Shopping for Salvation


Paula was frozen with uncertainty. Which was right for her? Should she buy the Nike trainers with the purple design or the Reebok with a simple jade line? She turned to her friend in desperation and asked what to do. Eventually they both decided to have a coffee and think about it. It was all getting too intense. A few shops away Paula’s older brother, Andrew was in a similar holding pattern, circling a rack of jeans. Andrew can’t second-guess what his friends will say if he goes for the blue. If he goes for the black jeans he quite likes, well, they’d be the same as Barry’s jeans, and he didn’t like Barry at all. 

Back at home Andrew’s Dad is waiting for the football results and flicking through a weekend magazine when his eye falls on an offer for the kind of car he’d always wanted before the family came along. Showing the picture to his partner Sandra prompted squeals of laughter. She told him that it was an obvious sign of the mid-life crisis to even think about buying a car like that. After the laughter had died down Sandra reminded him that they had agreed to spend money not on a car but on the garden decking and landscaping they had seen on TV. Since Jackie and Clive next door had their garden done their own looked so grubby.

It would be easy to see these choices simply as shallow materialism; empty activity based on buying more unnecessary possessions. But it is worth looking again because shopping, even window-shopping, can become a window into the soul of the shopper. Paula is uncertain about what is right for her. Behind her choice of trainers lie deeper questions about herself. For Andrew, the question is one of relationship: is he going to risk looking like someone else who is disliked? Are his relationships strong enough to take the teasing of his friends? For Dad the lure of a sporty car has unmasked his reluctance to accept his stage in life and for Sandra the garden development may represent a continuing need to touch life and be creative as the family grows towards independence.

Shopping certainly absorbs the free time of many people in developed countries. Last year in the UK the average person spent 18 hours Christmas shopping, they walked an average of twenty miles searching for the right gift and spent two hours queuing to pay. Whenever people invest so much energy in an activity, it is worth reflecting on what is happening to those involved. It is easy for religious people to condemn such activity as mindless materialism but such a judgement may miss the treasure buried in the experience of choice that shopping offers. Salesian spirituality is always optimistic about human experience as a way to meet God. So how can God be encountered on a shopping trip?

Paula, unable to choose between a purple and a jade trainer might ask herself why it seems so important. She feels that the purple looks more grown up, but the jade seems more fun. So is she fun or mature? Over coffee with her friend, she shares a conversation about who she really feels that she is. It is a conversation that could change her life and it is the doorstep of prayer. If amidst the anxiety of the choice she can hear the words of the Gospel “you are my beloved son/daughter in whom I am well pleased” then her reflections have moved into contemplation. Shopping has led her to God. Whether she goes back to the shop to buy the purple or the jade trainers is now unimportant.

Andrew like many men, shopping alone, has a different dilemma. For him the challenge is one of relationships. Who does he want to belong to? He needs the approval of his friends but really likes the black jeans that might attract derision from those he needs for support. Circling the rack of jeans Andrew has to decide if he really has good friends who allow him to be himself or is he just a victim of peer pressure? Andrew steps into a circle of prayer around the rack of jeans when he realises that some of his friends won’t worry about his choice because they care about him unconditionally. When he realises that he is already caught up into God’s unconditional love in his friendships, the choice becomes easier and perhaps unnecessary. God has invaded his shopping.

Sandra and her partner have a similar dilemma between a sporty car or a better garden. As they grow older as a couple are they going to do the things they always wanted to do when they were younger, or settle down and focus on the kind of home they always wanted as the children move away? Their conversation, after the football results of course, might lead them to reflect on their relationship into the future. How do they want to be together as more freedom creeps into their lives? What is their shared dream for this stage of their relationship? When they realise that the answer lies in compromise and sacrifice they too arrive at the doorstep of prayer. Their willingness to sacrifice something of themselves in order to maintain their intimacy reflects the same gospel love of God who became vulnerable in order to be close to us. They too are caught up in God’s love.

Recent thinking about shopping suggests that in our choices we focus more on dreams and meanings than the actual products. The toilet cleaner advertised on television that seems to send someone into rapture dancing round the bathroom is really selling the dream of a bright and happy home. The coffee that is shared with a neighbour in another advert is really selling the dream of love. One writer has observed: “most things, in and of themselves do not mean enough for us. In fact what we crave may not be the objects themselves, but their meanings”
 What advertisers do is add meaning to things that of themselves have little lasting value. When we buy the product we are really buying into a dream. As Christians we need to be able to detach the dream from the product and ask why that particular dream or meaning has caught our attention. The shop window can then become a place of reflection on God presence in a person’s life.

Beneath all the gloss and glitter of the advertising industry lies a deeper human need to find meaning, to find a dream and to belong. The consumer society has taken our need for meaning, dreams and belonging and attached them to products. That link needs to be undone if we are to live the freedom of God’s children. As Christians we are challenged to hold onto both meaning and dreams and keep them rooted in the human heart and relationships rather than in possessions and advertised products. The experience of shopping can reveal some of our deepest hungers, dreams and meaning in our life but it can never satisfy them. It is when we become aware of the hunger for meaning and dreams triggered by advertising and choice that we can become contemplatives in the market place. Salesian spirituality encourages to find God in the ordinary experience of daily life. There is no reason why we should not find God in the shopping centre and the market place, even in our consumer society.
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At some point we have to face this certain reality: despite all the good the world has to offer, true happiness can only be found in one thing, shopping.
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