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Introduction 
 
The analysis of consumer culture presented by Vincent Miller in Consuming 
Religion1 has a structural-descriptive as well as a critical-normative perspective. 
On the structural-descriptive level, it gives an account of the environment in 
which we live and by which we are influenced. Consumer culture, rather 
independently of our intentions, projects and identity constituting narratives, 
Miller argues, imposes itself between the individual and culture, transforming 
the latter in commodities and the former in a consumer. Consumer culture 
indeed enacts, first, a commodification of culture, abstracting cultural objects 
from their original (traditional) embeddedness and transforming them into goods 
for consumption. Secondly, it trains individuals in the habits of interpretation 
and use proper to consumption, generating an insatiable desire of consumption, 
ever driving people to more consumption for the joy of consumption. At the 
same time, Millers approach is critical-normative. Surely he stresses the quasi-
inescapable structural changes consumer culture has performed on culture and 
the way in which it all-pervasively structures our coping with culture and 
religion. However, for Miller consumption is structural but not neutral. 
Consequently, he criticises these changes and the habits of interpretation and use 
they have caused: they result in a domestication of the contents and dynamics of 
religious traditions, transforming them into functions of its own consumer logic. 
From his own Roman Catholic background on, he then proposes a host of 
tactical responses which the religious tradition and community can use to 
counter the influence of consumer culture on religion. The tactics are meant to 
foster a critical consciousness of the impact of consumer culture on people’s 
daily (religious) life, and aim at revivifying the embeddedness of religious 

                                                 
1 Cf. V. Miller, Consuming Religion. Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture, New 
York: Continuum, 2004. 
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doctrines and practices in communal traditions, as well as at strengthening the 
agency of believers to take responsibility for this tradition.  

Because of the difference between the structural-descriptive and normative 
levels, a one-to-one relationship between consumer culture and religion, 
opposing consumer culture, is not possible. Consumer culture cannot be 
overcome by a mere discussion on the normative level of values and ideas, 
without acknowledging the structural dimension. One should relate to consumer 
culture, first, knowing that its structural impact cannot simply be brushed aside, 
and secondly, that every critical response runs the risk of being recuperated by 
consumer culture, and thus ultimately may reinforce the trends one wants to 
criticise and perhaps to overcome. 

In this contribution, we focus on the question of whether this analysis works 
for Europe. A reflection on whether the answer to this question also affects the 
analysis in itself (thus also as regards the North-American context) is not dealt 
with here but may well be an item for further discussion. 
 
 
1. ‘Consuming Religion’ in Europe? Indications Asking for a Broader 

Analysis 
 
As an introduction to this contribution I would like to make four observations. 
Two are related to the items which Vincent Miller mentioned at the end of his 
contribution to this volume, which could make his analysis less applicable to 
Europe: i.e., the difference in ‘religious establishment’ and the issue of the 
‘single home family’. Two other observations have to do with questions which 
arose in assessing Miller’s argument: first, why does he focus on consumer 
society and religion, rather than on consumer society and identity formation 
(with religion as a possible resource), and secondly: in light of the far-reaching 
consequences of his materialist-productivist analysis: how is it ultimately still 
possible to develop significant tactics, to make space in an all-pervasive 
consumer society, in order to resist it?  

Let me start with the last point: (1) I have been struck indeed by the rather 
optimistic ending of the book, in spite of the truly sobering analysis of the quasi-
inescapability from the clutches of the market. The tactics proposed indeed want 
to tackle the habits of interpretation and use in which we are disciplined on a 
daily basis. To counter these habits, a tactical approach strives after reinforcing 
the web of ‘relationality’ of culture and religion on the one hand, and agency in 
culture and religion on the other. To do so, this approach first acts against the 
abstraction operated by the commodification of contents and practices from 
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tradition and culture, and secondly seeks to overcome the consumer habits by 
strengthening the diachronic and synchronic communal dimension of 
interpretation and agency. I have been wondering, however, what conditions are 
necessary to engage in such tactics? What constitutes the communities and 
subjects who are capable of taking a distance from the all-pervasive market 
while at the same time not being able to escape it? What competence is needed 
to claim a space where no space is left? What kind of reflexivity is called upon, 
and where is it to be situated? What is its locus? 

(2) The other question, whether the problem of consumer culture and religion 
invites a broader analysis in terms of consumer culture and individual/communal 
identity construction, is immediately linked to this first observation for two 
reasons. First, such broader analysis would seem able to account for the different 
ways in which individuals and communities construct their identities, whether 
they are religious or not, whether they fully give in to the pressure of 
commodification and consumer culture or try to create space in the middle of it, 
to oppose it, or at least not to be completely swallowed up by it. Secondly, such 
an analysis also would shed light on what is at stake in Christian faith and 
tradition today, as it is part of the current context. The way in which tradition 
and community function seems to have changed, both enabling the consumption 
of tradition and community as well as mobilising these against consumption.  

(3) This brings us right to Miller’s point of the difference in ‘religious 
establishment’: the lack of it in the United States when compared with the strong 
religious institutional presence of Christianity in European societies. Because of 
the separation of church and state, from the origins of the United States as a 
secular political entity on, such strong religious institutions are absent in the U.S, 
opines Miller. This at least implies a difference as regards the structural 
resources the Roman Catholic Church could mobilise to come to tactical 
responses to the effects of consumer culture on culture and religion, because 
“strong institutions [would] face no strong competitors in an active religious 
market”.2 What Miller here posits as a strength for Europe, seems to a lot of  
European theologians – from a diversity of tendencies, and because of a 
diversity of arguments – rather a weakness. For it would seem that plenty of the 
classic institutions through which the Roman Catholic Church is present in 
European societies (schools, hospitals, leisure time organisations, labour unions, 
etc…) are secularising from within, challenging the strong Christian institutional 
presence in Europe, and, consequently also its capacity to deal with the threats of 

                                                 
2 V. Miller, Consuming Religion: Thinking about an American Argument in Europe, in this 
volume, p. 25. 
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consumer culture. Some would even argue that this strong institutional presence 
even works counter-productively, and obstructs the renewal of Christianity in 
Europe.3 At the same time, there is a resurgence of a lot of non-institutional or 
soft-institutional religiosity, and the rise of religious pluralism, which challenges 
Christianity. Moreover, on the political field, as witnessed by the discussion on 
the preamble of the European Constitution, it would seem that the separation of 
Church and State both structurally and ideologically functions very differently in 
Europe than in the United States. An analysis in terms of commodification and 
consumer culture surely sheds light on this situation but probably would 
overlook some of its complexity. 

(4) In this regard, it would seem that such an analysis should be complemented 
by an approach which not only makes room for the profound influence of 
consumer culture on society, culture and religion, but also points at other 
structural changes in society, culture and religion. Illustrative for such an 
analysis is perhaps the spontaneous way in which one reads Vincent Miller’s 
notion of the single family home metaphorically. In no way would such a reading 
discredit his material point that the social transformation into the ‘nuclear family 
in a single generation home, as an institution and a disciplining space’ has 
thinned the cultural and religious formation processes, and facilitated the 
commodification of culture and religion. As far as I see it, such analysis of the 
‘single family home’ also holds true for Europe. However, as a metaphor, or 
better a metonymy, the ‘single family home’ would epitomize the outcome of 
processes of detraditionalisation and individualisation which have thoroughly 
marked European societies.  
Of course, Vincent Miller leaves room for analyses, complementary to his 
productivist one, as he mentions several times in his book.4 Nevertheless, 
ultimately we will not escape the question how these different analyses, even 
when very complementary, are related to each other. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 For a broader reflection on this topic, see my: The Identity of a Catholic University in Post-
Christian European Societies: Four Models, in Louvain Studies 31, in press; forthcoming. 
4 See e.g. V. Miller, Consuming Religion. Christian Faith…, p. 12.  
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2. Invidualisation as the Outcome of the Socio-Cultural Moderni- 
sation of Europe  

 
As is the case with Miller’s approach to consumer culture, a contextual and 
theological reflection on the modernisation processes which thoroughly changed 
Europe, also necessitates making a distinction between a structural-descriptive 
and a critical-normative level of our engagement with the phenomenon. 
Independent from one’s evaluation of the effects of modernisation, this process 
has structurally changed the life, thinking patterns and practices of society, 
culture and religion. The question how to cope with these changes then, invites a 
normative evaluation of the ‘habits of interpretation and use’ which result from 
these structural changes. In this regard, as Miller did to those who would miss 
the structural dimension of consumer society, one could make analogous 
comments: theological responses which oppose modernisation and secularisation 
by portraying it merely as a different and unacceptable set of values, convictions 
and ideas, do not see and even obfuscate the structural changes these processes 
have effectuated to culture and religion (and often even determine the opposition 
to them).5 

Nevertheless, as will be clear from what follows, the analysis of the structural 
transformation cannot be completely separated from ways in which these 
transformations have been engaged. Miller is right in arguing that it is 
obligatory to distinguish between the two, and by stressing that structural 
transformations are relatively independent from the intentions and convictions of 
the one’s affected by these transformations. However, structural transformation 
does relate to history and in one way or another is influenced by the ways in 
which it is actually engaged – even on the structural level. In order to deal with 
these complex relations, we will refer to the structural transformations in terms 
of processes, and to the ways in which these processes are coped with in terms 
of narratives. 

In the following, I shortly present the transformation that modernisation 
affected on Europe and the way in which this transformation has been coped 
with.6 

                                                 
5 Cf. e.g. V. Miller, Consuming Religion. Christian Faith…, p. 1-2, 15-19; Consuming Religion: 
Thinking about…, p. 11-14. 
6 For this and the following paragraphs, see also my Interrupting Tradition. An Essay on Christian 
Faith in a Postmodern Context (Louvain Theological and Pastoral Monographs, 30), Leuven: 
Peeters / Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003, chapters 2, 3 and 4. The following interaction between 
cultural-sociological and -philosophical reflections has been inspired first by the work of the 
Flemish sociologist of culture, R. Laermans, who has been influenced both by thinkers as U. Beck, 
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(1) One of the most significant structural developments that emerged from the 
sixteenth century onwards with the transition from a traditional agricultural 
society to a modern industrial society, has been the process of functional 
differentiation. Sub-systems such as science, economy, politics, law, education 
etc., came into existence and gradually became loose from the dominant and 
overarching traditional religious worldview. While the sub-systems were 
initially rooted in local customs and common traditional worldviews, they began 
to develop their own logic, role patterns and institutions, and detached 
themselves from traditionally transmitted religious and moral presuppositions. 
The economic sub-system, for example, progressively gained independence by 
detaching itself from family-based roots in production and trade, thus leading to 
the commercialisation of role patterns and impersonal market relations. Such 
disengagement did not take place overnight, and often caused conflicts with the 
traditional religious views, practices and institutions. Secularisation emerged as 
the direct consequence of functional differentiation and this under two aspects: 
on the one hand, the diverse sub-systems emancipated themselves from the all-
embracing religious horizon and rejected every claim to religious truth within 
their own domain. On the other hand, religion itself was forced to take on the 
form of a sub-system. In so doing, religion was gradually forced to withdraw 
from public life, its relevance reduced to the organisation of the private arena 
and intimate relationships, side by side with the fulfilment of a comfort/ 
consolation function.  

(2) However, after the all-embracing and integrating characteristic of the pre-
modern religious tradition had disappeared, new forms of integration came into 
being, constituting the modern ideologies of the nineteenth and the larger part of 
the twentieth century. These modern master narratives not only constituted a 
response to the disintegration of human existence into diverse sub-systems, they 
also established structures of self-legitimisation at the level of individual/ 

                                                                                                                         
A. Giddens, J. Habermas etc. as well as other Flemish sociologists as K. Dobbelaere and J. Billiet. 
In relation to these socio-theoretical insights, which rather (but not only) focus on the structural 
transformations, philosophical approaches of Jürgen Habermas and especially Jean-François 
Lyotard have been used to shed light on the responses to these transformations. For Laermans, see 
e.g. In de greep van de Moderne Tijd: Modernisering en verzuiling, individualisering en het 
naoorlogse publieke discours van de ACW-vormingsorganisaties. Een proeve van cultuursocio-
logische duiding, Leuven, KUL. Faculteit sociale wetenschappen. Departement sociologie , 1992 
(more specifically part 1: “Culturele modernisering en verzuiling”). For Habermas, a.o. Theorie 
des Kommunikativen Handelns, Frankfurt am Main: Sührkamp, 1981; and for Lyotard, La 
condition postmoderne. Rapport sur le savoir, Paris : Minuit, 1979; Le différend, Paris : Minuit, 
1983. 
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communal identity constitution. Typical of these ideologies is that they use the 
logic of one specific sub-system (or from the human life-world) in order to re-
integrate the differentiated environment. As a modern project, capitalism used 
the logic of exchange in order to establish itself as a reintegrating meta-narrative. 
At the same time, it legitimated this by making an appeal to the modern 
worldview (stressing the autonomy and responsibility of the subject, and its 
ability to know and master the world) – ultimately featured in a grand project of 
emancipation and progress: creating more surplus value in order to create a 
better world for everybody. Such master narratives exhibited a totalising 
character with enormous consequences for identity construction, both on the 
level of convictions and practices. And the more they could link up with the 
transformation going on, the more effective their attempts to steer its results. 
Historically speaking, the religious sub-system also developed its own master 
narrative in competition with the other narratives. At the social level in Flanders, 
as well as in many other regions of Europe, this ideologisation led to the 
phenomenon of pillarisation.7 Parallel to master narratives like socialism, 
liberalism and nationalism, Christianity created its own pillar which resulted – in 
Flanders – in the proliferation of an enormous Catholic network of 
organisations, services, associations and provisions. From birth to death this 
network provided the lives of its members with structure and meaning. Its 
concrete realisations still survive to the present day in its extensive web of 
Catholic kindergartens, schools, hospitals, and residential homes for the elderly, 
together with countless cultural and sporting organisations, trade unions, and 
political and socio-economic associations. In this way, in respect of the 
functional differentiation, the Christian modern pillar succeeded to reintegrate 
the differentiated socio-cultural world and to hand on the Christian narrative 
from one generation to the next.  

(3) In the second half of the twentieth century, the modern master narratives 
no longer succeed to control the differentiating socio-cultural dynamic. 
According to J.-F. Lyotard, who would mark this as one of the distinctive 
features of the postmodern condition, these modern master narratives have lost 
their effectivity, legitimacy and plausibility, because they not only could not 
keep their promises of progress and emancipation, but evolved from their own 
dynamics into their counterpart causing totalitarianism, poverty, victims and 
injustice, instead of progress in emancipation and a better world for all. From a 
                                                 
7 Cf. J. Billiet (ed.), Tussen bescherming en verovering. Sociologen en historici over zuilvorming, 
(Kadoc-Studies, 6), Leuven: Universitaire Pers, 1988; K. Dobbelaere, Godsdienst en kerk in een 
geseculariseerde samenleving. Een keuze uit het werk van Karel Dobbelaere (Sociologie 
vandaag,2), ed. R. Laermans, Leuven: Universitaire Pers, 1998. 
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social-theoretical perspective, modernisation now enjoys its own dynamic more 
than ever. Ultimately this results in the processes of detraditionalisation and 
individualisation. Detraditionalisation as a term hints at the socio-cultural 
interruption of traditions (religious as well as class, gender,… traditions), which 
are no longer able to pass themselves on from one generation to the next. The 
consequence is an increasing individualisation: to a large extend identity is no 
longer transmitted from one generation to the next and/or dependent on socio-
cultural origin or background, but is structurally ‘to be constructed’. This 
process of individualisation is enforced by a lot of other developments, such as 
the increased availability of education and level of school training, resulting in 
the relativisation of the family as the primary context of socialisation; increased 
economic capital that guarantees both material independence – thus facilitating 
individual choice ! and the material potential to realise individual options; 
urbanisation via the process of migration from traditional village and 
neighbourhood contexts; significantly increased mental and geographical 
mobility; massively expanded leisure possibilities and, to conclude, the 
persistent rationalisation of the life-world via, for example, the infiltration of 
scientific, medical and psychological insights that undermine traditional 
conceptualisations and practices. In this regard: individualisation as a structural 
trend, and thus as a descriptive category, ought to be strictly distinguished from 
individualism as an ideology, from egoism as a moral qualification and so forth.  

(4) The loosening from traditional bonds leads to a structural situation in 
which every human being is constructing his or her personal identity by 
choosing between the options available. The process of individualisation thus 
has led to a degree of independence with respect to the decisions one makes in 
the way one lives. In other words, personal identity is no longer preconceived: it 
has become more and more structurally reflexive.8 This does not necessarily 
mean that the customs, perspectives, values, norms and so forth, which were 
once passed on without question, have completely disappeared. On the contrary, 
they continue to function but only as part of the broad selection of possibilities 
from which the individual is structurally free to choose – a choice in which the 
subject, consciously or unconsciously, can be inspired or influenced by a 
multitude of internal or external motives or pressures. Those individuals, for 
example, who do not abandon the traditional ways in matters of relationships, 
family size, raising children, or of religious conviction etc., still continue to 
differ from previous generations because their traditional lifestyle is a matter of 

                                                 
8 For a philosophical account of this and the following paragraph, see W. Welsch, Unsere 
postmoderne Moderne (Acta humaniora), Weinheim: VCH, 1987. 



Consumer Culture and Christian Faith in a Post-Secular Europe  

  Bulletin ET • 17 (2006/1) Special Issue  

113

choice. In addition, individualisation, and the reflexivity involved, should not be 
identified indiscriminately with ‘becoming more of an individual’, i.e., the 
acquisition of a personal identity (individualisation as a psychological 
mechanism). The process of individualisation (understood socio-theoretically) 
offers structural possibilities for personal identity formation. Whether or not 
these possibilities are realised by (all) individuals has nothing to do with the 
process as such and changes nothing with respect to the structural character 
thereof.  

(5) The flip side of detraditionalisation and individualisation is the 
pluralisation of the life world. Individual men and women construct their 
identities by making use of the multiplicity of types of rationality, modes of 
action and existential patterns, frameworks of orientation, horizons of meaning, 
social theories, language games, scales of value and world views as a resource, 
as a sort of cultural market in which they can construct their subjective identity. 
The very confrontation with such plurality, however, structurally reinforces 
one’s reflexive task of constructing his or her identity. New and different 
potential choices constantly appear as new opportunities, and continuously call 
the individual’s actual constructed identity into question. Structurally speaking, 
identity in the current context possesses only a relative degree of stability, but, at 
the same time, enjoys an unprecedented accompanying degree of reflexivity. 
 
 
3. Christianity in a Postmodern Context of Detraditionalisation and 

Individualisation 
 
The consequences of these processes for Christianity in Europe consist in a 
drastic change in the way the Christian tradition functions in the identity 
constitution of individuals and communities.  

(1) Apart from the ideological battles with modern master narratives, these 
developments, especially detraditionalisation, have lead to the socio-cultural 
disintegration of the all-encompassing Christian horizon of meaning. Both in its 
pre-modern and modern forms, it no longer quasi-automatically informs 
communal and individual identity constitution. The content and handing on of 
the Christian tradition structurally (as well as ideologically) have been robbed of 
their self-evident character. This explains, e.g., the problem with which many 
institutional mediations between the Catholic Church and (post)modern society 
(pillarisation) are confronted as regards their Catholic identity: they often still 
count large parts of the population, while at the same time only a minority still 
can be considered to live as churched Catholics, respecting more or less the 
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doctrinal coherence and doctrine-practice consistency which, as Miller argued, 
constitute the integrity of the Christian tradition.9 On the one hand, statistics 
show, e.g., that while the large majority in Belgium is still baptised (73 % of all 
newborn were baptised in 1998), only 9 % of the younger generations would 
participate in Church community life on a more or less regular basis.10 On the 
other hand, in relation to this evolution, the question what it is to be Christian, is 
often left vaguely open, pointing at the lowest common denominator – what then 
immediately evokes neo-traditional reactions calling for stronger identities.  

(2) At the same time, detraditionalisation has been accompanied by 
pluralisation and the growing consciousness of religious plurality. Indeed, 
geographic as well as mental mobility have brought the plural world of religions 
onto our doorstep. Migration, tourism, and the communication media have 
confronted those constructing religious identities with religious diversity. For 
many people, religious plurality presents the manifold ways in which human 
beings can construct their religious identities. Often the many religious traditions 
are conceived of as reservoirs of narratives, rituals, practices, worldviews, etc. 
from which one can choose in order to construct one’s religious identity. For 
others, the tangible confrontation with religious otherness leads them to a 
reflection on their own religious identity and truth claims, and the need for 
safeguarding their integrity.  

(3) Whatever the reaction of individuals and communities is to the loss of 
plausibility and relevance of Christian faith in contemporary culture and society, 
detraditionalisation and individualisation clearly have affected the way in which 
Christians relate to the Christian tradition (i.e. Christians living the Christian 
narrative).11 In the same vain as their contemporaries, Christians construct their 
religious identities. Being a Christian involves a structurally reflexive enterprise. 
From now on, belonging to this tradition, with its specific narrativity and 
institutional embodiment, takes place in the plural and reflexive (post)modern 
context. Christian identity then results from the dynamic interplay between both 
identification with, and reflexive distance from this tradition. It presupposes to a 
                                                 
9 Cf. e.g. V. Miller, Consuming Religion: Thinking about…, p. 16-21.  
10 For more empirical data and an interpretation, see: K. Dobbelaere & L. Voyé, Religie en 
kerkbetrokkenheid: ambivalentie en vervreemding, in K. Dobbelaere e.a., Verloren zekerheid. De 
Belgen en hun waarden, overtuigingen en houdingen, Tielt, Lannoo, 2000, 117-152, p. 131. For a 
theological evaluation of these data, see my Religion after Detraditionalization: Christian Faith in 
a Post-Secular Europe, in Irish Theological Quarterly 70 (2005) 99-122. 
11 For an explicit elaboration of these ideas, see K. Gabriel, Tradition im Kontext 
enttraditionalisierter Gesellschaft, in D. Wiederkehr (ed.), Wie geschieht Tradition? Überlieferung 
im Lebensprozeß der Kirche (QD, 133), Freiburg–Basel–Wien: Herder, 1991, 69-88; Christentum 
zwischen Tradition und Postmoderne (QD, 141), Freiburg–Basel–Wien: Herder, 1992. 
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larger extent than before the capacity to deal reflexively and productively with 
the tension between the task of the personal identity construction as a Christian 
and the institutionally transmitted tradition. Christians more than ever are aware 
that their Christian narrative is one among many and that – at least at the 
structural level – their participation in it is a matter of choice. 

(4) At this point, however, it is necessary to distinguish between the structural 
level of our analysis and the way in which people make sense of it. Although 
Christians may be well aware of the socio-cultural optional character of their 
faith decision (influenced as they are by the process of detraditionalisation and 
individualisation), they will still often interpret this option as a vocation, 
answering the call of the God of Jesus Christ. The structurally undeniable 
individual-reflexive decision to believe can be experienced in faith as a vocation, 
grace, a gift. As a consequence, on the level of the concrete contents of their 
Christian narrative: while the option not to believe remains a possibility for 
Christians, it implies from the perspective of faith an option for inauthenticity. 
Any contextual-theological reflection on the act of faith in the present context 
probably should address this constitutive distinction, as well as any account of 
the integrity of Christian tradition (both in its doctrinal coherence and theory-
praxis consistency) should relate to its theological claim on Christian identity 
construction: because of faith in the Word of God, and as a response to God’s 
call, Christians construct their identities in Christian narratives. 

(5) I would like to conclude this section with a remark on (de-)secularisation 
and detraditionalisation. In so far as Christianity and the diminishing impact of 
religion on individual and communal identity construction are concerned, 
theories of secularisation have been prominent in explaining these 
developments. However, ‘desecularisation theorists’ as Peter Berger and Harvey 
Cox12 have pointed to the limits of these theories, and criticised their modern 
assumption that through modernisation religion would gradually disappear from 
European societies (the so-called zero-sum theory: the sum of modernisation and 
religion is always zero; the more religion, the less modernisation, and especially 
the reverse: the more modernisation, the less religion). At the same time, they 
indicated that, at least in Europe, the religious resurgence refuting this 
assumption of secularisation theories is to be distinguished from other parts of 
the world. Modernisation in Europe did not cause the disappearance of religion, 

                                                 
12 H. Cox, The Myth of the Twentieth Century. The Rise and Fall of ‘Secularisation’, in G. Baum 
(ed.), The Twentieth Century. A Theological Overview, New York: Orbis, 1999, 135-143; P. 
Berger, The Desecularisation of the World: A Global Overview, in id. (ed.), The Desecularisation 
of the World. Resurgent Religion and World Politics, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999, 1-18 – for a 
longer treatment of their analysis, see again my: Religion after Detraditionalization. 
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but it at least clearly resulted in its transformation. Whether this transformation 
should be considered either a mere deregulation of religion or a decisive shift in 
the institutional location of religion, and in what way this transformation 
challenges Christianity both ad intra and ad extra, are then pressing questions.13 
It suffices here to mention that this transformation is contained in the notion of 
detraditionalisation. Our current society may no longer be secular, it indeed is 
detraditionalised. Detraditionalisation, together with pluralisation, then 
constitutes the horizon for religious identity construction, whether this identity is 
Christian or not. 
 
 
4. Individualisation, Reflexivity and Consumer Culture 
 
The processes of modernisation have led to an ever-increasing detraditionalisation 
and pluralisation. This does not mean, however, that there would no longer be any 
attempts at integration. There are indeed still patterns (in this contribution referred 
to as ‘narratives’) which structure the way individuals and communities deal with 
this multiplicity, constructing their identities. Although the modern master 
narratives may have lost their plausibility, narratives continue to be told. 
Candidates or resources for such structuring patterns (or narratives) are religious 
and other traditions and worldviews, discourses and rationalities, but also the 
pressure of peer groups and advertisement, media and consumption culture. And it 
is at this juncture that I would situate the analysis elaborated in Consuming 
religion.  

(1) In our presentation thus far, capitalism and the rise of consumer culture 
have been present as influenced by these modernisation processes and as 
attempts to cope with these processes. Also in the current context, I would 
analyse advanced capitalism with its features of commodification and consumer 
culture rather as a way of dealing with detraditionalisation, pluralisation and 
individualisation, than the primary transformation process – thus as a reaction to 
these processes, no doubt with structural consequences.14 As a matter of fact, it 
functions as a streamlining of the dynamic of differentiation and individualisation, 
by restructuring these in terms of the commodified plurality of the market and by 

                                                 
13 See, e.g. my La théologie comme conscience critique en Europe. Le défi de l’apophatisme 
culturel, in Bulletin ET 16 (2005/1) 37-60. 
14 A more penetrating study of this phenomenon can be found in L. Boeve, J.-F. Lyotard’s Critique 
of Master Narratives: Towards a Postmodern Political Theology?, in G. De Schrijver (ed.), 
Liberation Theologies on Shifting Grounds. A Clash of Socio-Economic and Cultural Paradigms 
(BETL, 135), Leuven: Peeters Press, 1998, 296-314. 
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advancing consumption as the structuring pattern for identity construction. In this 
way, one could analyse advanced capitalism as a very successful postmodern 
grand narrative. Given the fact that ideological justification is no longer a feature 
of postmodernity – partly because claims to universal truth and validity have fallen 
under suspicion – it simply legitimises itself on the basis of its success and 
performativity. Apart from the marketisation of the lifeworld, i.e. the processes 
through which all of its dimensions become steered along the patterns of an 
economic rationality, other examples of such streamlining are the structuring 
patterns fostered by the media and information technology. In each instance, these 
exhibit strategies that privilege ‘form’ over ‘content’, abstracted data over 
embodied horizons of meaning. Under the influence of the media, information is 
streamlined and evaluated primarily on the basis of its sensation value (e.g., 
television programming driven by viewer ratings). Information technology 
digitises data and in so doing robs it of its original setting and context. Information 
is reduced to a series of binary codes and made available on the Web to be 
downloaded and used according to personal preference.  

(2) Because of their all-pervasive character, these uniforming tendencies 
thoroughly influence the ongoing socio-cultural transformations, and have 
structural consequences for the outcome of the processes of detraditionalisation, 
pluralisation and individualisation. First, because of the abstraction of cultural 
objects from their embedded horizons of meaning, they speed up the process of 
detraditionalisation, and systematically undermine all remaining claims of 
traditions and other narratives on identity construction. Secondly, because of the 
formalistic way of dealing with cultural objects, diversity is never a problem, but 
even an opportunity, feeding the very dynamics of marketisation, mediatisation 
and informatisation. In all three the rich diversity of particular contents and their 
embeddedness in webs of relationality, is ultimately dismantled. Differentiation 
and pluralisation are hereby transformed into homogeneity and relativisation. And 
finally, in as much as consumer culture succeeds in monopolising the mediation 
between the identity construction of individuals and communities, and the socio-
cultural resources to do so, identity construction is taken over by the market. The 
dominant narrative of marketisation thus successfully imposes its basic categories 
on reality.  

The loosening of traditional links has resulted in an unrestrained and random 
freedom – a relativism in which consumer culture imposes its own logic on 
culture. Where choices are arbitrary, where identity becomes entirely relative, 
where orientation is no longer to be found, the logic of the market functions 
supreme. The narrative of marketisation has every interest in stimulating 
pluralisation (including relativism and the loss of orientation). Every day the 
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media inundates the individual with an overwhelming amount of messages, 
cultural fragments and incentives, a torrent with which no one is in a position to 
cope. In this sense, the market becomes the unquestioned and virtually 
irreproachable background of life and thought.  

(3) Indeed, the way in which individuals and communities deal with the 
structural task of identity construction is colonised by consumer culture. 
Accordingly, the postmodern individual becomes entirely reduced to a consumer 
on the market. The vacuum left by the loss of plausibility of the master narratives 
– i.e. the disappearance of any form of mediation between the individual and the 
plurality of cultural objects – has been filled by the logic of consumption. In order 
to shed light on this, Miller’s account of the disciplining of our habits of 
interpretation and use of cultural objects, and the transformation of desire in 
‘consumer desire’ are very helpful. For the commodification of culture goes hand 
in hand with the streamlining of the way in which individuals and communities 
construct their identities. To choose is to consume. Identity is found in the process 
of consumption itself.  

(4) At this instance, it should also be observed again that the structural processes 
going on (and the influence of marketisation on these processes), are accompanied 
with explicit and implicit narratives interacting with these structural changes. 
Some narratives, because of their presuppositions and logic of identity 
construction, seem to interact more easily than others. It is on this dynamic field of 
structural transformation and the diverse patterns of identity formation, that 
identity is to be constructed. In combination with ideological trends which link to 
the structural processes of detraditionalisation and individualisation such as the 
master narratives of libertinism and individualism, the impact of consumer culture 
on identity construction is considerable also in Europe, and affects the way in 
which other, e.g. religious, narratives are able to orient and structure identity 
construction. In this regard, in as much as religious traditions are transformed into 
items on the religious plural market, and religious identity is constructed by 
consuming commodified religious goods and practices, consuming religion is also 
present in Europe. In the same vain, also the reactions of Church and theology to 
consumer culture and the consumption of religion are already potentially infected 
by its structuring power. 

(5) From this analysis follows that the structural reflexivity resulting from the 
processes of detraditionalisation, pluralisation and individualisation, is 
transformed into, and thus threatened by the habits of interpretation and use of 
consumer culture. And found precisely here, structurally speaking, is the locus 
from which the critical consciousness can be developed, to counter the 
colonisation of identity construction by consumer culture. Narratives, whether 
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they are from religious descent or not, which succeed in making operational the 
structural reflexivity which results from the processes mentioned, could develop 
such a critical consciousness vis-à-vis the colonisation of consumer culture, and 
engage from their own resources the pernicious effects of commodification and 
the discipline of consumption. This critical consciousness would at least entail an 
insight into the nature of identity construction today in the contemporary context, 
and in the specific way in which the narrative with which one structures one’s 
identity works (both on the level of contents and practices), both on its own 
account and in relation to other narratives. Moreover it would foster a critical 
awareness of the streamlining of culture and cultural agency in consumer culture, 
and could even stimulate attempts to resist it. In line with Miller, it may well be 
that the agency of such a critical consciousness, because of the all-pervasiveness 
of consumer culture today, would primarily take the form of tactical responses to 
it. To the extent that narratives other than Christianity would be able to develop 
such a critical consciousness in relation to the contemporary context, Christianity 
would not be the only one to engage in such tactical approaches, but could join 
forces with others. 
 
 
5. Christian Faith, Theology and Consumer Culture in Europe 
 
(1) At this juncture, the question posed in the first observation with which I began 
my contribution, i.e. what conditions are necessary for religion, and in our case 
Christian faith, to engage in a critical tactics countering the dynamics of consumer 
culture, could be answered. The structural reflexivity resulting from the process of 
individualisation is the contextual locus from which narratives can develop a 
critical consciousness and agency resisting the clutches of the market. Miller is 
right in pointing to the creeping and pervasive way in which marketisation 
recuperates its own opposition, so that nothing ultimately would seem capable of 
escaping. However, even if consumer culture leaves little space for such critical 
agency: in as much it can be analysed as a reaction (though with structural 
consequences) to a more fundamental socio-cultural transformation, it would be 
my contention that, at the same time, the structural reflexivity resulting from this 
transformation enables other narratives to critically engage consumer culture. 

(2) The remaining question, then, is how Christian faith and theology could 
make operational the critical consciousness which finds its structural locus in 
this reflexivity. This is what is at stake in theological recontextualisation today; 
the reflection on the way in which Christian faith is situated in the current 
context and relates to it, and how this affects Christian faith (as regards its 
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coherence and consistency). The notion of recontextualisation qualifies the way 
in which we theologically perceive of tradition development. It functions both 
descriptively and normatively. As a descriptive category, recontextualisation 
assists an analysis of the ways in which tradition has been challenged by and 
reacting to contextual change and novelty – varying from stubborn 
condemnation and suppression of this novelty to its uncritical embracing and 
adaptation. As a normative category, recontextualisation calls for a theological 
programme, in which the insight in the intrinsic link between faith and context 
inspires theologians to take the contextual challenges seriously, in order to come 
to a contemporary theological discourse which at the same time can claim 
theological validity and contextual plausibility. It is thus not by withdrawing 
from the context that Christian faith will be able to answer the challenges of 
marketisation, but by relating to the contextual critical consciousness, in order to 
come to a both contextually plausible and theologically valid form.  

(3) Confronted with the contextual critical consciousness resulting from 
structural reflexivity, Christian faith and theology are criticised where this 
reflexivity is suppressed or silently forgotten. This would seem the case with the 
too facile insertion of Christian tradition, because of detraditionalisation, on the 
market of religious consumption, as well as with the hardening of tradition against 
the current context marked by detraditionalisation and individualisation (which 
then are often analysed in terms of nihilism, individualism and consumerism). 
From a contextual perspective, the former subordinates the Christian narrative to 
commodification and puts its integrity (coherence, consistency and theological 
claim) at risk, whereas the latter, as Miller showed, runs the risk in its very 
opposition to the current context, to reinforce the habits of interpretation and use, 
rather than changing them.  

(4) As I have shown elsewhere, only when Christian faith actively engages the 
contextual critical consciousness, and succeeds in making sense of the structural 
reflexivity from within (thus theologically), will Christian faith be able to appeal 
to contextual-theological plausibility, enabling Christians to construct their 
identities both in respect to contemporary critical consciousness and the 
theological appeal of the Christian tradition. This exercise, which I performed in 
Interrupting Tradition, and in more recent work15, has resulted in a theology of 

                                                 
15 See, e.g. my (Post)Modern Theology on Trial? Towards a Radical Theological Hermeneutics of 
Christian Particularity, in Louvain Studies 28 (2003) 240-254; La vérité de l’incarnation et 
l’incarnation de la vérité. Epistémologie théologique, particularité et pluralité, in B. Van Meenen 
(ed.), La vérité (Théologie), Brussels: Editions des Facultés universitaires Saint-Louis, 2005, 29-
47; Theology and the Interruption of Experience, in L. Boeve, Y. De Maeseneer & S. Van den 
Bossche (ed.), Religious Experience and Contemporary Theological Epistemology (BETL, 188), 
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interruption, both accentuating the very particularity of Christian narrativity 
(including its narrative coherence and theory-practice consistency) in the midst of 
a plurality of narratives, and the radical hermeneutical critical consciousness at 
work in this particular narrativity, preventing it from becoming closed in on itself 
and criticising other narratives doing so. It is this ‘Christian open narrative’ which 
both narratively testifies to, and ‘interruptingly’ is kept open by the God of Jesus 
Christ, interrupting closed narratives, resisting victimising powers and structures, 
offering real life to the one who dares to engage the imitatio Christi.  

(5) Miller is right that Christian agency today happens on a field that is not ours. 
In this contribution, I hope to have made clear that this is not only caused by the 
spreading of an all-pervasive consumer culture, but also, and in the first place, is 
resulting from the processes of detraditionalisation and pluralisation. The all-
encompassing Christian horizon of signification has vanished. The self-evident 
transmission of Christianity has faded away, Christianity has become one narrative 
among many; and being a Christian presupposes a structural option, which for 
most Christians has become more reflexive than ever. As agents of reflexive 
identity construction Christians are challenged to recontextualise their tradition so 
that it offers direction and orientation, and disciplines their habits of interpretation 
and use, on a plural and dynamic field of competing narratives, under the 
pressures of the streamlining patterns of marketisation and consumer culture. The 
field is indeed not ours, but we are part of the field, bearing its marks, and 
challenged to deal with it from our own specific resources. 

(6) In order to survive in a detraditionalised and individualised context, and to 
resist the streamlining of consumer culture, Christian faith indeed has to care for 
the integrity of its own tradition, and to advance agency which succeeds in doing 
so – preserving the ‘complexities of religious archives’16 and the hermeneutical-
theological ability to retrieve from them the orientation needed today. These 
abilities must be enlarged and deepened by integrating the critical consciousness 
stemming from dynamically engaging structural reflexivity, mobilising new ways 
of religious agency within Church and tradition as well as from Church and 
tradition vis-à-vis today’s threats of consumer culture and other streamlining 
narratives. At this point the tactical actions proposed by Miller17 could be repeated 
(indeed now and then inquiring whether they do not involve or ask for more 
strategic approaches): against the commodification of culture and religion, 

                                                                                                                         
Leuven: Peeters Press, 2005, 11-40; God, Particularity and Hermeneutics. A Critical-Constructive 
Theological Dialogue with Richard Kearney on Continental Philosophy’s Turn (in)to Religion, in 
Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses 81 (2005) 305-333. 
16 Cf. V. Miller, Consuming Religion, p. 175 
17 Cf. Id., Consuming Religion: Thinking about …, p. 25-26. 
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strengthening the connections between cultural objects and their embeddedness in 
communal traditions, and reinforcing the agency of believers in order to raise the 
critical consciousness about the habits of interpretation and use drawn from 
consumer culture (as already mentioned, often in combination with creeping 
ideologies of libertinism and individualism).  

(7) For the Roman Catholic Church in Europe, this task entails also a more 
reflexive dealing with the structural consequences of detraditionalisation and 
individualisation in Europe. Because of the majority-status of a lot of its mediating 
institutions and the à la carte participation of many baptised but hardly initiated 
believers18 (both as regards the coherence and consistency of Christian tradition), 
it would seem that the disintegration of Christian tradition is at work within the 
institution. Whether a firm retreat in oppositional contrast communities, is the 
correct answer to this, is doubtable (they often also truncate tradition, by 
foreclosing its legitimate recontextualisation). However, working at the creation of 
communities and spaces where tradition in its integrity can be handed on and 
practiced, is definitely one of the primordial tasks. And the strengthening of the 
agency of the laity is indeed imperative to this. It are the same capacities which 
Christians need today to critically engage the socio-political discussions on the 
multi-cultural society, social security and health care, the role of religion in the 
public debate, etc. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
European culture and society have changed drastically, with immense 
consequences for the place and role of Christianity in it. However, these changes 
not only created the conditions for the all-pervasive spreading of consumer 
culture, but also for the critical engagement of it. Through detraditionalisation, 
pluralisation and individualisation the bonds between identity construction and 
the Christian tradition have not only loosened, but these processes also resulted 
in a structural reflexivity. Here the locus is to be found for critically engaging 
the ways in which identity is found today, in Christian religion as well as in 
other narratives. A recontextualisation of Christian faith from the challenge of 
this reflexivity, then not only results in a contextually plausible and theologically 
legitimate way to deal with its changed situation in the current culture and 

                                                 
18 This notion stems from K. Dobbelaere, Het ‘volk-gods’ de mist in? Over de kerk in België. 
Kerk-zijn in de huidige wereld ! 1. Sociologische benadering (Nikè-reeks: Didachè), Leuven: 
Acco, 1988. 
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society, but can instigate critical agency coping with the pernicious effects of 
consumer culture on religion as well as on culture and society. 
 
 
Summary 
 
In this contribution, we focus on the question whether the analysis Vincent 
Miller develops in Consuming Religion works for Europe. As a starting point, 
the question is raised whether this analysis allows for a tactical critical 
engagement of consumer culture. For, what conditions are necessary to engage 
in such tactics? What constitutes the communities and subjects who are capable 
of taking a distance from the all-pervasive market while at the same time not 
being able to escape it? What kind of reflexivity is called upon, and where is it to 
be situated? To answer this question, Miller’s analysis should be complemented 
by an approach which not only makes room for the profound influence of 
consumer culture on society, culture and religion, but also points at other 
structural changes in society, culture and religion.  

Indeed, European culture and society have changed drastically, with immense 
consequences for the place and role of Christianity in it. However, these changes 
not only created the conditions for the all-pervasive spreading of consumer 
culture, but also for the critical engagement of it. Through detraditionalisation, 
pluralisation and individualisation the bonds between identity construction and 
the Christian tradition have not only loosened, but these processes also resulted 
in a structural reflexivity. Here the locus is to be found for critically engaging 
the ways in which identity is found today, in Christian religion as well as in 
other narratives. A recontextualisation of Christian faith from the challenge of 
this reflexivity, then not only results in a contextually plausible and theologically 
legitimate way to deal with its changed situation in the current culture and 
society, but can instigate critical agency coping with the pernicious effects of 
consumer culture on religion as well as on culture and society. 
 
 
Résumé 

 
Dans cette contribution, nous nous centrons sur la question suivante : l’analyse 
que Vincent Miller développe dans son ouvrage Consuming Religion, est-ce 
qu’elle vaut aussi pour l’Europe ? Au départ, nous nous demandons si son 
analyse vraiment permet l’engagement tactique critique de la culture de 
consommation, qu’il propose. Quelles sont en effet les  conditions nécessaires 
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pour s’engager dans de telles tactiques ? Qu’est-ce qui constitue les 
communautés et les sujets capables  de prendre leurs distances par rapport au 
marché omni-envahissant, alors qu’en même temps ils ne peuvent pas y 
échapper ? Quel genre de réflexivité cela exige-t-il et sur quoi doit-elle porter ? 
Pour répondre à cette question, l’analyse de Miller devrait être complémentée 
par une approche qui ne prenne pas seulement en considération la profonde 
influence de la culture de consommation sur la société, la culture et la religion, 
mais qui mette aussi le doigt sur d’autres changements structurels dans la 
société, la culture et la religion.  
 
En effet, la culture et la société européennes ont radicalement changé, ce qui 
entraîne  d’énormes conséquences pour la place et le rôle du Christianisme en 
son sein. Ces changements ont créé les conditions pour la diffusion envahissante 
d’une culture de consommation, mais tout autant pour l’engagement critique à 
l’endroit de celle-ci. À cause de la detraditionalisation, la pluralisation et 
l’individualisation – tous des processus structurels –, les liens entre la 
construction de l’identité et la tradition chrétienne n’ont pas seulement été 
distendus : ces processus aboutissent aussi à une réflexivité structurelle. C’est ici 
le lieu où on peut trouver les ressources pour s’engager critiquement les 
manières de construire son identité aujourd’hui, dans la religion chrétienne 
comme dans d’autres récits. Une recontextualisation de la foi chrétienne à partir 
du défi de cette  réflexivité n’aboutit pas seulement à une approche 
contextuellement plausible et théologiquement légitimée des changements  dans 
la culture et la société ambiantes: en même temps, elle peut inspirer une action 
critique contrant les effets néfastes de la culture de consommation, tant sur la 
religion que sur la culture et la société.              
 
 
Zusammenfassung 
 
In diesem Beitrag richten wir das Augenmerk auf die Frage, ob die 
Untersuchung, die Vincent Miller in Consuming Religion erarbeitet, auf Europa 
anwendbar ist. Als Ausgangspunkt stellt sich die Frage, ob diese Untersuchung 
eine taktisch kritische Einbindung der Konsumkultur berücksichtigt. Welche 
Bedingungen sind notwendig, um sich mit solchen Überlegungen zu 
beschäftigen? Was macht die Gesellschaft und Subjekte aus, die in der Lage sind 
eine gewisse Distanz zum alles bestimmenden Markt einzunehmen, aber stets 
ein Teil von ihm sind. Welche Art der Reflexion ist nötig und wo setzt sie an? 
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Um diese Frage zu beantworten, sollte Millers Untersuchung um den Ansatz 
ergänzt werden, nicht allein den tief greifenden Einfluss der Konsumkultur auf 
die Gesellschaft, Kultur und Religion zu berücksichtigen, sondern dort auch auf 
andere strukturelle Veränderungen hinzuweisen. 
Die europäische Kultur und Gesellschaft hat sich drastisch verändert, was weit 
reichenden Konsequenzen für den Stellenwert und die Rolle des Christentums in 
der Gesellschaft hat. Allerdings haben diese Veränderungen nicht nur die 
Bedingungen für die alles bestimmende Ausbreitung der Konsumkultur 
geschaffen, sondern auch für eine kritische Auseinandersetzung mit ihr. Durch 
die Detraditionalisierung, den wachsenden Pluralismus und die sich weiter 
entfaltende Individualisierung innerhalb einer Gesellschaft ist die Verbindung 
zwischen Identität und christlicher Tradition zwar noch nicht verloren gegangen, 
aber diese Entwicklungen haben eine grundlegende Reflexion zur Folge gehabt. 
Hier muss eine kritische Auseinandersetzung mit den Formen heutiger 
Identitätsfindung ansetzen. Dies gilt für die christliche Religion wie auch für 
andere. Eine Rekontextualisierung des christlichen Glaubens durch die 
Herausforderung dieser Reflexivität, führt nicht nur zu einem kontextuell 
plausiblen und theologisch berechtigten Weg mit dieser veränderten Situation in 
der gegenwärtigen Kultur und Gesellschaft umzugehen, sondern kann zu einer 
kritischen Vermittlung, die den fragwürdigen Auswirkungen der Konsumkultur 
auf die Religion wie auch auf die Kultur und Gesellschaft gewachsen ist, 
beitragen. 
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