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In his most remarkable book, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice 
in a Consumer Culture1, Vincent Miller addresses the effects of the 
commodification of society and the habits of consumer culture on the 
perception and functioning of religion. For this North American theologian, the 
most profound problem of religion and Christianity in our contemporary 
societies is not that there is plentiful consumption of consumer goods. More 
devastating is, first, that in such societies everything, including religion is 
commodified. Everything becomes abstracted from its origins and broader 
embeddedness and is reduced to an object of consumption. Secondly, through 
consumer culture people are trained to deal with these commodified cultural 
objects as consumers. The practice of consumption structurally determines the 
way in which people have access to, and deal with, society, culture and religion. 
Very convincingly Miller argues that for Christians and their churches, 
consumer culture is not something out there, but qualifies from the very start 
their individual and communal identities. Because of this structural impact of 
consumerism on our daily lives, a mere criticism of the ideological tenets of 
capitalism does not suffice. It is not in the first place a matter of theories or 
values, but of the structural transformation of culture and society. Whoever 
intends to deal with the threats of consumer culture to Christian faith, therefore, 
will have to engage this structural dimension. 

In Europe, in order to analyse the situation and transformation of religion and 
Christianity in contemporary society, both social scientists and theologians have 
often appealed to sociological theories of modernisation and their philosophical 
accompaniments. Theories of functional differentiation and rationalisation, 
secularisation and individualisation, have been introduced to investigate and 
                                                 
1 V. Miller, Consuming Religion. Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture, New York: 
Continuum, 2004. 
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interpret a magnitude of empirical data, and have been discussed to shed light on 
the wanderings of religion in the socio-historical developments in modern 
society as well as in the current situation. In the first place, it are these theories 
that have set the framework with which a lot of European thinkers would enquire 
as to the effects of advanced capitalism and consumer culture on religion, if such 
effects would be taken into account at all. Therefore, Miller’s dialectical, 
productivist account of culture and society challenges these frameworks, and at 
the very least urges to look more closely at the way in which our social scientist 
and theological dealings with society, culture and religion consciously engage 
the effects of consumer culture. The line of thought, the authors referred, and the 
many examples, with which he tellingly illustrates his analysis, are most often 
familiar to a European audience as well.  

Indeed, Miller’s accent on the structural determination of culture by its 
commodification and consumption, and of our being situated in such a culture as 
consumers, trained in the habits of interpretation and use drawn from consumer 
culture, ready to commodify and consume – all of this indeed challenges overly 
idealistic, marginal or superficial treatments of the problems consumer culture 
inflicts on religion. Especially his claim that this causes a crisis for theological 
hermeneutics that theological hermeneutics itself cannot deal with from its own 
drive, is thought-provoking. For, to remedy this crisis, he argues, more is at 
stake than a hermeneutics of suspicion and retrieval, dealing with historical- and 
cultural-contextual distance, remembering lost and marginalised voices and 
learning from the dynamics between experience and interpretation, between 
theory and praxis. It is theological hermeneutics itself which is put at risk and 
which will have to broaden its scope.2  

Theology, however, is always contextual, and although a lot of Vincent 
Miller’s theoretical resources come from European scholars, the context in 
which, and for which, he thinks and writes is a North American context. And 
even if both Europe and the U.S. ought to be considered first-world contexts, 
still the question arises whether Miller’s analysis is an adequate tool to 
understand the place and role of religion in European society and culture. Putting 
it as a slogan, the difference between the States and Europe often is expressed as 
follows: whereas society and culture in North America have become materialist, 
Europe has become secularist. Even if secularisation theories today are put under 
pressure because of the resurgence of religion, it would seem that the European 
socio-political and religious scene is incomprehensible without a – perhaps more 

                                                 
2 Miller, Consuming Religion, p. 5. 



Introduction 
 

  Bulletin ET • 17 (2006/1) Special Issue  

7  
complex and adjusted – theoretical account of secularisation, as part of a 
reflection on the modernisation of Europe. 

Therefore, the discussion to be engaged is whether Vincent Miller’s proposal 
offers both a contextually and theologically adequate analysis of the situation of 
religion and Christianity in Europe, and, consequently, whether the tactical 
remedies he proposes can and will be effective in bringing Christian faith into 
practice in our European societies, cultures and churches. This is the aim of this 
collection of contributions: from a variety of perspectives, Miller’s approach and 
results are situated and evaluated, in order to answer the questions to what extent 
consumer culture affected Christian faith in Europe, whether a theological 
reflection thereon should be part of a broader analysis or not, and how 
contemporary European theology can live up to the challenges posed to it.  

 
In the following, we shortly introduce the contributions to this volume and their 
respective authors. First of all, Vincent Miller himself concisely presents the line 
of thought he developed in his book, and already hints at its application in 
Europe: Consuming Religion: Thinking about an American Argument in Europe. 
Miller earned his Ph.D. from the University of Notre Dame (Ind., U.S.A.). 
Currently he is an associate professor in the theology department at Georgetown 
University, Washington D.C. In general, his research focuses on tradition, on 
how religious belief is handed on through time and across cultures. His most 
recent research project concerns the impact of globalisation on religion. 

In the second contribution, Quellen und Kräfte konsumtiver, kommunikativer 
und kritischer Religion, Edmund Arens gives an account of Miller’s argument, 
and contrasts it with an analysis in terms of thinking patterns stemming from 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action, after which he elaborates on the 
particular opportunities of a communicative-religious praxis. Arens is professor 
of fundamental theology in Luzern (Switzerland). Being a specialist in 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action, his theological interest lays in the 
areas of practical theory of religion, faith and communication, theology, church 
and society. Recently he was elected president of the Swiss section of the 
European Society for Catholic Theology. 

After Consumerism? Materialist Theory and Idealist Practice in the Theological 
Critique of Consumer Society is the title of the third contribution by Peter M. 
Scott. Scott is lecturer in Christian social thought and director of the Lincoln 
Theological Institute at the University of Manchester (U.K.). In both teaching 
and research he is committed to relating theological insights to the dilemmas and 
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issues of modern life. Scott ‘unmasks’ Miller’s approach of consumer society as 
materialist culture as a kind of ideology in its own right. Despite Miller’s plea 
for a tactical rather than a hermeneutical method, Scott suggests that we might 
still need a hermeneutical approach on the practical level, in answering the 
question what theological discourse has to look like if it wants to counter 
consumer society. 

Fourthly, Walter Lesch analyses Benjamin’s fragment on capitalism in 
Kapitalismus und Konsum als Religionsersatz. Lesch elaborates on the structural 
analogies between economy and religion from this fragment, and draws some 
lessons for religion. Walter Lesch is professor of philosophical and theological 
ethics at the Université Catholique de Louvain (Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium) 
both in the Institute of Philosophy and the Faculty of Theology. His research 
concerns the connections between ethics, aesthetics and critical hermeneutics.  

Paul Cortois’ contribution is titled Identifying with a Set of Practices (or Two). 
Apart from the commodification and the masking of the conditions of origin of 
consumption goods, Cortois discerns other derivatives of the consumer logic. He 
identifies fragmentation and the lack of long-term commitments as two factors 
that have an impact on the individual’s identity and his or her search for 
spirituality. Paul Cortois teaches epistemology and philosophy of science at the 
Institute of Philosophy, at K.U.Leuven (Belgium). His research topics include 
rituals, cultural philosophy, science and culture, aesthetics and philosophy of art, 
philosophy of the cultural sciences and philosophy of religion.  

Over the last centuries, European culture and society have drastically changed, 
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. In the sixth 
contribution, Consumer Culture and Christian Faith in a Post-Secular Europe: 
Individualisation, Critical Agency and Reflexivity, Lieven Boeve situates 
Miller’s analysis in the broader framework of modernisation, and elaborates on 
the structural reflexivity resulting from it. When engaging this reflexivity, 
Christian faith is offered a way to deal with its changed situation in the current 
context, at the same time instigating critical agency to cope with the pernicious 
effects of consumer culture. Boeve is professor of fundamental theology at the 
Faculty of Theology, K.U. Leuven (Belgium). He is co-ordinator of the Research 
Group ‘Theology in a Postmodern Context’. From 2005-2007 he serves as the 
international president of the European Society for Catholic Theology. 
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In Dialectics of Adoration. World Youth Day, Shopping Malls and the Return of 
the Baroque, Yves De Maeseneer investigates how the hypothesis of the return 
of the spirit of the baroque in our times opens up a horizon to read Miller’s 
Consuming Religion in a European context. In two striking examples, the World 
Youth Days in Cologne (2005) and shopping malls, De Maeseneer argues that 
we can find baroque features in contemporary consumer culture. Yves De 
Maeseneer is a Postdoctoral Fellow of the Flemish Fund for Scientific Research 
and a member of the Research Group ‘Theology in a Postmodern Context’ 
(K.U.Leuven, Belgium). Schooled in Adorno and von Balthasar, his research 
concerns the relations between theology, politics and aestheticisation.  

The Commodification of Religion and the Challenges for Theology. Reflections 
from the Irish Experience is the title of the eighth and last contribution by 
Eamonn Conway. He highlights the difficulties that theology and theologians 
face in terms of engaging in the tactics against commodification of religion as 
presented by Miller, namely the question whether and how they support or 
undermine a sense of interconnection among symbols, beliefs and practices. 
Conway is professor of systematic theology, and the chair of the Department of 
Theology and Religious Studies at Mary Immaculate College, University of 
Limerick (Ireland). He also serves as Joint Director of the Centre for Culture, 
Technology and Values. The impact of technology on culture and religion is one 
of his principal research interests.  

Finally, prof. Vincent Miller has been so kind to write a response to all the 
contributions, in which he reacts to their reflections and critiques. 

We cannot deny that the consumer logic has invaded all our culture. In the 
preparation process of the symposium, our attention was drawn to a recent 
initiative of the Flemish Catholic Bible Foundation, ‘Bible through sms’. Upon 
request, this Foundation sends from March, 1st on, each day a ‘forceful verse 
from the bible’ through sms. The explicit goal of this initiative was to assist 
people in their preparation for Easter. Each message costs 50 eurocent. It would 
seem that, from the analysis of Vincent Miller, this initiative is not saved from a 
serious ambiguity, at the same time abstracting fragments of Christian founding 
texts from their broader horizon, and implicitly training believers (who else 
would request this service?) in the habits of interpretation and use of consumer 
culture. Or is this too strong a verdict for what seems a fresh and up to date 
initiative?  
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The least we can say, is that the symposium on Miller’s Consuming Religion 
has taught us that the situation is more complex and more structurally embedded 
in our society than we could ever have thought. But that Miller’s analysis is also 
necessarily contextual, became clear in reading a remarkable book of the British 
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives3. This book is at the same time an 
affirmation of and a complement to Miller’s Consuming Religion. Bauman 
draws our attention to the other side of the ‘medal of consumption’, namely the 
enormous amount of waste (also human waste) that is the consequence of our 
unrestrained craving for consumption. It only makes immediate tactics and 
action more necessary and urgent.  

                                                 
3 Z. Bauman, Wasted Lives. Modernity and its Outcasts, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004. 


