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13 Someone in the crowd said to him, "Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me." 14 Jesus replied, "Man,
who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?" 15 Then he said to them, "Watch out! Be on your guard against all
kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions." 16 And he told them this parable: "The
ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. 17 He thought to himself, 'What shall | do? | have no place to store
my crops.' 18 "Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. | will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there | will store all
my grain and my goods. 19 And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy;
eat, drink and be merry." 20 "But God said to him, "You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then
who will get what you have prepared for yourself?' 21 "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself

but is not rich toward God." —Luke 12:13-21

Every year during this season, | am struck the sheer power of the Christmas machine. When | say
“Christmas machine,” | mean this almost irresistible force that bowls many of us over as we rush toward
Christmas day. Maybe it’s the billions that corporations spend on advertising. Perhaps it’s our culture trying
to live up to the expectations of a Bing Crosby/Norman Rockwell type Christmas. Whatever it is, we shop,
spend and consume like gangbusters during this time of year.

What follows is an article sent to me by a friend. It is written by Anna Quindlen at Newsweek (the most
recent issue) and is a powerful reminder about what | have come to call the Christmas machine.

Stuff Is Not Salvation

What passes for the holiday season began before dawn the day after Thanksgiving, when a worker at a Wal-
Mart in Valley Stream, N.Y., was trampled to death by a mob of bargain hunters. Afterward, there were reports that
some people, mesmerized by cheap consumer electronics and discounted toys, kept shopping even after announcements
to clear the store.

These are dark days in the United States: the cataclysmic stock-market declines, the industries edging up on
bankruptcy, the home foreclosures and the waves of layoffs. But the prospect of an end to plenty has uncovered what
may ultimately be a more pernicious problem, an addiction to consumption so out of control that it qualifies as a
sickness. The suffocation of a store employee by a stampede of shoppers was horrifying, but it wasn't entirely surprising.
Americans have been on an acquisition binge for decades. | suspect television advertising, which made me want a Chatty
Cathy doll so much as a kid that when | saw her under the tree my head almost exploded. By contrast, my father will be
happy to tell you about the excitement of getting an orange in his stocking during the Depression. The depression before
this one.

A critical difference between then and now is credit. The orange had to be paid for. The rite of passage for a child
when | was young was a solemn visit to the local bank, there to exchange birthday money for a savings passbook. Every
once in a while, like magic, a bit of extra money would appear. Interest. Yippee.

The passbook was replaced by plastic, so that today Americans are overwhelmed by debt and the national savings rate is
calculated, like an algebra equation, in negatives. By 2010 Americans will be a trillion dollars in the hole on credit-card
debt alone.

But let's look, not at the numbers, but the atmospherics. Appliances, toys, clothes, gadgets. Junk. There's the sad
truth. Wall Street executives may have made investments that lost their value, but, in a much smaller way, so did the rest
of us. "l looked into my closet the other day and thought, why did | buy all this stuff?" one friend said recently. A person
in the United States replaces a cell phone every 16 months, not because the cell phone is old, but because it is oldish. My
mother used to complain that the Christmas toys were grubby and forgotten by Easter. (I didn't even really like dolls,
especially dolls who introduced themselves to you over and over again when you pulled the ring in their necks.) Now
much of the country is made up of people with the acquisition habits of a 7-year-old, desire untethered from need, or the
ability to pay. The result is a booming business in those free-standing storage facilities, where junk goes to linger in a
persistent vegetative state, somewhere between eBay and the dump.

Oh, there is still plenty of need. But it is for real things, things that matter: college tuition, prescription
drugs, rent. Food pantries and soup kitchens all over the country have seen demand for their services soar.
Homelessness, which had fallen in recent years, may rebound as people lose their jobs and their houses. For the
first time this month, the number of people on food stamps will exceed the 30 million mark.

Hard times offer the opportunity to ask hard questions, and one of them is the one my friend asked,
staring at sweaters and shoes: why did we buy all this stuff? Did anyone really need a flat-screen in the
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bedroom, or a designer handbag, or three cars? If the mall is our temple, then Marc Jacobs is God. There's a
scary thought.

The drumbeat that accompanied Black Friday this year was that the numbers had to redeem us, that if
enough money was spent by shoppers it would indicate that things were not so bad after all. But what the
economy required was at odds with a necessary epiphany. Because things are dire, many people have become
hesitant to spend money on trifles. And in the process they began to realize that it's all trifles.

Here | go, stating the obvious: stuff does not bring salvation. But if it's so obvious, how come for so long
people have not realized it? The happiest families | know aren't the ones with the most square footage, living in
one of those cavernous houses with enough garage space to start a homeless shelter. (There's a holiday
suggestion right there.) And of course they are not people who are in real want. Just because consumption is
bankrupt doesn't mean that poverty is ennobling.

But somewhere in between there is a family like one | know in rural Pennsylvania, raising bees for
honey (and for the science, and the fun, of it), digging a pond out of the downhill flow of the stream, with three
kids who somehow, incredibly, don't spend six months of the year whining for the toy du jour. (The youngest
once demurred when someone offered him another box on his birthday; "I already have a present," he said.)
The mother of the household says having less means her family appreciates possessions more. "l can give you a
story about every item, really," she says of what they own. In other words, what they have has meaning. And
meaning, real meaning, is what we are always trying to possess. Ask people what they'd grab if their house
were on fire, the way our national house is on fire right now. No one ever says it's the tricked-up microwave
they got at Wal-Mart.

Trying to Resist the Christmas Machine,

Pactor Michael



