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Young Adults, Consumerism and the Uncluttered Soul: 
The Seven Sorrowful Mysteries of Stuff 

 
David B. Couturier, OFM. Cap. 

 
Introduction 
 
This article is about stuff and young adults.1 First, it’s about stuff - what we buy and sell, what we 
collect and store, what we pitch and toss away. It’s about what piles up in our closets, what pokes 
out from under our beds and hides in our basements, what gets stored in our garages and what gets 
buried and made invisible in our landfills. Something is changing dramatically in our relationship to 
stuff and in our image of ourselves because of the stuff we use and throw away. Our obsession with 
stuff makes it easy to treat people like stuff and to traffic people like stuff.2 So, I want to talk 
theologically about stuff. 
 
This article is also about young adults and how stuff affects them. I am referring to the so-called 
Mosaic generation, between the ages of 18 and 29. They are an amazing but largely unrecognized 
group of adults who are not only different from the generations that preceded them but are, as one 
author noted, “discontinuously different.”3 This is the generation that is developing dramatically new 
attitudes and different practices in almost every area of life, including religion.  
 
Mosaics are the first generation to live with the volume and velocity of unprecedented technological, 
social, cultural, religious, economic and psychological change.4 They are not like Boomers and even 
Gen X’ers who are always catching up to change. This is the generation that has seismic change in 
its DNA. Because of this, they have perspectives, attitudes and concerns that are distinct to them. 
 
And for that reason, they have a discreet attitude towards social justice that is often 
underappreciated. It is my thesis that they are developing a prophetic imagination with filters that 
allow them to see what is happening in politics and what is affecting our relationships to one another 
and to the planet in a powerfully new way. But, their prophetic imagination is not impacting the 
Church as fully as it could and should. And that is the case for several reasons.  
 
To begin with, this is the first generation of young people that is decidedly “unreligious.”5 While 
they often see themselves as “spiritual” and still desire a relationship with God, when it comes to 
church they are “missing in action.” This is a generation with “unbounded commitments” and 
religion, by definition, is a binding phenomenon. There is a lot of research coming out recently about 
young people in the mosaic generation and their attitudes toward Christianity and Catholicism. They 
have hard things to say about the positions and behavior of Christians who go to Church. The 
research indicates that they often find us hypocritical, shallow, overprotective, defensive and deaf to 
                                                        
1 This presentation was given as the Seventh Annual John Paul II Social Justice Lecture at Felician College in Lodi, NJ. 
on April 24, 2014. 
2 Cf. David B. Couturier, “A Franciscan Theology of Stuff: Consumerism, Human Trafficking and Franciscan Action,” 
at http://franciscanaction.org/article/franciscan-theology-stuff-consumerism-human-trafficking-and-franciscan-action/  
3 Attributed to Bob Buford in David Kinnaman, You Lost Me: Why Young Christians are Leaving the Church (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2011), p. 37. 
4 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about Christianity (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007). 
5 David Sawler, Goodbye Generation: A Conversation about why Youth and Young Adults Leave the Church  (Hamilton, 
ON: Ponder Publishing, 2008).  
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their real doubts about what those of us “in religion” simply take for granted.6 The fact that between 
60 and 80% of those young adults who went to church regularly as teens will be gone from church 
for good by the time they are 25 has only driven a deeper wedge between the generations when it 
comes to church and its teachings on social justice.7 Unlike the controlling paradigm and prophetic 
imagination of Boomers that is shaped by the twin (and sometimes odd) correlates of biblical 
imagery and modernist aspirations, the prophetic imagination of young adults doesn’t easily tap into 
registered ecclesial formats. Thus, they are hardly recognized as prophetic by the very churches that 
formed them. 
 
And that’s a shame. Young adults have a lot of passion and concern about social justice and I believe 
they have a prophetic imagination that is different from that of previous generations. One of their 
concerns is about stuff and how stuff is changing us, making us and our planet sick. 
 
Young Adults and the Consumer Culture 
 
Dr. Charles Derber, professor of sociology at Boston College, speaks about a quiet revolution going 
on among young adults over the issue of stuff. He writes: 
 

A quiet revolutionary struggle is brewing in the minds of the U.S. “millennial” 
generation, those 80 million Americans between the ages of 16 and 34. They are 
wrestling with the fundamental edict of capitalism: Buy and you shall be happy. The 
millennials have not rejected consumerism, but they have also not embraced it fully. 
They experience its very real downsides – that also afflict millions of older 
Americans and go to heart of capitalist sustainability and morality.8 
 

The mosaic or millennial generation has been especially hard hit by the effects of the Great 
Recession of 2008. Their prospects for the so-called American dream have gotten slimmer, as jobs 
disappeared and income inequality grew. They have seen their debt levels balloon and the inevitable 
and sure bond between a good education and solid employment broken. They are the first generation 
displaced by the realities of the reinvention of work and the radically new rules of the new 
economy.9 
 
Along the way, as the economy has slowed and institutions have failed them, young adults are less 
sure about modernity’s foundational dogma of “inevitable human progress.”  As one mosaic young 
adult put it, America’s economic ladder to success (college→good job→marriage→ 
house→family→ cushy retirement) is in splinters.10 No rung on that ladder is secure anymore and 
mosaics know it. Therefore, mosaics have become more suspicious of our “consumer” culture. 
Again, Dr. Derber recounts the shape of that suspicion. 
 
In a recent study of Boston-area college students on their views of America’s “consumer culture,” he 
found young adults worried about the following seven aspects of today’s form of consumption: 

                                                        
6 Gabe and Lyons, op. cit. 
7 Kinnaman, op.cit., 
8 Charles Derber, “Consumerism and its Discontents,” TruthOut (May 27, 2013) accessed at: http://truth-
out.org/opinion/item/16582-consumerism-and-its-discontents.  
9 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the 21st Century (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014). 
10 Lisa Collins, “Happiness Is The New Success: Why Millennials Are Reprioritizing,” (January 23, 2012) found at: 
https://joinmosaic.com/blog/happiness/. 
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1. It creates fierce competitive pressure to have more and newer stuff. 
2. It complicates their lives, always worrying about how to maintain, pay for and use all the 

things they buy. 
3. It distracts from a quality of life with their family and friends. 
4. It creates a “dirty” lifestyle that makes them and the planet sick. 
5. It leads to more inequality, with people seeking more at the expense of others. 
6. It detracts from political engagement, as America subordinates its social relationships to 

economic advantages. 
7. It imprisons them in a life full of products and empty of meaning.11 

 
The Seven Sorrowful Mysteries of Stuff 
 
Haltingly young adults are beginning to demonstrate misgivings with a consumer culture that 
another time and generation would have accepted as undeniable evidence of social progress. Stuff 
and lots of it were once the sure sign that one had “made it” in America. So, what’s the problem with 
stuff? Let me name seven things. Let’s call them the “seven sorrowful mysteries of stuff.” 
 

1. Sustainability. 
2. Stress. 
3. Self-Image. 
4. Insecurity. 
5. Violence/ Human Trafficking. 
6. Cluttering of the Soul. 
7. False Picture of God. 

 
Perhaps the first and most obvious problem with the accumulation of stuff has to be in the sheer 
volume of its production and waste. Today, while Americans represent 5% of the world’s 
population, we generate about 30% of the world’s garbage.12 In a lifetime, the average American 
will throw away about 600 times his or her body weight, leaving behind a trail of 90,000 pounds of 
trash by the end of one’s life. 
 
The sheer size and scope of the stuff we are hatching and trashing are unsustainable. As the Hard 
Rain Project Group discusses: 
 

In the past fifty years, humans have consumed more resources- or stuff- than in all 
previous history. At the beginning of the 1900’s, some 40% of the stuff used in the 
wealthier parts of the world was renewable – farm, fishery or forestry products- but 
by the end of that century the figure was below 10%, with the majority of materials 
now made from metals and minerals or derived from fossil fuels.13 

 

                                                        
11 Derber, op.cit. 
12 Robert Malone, “World’s Worst Waste,” Forbes (May  5, 2006    ) accessed at: http://www.forbes.com/2006 /05/23/  
waste-worlds-worst-cx_rm_0524waste.html.  
13 See more at: www.hardrainproject.comstuff#sthash.KRC8UXIV.dpuf.  
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We know that, if everybody consumed the way we do, we would need three to five planets to supply 
for our needs. Every year we toss into our landfills, just by way of example, four million eye glasses, 
1.3 billion pounds of tires, 135 million cell phones, and 10 million bicycles.14 
 
The first problem with stuff, as we conceive of and treat it today, is that it doesn’t go away. We may 
box it in our garages, cram it into our closets, haul it away to foreign landfills, but it doesn’t go 
away. Stuff has a way of complicating and dominating our lives. In a sense, in a consumer culture 
we are the ones who become consumed and overwhelmed by the stuff we accumulate. The Rev. 
Rick Warren, the author of The Purpose-Driven Life, says it cogently: 
 

Life keeps getting more complicated. And, on top of that, we keep adding more and 
more stuff to our lives. The problem with stuff is, the more you have, the more it 
takes to take care of it all – the more you have to clean it, the more you have to 
protect it, the more you have to insure it, and the more you have to repair it. 
 
It isn’t too long before stuff dominates your life. My guess is you probably have more 
stuff than your parents did. In fact, today we have an entire industry that we didn’t 
even have 50 years ago. It’s called the personal storage units. It’s like you don’t even 
have enough room in your house anymore, so you have to put it in a storage unit and 
pay rent to hold all your stuff.15 
 

The extent of clutter’s domination of our lives comes through a recent ethno-archaeological study of 
U.S. family homes. A team of cultural anthropologists at the UCLA Center on the Everyday Lives of 
Families (CFEL) recently published the results of a four year study of how everyday Americans live 
their lives at home, how they inter-relate, what they use, accumulate and store.16 They wanted to 
know how Americans interact with what they have, what impact stuff has on how they function, and 
what stuff reveals about our social identities. What they found was intriguing. 
 
One of the first things they discovered was that the majority of those middle-class families studied 
no longer have enough room in their homes for all their stuff. Their stuff was now spilling out into 
their yards and into their garages. They found that 75% of garages in the study had no room to store 
a car in it. The typical garage had about 300 to 650 boxes and storage bins that could no longer fit in 
the house.  
 
We seem to be developing an America where we have more shoes than we can wear, more toys and 
electronics than we can use, more cups than we can drink from and more furniture than we can sit on 
and a culture that is loath to sort and purge.  It causes new and elevated levels of stress, especially in 
women, the UCLA study found. But, we continue this mad pursuit of stuff, nonetheless. 
 
Stuff is bulging out of our closets, poking out from under our beds, hauled away and made invisible 
in expensive storage units, demonstrating a strange new ambivalence over stuff. We don’t use it and 

                                                        
14 Katie Arnold-Ratliff, “Trash Facts” Huffington Post (June 3, 2013) accessed: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/06/03/trash-facts-garbage-statistics_n_3361201.html.  
15 Rev. Rick Warren, “The Problem with Stuff,” (July 26, 2013) accessed at: https://groups.google.com/forum 
/#!topic/komselgbik/qG8UVOMn36I.  
16 Jeanne E. Arnold, et al. Life at Home in the Twenty-First Century (Los Angeles, CA: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology 
Press, 2012). 
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we won’t share it. Because of this, we need larger and larger places to stack our things. And, as one 
author puts it, our garages have become the new junk drawer all across America.  
 
What is this ambivalent and paradoxical fascination we have with stuff? It has to do with our self-
image and our identity as Americans and it starts early. 
 
Identity and the Problem of Clutter 
 
Many factors go into the construction of a healthy self-image, but it is clear that cultural and social 
influences are increasingly critical in the development of a strong and stable identity. Today’s 
children construct their self-concepts within the strong social context of a culture of consumption, 
such that every aspect of their lives is touched by the “need and greed” mentality of modern 
aggressive consumerism. Studies show that children as young as four are now seriously and 
continuously targeted by marketers for their ability to influence their parents’ economic decisions.  
 
By the time a child is three, he or she already recognizes more than 100 brand logos. Not 
surprisingly, Disney is one of the most ubiquitously recognized-by-child brands in the country. 
Second in the running is McDonald’s.  Child brand recognition is very big business. Advertisers 
spend $12 billion dollars per year to reach the youth market, dipping ever deeper into childhood, 
even into the toddler years, for their “consumer potential.” And it has impact. 
 
In a 2010 study of “Children’s Understanding of Brand Symbolism,” Dr. Anna McAlister of the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison noted that – “Children as young as three are feeling social 
pressure and understand that consumption of certain brands can help them through life.”17 Hooked at 
three! 
 
Children receive an endless barrage of TV messages about the connection between self-image, 
identity and product. Experts tell us that this “consumption mentality” is eroding childhood and 
evidence is mounting that children are suffering the physical, social, emotional and cognitive deficits 
that arise from consumerism’s assault on childhood.18 
 
But, after all is said and done, what is so troubling about an identity shaped by stuff? Philosophers 
tell us that consumerism proceeds from a reductionist philosophy of the human person, one that too 
narrowly defines men and women only by their economic potential and the satisfaction of their 
material wants. Consumerism reduces us to what we can earn, spend and purchase. Consumerism 
turns our values upside down and inside out. Truth, beauty and goodness are no longer ordered to 
and measured by the divine. These values are reduced to emotional tools and slogans meant to serve 
largely commercial interests. In this way, Beabout and Echeverria remind us, wisdom, virtue, 
community, intimacy, happiness and the common good are inverted and made to serve the economic 
aspirations and financial greed of the marketplace.19 
 

                                                        
17 Anna McAllister, “Children’s Understanding and Brand Symbolism,” Psychology and Marketing 27:3 (March, 2010), 
pp. 203-228. 
18 Judith Schor, Born to Buy: The Commercialized Child in the New Consumer Culture (New York: Scribner, 2004). 
19 Gregory R. Beabout & Eduardo J. Eccheverria, “The Culture of Consumerism: A Catholic and Personalist Critique,” 
Journal of Markets and Morality 5:2 (Fall 2002), p. 342. 
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Starting very early in life, we are made to define ourselves by what we have and not by what we are. 
We learn to gauge ourselves by the changing tides of style and the shifting weight of public taste so 
that our identity is always in flux and ever vulnerable to the mood and tempers of the time. 
 
There is not only a personal toll exacted by our culture of clutter; there is also a deeply social one, as 
well. 
 
Clutter and the Problem of Security 
 
A few years ago, Marquette University professor and moral theologian, Fr. Bryan Massingale did an 
intriguing study of our notion of “national security,” as it was developing after the terrorist attack of 
9/11. He explored the evolving understanding of security as it was being devised in the various 
“national security” documents of the Bush administration and compared it to the biblical 
understanding of security as found in both testaments of Scripture.20 His conclusion is instructive. 
 
He found that consumerism had become the engine behind our understanding of freedom and 
security. A detailed analysis of our national security documents indicated that our very notion of 
American freedom was migrating from some fundamental correspondence to a broad set of 
inalienable human rights and the laws of what the Founders’ called “Nature’s God” to a somewhat 
mechanical equation with economic freedom. American freedom was beginning to mean nothing 
more and nothing less than economic freedom, the freedom to buy and sell, to shop and have stuff. 
 
And, with this as a foundational principle, American security was also being recalibrated to mean 
economic security. We were no longer defending an expansive and broad American “way of life.” 
We were defending the right to shop. In fact, these national security documents ratified that 
American security was based not just on economic security (the freedom to buy, sell and shop); it 
was premised on an exceptional notion of America’s economic primacy. That is, we are free when 
we shop and consume as we will, but we consider ourselves only truly free when we are on top of 
the economic pile. And, because of this, we reserve the right to defend ourselves by any means 
necessary against any nation or group that threatens our economic primacy. America’s clutter culture 
has become not just a generic or harmless form of consumerism. It has become a military 
consumerism. Here is how Fr. Massingale puts this issue: 
 

Underlying the American pursuit and understanding of “security” is a deep sense of 
fear and vulnerability felt in the aftermath of the homeland attacks of 9-11. Our 
policy documents constantly play upon and remind us of the threats we face and our 
vulnerability to cold-blooded evil. Our way of life, a life of undisputed military 
dominance and unfettered economic prosperity, is under attack from nefarious 
enemies, both known and unknown, seen and unseen. Our fear and vulnerability 
demand that we maintain and bolster our military preeminence, in order to insure our 
continued economic prosperity and consumer lifestyle. Indeed, our national security 
strategy makes clear the connection between military might and consumerism in ways 
that we seldom articulate.21 
 

                                                        
20 Bryan Massingale, “The Security We Seek,” Pax Christi USA (June 2010), p. 4. accessed at: 
http://paxchristiusa1.files.wordpress.com/2011/01/june2010newsletterweb.pdf.  
21 ibid. 
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What Fr. Massingale reveals is a troubling dimension of our clutter culture, the “underside,” if you 
will, of consumerism today – “the belief that having a disproportion of goods is appropriate, and that 
using force or violence to get or keep these goods is both necessary and legitimate” and that a 
“consumer society- the American way of life- depends upon violence, or the threat of violence, to 
maintain itself.”22 
 
What we are dealing with here is not only a personal sense of vulnerability but a social one, as well. 
In the inevitable clash of private interests that is at the heart of the Enlightenment project, there is, as 
the philosopher Thomas Hobbes declared, an inevitable “war of all against all” being devised that 
can only be resolved by what Nietzsche called “the will to power.” The underside of the modernity 
that young adults find so suspicious is the “problem of violence.”23 
 
Stuff and Human Trafficking 
 
For the past several years, I have been speaking, writing and working on the issue of human 
trafficking, a multi-billion dollar global industry that continues to enslave men, women and children 
in all parts of the world, including the suburbs of America, in sexual and commercial industries of 
every sort.24 What we now know is that there are long corporate supply chains that allow human 
traffickers to use our hotels, car rental agencies, big box chain stores and our most cherished 
companies to enslave vulnerable men, women and children to make our tee-shirts, harvest our 
chocolate and produce our cell phones in a deadly race for profit at any and all human cost. 
Unfortunately, each one of us participates on an almost daily basis in the whole cycle of human 
slavery today. We each have a slavery and human trafficking footprint. 
 
We have developed such an automatic and entitled expectation around stuff that we rarely ask 
ourselves where it comes from, who makes it, and whose lives are sacrificed for the gross ubiquity 
of stuff in our homes. 
 
The point I want to make is this. There is a connection between our blithe attitude towards stuff and 
the proliferation of human trafficking around the world. 
 
We refuse to acknowledge that the stuff bulging out of our closets, poking out from under our beds, 
rotting away in our landfills outside of town, was once creation, a divine endowment and a 
promissory note on future glory. Instead, our consumerist mindset has transformed creation into 
matter and we have made it into stuff.  We once believed that we lived in a world enchanted by the 
divine.25  But, no more! Enchantment has become waste management. We have stripped the world of 
its glory and divine import. What we have done to nature, we are now doing to humankind. People 
have become stuff! 
 
Clutter and the Franciscan Imagination 
 

                                                        
22 Ibid.  
23 John Milbank speaks of an “ontology of violence” that sublates all modern social theories in J. Milbank, Theology and 
Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993). 
24 David B. Couturier, “A Franciscan Theology of Stuff: Consumerism, Human Trafficking and Franciscan Action,” 
(Franciscan Action Network, 2013) accessed at: http://franciscanaction.org/article/franciscan-theology-stuff-
consumerism-human-trafficking-and-franciscan-action.  
25 Cf. Charles Taylor,  A Secular Age  (The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007).  
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Thus far I have given you some troubling thoughts about the negative consequences of today’s 
growing aggressive consumerism and the clutter it delivers. But, there is good news and there is a 
hopeful way out. There’s a prophetic imagination that can guide us. Not surprisingly, I find it in a 
Franciscan imagination, a way of seeing oneself, the world and God that has been counter-cultural 
and counter-intuitive since it was first developed by a young adult at the age of 25, Francis of Assisi, 
in the 13th century. 
 
When he was an adolescent, Francis wanted nothing more than to be a soldier. The son of a wealthy 
cloth merchant, Francis lived in a time of incredible violence and amazing greed. Although well-
known for his fashion, excesses and party-ways, his adolescence was framed within the backdrop of 
the fierce economic skirmishes and violent revenges that raged between Assisi and the neighboring 
town of Perugia. The fantasies of this fashion-conscious young adult revolved around becoming a 
knight for the good and glory of Assisi. 
 
It was a dream that was encouraged by his father, an up and coming new merchant, who supported 
his son’s youthful fantasies and dramatic excesses. Francis’ father wanted nothing more than to 
break the stranglehold that the traditional patronage system of inherited money had on the ordinary 
people of Assisi. His father wanted to get money the “new-fashioned” way, by “making it”. And so, 
Pietro Bernadone enticed his son, Francis, with images of glory and outfitted him in the best military 
gear available. He proudly sent him off to war. 
 
But, Francis’ dream of a military career came crashing down quickly, as he was taken prisoner at the 
Battle of Collestrada. He learned the brutal lesson that the reality of war was unlike the fantasy of 
war. The sight of hundreds of young men dismembered and strewn along the bloody floor of the 
Umbrian Valley put an end to all romantic visions of glory and began a restless and relentless search 
for religious meaning. 
 
When finally released from the prisoner of war camp, Francis returned an unsettled young adult. He 
had lost his adolescent dream. He scoured the hills and chapels surrounding Assisi looking for an 
alternative with which to replace it. The God of his youth, the imperial God of the Crusades, the God 
of the extravagantly dressed soldier bishops of Europe, no longer made sense to him. And so, he 
roamed the back alleys and poorer haunts of Assisi searching for meaning and struggling for a new 
and more immediate access to the divine. He found it first in the embrace of a leper. 
 
In a dramatic encounter that would shape the rest of his life, Francis confronted his natural 
revulsions and embraced a leper he met on the road. In that embrace, God wrapped Francis in a 
consolation he had been searching for. God enlivened his social and religious imagination with a 
profound revelation of who God really was and what God really wanted. 
 
In the time of Francis, the leper was the foremost casualty of a society obsessed with violence and 
money. The leper was the first to fall through the cracks of society, as clerics and rulers lined their 
pockets and their consciences with the spoils of their never-ending wars. As a result of their meeting 
on the road, however, Francis now saw something different about life and faith. What Francis saw 
was the goodness of God, expressed not in puffing oneself up but in emptying oneself out in love. 
He experienced this in a God who reached down with mercy, always mercy, and revealed Himself as 
a God who is good, all good, supremely good, all the time and to everyone.26 
                                                        
26 Giacomo Todeschini, Franciscan Wealth: From Voluntary Poverty to Market Society (St. Bonaventure, NY: The 
Franciscan Institute, 2009). 
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It was for mercy’s sake that Francis determined to pull back, far back, from the social obsessions of 
his greedy and violent world. He would question the inevitability of violence and aggression, starting 
with simple gestures. 
 
First, he would greet everyone he met with a simple wish of “pax et bonum” (peace and all good 
things). It was not just a slogan or clever moniker for Francis. He was building a new social 
imagination. He was committed to seeing everyone in his field of vision, not as competitor or a 
consumer of his father’s goods and not as an enemy and threat, as he had been taught from his youth. 
As a prophetic young adult, he wanted a new social imagination, one that was secured by a bond 
with the divine. Thus, he resolved that as a friar he would start every encounter in the new ethical 
space of “peace and all good.” And, more than that, Francis would enact his life as a choreography 
of brothers and sisters. Francis would flatten the hierarchies of his day and build congregations and 
communities not stacked with superiors and subjects. The universe Francis wanted to live in and the 
one that he saw was a dance of brothers and sisters, Brother Sun and Sister Moon, with everything 
interconnected and bonded to him because of their original connection to the good and gracious God 
who created and sustained everything in a harmony of goodness.27 
 
Francis didn’t see stuff. He saw creation. He didn’t hear the one note of profit being played in the 
background of every transaction. He heard a symphony of created things in what Sr. Ilia Delio calls 
“the unbearable wholeness of being” radiating out truth, beauty and goodness in every nook and 
cranny of this amazingly diversified and interwoven canopy of incarnated grace.28 
 
For Francis, matter mattered. Nature wasn’t an escape into the woods for him, a reward “in the wild” 
that he took only occasionally for having endured the rat race of a cluttered culture. No. Nature was 
so much more than that. Nature was life and it was breath and spirit, pulsating a divine energy within 
and all around him. His fraternity with creation, his brotherhood and sisterhood with nature, was his 
antidote to the greed and violence of his day. This is Francis’ first lesson for uncluttering the soul. 
We need to develop a new attitude toward nature, toward the things of this earth. 
 
We must learn how to respect our forests, our seas and rivers, our mountain trails and our 
underwater caverns. We must turn away from modernity’s reductionism that sees the earth as just 
“matter.” We need to re-inscribe our souls with the awe and wonder that receives the earth and 
everything in it as “creation.”  
 
Francis refused to pile up things or clutter his soul. Nature was not an enemy and it didn’t need to be 
treated with violence. And so, he lived what others called a “poor” life. But, Francis never saw it that 
way, because his refusal to own and dominate anything was for him a free and rich life. His bonds of 
fraternity, even with creation, didn’t make him insecure in the least. In fact, he felt amazingly secure 
in the harmony of goodness that he experienced. 
 
Uncluttering the Soul 
 
Let me spend just a few more moments talking about the ways we can unclutter our souls using a 
Franciscan imagination. Young adults may not be going to Church but they are decidedly interested 
in their spirit. A meditation on clutter could be a crucial connecting point between the young adults 
                                                        
27 Mary Beth Ingham, CSJ, The Harmony of Goodness (St. Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute, 2012). 
28 Ilia Delio, The Unbearable Wholeness of Being (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2013). 
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of today and the young adult- Francis- of the 13th century. But, let me briefly stray a bit further back 
to Augustine. 
 
When I was writing my first book, The Fraternal Economy: A Pastoral Psychology of Franciscan 
Economics, I studied how consumerism affects our transcendent desires.29 We learn something 
profound about our hearts and our spirit from St. Augustine when he reminds us that our “hearts are 
restless until they rest” in God. He teaches us that we are constantly yearning for and hungering after 
the fullness of truth, beauty and goodness. And we scour the world, as he did, to find it. But, as he 
powerfully reminds us, we will never find it, we will never hold it, and we will never enjoy it until 
we secure this triad of truth, beauty and goodness in the divine.  When all is said and done, what we 
are searching for is nothing other than God. And what amazed Augustine was that he didn’t need to 
go “out there” to find God. He didn’t need to get lost in stuff, trying everything, tasting everything, 
buying everything to find the beauty, truth and goodness he was yearning for. They were always and 
already within him. As he says famously, 
 

Late have I loved you, O Beauty ever ancient, ever new, late have I loved you! You 
were within me, but I was outside, and it was there that I searched for you. In my 
unloveliness I plunged into the lovely things which you created. You were with me, 
but I was not with you. Created things kept me from you; yet if they had not been in 
you they would have not been at all. You called, you shouted, and you broke through 
my deafness. You flashed, you shone, and you dispelled my blindness. You breathed 
your fragrance on me; I drew in breath and now I pant for you. I have tasted you, now 
I hunger and thirst for more. You touched me, and I burned for your peace. 
(Confessions, Bk 10, 27, 38). 

 
Thus, Augustine reminds us that de-cluttering the soul begins with a re-prioritizing of one’s goals 
and perspectives. It involves a fundamental shift from busy-ness to happiness by way of a simple 
focus on creative blessedness. 
 
But, there is a problem. Clutter and consumerism are not neutral forces in the soul. The problem with 
clutter and a culture of consumerism is that they begin to erode the very desire we have for the 
divine. They eat away at this transcendent desire in three ways. The first way is by proliferating our 
commercial desires to the point of overwhelming and overshadowing our transcendent desires. Here 
is what I have previously written about the proliferation of desire: 
 

Marketing and advertising collapse the distinction between necessity and superfluity. 
The reach of need and want run to infinity. The consumer is trained to exceed his or 
her satisfaction and to desire an infinite array of goods, products and services.30 
 

So, what marketers and advertisers do is to train us from the time we are very young to want more, 
infinitely more and more, so that over time we have no idea what it is that we need and how what we 
need may be different from what we want. The two aspects of commercial desire (want and need) 
begin to leak into one another and conflate the infinity implicit in transcendence with the 
innumerability involved in commercial desire. 
 
                                                        
29 David B. Couturier, The Fraternal Economy: A Pastoral Psychology of Franciscan Economics (South Bend, IN: 
Cloverdale Books, 2007).  
30 Couturier, op. cit., p. 81.  
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The second thing that happens to our transcendent desires in an aggressive consumer culture is that 
they become materialized and commodified. By that I mean that the desires that once were meant to 
be oriented to the world of the divine are deflated into simply a desire for some marketable product. 
I have said it this way –  
 

Secularization collapses or cancels out the incarnate view of the world, which once 
held that the divine and the material abide in a hypostatic union and commercium.31 

 
The human desire for the infinite God relocates to stuff. In an aggressive consumer culture, we trade 
the infinity of God for the infinity of goods. And when we trade in God, we don’t give up our need 
for the infinite. Infinity, as the great theologian Karl Rahner once held, is the horizon of every 
thought we think and every act we will.32 When we trade in God, we simply transfer that need for 
the realm of the infinite to the realm of stuff. And advertisers and corporations are loving it!  
 
The third thing that happens to our desires is that they inevitably become polarizing. Marita Wesley-
Clough is a retail trend expert for Hallmark Cards. She forecasts where things are going in the 
business world. A few years ago, she predicted increased levels of isolation, tribalization and 
polarization in the American marketplace. She wrote: 
 

Look for increased polarization – whether political, economic, religious or 
philosophical. Regardless of age, ethnicity or affiliation, individuals long for the 
security of alignment with those “like us.” Ethnic ‘tribes’ within countries and cities; 
elite social clubs; gathering of loyal brand devotees, as well as group identities 
created via fashion, language or symbols. Increasing gravitation toward communities 
of like minds- people whose interests, worldviews or values reinforce our own.33 
 

And so, as our desires expand and induce polarization in our interactions, we find that our 
transcendent desires for that which is true, beautiful and good, now unhooked from their moorings to 
the divine, become threatened and vulnerable, reduced as they are to the shifting and unstable wants, 
needs and desires of the marketplace.  
 
Sine Proprio and the New Narrative of Relationality 
 
Francis of Assisi saw the dead-end of a culture and an economy based on the twin dynamics of 
violence and greed. He once said that he didn’t want stuff because he didn’t want to have to defend 
that stuff at the end of a sword. He had seen and experienced too much of the violent underside of 
his own father’s greed and his society’s craving for revenge. And so, Francis decided to live a life of 
“sine proprio,” with “nothing of his own,” where he would simply use, not own, the goods of this 
earth. By not owning things, he would not be tempted to dominate, deprive or domesticate his 
brothers and sisters by any trick of hierarchy or superiority. 
 

                                                        
31 Ibid. 
32 Theologian, Karl Rahner, speaks of this as Vorgriff,  the pre-apprehension of being by which the human spirit “reaches 
out toward what is nameless and by its very nature is infinite.” In Karl Rahner, Foundations of Catholic Faith: An 
Introduction to the Idea of Christianity (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), p. 62; also see: Bulcsu Kal Hoppal, “Karl 
Rahner’s Notion of Vorgriff,” Verbum 6:2 (November, 2004), p. 451-459. 
33 Marita Wesley-Clough, “Twelve Consumer Trends and Counter Trends for 2004 and Beyond,” accessed: 11/15/04, 
www.retailindustry.about.com/cs/retailtrends/a/bl_trends2004.htm.  
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In developing a new fraternity built on the grounds of “sine proprio,” Francis took himself and his 
brothers out of the dynamic of inevitable violence that trapped Assisi and its surrounding cities. 
Because Francis and his brothers owned nothing, they had nothing to protect and they had no reason 
to go to war. Francis used to say often that the only thing we really own are our own sins. 
 
Francis invites us to de-clutter our souls in four ways: 
 

• Return to your deeper and truer desires. Get behind and beyond the fabricated and insecure 
desires of the marketplace. Find the truth, beauty and goodness you’re looking for. 

 
• Divest yourself of all that obscures your clear view and ready access to God, yourself, your 

world and everything in it. Release yourself from the fog and frenzy of consumerism. Learn 
to live with what you need and re-learn what it means to share. 
 

• Treat the world and everything in it gently. We have been so trained to enter spaces with 
suspicion, competition and aggression. We need re-think our initial encounter with the world 
and with ourselves, the one person with whom we can be harshest of all. We should greet 
everyone with a merciful social imagination of “pax et bonum” (peace and all good). 
 

• We should stop playing the part of victim and victimizer that we have been assigned in the 
commercial liturgy of the consumer-based society.34 Let me explain. 

 
The theological and psychological logic of “sine proprio” is profound. Francis arrived at this theory 
of “sine proprio” by meditating on the coming of Christ and the poverty of His Incarnation. The 
Word of God, through whom and for whom all things are created, came to this world with nothing 
and died on the Cross with nothing. And bringing the realization of this (and his own) poverty to 
prayer and to liturgy taught Francis another profound lesson, i.e., that ultimately we are not the 
victims in this world. 
 
Using the insights of theologian, James Allison, we learn how the liturgy revolves around one truth 
and that is that we are not the victims of the universe. Because of our sins, however great or small 
they may be, we are always victimizers and perpetrators; we are always sinful. Christ, on the other 
hand, is the only true Victim and the One Sacrifice, poured out and given out once and for all.35 
Clutter exists to fill in the spaces, to cover the cracks, to disguise the holes in our armored security 
and armed surety that we have been done wrong and need a never ending supply of consolations. 
Advertisers and marketers are banking on every insecurity they can uncover so as to hawk a product 
that will serve as a palliative and somehow demonstrate that we have gotten over our fears and 
conquered our insecurities, after we have sprayed “Eternity,”  worn J Brand’s “Refuge” or carried 
Judith Leiber’s “New Long Kiss” clutch bag from Nordstrom’s.     
 
Knowing how violence and greed were connected to stuff, how this dynamic obscured the 
experience of a good and gracious God and how it endangered the peace of his world, St. Francis 
refused to play the part of the victim or victimizer in a greedy world. He would no longer be the 

                                                        
34 A mosaic-age Capuchin friar, Erik Lenhart, finds correspondence between the first three steps and St. Bonaventure’s 
three levels of the spiritual life: purgation, illumination and union. I thank him for this insight. 
35 James Alison, Undergoing God: Dispatches from the Scene of a Break-In (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 
2006), pp. 33-49. 
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victimizer who had to have more to prove himself and he would no longer be the victim who needed 
more to find himself. 
 
In this way, he created a group of brothers and sisters in fraternities of mutual donation not 
competition. He created a new economy, a fraternal economy, where stuff is limited to the 
“minimum necessary not the maximum allowed.” 
 
Francis went so far as to refuse his brothers permission even to touch a coin. He did so because in 
his day coins were the means by which men and women were judged in society and before God. A 
person was only as worthy as the stack of coins he/she carried. Francis refused to allow his brothers 
and sisters to be put on such an insecure and imprecise scale. No coin, he believed, could capture the 
ineffable mystery and awesome dignity of each and every individual, however limited or financially 
poor they might be. Francis would not allow coins or clutter to obscure, invalidate or minimize the 
goodness of God he saw in people. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our young adults are onto something in their discomfort and suspicion of our growing culture of 
clutter. Their prophetic imagination leads them to a more relational and less polarized stance in the 
world. Increasingly, they want more than success. They want happiness.  
 
For all of us to get a sustainable happiness, we will have to engage our ever deeper desires, those 
transcendent desires that are being compromised by a consumerism we have tragically equated with 
“the good life.” To secure the love, intimacy, closeness and compassion we so desire, we will have 
to reach beyond the immediate and refuse to settle for the infinity of goods and our presumptive 
culture of clutter.  
 
And we in the Church must stand with young adults in the perfect storm of unprecedented and 
seismic social, cultural, technological, economic and religious changes. By listening attentively to 
their doubts, we can accompany them in their discoveries of a new prophetic imagination that serves 
this world, re-bonds us as brothers and sisters, and re-connects us with the God who is good, all 
good, supremely good, all the time and to everyone. It is the God that Francis came to know and 
love, in Jesus Christ who is the Lord, forever and ever. Amen. 
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