically limiting spending would make for a more joyful holiday season 

and more meaningful Christmas celebration. It was not intended to impose rules or 

induce guilt; rather the proposal to spend only one hundred dollars on all preparations and 

gifts provided a concrete set of boundaries within which to experiment with how to be 

creative, less stressed and more focused on people and experiences than material things 

around Christmas time. In an interview with the organization The Center for the New 

American Dream, McKibben reflects that while he has spent years calling people to 

change behavior for the sake of the planet he witnessed more enthusiasm for changing 

habits from the invitation to holiday simplicity. (He is an environmental activitist writing 

extensively on global warming and connections to overconsumption.) Driving less, for 

example, is met with far more resistance than rejecting the siren call of shopping. …Do 

we see transformation from consumer culture toward a new form of discipleship culture?  

People naturally seek happiness, McKibben notes, and that can motivate them to 

try new rituals for the holiday if they become discontent with the harried traditions of a 

contemporary American Christmas. While some people might dismiss pursuit of personal 

contentment as a legitimate motivating factor for a Christian it is not necessarily 

contradictory to yearn for a lifestyle that promotes more human flourishing, after God‘s 

own plans for human community. In the interview McKibben responds to a question 

about whether he thinks people can overcome the current habits over overconsumption: 

  Historically, it took quite an effort to persuade Americans to become big 

spenders. And Christmas was an important part of that campaign. Americans of 
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the Colonial era were noticeably frugal...it was, among other things, a part of the 

theology and the culture of earlier Americans. And one of the ways that 

Americans were convinced to spend a lot of money on themselves was through 

the spread of a commercial Christmas. The reason to be hopeful that that will 

happen is that celebrations, the way they happen now, don't seem to make people 

particularly joyful, and that's a reason to be optimistic for change. 
329

 

 While it may take a deeper level of conviction and shared praxis to change habits that are 

detrimental to the environment, such as vehicle preferences, then habit that are more 

personal such as holiday routines, McKibben has observed in the new practices reported 

from churches and individuals who tried his $100 experiment demonstrate that it is 

possible to develop alternatives in the face of cultural norms. 

 In this case the beginning of learning for transformation comes with a text: the 

framing of the problem and solution comes from a leader, in this case an author in 

cooperation with pastors who shared his vision.  Pastors encourage people to study the 

book, with its reasons for questioning the commercialized holidays and implement its 

recommendation for financial, emotional and even spiritual freedoms that can come with 

changed habits around Christmas. While focused on practices, this case demonstrates 

using an idea as an entry point. While I am considering the communal focus of the 

pastors and congregations who undertook the challenge, given that there is a book 

available for individual consumption, anyone could take the $100.00  challenge without 

any spiritual or theological grounding and achieve the same results in terms of simplicity 

and less over-consuming. Nonetheless, a congregational fully engaged in a process of 

reflection on current practices of celebrating Christmas, recognizing the reasons for a 

change, and a concrete invitation to a new practice this has potential for long term 

transformation in discipleship. This experiment also has the built in strength of 
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community, as McKibben himself began the process in his life with family and a spiritual 

community and while the book is able to be used by individuals it has been primarily 

launched in congregational settings where people try it with the support of a community 

going against the cultural grain together, which I have emphasized in my approach.  

The communal approach, the combination of beginning with one‘s current praxis 

and analyzing it, then looking at the broader cultural context, then moving toward new 

practice is in keeping with many of the elements of my approach. There is a theological 

undertone in the book, in that the invitation to return to Christmas without 

commercialism is birthed from McKibben‘s conviction that Christmas be more joyful. 

Not for the sake of simplicity or saving the environment alone, but because the baby who 

was born is to be worshipped as a Messiah. However, overall the book is centrally an 

analysis of consumer culture and Christmas practices, as well as a how-to for making 

changes. So, while McKibben may have resourced theological wisdom, he does not invite 

his readers to mine the Christian story and vision in the process of considering new 

practices. In order for it an experiment such as this to bring about a new approach to 

discipleship it would need to be furthered fleshed out theologically and push people‘s 

thinking about consumerism in distinctly Christian terms. I would also need to know 

more about what happens after the Christmas experiment in the life of a congregation 

who said yes to the invitation to spend significantly less. Do participants critically 

process the experience, and mine the tradition to help interpret any questions or feelings 

raised? To sustain new habits and shape a community of disciples this experiment could 

be a great catalyst but more intentional attention to an intentional transformative learning 

process would be needed. 
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             * 

The third example is a recently created ―lifestyle discipleship‖ course called 

―Lazarus at the Gates.‖ ―Lazarus at the Gates‖ is a small group curriculum published 

jointly by Boston Faith and Justice Network, Sojourners Community, and World 

Vision.
330

  It is a twelve part program rooted in a biblical story of wealth and poverty 

from the book of Luke, chapter 16:19-31. The curriculum encourages participants to 

develop new practices of economic justice, rooted in reflection on Bible stories and study 

of global poverty. Participants commit not only to be immersed in the material over the 

year or six months of study but they share the joys and struggles of grappling with the 

message in a small community. One key component to the time spent together in small 

groups is that the participants share specific details of their personal budgets and ask each 

other how their spending reflects their deepest values. Each small group who participates 

sets aside savings out of their new practices of less consumption to give to an 

international charitable organization at the end of the experience. …Do we see 

transformation from consumer culture to a new form of discipleship culture? 

In this final example, the process of transformative learning via the turning of the 

wheels of the pastoral circle is most evident. The Lazarus Project integrates theology and 

praxis in that, while rooted in the gospel story of Lazarus, it reflects the authors‘ 

wrestling with consumer culture and the human propensity toward greed and self-

centeredness. It both grows out of questions about the formative influence of consumer 

culture on the church and invites participants to enter into analysis of the surrounding 
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culture, their own experiences and scripture. The curriculum includes the component of 

reflection on praxis, particularly around personal income and spending, as well as one‘s 

larger social context. It presumes a committed small group for learning and supporting 

new habits. There is movement between studying biblical teachings on wealth, poverty, 

generosity, and discipleship, and reflection on how everyday living lines up with the 

ideals.  

The project results in a particular practical end, specifically spending less to give 

more, resulting in a charitable donation that the group gives at the end of their six or 

twelve month journey together. But over time the participants practice many other daily 

lifestyle changes while in the learning community. This program reflects an example of 

integrating a biblical theological theme with the other elements of action, reflection and 

critical awareness. Also, the growth of the individual and the impact of the small group 

on the larger community are both important. Even as a yearlong experiment the 

curriculum is designed to be a beginning point to one‘s conversion away from the 

trappings of consumer culture. One time giving of the group‘s donation is not the mark of 

a transformed life; it is one step in expanding capacity for generosity. The 

program/curriculum communicates that transformation in discipleship is ongoing, just as 

action-reflection can become a lifelong habit. 

I share these three vignettes as a way to illustrate the transformative potential for 

learning through the components of the Christian community formation cycle that I 

propose. The three examples vary in how they might impact a faith community over time.  

None of the examples demonstrate tapping into the transformative moment organically. 

That is, at a natural moment of disequilibrium in the life of a person or small group, 
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someone in the shepherding/ pastoral role notices and uses it as a way of entering the 

process toward growth in discipleship.  However the stories do show sensitivity to 

inviting reflection on current praxis in the area of concern identified by the leader. In 

each of these cases a congregational leader initiated the process for potential lifestyle 

transformation. In the example of the people at the church spending the one hundred 

dollar bills on others, there is a moment of initiative taken by the pastor in his targeted 

teaching and offer of the money; he does use observations about the personal financial 

crises as a critical moment for embracing the call to mission but we don‘t know if any 

parishioners would have assumed this path on their own. Both bottom up and top down 

identification of a need for action and reflection are valid. 

   Implications 

These examples also reflect my conviction that new practices are most sustainable 

when done together with others and when there is opportunity for reflection on the larger 

context of one‘s habits, and on the consequences of practices. Given the dynamics of 

socialization and enculturation developing habits that are alternative to strong currents of 

one‘s culture will be strengthened by a group who embodies the alternative values. 

Creating a new normal is helpful for sustaining practices. In a smaller voluntary 

community one tries on a habit and seeks deeper understanding of it through dialogue and 

reflection. Together there is movement toward a change in meaning-making to undergird 

the practices. In the biblical model, the church as ekklesia is the called out ones. 

Culturally responsive discipleship understand this as an ongoing process for people of all 

ages, each newly called out into a new creation of a community of called out ones in their 

own place and time. 
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Christian community is vital for the model of learning that I am proposing for the 

work of formation and transformation in discipleship. Ideally, learning and growing in 

faith reflects the corporate nature of the Christian story, and community provides 

relationships of nurture and accountability, conversation partners, a context of formation 

with shared values and commitments to shared practices. Christian communities can be 

engaged in ―a continual rhythm of action and reflection because of its deep belief in a 

God who enters human history with salvific power….‖ 
331

 Reflection and contemplation 

are powerful means of formation as people enter God‘s story through practical 

expressions of faith.  

Life in small communities: fostering and sustaining alternative practices 

Implicit in my approach is that Christian leaders should educate for awareness of the 

cultural environment:  in the case of dominant American culture make the basic dynamics 

of the consumer culture explicit and people can begin to negotiate for themselves in 

community the comparison of the cultural narrative about identity with the Christian 

story of a life of discipleship. This will only take hold as people wrestle with the issues in 

a community of dialogue and shared practice, the tension between the intentional 

formation of community life and the formative influence of the larger social context must 

also be recognized. Through the transformation of ingrained assumptions and the growth 

of awareness fostered by theological reflection specifically on cultural formation 

churches may foster the emergence of discipleship that is more faithful to the polity of 

Jesus than to national cultural symbols, systems and institutions. 
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For the final analysis, let us return to the stories from early in the dissertation of 

the Simple Way. Simple Way and other neo-monastic communities place high value on 

serving their neighbors and the larger community as part of their ongoing transformation 

into disciples. Authentic and transformative community life does not have to be limited to 

the form of a residential intentional community.  But, the example of such forms of 

radical discipleship provides a set of values that can be shared with the larger mainstream 

church.  If we look through the lens of Christian education we see at Simple Way, for 

example, a community engaged in elements of transformative learning and socialization 

via worship and everyday engagement in the injustices of their neighborhood as try to 

live into the story of God‘s redemptive presence in the world. 

 Discipleship in intentional community captures well the two-pronged approach 

highlighted earlier in Chapter Two, of developing an interior spirituality and a missional 

spirituality. These kinds of communities of faith that have had high impact in their 

communities and profoundly shaped the lives of participants can be identified by both 

their commitment to doing acts of mercy and justice among their neighbors and nurturing 

their own spirituality. Among the core theological principles of intentional discipleship 

communities is commitment to being ―a peculiar people‖ in a ―particular place.‖
332

 Out of 

genuine relationship needs become apparent and location then concretely defines who 

their neighbors are, and what the nature of the efforts to serve will be. Finally, the efforts 

in community development and social change impact their own lives profoundly. There 

seems to be a built in process of action-reflection which is part of their discipleship: 
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―Through involvement in social transformation they become aware of the complexity of 

social realities and the possibilities for altering them. … (t)hey see more clearly the 

reality of mission and the reality of themselves.‖
333

 

For traditional congregations who are serious about discipleship and hungry for 

creating cultural alternatives, understanding their identity as peculiar people called to a 

distinct purpose as a community can be developed through beginning to engage in 

authentic relationships with the local community, and to pursue profound fellowship and 

intimate worship. Placing emphasis on such practices as neighboring, companionship, 

and intimacy, even if it means changes in institutional traditions will be challenging. 

Another challenge to emulating the strengths of intentional communities in non-

residential communities of covenant is developing a strong sense of location. When 

people commute to church and have vastly different spheres of influence in their lives 

Monday through Saturday, it will take intentionality to create a sense of calling to place 

and fresh, deep theology of love of neighbor.
334

 Location is influential on discipleship as 

both the context of where and how one engages in service, and provides the context of 

one‘s own formation.  

Community as context for learning 

My own story of cross cultural immersion and the story of Simple Way 

community demonstrate how difficult it is to parse out practice from belief when 

discussing transformations and developing a strong social ethic in communities. 
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Sometimes it seems people will be launched into more faithful living into God‘s reign 

with taking steps of bold action pre-reflectively. Other times the new practices will only 

come after teaching, meditation and informed decision making. What is clear is that to 

sustain change, both mental assent and taking action are necessary. Also, people need to 

be intentional about their formational environment if they want to develop sensibilities 

that see a new normal, reject overconsumption and commodification. It is helpful to 

examine our context and recognize the power of norms. 

As discussed in chapter one, sociologist Juliet Schor describes the impact of the 

phenomenon of striving for particular levels of material satisfaction, keeping constantly 

aware of one‘s relative status when it comes to income and possessions.
335

 This 

highlights how much contentment is tied to what lifestyles we are exposed to on a regular 

basis, which shapes our vision of normal and enough. While the lived environment is 

central to this creation of standards television and visual media also contribute. Schor 

found that even conversations at the work place and during leisure events with 

acquaintances contribute to our definition of success and failure, contentment and 

striving.  

Relationships matter. Who are the people that have influence over the vision one 

carries for his or her life? Is there a diversity of relationships enough to challenge a 

singular vision of success and status? Having an experience of connection with someone 

in extreme need, faced with choices in response to scarcity will demand action and a 

belief shift, turning a ministry of compassion into opportunity for transformation. To 

what degree could it be normative for middle class Americans to adopt a servant mindset, 

                                                 
335

 Juliet Schor, The Overspent American: Upshifting, Downscaling and the New Consumer (New York: 

Basic Books, 1998). 



 

173 

 

for example, when our interpretive lens is one that favors power, and fulfillment of every 

desire, success? A conversion of the collective imagination and assumptions which 

undergird meaning-making are paramount to the holistic development of Christian 

disciples. 

The immediate context in which one‘s faith develops is critical. It takes 

intentionality to develop an alternative cultural reality distinct from the consumer culture.  

Dominant culture churches can build bridges and learn from communities of people who 

have traditionally had to live with less, perhaps partnering with people from a different 

generation or with a heritage connected to societies where they learned to consume to live 

not live to consume. Such integrated communities could provide an opportunity to 

interpret a variety of practices in light of movement away from dominant culture‘s 

captivity in consumerism. 

          Conclusion 

Christian education that takes into account the context of consumer culture will 

encourage growth at both the level of practice and beliefs. This will require the 

development of a strong theological foundation for sustaining an alternative Christian 

ethos related to consumption, including searching within the tradition for theological 

blind spots which continue to support people‘s unconscious allegiances to consumer 

culture over the demands and freedoms implicit in Christian discipleship. The 

appropriation of the pastoral circle implemented as I have illustrated it here can be a 

valuable resource for that process.  
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  The dissertation itself has been an exercise in practicing the pastoral circle. My 

starting point was insertion into the social context via growing consciousness of habits 

and messages about consumption. I am aware that I began with a presumption that many 

aspects of consumer culture are in disharmony with the type of culture that the church is 

called to create among its people. Research and analysis for the project  started with 

studying  the dynamics of consumer culture from multiple points of view, including 

sociology and ending with theologians‘ insights into the relationship of consumer culture 

and faith. I then moved further into the evaluative moment using theological and biblical 

resources on discipleship. In order to move toward developing congregational resources 

in response to the disconnect between consumer practices and discipleship practices, I 

looked for theoretical pathways from the field of education, as well as pastoral ministry. 

In this final chapter I bring these resources together for the construction of a model of 

Christian transformative education as central to the building of disciple communities who 

can live out alternative practices in the midst of consumer culture influences. Instead of 

living to consume, they consume to simply live and use their energies and resources to 

contribute to culture. 

The method of learning and growth I have proposed here has applications beyond 

addressing challenges of living ethically in a consumer society. Becoming aware of the 

effects of dominant culture on formation and being empowered to make conscious 

choices is valuable to adult maturity.  However, in closing, I offer the following practices 

for jumpstarting the ongoing cultivation of thoughtfulness and resistance to the influences 

of consumer culture. These recommendations need the context of an intentionally 

implemented transformative learning process in community.  
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a)  Educate for awareness of marketing trends, and promote critical media literacy 

particularly related to advertising. 

b) Undertake media fasts and shopping free periods to disengage from the messages 

of the brand-built self and the allure of accumulation. 

c) Take steps toward ethical purchasing habits, as our consumer choices matter on 

the other side of the world— e.g. food production, the fashion industry, ethical 

financial investments. 

d) Create small intentional communities within the larger church for accountability 

around consumption; people need others to shape vision and personal mission and 

to share wisdom.  

c) Promote theological reflection on culture as a spiritual discipline in faith 

communities. 

e) Teach the Christian story as an alternative narrative in response to the dominant 

economic driven narratives that sustain and flow out of consumer culture. 

f) Build relationships with a wide variety of people. Knowing people across 

differences, such as socio-economic classes keeps vision wider, and keeps what is 

―normal‖ in dialectic tension. 

g) In recognizing the degree of consuming that people do, choose to be producers 

whenever possible. Encourage people to see themselves as creators/contributors to 

culture. 
336

 

 

I offer these specific pastoral suggestions as catalysts for the process of transformation; 

any of these practices could be helpful beginnings for entering into the moving wheels of 

the pastoral cycle as a learning community. These recommendations for praxis are 
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birthed from my own theological reflection on consumer culture. They illustrate the need 

for multiple entry points to the wheel of transformative learning. Some of these 

suggestions begin with practice, such as trying out a no shopping period. What can be 

learned from such a fast? What are the joys? What are the challenges? What spaces are 

opened up for new habits when those are stripped back?  Other of the recommendations 

begin with ideas or reflection; explicit teaching on areas of theology and scripture that 

deal with economic themes provide an important backbone to developing a spiritually 

vibrant consumer lifestyle. The final recommendation, to a renewed calling to 

creativity/productivity could be very exciting for twenty-first century discipleship. How 

are we contributing the common culture(s)? How can churches support artists, writers, 

builders, inventors? Creating can provide far more satisfaction then consuming.  

These recommendations are practical starting points, for developing habits of 

action and reflection to counter the most damaging aspects of consumer culture.
337

 There 

is no singular approach to anti-consumerist discipleship. When we deconstruct the 

consumer lifestyle at church and at home communities can then reconstruct a way of life 

that leaves more room in our lives to create, to give away our money and our time, and to 
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cultivate relationships that defy commodification.  Christian communities can cultivate 

identity as agents of culture; if consumer culture gives the world a set of desires, and 

images of a certain kind of common life, then Christian communities can also provide a 

compelling alternative set of images, not simply respond in critique and condemnation.  

There is breadth to cultivating a faithful consumer discipleship, which is not 

dependent on new practices alone. I have demonstrated that following particular practices 

alone does not make for deep discipleship, nor does assent to a body of beliefs alone 

create faithful discipleship. Thus, the approach to education that I describe insists on 

engaging in theological reflection on culture as a regular spiritual discipline in faith 

communities to foster the mind of Christ in a world that is forming us to think very 

differently. Pastoral leadership in preaching and learning experiences needs to provide 

the theological foundation for sustaining radical discipleship. Finally, this is not a 

simplified call for a rejection of ―the world‘s‖ values as if completely foreign to the faith 

community, but critique and analysis will always include looking within the faith 

traditions for theological blind spots that uphold people‘s allegiance to cultures over the 

demands and freedoms implicit in Christian discipleship. 

 The approach I have crafted is an interdisciplinary approach to congregational 

learning that insists on both the use of wisdom from faith traditions as well as analytical 

tools in the process of Christian formation. The implications for the method reach beyond 

engaging the challenges of consumer culture: I understand this framework to be more of a 

holistic spirituality of congregational life than a technical model for resisting 

consumerism. Neither is this simply pedagogy. I propose that this approach can be 

integrated into the way of life of a small faith community as a powerful means of 
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growing in the life of faith for the sake of participating with God in radical commitment 

to care for neighbors. It is a way of formation that takes culture into consideration but 

keeps pursuit of God in the forefront, and the circular nature of the methodology 

emphasizes the life long process of conversion. 
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