
ISSUE TWO: Advent 2005 

So who 
wants to 
Downshift?  

Have a 
Guilty 
Christmas?

 

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 
(no one-commune-fits-all solutions) 

 

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

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

A simpler lifestyle is on the agenda for 
UK Christians like never before 
Somewhere deep in the UK Christian subconscious, something has 
snapped.  Somehow we can no longer ignore the role of our lifestyles 
in issues of poverty, climate change, and the cult of consumerism. 
God is raising up all kinds of initiatives to help people consider a 
simpler way of life.  
 

So what is going on?  The 2005 Greenbelt Festival saw the expansion 
of Generous, an online community of over 300 people committing to 
consider lifestyle changes in an accountable way (generous.org.uk).   
 

Christian aid agencies are taking note, too.  Tearfund’s Ben Niblett 
explains: ‘A peasant farmer in Tanzania whose crops failed this year, 
due to climate change, told one of my colleagues that western 
pollution of the atmosphere was "like holding a gun to the heads of 
farmers like me".  Changing our own lifestyles in response to climate 
change…must be part of our care for our neighbours.  We’ve been 

farmers cultivate their soil, of course!  (See presentaid.org, 
greatgifts.org, etc).  
 

Simplicity has also hit the bookshops in the form of Ruth Valerio’s
practical guide, L is for Lifestyle and the Besom Project’s group
study guide Simplicity, Love and Justice. 
 

So where does Breathe fit in all this?  Breathe has been launched to
help break the isolation and paralysis that so many Christians feel
on this issue.  Breathe is a first step, a place to think, and
somewhere for questions as well as answers.  At our July launch,
we simply asked people ‘what would you like less / more of in your
life?’  The comments were revealing: less TV, more listening, less
apathy, more belly laughter… less post-it notes!   
 

Breathe has started small, but we’d like to grow as people take a
step to get connected.  Already we’ve had many encouraging
comments.  Joanne Harcus wrote: ‘I love your ‘less stuff, more life’
slogan. I too feel imprisoned by my possessions. I dream of a more
simple life where the emphasis on consumerism is less extreme’.    
 

If you recognise this as part of our call to ‘act justly, love mercy and
walk humbly with your God’ (Micah 6:8), why not get involved in
one of the initiatives above?  Who knows what part each one of us
might play in what God is now raising up? 
 

Mark Powley is a Friend of Breathe

Somehow we 
can no longer 

ignore the 
impact of our 

lifestyles

inundated with requests for our sustainable 
living guide, For Tomorrow Too.'   
 

Another recent initiative is to transform the 
annual Yuletide gift-fest with gift tokens that 
go towards relief work.  Give your mum a 
goat for £13 or, for the one you really love, 
£15 buys a can of worms - to help Bolivian 

Despite the two goons, the Edinburgh launch of Breathe went well   

 

Visit 

ibreathe.org.uk 
from December 



Miriam Pepper looks into research
showing that ‘downshifting’ isn’t as rare as
we might think 
We live in a consumer society.  Over the last 50 years, our household
consumption has increased in real terms by a factor of three.  We
buy about three times as much as our grandparents did at our stage
of life, about 70% more than our parents, and 30% more than we
ourselves did just ten years ago.  We are told that economic growth
– or more consumption – is essential for maintaining high levels of
employment, and for improving the living standards of poor people in
our country.  Those of us who are better off are told that still more
consumption will help us meet our life aspirations.  In short, we are
told that economic growth is essential for our wellbeing and 
happiness. 
 
Mixed Feelings 
But our thoughts and feelings about our affluence and our
consumption seem to be somewhat mixed.  On the one hand, we
welcome the advantages that more money and goods bring.  Money
is the thing that we most commonly identify as affecting our quality of 
life.1  And although we are financially better off than ever, well over

almost nine
out of ten

people agree
that British

society is too
materialistic

aperfectworld.org/cartoons 

half of us say that we spend most of our
money on the basic necessities of life, and
that we can’t afford to buy everything we
need.2 

most drastic, thoroughgoing changes to their lifestyles (often called 
“simple livers”) environmental concern tends to figure strongly. 
 

What is particularly notable is that these motivations all lead in the 
same general direction.  For these people, more family time, less 
stress, a more egalitarian society, and a cleaner environment all 
mean less stuff. 
 

If this is what’s happening on an individual level, what are the 
chances of broader social change?  Of our society as a whole 
moving away from its focus on more consumption?  Research 
shows that downshifters tend not to see themselves as part of a 
social movement, together challenging the status quo.  Instead, 
they are individuals and family units, who for their own reasons are 
choosing a different lifestyle.  Broader social conversations about 
the direction of our society are probably not going to happen on 
this basis. 
 
Getting Connected 
The issues surrounding consumerism are complex.  The answers, 
unlike the names given to people who reduce their consumption, 
are certainly not “simple”.  Which is why networks like Breathe, a 
forum where people can connect, discuss and explore the 
complexities and contradictions, are so important.  Our churches
and community groups are also places where this could happen.  In 
fact, in most everyday settings there is probably more of an 
opportunity for questioning consumerism than we realise.  After 
all, it’s a pretty safe bet that your friends at work, your neighbours, 
or the people you play sport with are among the nine in ten people 
who think we’re too materialistic.  Some might even be part of the 
25% who have chosen, in their own way, to resist the drive for 
“more”. 
 

Miriam Pepper is postgraduate student 
researching Consumerism at the University of 

Surrey
 
 

1 Defra (2002) Survey of Public Attitudes to Quality of Life and to 
the Environment - 2001. London, Defra. 
2 Hamilton, C. (2003) Overconsumption in Britain: A Culture of 
Middle-Class Complaint? Canberra, The Australia Institute. 
3. Hamilton, C. (2003) Downshifting in Britain: A Sea-Change in 
the Pursuit of Happiness. Canberra, The Australia Institute. 

 

 

At the same time, we are uneasy about
what more consumption really means.
People everywhere are questioning the
consumer dream, at least on some level.
In a recent survey, almost nine out of ten

Britons agreed that “British society is too materialistic, with too
much emphasis on money and not enough on the things that really
matter”.2
 

Voicing this opinion is one thing.  What are people actually doing?
We all resist marketing to some extent, even if it’s just channel
surfing to avoid the ads.  But, in a more substantial sense, are our
views on materialism reflected in our own lifestyles?  Are we
ourselves deciding to concentrate on the “things that really matter”,
whatever they may be? 
 
Downshifters 
The answer might be surprising.  Large numbers of people in Britain
are quietly going about reducing their incomes and expenditures, in
various ways and to differing degrees.  A survey conducted two years
ago showed that a quarter of people in the 30 to 59 age bracket have
chosen voluntarily to reduce their earnings at some stage in the last
ten years.3  And this doesn’t include people who have retired, left
work to look after a baby, or set up their own businesses.  And,
contrary to popular belief that “voluntary simplifiers” or
“downshifters” are middle aged and wealthy, these people are well-
spread across age groups and social classes. 
 
Why Downshift? 
So why do they do it?  The most common reason is because they
want to spend more time with their families.  Other important
motivations are a search for greater fulfilment, a healthier lifestyle,
and more balance in life.  Pursuing hobbies, contributing to the
community, and developing one’s spiritual life might all form a part of
this “balance”.  Purely “altruistic” reasons, such as environmental
concern, seem to be less of a primary driver for people to reduce
their income and consumption.  However, for those who make the



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The idea of Breathe isn’t to add to a galaxy of charities, to clog up your diary or drain your bank account.  We aim to send out newsletters like 
this several times a year, by email or by post.  We’d love you let friends know or get in touch for extra copies, if you like.  To join our electronic 
mailing list send a blank email to in@ibreathe.org.uk.  Or send us the slip below with your details.  Watch out for the website, coming in 
December, at www.ibreathe.org.uk.     

 
My details  Name  ……………………………. Email  ………………………………………. 
 
 

  Address  ……………………………………….………………………………………. 
 

breathe@ibreathe.org.uk   Breathe c/o 68 Elgin Rd, Croydon CR0 6XA 

One thing is certain for me this Christmas – my
DNA will physically alter and I’ll become a
grumpy old man. I have to admit it’s not the kind
of transformation that makes for your typical
action hero. While Spiderman gets to scale
buildings and Superman gets to fly over them,
Grumpyman sits here and moans in them. It
becomes something of a negative force field
around me protecting me from shiny happy
people doing shiny happy things. 
 

 
Watch out this winter for Millions (12),
a hugely entertaining look at issues of
money and charity which, despite its
‘kids flick’ label, has gone down
surprisingly well.  Time Out calls it
‘funny, tirelessly inventive and
heartwarming stuff’.’ 
 

Directed by Danny Boyle
(Trainspotting, The Beach), and lit up
by young Alex Etel and Lewis
McGibbon, Millions is quite literally a
magical movie.  An unlikely cash
windfall prompts Damian (Etel) to
reflect on the purpose of money.
Equally unlikely is the help he receives
from various historical saints along the
way, including an incredible nativity
cameo by St Joseph. 
 

Set in an imaginary context of
conversion from pounds to euros,
Millions reminds us that time runs out
for all currency, sooner or later.  The
huge sums of money and urgent
atmosphere bring to mind more than
one of Jesus’ parables and his
warning: ‘use worldly wealth to gain
friends for yourselves, so that when it
is gone, you will be welcomed into
eternal dwellings’ (Luke 16:9). 
 

Ultimately Danny Boyle stacks the
odds against divine intervention, and
he undermines the magical power of
his own movie in doing so. But he
remains sympathetic. Perhaps deep
down he knows that it takes a little
miraculous power, and even a looming
deadline, to stir us out of our love affair
with money.  Maybe, after all, Jesus
knew what he was doing? 
 
Millions is due out on DVD in November 

The liberating call of following Jesus, for
me, is not simply to buy less, eat less or
consume less, but to share more. To enjoy 
what we have, but also to share it with
those who can’t repay the favour spreads

The liberating call of the 
Gospel is not simply to 

buy less but to share more

(even though what she really wants is ‘Lost’ on
DVD). I know we don’t need to over-eat and 
over-drink and over-indulge but I can’t get
over the idea that no matter how moderate I 
may be, moderate is too little too late.  
 

However, perhaps this year there is hope.
Breathe and connecting with the people
involved has re-engaged me with the issue of
simplicity in a world where stuff is never
enough. Jesus didn’t call me either to over-
indulgence or to become the head of super
family ‘The Inconsolables’. 
 

The Gospels are full of banquets, feasts and
dinners.  But the difference with today was
that the feasting was a shared celebration with
the poor, the lonely and the people on the 
margins.  Christmas in Britain, on the other
hand, has become an inward looking love-in 
where we play Happy Families whilst watching
unhappy soaps on TV.  

I know this transformation 
will happen each year, but 
in moments of calm I 
reflect on my experience 
and at the heart of my 
torment is the struggle 
between me - the anti-
consumer, and Christmas -
the season of over-
indulgence. 
 

I know it’s better to give 
than to receive or that I 
could buy a goat in Togo as 
a present to my sister 

life and light, rather than
confining it to my living room.
It isn’t exactly a crushing blow
to consumerism, but it’s not a
bad place to start either.  
 

So raise a glass to the defeat of
The Incredible Sulk and the
victory of a guilt-free
Christmas. 
 
 

Phil Whittall is a church leader
living in Shrewsbury

(northshrewsbury.org.uk)

Phil Whittall is just an 
ordinary guy, until 
Christmas comes… 

Be honest: do you turn into a bit of 
a Scrooge at Christmas? 

Are you a Christmas 
Grump? 

 

 Do you ‘tut’ audibly at any present 
over £10? 

 

 Do you hand-make everyone’s present 
– even clothes and toiletries? 

 

 Do you secretly sell or donate even the 
presents your mum gave you? 

 

Possible cures… 
 

 Read the story of a gospel feast every 
day of Christmas (eg, Luke 5, 12, 13, 
14, 15…). 

 

 Consider this: does failing to 
appreciate good gifts help others, or is 
it even more of an insult to those who 
go without? 

 

 Let’s say you’re right to be concerned 
– how can you win others round and 
show them that Christmases with less 
stuff can have more life? 

mailto:in@ibreathe.org.uk


 
 
 
The following tips for ‘an ethical 
festive season’ come from CHANGE 
– a lifestyle magazine connected 
with the Co-op bank: 
 

1. Help save the 200,000 trees 
that are used to make 
Christmas cards each year by 
sending e-cards (foe.co.uk / 
christianaid.org.uk). 

 

2. Turn off the TV and get out 
there and volunteer in your 
local community 
(timebank.org.uk). 

 

3. Present your gifts in scraps of 
fabric or magazine pages tied 
up with old ribbon and lace, or 
make your own wrapping using 
a humble potato to print on 
recycled brown paper 
(wwf.org.uk).  

 

4. For every new toy they receive 
this Christmas, encourage your 
children to make space for it 
by giving away one they no 
longer play with.   

 

5. Give the gift of life.  Sign up to 
be an organ donor – only 18% of 
us are on the donation register 
(uktransplant.org.uk).  

 

In Breathe Issue One, Dave 
wrote, ‘Sometimes I’m just 
not sure what actions would 
really lead to a simpler 
lifestyle.  I have a cleaner 
because with a very busy job 
it frees me up to spend more 
time with my family…  

I have a washing machine to make my life “simpler”… How can I 
understand what is the “simple” answer to my tensions?’ 

 

Dear Dave, 
 

It seems that you are already on the right track.  Are we calling for 
everyone to go back in time like a TV challenge to live life as in the 
1920s? No. However, people pay for appliances to make life easier 
and then pay to go to the gym to get fitter! In the 50s the average 
housewife burned off 1,500 calories a day with chores! So haven’t we 
got this a bit wrong?   
 

When was the last time we went out for the afternoon with our family 
instead of watching a DVD? Or went on holiday in the UK instead of 
flying somewhere else? I’m not saying these things are evil but it’s 
about thinking why we have the habits we do.   
 

Simpler living is about boiling down our priorities. So I say yes to 
questioning what we buy but it is also about changing our lifestyle, 
getting to know our neighbours and working with our communities to 
see things change. 

Jo Trevor (Milton Keynes) 

Calling For Contributors…  We’re really keen to hear 
more about the struggles and realities of simpler living.  Please send any comments, 
ideas or tips to the address on page 3 or email them to  editor@ibreathe.org.uk 

Ad-Watch: Still 
 

How can Lancaster Cosmetics get us to invest £37 less in the kingdom of 
God for the sake of 50ml of liquid?  Their latest ploy is a set of perfumes endorsed by 
celebrity actress/singer Jennifer Lopez (aka J-Lo).  ‘Still’ presumably sells better with her name on it than 
without.  Which makes me ponder the link.   
 

In what sense is Still the perfume of J-Lo?  Is she a chemist?  I don’t think so.  Is the perfume’s essence the 
one that her skin naturally exudes?  Presumably not.  In fact, when you think about it, J-Lo isn’t saying 
‘this is my natural smell’; she’s saying ‘my natural smell is bad, therefore I need perfume’. I’m not sure I 
want to buy perfume from someone who makes such a show of needing it!   
 

Of course, there is no real link between J-Lo and Still.  Except for those who believe it.  Somewhere 
between the sultry airbrushed pictures, the delicate packaging and the meaningless strapline (‘In the eye of 
the storm I am still’ – what??!) we’re convinced that something rubs off.  Something of Jennifer’s 
becomes ours, or our partner’s.  I mean, it costs forty quid, there must be something in it, right?   
 

But before we congratulate ourselves on seeing through this latest deception, we’d do well to remember that the person keenest to criticise 
extravagant perfume in the gospels was Judas (John 12:1-8).  His story is a sharp warning to all of us, especially in Breathe.  It’s a reminder 
not to judge the expenses of others, but to concentrate on our own.  And it warns against the love of penny-pinching for its own sake.  
 

Having said that, the perfume lavished on Jesus’ feet was costly due to its quality, not because of glossy advertising.  And it was poured out 
for Christ, as a sign of his glory, not to shore up a fragile self-image by celebrity endorsement.  So perhaps the lesson is to be frugal when it 
comes to adorning ourselves (1 Peter 3:3-4), but extravagant for the sake of Christ.  May God grant us the wisdom to know the difference. 

 

If you don't own the latest thing, it won't go out of date. 

If you don't own much, you won't have much to lose. 

If you own less, you will value it more. 

If you own only what you can carry,  

you will carry less baggage around with you. 
 
Travel light.      

See more at howies.co.uk/think
 

http://www.howies.co.uk/think.php?id=40&category=life
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