
China and India.  And what drove this progress?  To a 
large extent, western consumer demand.  If this fact 
wasn’t enough, the current tilts and shudders of the world 
economy should remind us all how many jobs rely on the 
fluctuations of the global market.  
 

The great philosopher Alfred North Whitehead wisely 
quipped, ‘seek simplicity, and distrust it’.  Living simply 
must never be merely a self-justifying middle-class hobby, 
a cause of economic catastrophe, or naïve escapism.  So 
then, what’s the answer? 
 
It’s Not  The Economy, Stupid! 
The first thing to point out is that simplicity is not first and 
foremost a matter of decreasing economic production.  
Rampant consumerism affects the heart more than the 
wallet, and it is there that the fight back begins.  Often 
God’s first work in us isn’t necessarily to buy less but to 
pray more, dream differently, pause more regularly, 
appreciate what we can buy more fully, and share more 
freely.  It’s not the economy that first needs to change; it’s 
us. 
 
Continued over the page 

The simple life sounds so attractive - but 
have I just done someone out of a job? 

As markets fall, is it only increased consumerism that can save us? 
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What is Breathe? 
 

• A space to think about how we handle money, time 
and possessions in a Christian way  

 

• Non-judgemental, realistic and simple to be part of   
 

• We want to  
APPRECIATE life more fully  
REFUSE the consumer dream  
CONNECT with others  
CHOOSE a more generous lifestyle  

 
Breathe is a Christian network for simpler living.  It represents 
orthodox Christians of all kinds and is overseen by Friends: Phil 
Whittall, Chris Webster and Rev. Mark Powley.   

Is shopping the only way to save the 
economy? 

‘Should I buy the jeans, or not?’  It’s a perennial question 
(especially if, like me, your jeans expire too regularly for 
comfort).  ‘No I will not buy the jeans’, we decide.  And walking 
away from the store we feel (eventually) a sense of liberation 
and maybe just a little pride.  Until another, more disturbing 
question rises from the deep, capitalist, recesses of our minds, 
‘Oh no!  Have I just done a clothing worker out of a job?!’ 

It all sounds so attractive – the simple life, slowing down, less 
junk and more care for the environment.  But what if 
consuming less leads to a drop in demand and then, as a 
result, loss of jobs and damage to the economy.  Despite 
much charitable work since the mid-20th Century, there’s a 
case for saying that what has lifted most people out of 
poverty in the last 50 years is in fact the industrialization of 

Find us at  
www.ibreathe.org.uk  



Continued from front page… 
 

The second point is that simplicity isn’t always about 
whether we consume, but what and how.  There’s a 
whole host of ways we can use our buying power to 
promote the good.  We can buy quality, long-lasting 
products.  We can buy from companies that demonstrate 
integrity and ethical values (including ‘green’ and Fair 
Trade producers).  We can make sure our investments 
don’t benefit from currency speculation or arms dealing.  
Even giving to charity stimulates that sector of the 
economy (presumably gratifying our desire to give is just 
as acceptable to free trade economists as gratifying the 
desire to buy a limousine!).  My suggestion for die-hard 
capitalists is this: buy outrageous gifts (but not for your 
friends); insulate your house (this creates work and 
increases efficiency); and invest in micro-finance among 
the poor.  Capitalism should never be a cover for greed.   
 
There are in fact innumerable ways we can stimulate the 
economy while also pursuing ‘justice, mercy and 

because this will give me a reason to think about getting a 
new one. These days there’s so much new stuff around in 
the world that it doesn’t all fit on shelves; it has to be 
displayed in constantly updated catalogues or web pages. 
The only trouble is, once I’ve owned it more than a week or 
two, it is no longer nouveau – I’m not satisfied for long. 
 
Of course I’m not saying that there’s something illicit about 
the thrill of a new purchase – it may even be God-given. But 
there is a contrasting category of things I find delightful and 
which I never get bored of. Swimming in a warm sea; the 
first cut grass of spring; the view along a river from a bridge. 
These are things (what are yours?) which seem permeated 
with newness, rather than having a surface shine that soon 
wears off. And these are the 
things that seem rather more to 
speak of God, because there is a 
sort of faithfulness in the things 
that are nouveau every morning. 
Which is why I can’t help 
wondering if, as a Christian, I need 
to be a bit more judicious about 
what I take delight in.  
 
Corin Child is the vicar of St 
John’s church, King’s Lynn. 

    

Corin Child has learnt something new 
from the French… 
 
 

Why is it exactly that we can’t stop shopping? What is the 
nicotine of consumerism that keeps us coming back for more? 
Many times I’ve heard this explained as a search for identity. 
Lacking a sense of who we are, we look to obtain items with a 
certain je ne sais quoi in the hope that some of what they have 
will rub off onto us. In other words, I buy a certain aftershave 
because I want to be part of the advert I saw. But ‘je ne sais 
quoi’ translates ‘I don’t know what’, and the identity we derive 
from consumer goods is just as insubstantial. So the theory 
goes. 
 
This may be some people’s experience, but I’ve never 
particularly felt that this is the issue with me. (I suspect I’m 
simply not fashionable enough to notice much identity in my 
clothes or the mobile phone I share with my wife.) No doubt my 
buying activity is influenced by advertising, but my choice of 
anti-perspirant is (I’ll have you know) the one that seems to 
leave me the least pongy at the end of the day. Actually it’s 
something else that keeps me interested in the shops. 
 
A little more French, if I may. Perhaps you remember learning 
once, as I do, that there are two different words for ‘new’ on the 
other side of the channel. One is ‘neuf’; it means new in the 
technical sense of box-fresh. Une voiture neuve would come 
with nothing on the mileometer (or whatever the metric 
equivalent is). The other word is ‘nouveau’. This word is about a 
human attitude – it means ‘new to me’. My nouvelle voiture 
might have 150,000 on the clock and be a heap of junk from a 
mechanic’s point of view, but if I am excited because I’ve just 
bought it as my first car, then it doesn’t matter. It’s still appealing 
to the part of me that likes new things – novelties, in fact. 

 

Some Gallic insight has to be admitted here (grudgingly). 
Novelty is the very thing that keeps me hooked – to the point 
where I almost look forward to my digital camera going wrong, 

faithfulness’ (Matt 23:23).  The key is this: picture every 
pound you have as a vote.  As you spend your money, 
what kind of world are you voting for?   
 
A Bigger Vision  
Lastly, we need to remind ourselves that the present 
world system isn’t perfect (for instance, the New 
Economics Foundation estimate that it takes $166 of 
global growth to generate a single dollar of poverty 
reduction for those living on under $1 a day).  What 
Oliver James calls ‘selfish capitalism’ needn’t be the end 
of the road.  Indeed, if the current debt crises, ecological 
unsustainability and loss of social capital continue, we will 
have no choice but to change the way things work.  
 
After all, the market, though powerful, isn’t God (see back 
page).  Christians are allowed to dream of a better model.  
We are allowed to see beyond desire-driven hyper-
consumption.  We are allowed to have a bigger vision.  In 
fact, when you think about it, we have to.   

I almost look forward to my digital 
camera going wrong, because it 

gives me a reason to get a new one 

 

PAUSE 
 

What is your list of ‘things I find delightful 
and never get bored of’? 



Andy Angel  lives in Rochester with his wife 
and two young children. But why did he give 
up his TV and then start watching again 
seven years later? Hannah Little  who has 
not owned a TV herself for the last five years 
investigates further…  
So, you own a TV now but you gave up watching it fo r 
seven years. What led you to  this unusual decision?  

As a student I had noted how nice it was living in a 
community and I was at the time about to move away and 
live on my own in Croydon. Living on my own meant asking 
the question: what kind of habits would I form? What kind of 
person would I be? If I ended up watching TV every day after 
work to relax, I worried I might do little else; that it may turn 
me into a sad, miserable and bored man. I thought if I didn’t 
buy a TV it would force me to socialise. So instead I had an 
open house and probably 60% of evenings I would have a 
friend round and that was great.  

“ You can easily not have a TV and 
spend no time in prayer, you can also 

pray while you’re watching TV” 

Everyone seemed to be avidly watching TV in the 90’ s. 
What was your experience of living without it?   

The 90’s was the birth of reality TV. I’m quite glad I was 
standing outside where most of the society I mixed in was 
going. I don’t want to watch other peoples’ lives; I don’t want 
to be a voyeur. I want to have my own life, however tiny and 
insignificant it is, at least its mine. In the Bible God creates a 
world that is very good. Am I seeing the good in life, the 
beauty, and enjoying it? We can shut ourselves off so easily 
without taking time to experience what is around us.  

I’m not anti-TV by any means. You can watch the telly as an 
art form, as a window into the world. On a drizzly afternoon I 
am very happy to watch The Blue Planet for example. But 
there is a bit of a danger of escapism in TV, whatever you’re 
watching, even with a programme like that. Being dependent 
on TV just to be able to cope worries me.  
 

Were you influenced by your faith in giving up TV?   

Yes and more than that…an experience spending a year out 
in Latin America which I’d done as a result of my faith. Living 
in a shantytown for three months I noted how much human 
relationships mattered. Everything seemed to be based 
around the community. People lived with each other; we 

almost defy living so closely in the UK. Wherever I live, I like 
knowing I can rely on people, to know that people feel free 
just to ‘pop in’. I can’t stand the idea that I’m going to end up 
living a life that’s by invitation only. 

I had a neighbour who I would visit. He was a pronounced 
introvert but really interested to hear about my Christian faith; 
it was an evangelistic opportunity that may not have 
developed if I’d had a TV.  
 

So what changed your mind?  Why did you start 
watching TV again?   

I got married! My wife is Chilean and came to live with me in 
Brentwood in Essex where she couldn’t understand what 
people were saying, particularly the local regional accent. 
Watching TV helps you to acclimatise, tune into people’s 
accents and increase vocabulary.  
 

When I was a child I remember begging my parents fo r a 
‘My Little Pony’ after having seen it countless tim es on 
TV adverts. Do you feel TV advertising has an affec t on 
your children?   

Probably. We talk about things an awful lot anyway. Most 
nights we’ll pray and read the Bible and talk about it and as a 
result it’s become quite common for them to ask questions. 
It’s about having a sensible attitude. I don’t want to squash 
them into a culture-denying asceticism. God’s given us a life 
to enjoy with a sense of generosity to others; it’s a balance. 
Our kids are actually really good at switching off the TV. It’s 
more a problem with the computer and You Tube. But 
because we’ve made the nuclear family a big focus in life it’s 
just natural for them to want to spend time together without 
the TV.  
 

Was keeping up with current affairs a problem for y ou?   

What strikes me as almost a plague upon middle-class 
churches is the belief that if we keep up-to-date with every 
last political gossip somehow we’re going to make the world 
a better place. I don’t want to suggest that public knowledge 
is not important, however the notion that being up-to-date is 
going to make me anymore effective in transforming society 
than watching Big Brother I find absolutely bizarre.  

I do more good for the world bringing up my kids properly 
than watching the News at Ten. There are two lives that are 
being shaped by whether I’m a good Dad, a bad Dad, a 
loving Dad, whether I love my wife and so on.  It was really 
helpful not having a Tele and thinking, hang on, what can I 
really do in life, how can I really be constructive?  
 

In the song, ‘See me through’ Van Morrison sings:  
Before, this was the way it was  
More silence, more breathing together  
Not rushing, being  
Before rock ‘n’ roll, before television…  

 

If Jesus lived in London now would he own a TV?   

I don’t think it would be an issue for Jesus. You can easily 
not have a TV and spend no time in prayer, you can also 
pray while you’re watching TV. I don’t think Jesus would be 
chained to watching the TV.  
 

What’s your favourite TV programme?  

I don’t have one.  
 

And worst?  

Any reality TV shows.  

 

Revd Dr Andy Angel  teaches Biblical Studies at South East Institute 
for Theological Education and is Priest in the Diocese of Rochester 

If you’re feeling brave, TV Turn Off Week will be April 20-26th 2009.  
For more details see www.screentime.org  



Travel Light  
 

Feedback from the 1st Breathe Conference 
 
It seems so long since 100 of us gathered on 1st March for the 
first ever Breathe conference.  Bishop Graham Cray challenged 

us to recognise how much consumerism affects our lives.  But, 
at the same time, we can’t escape it.  The task of the church is 
to outshine consumerism – to provide a 3-dimensional 
alternative based on true contentment.   
 

The vision of Breathe was presented and we discussed how to 

live differently in 9 Breathing Space groups.  The day was an 
incredible privilege to organise and a real watershed.  We’ve 

taken the constructive comments on board, but here are some 
of the many positive responses: 
 

 

 

‘Great venue, good environment to share ideas’ 
  

‘Grace-filled; the right balance of encouragement and 
challenge’  
  

‘Excellent presentations’ 
 

‘Wonderful’ 
 

‘I loved the discussion 
groups’ 
 
 
Downloadable talks are 

available on the website 
(www.ibreathe.org.uk). An 

astounding 99% of those 
who attended suggested 

that we do another 
conference next year, so as 

for what happens next, 
watch this space…! 

Graham Cray: the main speaker 

 

 

We need to find ways to shout 
no to the god of money.  We 

must dethrone it…   

So step on it.  Yell at it.  
Laugh at it.  List it way down 

on the scale of values.  And 
engage in the most profane act 

of all — give it away.  The 
powers that energize money 

cannot abide that most 
unnatural of acts, giving.  

 
Richard Foster, Money, Sex & Power 

Join Breathe 
 

To receive free quarterly updates like this, by email or by 
post, send a blank email to in@ibreathe.org.uk.  Or contact 
us at Breathe c/o St Paul’s Church, Hammersmith W6 9PJ 

The Creed 
 

We believe in one Market, the Almighty, 
Maker of heaven on Earth, 
Of all that is, priced and branded, 
True growth from true growth, 
Of one being with the Economy.  
From this, all value is added.  
 

We believe in Deregulation, once and for all,  
The only way to prosperity. 
For us and for our salvation,  
Reagan and Thatcher were elected 
And were made gods. 
In their decade they legislated 
To take away our economic sins.   
They were crucified by the Liberal Media, 
But rose again, in accordance with their manifestos. 
They ascended in the polls  
And are seated at the right hand of Milton Friedman.  
 

We believe in the Invisible Hand, 
The giver of economic life.  
It has spoken through our profits. 
It proceeds from the Law of the Deregulated Market, 
And with the Market is worshipped and glorified.  
 

We believe in one Globalised Economy.  
We believe in one key business driver 
For the increase in Gross Domestic Product. 
We acknowledge one bottom line 
For the measurement of wealth. 
We look for the resurgence of executive compensation 
packages 
And the life of the financial years to come.  Amen.  
 

Ian Christie 


