A simple response to a financial fracas

How a smal
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A: Canada settles into a recession, governments

re begging their citizens to spend and their
banks to lend. So Canadians can’t be blamed for
wondering whether they should be sitting on their
wallets or spending like mad to counteract the
panic.

Mark Burch sees tremors in the economy as an
appeal to Westerners to adopt a more sustainable
style of living—while we still have choice.

“Spending our way out of a
depression? That's not going
to work, because that’s how
we got into this jam,” says the
Winnipeg author, educator and
researcher.

“People are losing their
homes; they're losing their
cars; they've lost part or all of
they savings and many of them
are soon to lose their jobs, and
the government seems to think
that these people want credit,
that they want to get further into
debt. .. To me that seems hilari-
ously delusional.”

Economy of small

How to live with less is a les-
son Burch has been trying to
teach Canadians for decades.

He’s written books, published
essays and taught university
courses on voluntary simplicity.
He also co-directs a cooperative
called SPARC (Simplicity Practice and Resource
Centre) that educates communities on how to live
happier, less materialistic lives that leave gentler
marks on the planet.

SPARC workshops offer practical instruction
on such things as eating nutritiously for less, cel-
ebrating sustainably and living ecologically. SPARC
also organizes study circles on the history and
philosophy behind simple living.

Burch’s vision isn’t a society of hut-dwelling
ascetics, nor is it just a cheerful belt-tightening
while we wait for the return of affluence. He sees
our current predicament as a call to craft a smaller
and better economy—one where people value
wealth less and sufficiency more, where fewer
dollars circulate, corporate earnings are modest,
interest rates are lower and everyone’s happy with
a smaller slice of pie.

“The difference would be that people would
like it that way,” says Burch. “They would come to
the point where they'd say: We’d rather not rape
every resource out of the environment; we would
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really prefer to have some wilderness; we kind
of like clean air; we’d rather not go to war this
year, thank-you. So were going to live differently
so those things wouldn’t come about.”

Shrinking pangs

Jonathan Wellum, CEO of AIC Limited and a
senior fellow of Cardus, a Christian think tank,
doesn’t push simple living per se, but he’s ada-
mant that Christians have a duty to live within
their means.
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And he agrees it’s high time we shrink
our economy to a more responsible
size.

“The problem is the escalating level of
debt,” says Wellum. “It’s not sustainable.
The key issue is a society and culture that
has become so materialistic that it’s reach-
ing for things and buying them in advance
using credit.”

Interest rates were low; credit was easy
to come by, and buying with hypothetical
money became the norm, says Wellum.
“And that is never a good thing. I think the
pulling back we’re seeing now is good.”

In December, 34,400 Canadians lost their jobs
and economic forecasters predict another 200,000
job cuts in 2009. Governments on both sides of
the border are preparing to go billions of dollars
into debt trying to fend off a depression.

The International Council of Shopping Centres
reported the steepest decline in Christmas shop-
ping in the U.S. since 1970.
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economy could be better for everyone

“It’s painful, but it’s healthy,” says Wellum.
“There are too many retailers selling too many
products that are completely unnecessary.”

Christians would be wise to pay down their
debts, live on what they earn and invest strate-
gically, he advises. “Living a simple life doesn’t
preclude being an investor and being an owner of
a business and hiring people. . .. Investing in busi-
ness and investing in savings is a very prudent use
of capital and I think it is honouring to God.”

Part of the reason neither Burch nor Wellum
worry that a sudden attack of
frugality will sink the economy
is that there’s no danger it will
happen overnight.

“I'm nowhere near as opti-
mistic as a lot of the econo-
mists who think this will all
turn around sometime early
in 2010. I think it may be a
decade before all the debts
are forgiven or paid,” says
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Burch. “What I've always hoped for is a gradual
progressive evolution of values and conscious-
ness.”

That may take a generation.

But there’s another reason why Burch is con-
vinced we need to embrace small—and soon.

Every other time Americans have embraced
a more frugal existence (usually because of a
war), says Burch, “there’s always been a more or

less intact environment and large inventories of
resources and fossil fuels that the economy could
emerge into. ..which I don’t think will be the case
this time. We're going to emerge into resource
scarcity and into higher levels of climate variability
which will make restarting the economy in its old
pattern much more difficult, in my view.”

Spirituality of simple

A materially spare life can also clear the way for
aricher spiritual life, says Franciscan Friar Gerry
Clyne. “It frees up a person for greater quality of
prayer and a greater availability for ministry.”

All this economic hand-wringing hasn’t caused
him to rethink what he owns—mostly because
he doesn’t own a thing. The vehicle, guitar and
cell phone he uses for his work as a Franciscan
vocational director belong to a board of lay trust-
ees. So do his clothes and toothbrush, though he
doesn’t share those with the brothers at his friary
in Cochrane, Alberta.

Mark Burch practices and preaches voluntary simplicity. He is also the University of Winnipeg’s campus sustainability coordinator.

Franciscan vows of poverty aren’t for every-
one. But hopefully it's a witness to the world of
“the priority of spiritual principles,” says Clyne.
“Especially in Franciscan spirituality, simple liv-
ing has to be accompanied by a sense of joy. That
speaks to fact that happiness is not ultimately
derived from accumulation of material.”
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