
"The major threat to the viability of our faith is that of consumerism..." 
 

The intimate relationship between Protestantism in North America (particularly evangelicalism) 
and capitalism stretches back at least until the early 19th century, when the theory and 
infrastructure of the modern market economy began to emerge. During this formative period, 
there were Christian voices of opposition and critique, but they were largely unheeded.  As the 
market economy expanded, many Christians enthusiastically welcomed the new economy as 
God’s provision for American society. They also promoted and adapted commercial theory and 

practice to promote their own religious and commercial enterprises. Evangelicals seemed to be 
just as enamored with the principles of corporate management and the quest for efficiency as 
their more liberal and secular counterparts. Both sought to use business principles to improve 
the operation and outreach of churches and parachurch organizations.  
 
After World War II the relationship between evangelicalism and consumerism (the New Right 
preeminently) grew synergistically and exponentially. According to Bethany Moreton, the 
emergence of mass consumption enjoyed the ready support of conservatives, secular and 
evangelical, especially. i Moreton recounts the intimate relationship between many Christian 
colleges, the service industry, mass consumption (Walmart in particular), and the emergence of 
SIFE (Students in Free Enterprise). In 1985 a SIFE graduate eagerly testified: “I feel like I’m 
ready now to go out and evangelize the country for free enterprise.” ii SIFE participants were 

encouraged to learn that they were the proud disciples of Adam Smith. Paul Harvey, the 
Christian pundit and radio personality, declared triumphantly at a Walmart gathering that North 
Americans have created something “better than communism, socialism, and capitalism. We 
have created enlightened consumerism.” iii 
 
The social advocate and progressive evangelical, Shane Claiborne, commented sardonically, 
however: “Too often the church has chaplained the corporate global economy, caring for the 
victims of this system. As long as we uncritically manage the collateral damage of the market 
economy, the world can continue to produce victims.” iv It is apparent now that evangelicals, for 
the most part, “uncritically manage the collateral damage” created by consumerism. We have 
not perceived the unhealthy assumptions, worldview, anthropology, and values that foster an 
acquisitive lifestyle. The popular writer, Alan Hirsh, comments: “I have come to believe that the 

major threat to the viability of our faith is that of consumerism. This is a far more heinous and 
insidious challenge to the gospel, because in so many ways it affects each and every one of 
us.”v Based on my own experience as a missionary in Central Europe, it appears that indeed: 
“Sometimes, American Christians so tightly wrap the Bible with the U.S. flag or dollar that it is 
hard to distinguish democracy or capitalism from the Gospel.”vi  
 

I believe that we have not discerned the idolatry of systemic Mammon worship in our culture. 
We have not confronted the discontent, greed, entitlement, sensuality and sexuality in the 
church. We have not discerned the compatibility of mass consumerism and postmodernity. We 
have not come to grips with the imperialistic aspirations of consumerism as an alternative 
gospel and skewed cultural mandate–an apostate utopia on earth.  

As a result, I fear that we will reap “all kinds of evils” fostered by the “love of money” (1 Tim 
6:10).  

                                                             
i See To Serve God and Wal-Mart: The Making of Christian Free Enterprise (Cambridge: 
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