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GOD’S AWAY ON BUSINESS

e e g g s

2 to e Pesliament of The World's. Rellgions.

THE SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE OF VOLUNTARY SIMPLICITY

HIS SHORT, cxplosstary
o553y i5 an open indtation to
tonsider the rdationtkis, or
Lierasn, teelween piribusily
amd conauime: cullune, by pariicolar,
it 1s an insdtation 1o examine how our
attifudes toward meney and matenal

jpossessions might affect our capadity
for spiriial expederce. For present
purposes spEitual eaperience can be
defined broadly and simply a 't
thaughitful kree of life that anses ot
of an openness to mystery’, | hoge
that the delberate smbiguities in
this definiton provide enough ipace
Towr readers io intenunet my wierls
creatively, through their own lens of
underitanding

By way of introduction allow e to
recounl & shorl parable wrltten by
Lhe greal eaistential philosopher
Soaren Klerkegaand, which goes
stradght to the hean of this essay's
subject. The parable, Hghtly para-
phirased, goes ke this:
‘Wher prodperous peopls on dark
But stardit rights debee comformably
in their carriages and have the
kanterns Bghited, ave, then they are
sale, thay lear no difliculiy, they
cairy their light with them, and it
it ot dark chose arourd tham. But
prociely becmse they have the
lanterns ighoed, and have & strong
Fght clese 1o them, preciely for this
reasn they Cannor see the star,
which the humble paasants driving
withest lights can see gloriausty i
the daie buit starmy night. 50 thase
dieceived onet lhve In the temparal
exisience: efther, occupled with the
rieceszares of Me, they are too Busy
o avall thermaehves of the Wew, or in
their prosperity and pood days they
have, as it were, lantems bghted,

arsd thyie about thern everything s

s0 satisfaciory, so pleasant, so com.

{ortable = bt tha view & lacking,

Lhee prodgwec, the wiewr of the stars,
Tor rephirase alightly. Kiereeganrd |s
wirnbng us here that i we let our
mesberia] desites burn oo Brightly, we
indiglat fisiad that ie 15 hamder foa s e
s [he stars; by which e means. of
conrse, hander fior s 1o have o rela-
tonship with God, o, mose heoadly,
hardes o us to enfoy the bensfity
al spiritual experbence. Comrersely,
those people who are less conoemed
about secumulating material wealth
annd wiio are prepared to live e
shmgly apd hiumisy, may Oned ilae
spiritual path bess clattersd, allowing
for a clearer view of the stars. [n ouar
dark but stag-L tlmes, Kierkegaand's
parable arguatsly deserves repewesd at-
renibon, especially sinoe the material
leim of comsumer cultume s buming
miode brightly than sver, obsouring
our wiew of the stars. The remalnder
of this essay can lsest be dndersiond
Im redatlon o this patable

What follows 1s divided Inio il
ihoet sections, Fist, 1 will offer a beief
critigue of conanes culture and
putline ways that It might Lrrerfece
with spiritual experionce. Second,
[ weilll sy & dew words on (e counier-
culmaral Iving strategy knowm as ‘vis-
untary slmplicoy’ or ‘downshifing.”
[ will suggest that there may be many
bemetits, Inchuding splritual benedits,
o rejecuing the materialiste lesryles
of comsumers culture and volunanly
ambeaing a simpler Hfe' of reduced
consamption. Thimdly, and fnally, 1
will consider these tsswes of spdriual-
v and comsumpron in whe comiext
of the envircnmenial movement,
arpuing that the simple e of vol-
untary simplcity 1s a very promising
response both o e ecological and
the spiritual crises we face. My oore
thiesis is that by moonnecting people
with nature as a souroe of Inspiration

arid noardshmeni, the shinple Hie
muy provide a welcome antidote o
the splrtosl melale that seems 0o be
Inficting comuomes coltuees Todly,

I & mass-produced workd, what
rooam 14 there lor an ariginal relation
by the universe! Not much it would
seern. Although religims and ypiri-
tianl eradiions ehyvkoasly il exist (n
‘ndvanced’ societies today, the dami-
nant culfure, it cannot be denied, is
prondly ath=istic, Schence, apparently,
has sobved all the mystesies of human
existenoe, of &t least has the method
o aodve ihem = making metaphysics
unnecessary and wonder seem child.
|k i falve. Fod Lae Tifed | eciuial,
it is & sign of sigour and sophistica-
tieey b aveodd all Lalk of Casl Mest
peliticians jut Gnd God awkwand
iChice the hean of our clvilkzation,
reelighous pers pective bas beoome
culturally tabeon, snd s ireated only
compdesvendingly by masy medie, i at
all. Spieiiwal discourse, by touthing
an questions of ultimate significance,
seems 0 enbamas many people
tday, or boge them God certaknly
o't ool Thie STy ame no longer
miracubous and modem technology
means That we o longer meed thedr
gulcanoe; the coumifioris of economi
prosperity mean that we no longer
need thelr light

It was the nbveEtee nile-Ceinry
German philosophes, Friedrich
MiEche, who famouily declared,
“rod 15 deadl”™ | would disagres, and
suggest Insresd that *Lod's away on
beusiness;* or perhaps, that the mod-
RTT) CONSUERLE |8 aWay an business,
and has left God behind, But what
baziness, [ ask, Is more Impartant
ithan the tusiness of spirmal explora-
tion? Apparenily, aoquiring the right
consamer goods is more Impomant,
such as a big house with new carpet
and a fat-screen TV, fshionable
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..'h||1|-.nu,. a sew car, amsd the stakus
of a prestighous job. These seem 1o
e the objects of ultdmate concern
1r.h'J.'.|:.'. Gkl foctilc vine Gall bahlad the
Josees’ Glven b moch coll=clive
gy s dedicated Lo the pumsull

of middle-clas luxucles and siaall
hles of ool ored papeT, 1% should came
a3 a0 srprse wilen we heat thal
the splritual senslidlity of oo age iy
T i

Mot Westermers boday aie waork-
g longer bours than in decades
pasty andl aslde from W!'.I'I'Hllﬁ and
I.hi:pll‘l.a, WWeskermiers Eunun.'ll:g,' :.Pl:nl.'l
more thme watching televishon than
deing anyihing else. Today's extreme
diviglen of bag, though 11 may e
'-'lE'I}' efficient In n:l:I'J.Ilﬂ‘.ﬂl'IE ECO=
niamic growth, has meane that people
hevie Beoome highly dependent on
the market and consequently are
ocked onto a conswumanlst treadimlll
thuat has no end and arialns mno
lasting satisfaction. Urban sprawl has
ted g highly arificlal Lving envimon-
mEnts At have disoonmected many
people from & community of nelgh-
boss and from any real engagement
with mstuce THiE b the aalture that
transnational corporations celabrare
as the ultimate falGllment of human
destiny, the peak of dvilization. Bus
sampething very important seemd
arriss.

Although Western society Is
considerably richer in material terms
than bt was in the 1950s, at the
beginning of the 215t cenbury we ane
confronted by what 6ne Social eritic
has calbed an “awul face. [.'.-E[.'ll'l.l'
ke un]l'ﬁ.id.l!llt‘tﬂ Fevelds af material
waalth, these = a prowing body of
social reseanch that indicetes that
people today are o more watisfed
with thelr lives than people were In
e 19705 In offver wonds, it Sbems
that vasd inoréaied i P!l.".‘nﬂ-:l'l.'!l. and
social weahth have '.I!I!IFI'PHI. InCraas-
ing our well-bedng, It 15 troubling

therefore, o see that our whole
society s peared towands maximizing
wealth, maximizing GDT. A3 Henry
David Thoresn would v, we 'labor
under a misake.”

Let me draw on the economiit’s
notion of ‘externality” to make my
critical point with nespect (o cone
tem porary culture. In econarmbes,
an ‘externallty’ Is 2 cost that is ned
taken into account when determin-
ing the market peice af something.
For exampls, pollution from a factory
may be @ 'e:;lrm.lilt]." ir the costs
wof cheaning it up fall on society as
a whode, rathes than on the factory
el whio camserd 11 In such Circum-
stanoes, the |:|r|rt=-n1' the commadities
produced womchd nodt reflect their troe
coat, becasws the coit af pollutinm
worild be ‘extermal’ o the price. | fimd
il kddea Muminating when thinking
about the hidden costs of consumer
ol ture; In |'u~.|li1'|||.r. e coat of Apiri-
tual malalve, which | would acgue is a
market 'E!IHJIETJI:I? * I dallar terms,
most Westerners today are (bl ously
'“.ﬂi.:.th}' when comidersd in the con-
tect of all known history. But I
rch would our 'I.-L'll.‘]'l:'l::l e I the comts
of 5.|:H.r|t|.|.:|l: mealulve were [actomed fnio
the price of economic growth? How
does one put a price on the absence
af God? How would one Lileinallis
f!rur{m.illi}'i" Meeclbess 1o way,
:|.;|;!:11'|.L.|.'| exparience cleffies eeninomic
valuation, but this does not mean,
of course, that It [s of no valus. On
the comtrary, it may just mesn Usat
spiritual experience 15 priveles and
thereiore of our higlwest coaoern.

1f it it true that conuumer cualiune
i cimindahing ous capacity for
splritaal experience then we must
ask curselves whiethir anyililng can
b done about this Cne promling
response, | wish 1o suggest, les in the
quuiethy emerging way of e knsown
25 voluntary simplboley.”

H 5 FarrhSowwn Sedirms 2111

|, The Spintual Signifcance
of Valuniarny Simplciiy

Before | define valuntary simpllcity,
let mie iry 1o bring the centmal sue
intn (oeas by heiefly discussing a
small but poserful book written by
Frich Fromm in 1976, entitled To
Muowe or Tir Be?. [n this beak Fromm
drzwes an important distinction
between two ‘modes of existence’
- samedy having” and being.” [n
the “having' made, the meaning
of ane's identity is defined by and
dependent upon materialistic factors
prternal to onessell such & wealth,
possesslons, liage, and sfaius, In the
belng” made, the meaning of o'
bilenilty Is cefied by and dependent
upon exbstential factors lnlermal to
onesell, such sy self-respect, peace of
plpal, Deeaiihy, and the mastery owver
one’s desires s megativeg: smokions
Emunin aigues convincingly that
e advanced cagltalist socleties are
hesvily characterised by the having'
mode, and the question he provolkes
15 what lndividual or collective like
wotald be 1ike if the Being” mode
were privileged over the "having'
mode. This Une of reasoning leads
o the ving strategy of voluntary
simplicity.

Volusitary stmplleity 15 2 way of
life that oppodes (e Dlgh consonp-
tion Wiestyles of comumer culiure
and atfiems what 15 often just called
‘the simple e, o “downshifiing.'
The mejection of consumersm arses
out af the Beliel that the meaning of
tife does not and cannot comsist In
the consumpelon and accumulithon
of material things. The affirmmation of
sipplicity arises out of the recognl-
i thst very etle s nesded ta live
well - thar sbundance Is a state of
mind, not a quantdty of consumes
products or amainabie through them
Sometimes called “the gquiet revolu-
ton’, this appreach o life lnvolines
providing for material nesds 2
simply and directly as posstble, mind-
mizing expenditure on ConsUmET
goasts and services, and directing
progressively more Wme and encrgy
tewards pursaing non-nyaterialisie
sources of satksfaction and meanling
This genemally means accepring a
ket income and a lower level of
consumpion, in cechange for mohe
time and freedom 10 puiaee athes
Hee goals. Anclent but eves-new, the
mssage is that these who know they
have ernough are rich.,

There are many reasons why a
calbural movement twwand volantary
slmplicity would be beneficial, Most
obwiously, perhaps. is that lifestyled
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o recheoed consumption would
lesven our Impact on the fragile
ecodywbEms of Earth, which we &l
knoww are irerbling umder the strain
of overscemsumption. Furthesmoe,
in & warld where extreme poverty
exksts amddst such |:l|r-7|11_,', there e
powerful hurmanitarlan agurents
for taking bess 30 that others can have
mare. As Mahaltma Gandhl once
sald, Live simply so that others may
slmply lve®, But o lie of veduntary
slmplcity meed not glve de to any
werie of |.1|:'|:Irl1-'.1tl.-|:l.||_ and | would
taiw 1Eke o comisleler the potential
splritual rewands of embracing o ilfe
of simpHcity

| scknowledge that T amm nony
touciing on a very privale mat-
let = "privale,” nod because spiriual
-:':.i.ﬂ.walluu mmaist be done alcoe, bl
tecause nobody can do 1t for ws, And
[ suspect, furthennore, that the \.|:l|r5-
tues] rewards of voduntany slmplic-
ity are something that can only be
experienced, not explalned = at least,
ot peplained by me. Neverthadess,
rathier than passing over In slence
that which [ cannos ¢xplain, let
me at least try to wee words 1o do &
task for witich words ane probabiy
Iralesg uahe,

By shifting attention from the
material o the non-moterial side of
1He, [ wish 1o suggest that vohantary
simplicity can facilitane a deeper
svarensss of the spirinual dimen-
tion of baing. Thit, of course, hal
been A theme Ln mods, if not al,
spileiraal and raligious wadieons,
incheding ihe ceachings of Lag Taa,
Confwcius, Buddha, the Stolcs, Jesus,
ohammad, St Francis, the New
England Trantcendentalists, and
many of the indigenous peoples
around the world. But in an age such
a8 gur own that glodbes consurnp
Hon and admires laxury a5 never be
fore, [ believe this reaching aoquines 5
special significance.

Spiritu] experience, i may be fais
1o 23y, Eenerally requines a tranguil
consciousress of some form, bt
in the adwen [rantic, agitated. and
Mlienaned |ihestyies of OONSRMEr
culture, moments of '.::u'.{l:il.ll}' do
ot came faty. When Theodons
Hospak gared into the cyves of modern

oomsarmers e sxw only faces "bwiitend
wilh despain’ = hardly the basis fos
apiritual experience, which was
defined earber as ‘the thoughtful lowve
af lile arising ouf of an openness to
mygery’, Hewwever, if we take time
1o sl ourselves from consumer
oulture for lang enough fo unlears
I8, Bor Joeneg enough b fonise cursehves
from the dare of unexamined habdt
and meopen the doons of perception,
we jusl might provoke a sarprisingly
fresh Interpretation of life, & sell
as develop & new appeeciation of
a hilghes” mode of exibence. For
wiiet we lel murselves e enclianted
by ondinary experience, it quickly
bemcomaes. sjppaient Uhat the simple
lif= I3 & prodfouncdly beatifal life, one
tlant is exciting amd worth Hving. For
shimplicity ks pothbing if it i ot an al-
T v state of mind, an authesntic
celebiratbon of Lfe = and it s a state
of mind that often seems (o relect a
mystical artiiade to life, amd 8 desp
pveretioe [of natum, sven I one
does aot subscrlbe 1o any traditonal
religion or any crede panthelsm
Earller genefations confionted
spiritaal questions face 1o tace, we
through thelr epes. But why, o Ralph
Wildo Emerson wold insist, shold
we not ald enjoy &n orlginal relation
o the unlverse?
I, Spdritvalily, Halure, ang
he Environmanial Hoveméant
1 would like 1o conclude this eisay
Iy Erving 1o sifuale these Feaie of
!'PI fiiiaal 1iw ar 1l maierial aim |'||:I|'.l!|'
in the context of (e envimonmental
movement. | will make two bce]
points only. The first poing |s thas
slinpler Hisstyles of reduced con-
sumption will be & mecessary part of
any sustkinalde forure for human
clvillzation. 1 think we know this
In awiir heacds anel In our hearts, so
It s o elabomiion. The soomd
point may not e so obvious, how-
evi, lor I concens the tomplex
telationship between spleituality
and nature, Throughout history,
human betngs have galned spiritml
nowrshment from a direct nelation-
ship with namere, but mpdern wban
life has largely disconnected ws from
this source of nourishment. This has

Isad negative reperomiions, Both
ecodophcal and spirkhusl. Aecondingly,
[ feel that spdeitual traditions would
be wise o dedicate & good deall of
thelr energles to the envirsnmental
movement — not anly for (he abed-
s reasan that nature 5 the one and
aaily life support-tydtem we have;
bat alio, by reconnecting humanity
with nature as A wares of inspiration,
| Belleve there are goosd teasians fo
think tluat ilve spiriiwsl senaibility of
crir ape Condd be pelgnined

A fintal wond In summary: [ seems
ey e that any proposed ssotlons
i the problems of spiriual malaise,
environmenial degradation, social
alienatbon, and poverty, ae destinsd
io fadl anbess we first addeess e mofe
that mateialistic valies play in creat-
i these problems. These prolilemms
are conneched, and 1| have agoed tlat
volunitary simglicity might peovide
# gracebul salution to many of them.
Natuire his begun o place llimits on
the growih of human ecenombes, so
COTSUMET DAIes L |i|i|1|ﬂﬂﬂ!ﬂt!r
Itrd 2 way 101N o the realm o
the splelt 1o satisfy thelr hanger tor
Infirtiey. Sifsce the ethos of volumtany
simiplicity provides common grownd,
ot only berween all majos religions
and witdom maditlons, bul alio
berween tmditbenal poliilcal oppos!-
tions, [ propose that 1o the wams of
lhasman :1.?"';.!-1["}' woe sloanid gather
aroqumnd tnis Idea and look 0 It for
Fuldanoe and endghmnment in these
dark bus star-lic imes W
famuel Arrorader is fpurnder of the
Smplicity Colectie
[ simplicitycollectha.com])
and founder and co-dimector of the
E:"I'Ipi-:-‘lj' Irstiiute
Cwrenwrslmalicityinstitute, orgl,
b non-profits organbations focussd
on proerasting lifestyles of volunlary
dimplicity. In 2017 he b teaching
‘Comumeram and Suslainability” at
the Oifice for Envircnrmental Programs,
Llni.-t-riil.:r ol belbourne, &nd hai
recently completed his doctoral thesis
“Property beyond Growth: Toward a
Pofitics of voluntary Smplicity” throwgh
Melbourmie L 5chodl. This thesis can
be lound on the above welxiles.

EarthSonmg Sping 2001 + 9



