
The electronic revolution caused significant changes to occur in 
productivity of  factories, systems of  processing of  raw materials, 
marketing and distribution of  goods and services. “In a society so often 
intoxicated by consumerism and hedonism, wealth and extravagance, 
appearances and narcissism, [Jesus] calls us to act soberly, in other 
words, in a way that is simple, balanced, consistent, capable of  seeing 
and doing what is essential....Amid a culture of  indifference which 
not infrequently turns ruthless, our style of  life should instead be 
devout, filled with empathy, compassion and mercy, drawn daily from 
the wellspring of  prayer” (Pope Francis, December 2015). The lure 
of  shopping centers around the world presents an example of  places 
where people are explicitly exposed to an environment that welcomes 
and encourages consumption. Some may go to a mall to buy products 
and end up using credit cards, locking them into a financial system of  
capitalist globalization. As we have been considering Thomas Merton’s 
story, which is his epiphany in Louisville, Kentucky, at Fourth and Walnut, 
his stance on nonviolence and his understanding that greed is the root of  
violence, let us imagine his message to us if  he were alive today.

Reflection questions to ask myself in prayer and/or engage with others 
in conversation:

Have I looked at the stories of  violence caused by competition for the 
basics of  daily living? In what ways has that helped me understand this 
more actively? Am I willing to change my approach to purchasing? Can I 
pray for the courage to ask others to do the same?

Who is supporting me/us in making tough choices? Whom am I/are we 
supporting? Have I initiated the conversation with others in order to come 
up with concrete steps to make changes (e.g., choosing to purchase 
goods where fair wages are being paid)? 

Can I commit to reading the justice resources and publications available 
on the Institute website to magnify the lens of  nonviolence, violence and 
greed?

With whom can I look deeper at this concern and choose an action?
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Theme Two: A One World Economic Market
January through March 2018

There is an inherent deep connection between consumer-driven 
consumption and planet-wide ecological degradation. Our world 
and all of  creation is suffering from waste, pollution, degradation, 
climate changes, loss of  life and loss of  renewable energy resources. 
Thomas Merton deliberately avoided materialism, greed, and 
consumerism. He considered that greed is the source of  violence, 
oppression, and alienation in our world. He asks us to consider 
the difference between a child’s vision of  a tree, which is utterly 
simple, uncolored by prejudice, and “new,” alongside a commercial 
lumber company’s vision, entirely conditioned by profit motives and 
considerations of  business.

Reflection questions to ask myself in prayer and/or engage with 
others in conversation:

In what concrete ways am I/are we ensuring that the earth be 
protected from the violence generated by overuse of  natural 
resources? Focus on electric, oil and water.

Can we discover locally an action that will channel my/our passion 
for this concern? 

In what new ways will I have conversations with others in which we 
challenge or support each other in taking concrete steps together to 
ensure the care of  God’s creation?
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Theme Three: Care for Creation and Environment
April through June 2018

“Conspicuous consumption” describes an apparently irrational and 
confounding form of economic behavior. It has been said that in 
the 21st century there has been a  further shift of values away from 
community, spirituality, and integrity to competition, materialism, 
and disconnection. The upper class’s tastes, lifestyles and 
preferences trickle down to become the standard for all consumers. 
Consumerism is the path that may encourage a “throwaway culture” 
and instant gratification of owning an expensive item just to improve 
social status.

Thomas Merton identified structural violence. The very structure 
of economic and political systems perpetuates oppression and 
violence. The first task of the Christian then is to non-cooperate with 
the injustices inherent in these structures. Thomas Merton would 
identify the second task as taking the nonviolent steps necessary to 
dismantle unjust systems.

Reflection questions to ask myself in prayer and/or engage with 
others in conversation:

Is there someone I know who has experienced violence and felt 
degraded? Has that person shared their story with me? Have I seen 
this as part of my call to the “revolution of tenderness”?

Who is inviting me to speak of this? Have I started the conversation 
in my support group? If Merton were writing today what would his 
message be?

Are we joining in with others in the parish, school, and community to 
generate new initiatives to support the vulnerable in our area? Have 
I sought out those in my community who are living in subhuman 
conditions? Is there an additional way I can join together with others 
to bring about awareness and change?
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Theme Four: Degrading Human Culture
July through September 2018

Consumerism is defined as a social and economic order which 
encourages the acquisition of goods and services in ever-increasing 
amounts. It is exemplified at the personal level by individuals who 
purchase goods and consume materials in excess of their basic 
needs. Consumerism can mean high levels of consumption and/
or selfish, frivolous collecting of products, leading to unnecessary 
surplus and waste. For example, advertising encourages us to want 
the biggest, latest and best, the most luxurious, comfortable and 
convenient products.

Ideas about luxuries and a growing importance of fashion may 
also be an arbiter for purchasing rather than a necessity to living. 
Prosperity and social mobility can often provide more disposable 
income for consumption and may cause ego satisfaction and social 
stratification of “the haves and have nots.”

Reflection questions to ask myself in prayer and/or engage with 
others in conversation:
Do I, in any way, live in undue comfort and excess even though I am 
aware of the plight of the poor and vulnerable?

In what ways can I release things I no longer need or use and refrain 
from acquiring more?

What insights, through conversations with others, have I gained 
about needs and wants?
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Theme One: Personal Needs and Wants
October through December 2017


