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Introduction:

This essay is an attempt to show how transnational corporations such as Wal-Mart may be ethical businesses, but cannot be Christian businesses. In order for this to take place two narratives will be considered throughout, that of liberalism and that of the church. These narratives will both be seen as offering differing account of anthropology, soteriology and eschatology, and thus will be shown to have radically different ethical accounts. First, the anthropology offered by liberalism will be described to show the importance of the individual and self-will. This will be contrasted with a Christian anthropology which begins with unity and created direction. Second, the soteriological claims of liberal democracy will be described by looking at the development, and current domination, of neoliberalism and laissez-fair capitalism. Wal-Mart will be used to explain the progress of this ideology by looking at its success as a business and its continuous development as an ethical business through participation in corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives. From this it will be shown that Wal-Mart is an ethical business in accordance with liberalism’s narrative. This is where the Christian narrative will be shown to embody a disparate  social ethic, thus it will be argued that because of the foundations that Wal-Mart functions on, it cannot be Christian. Finally, a different economic practice will be proposed that builds on the ontology of peace and rests on a salvation of forgiveness and restored community that is both here and not yet. 

Anthropology:

The anthropology underlying liberalism stems largely from conceptions of modernity, as engendered in the Enlightenment. Here it is asserted that individuals are constituted by liberty, rationality and self-assertion. This new anthropology “begins with human persons as individuals and yet defines their individuality essentialistically, as ‘will’ or ‘capacity’ or ‘impulse to self-preservation’ ” (Milbank in Smith 2004: 129). Each individual is said to possess her/his own desires, needs, skills and the like, apart from any previous collective interest. Thus, “the pure liberal individual, as Rousseau and Kant finally concluded, is the possessor of a free will... [n]ot a will determined to a good or even open to choosing this or that, but a will to will” (Milbank 2009: 339). 

Weber has offered an important aspect of the direction in which this ‘will’ moves individuals. When the human being is determined as free to choose from the possibilities set before her, her choices can be “typed according to a continuum of rationality that correlates ideas and interests” (Long 2000: 67). Individuals then have the “ability to give ‘value’ to objects in the world”  (Long 2000: 21). 

It is then individuals who constitute the social, not the social constituting the individual. This is often traced to the rise of nominalism, which is “the view that universals (such as society) are not real entities, but only names for collections of individuals” (Oliver 2009: 9). Or, as Thatcher famously puts it, “[...] who is society? There is no such thing. There are individual men and women and there are families” (Interview 1987).
 Individuals then are left to pursue self-interested wants and desires “which are not linked in any necessary way to the collective interest” (Oliver 2009: 9). This leaves society as a non-teleological
 conglomerate of persons who are always subject to violence and conflict, or coercion from others’ ‘will’. Thus, as Rousseau states, “man was born free, but is everywhere in bondage” (Cavanaugh 2002: 9). 

Christian ethical concerns must begin here. Many, such as Novak, build immediately upon the assumptions of liberalism, accommodating the assertions as given, natural and therefore neutral developments. This accepts a distinction between facts and values, private and public, where theology is useful to political/ethical/social definitions only in the sense that it constitutes values on which these amoral sociological facts can operate. This has resulted in a theology that “does not impose its particularity on the public square” (Long 2000: 69). The church then stands in a reactive posture, tending to “take current economic realities as givens and then wonder what our stance should be when confronted by these givens” (Cavanaugh 2009: viii). However, others call into question these supposed facts by developing a more consistent theology that calls into question their proffered neutrality (cf. Milbank 2009; Hauerwas 2004). Thus, the particular narrative of the church becomes foundational for moral action. This means, according to Hauerwas, that the “church’s first task is to help us gain a critical perspective on those narratives that have captured our vision and lives... by doing so, the church may well help provide a paradigm of social relations otherwise thought impossible” (2001: 115). On this basis the narrative of the church can be seen to speak of a different anthropology which produces a different sociality.

Christian anthropology: Creation and participation 

To begin with, Christian ethicists must reassert a positive telos founded in the creation narrative. In so doing, rather than beginning with the freedom of individuals who pursue self-interest in a world of scarcity, the church’s narrative can begin with the Creator and the created. In this way Cavanaugh offers a reading of Genesis which begins with an ontological peace. In contrast to Rousseau, he states that “human kind was created for communion but is everywhere divided” (Cavanaugh 2002). His reading in brief is as follows: 

“Cain’s fratricide, the wickedness of Noah’s generation, and the scattering of Babel can only be understood against the backdrop of the natural unity of the human race in the creation story of Genesis 1” (2002: 10-11). 

Recalling the anthropological assumptions of liberalism, immediate contrast is seen in that this account begins with participation in community and in God. Here a rule is established, not in the sense of prevention or resistance, never mere coercion or the prevention of coercion. Instead “ ‘rule’ means for theology, ‘provide good order’ and so to give something” (Milbank 2009: 347). This also means that there does exist a society, and not mere individuals. This is a sociality achieved through interactions, seen within the God-head, in his relation to creation, and in creation’s relation to itself (Ward 2009: 202). Furthermore it is a sociality with an end in mind. This conflicts with the characterisation of individuals who, due to lack, pursue their wants/needs in ways that are not necessarily linked to corporate interests. The Christian narrative asserts a telos, this means that desire is not characterised by lack but by direction. “St. Thomas proposes friendship with God as our true end, and that end calls for radical re-formation of our desires” (Long 2000: 179). Thus human desire is directed towards something, not coercively, but positively. With the fall, however, has come disunity: as Adam and Eve attempt to usurp God’s position the harmony is eroded and desire is disfigured. Therefore, because participation in each other is bound up with participation in God, disunity between humanity occurs. Cavanaugh states that it is the effect of sin that “is the very creation of individuals as such, that is, the ontological distinction between individual and group” (2002: 13).

In both secular and Christian accounts there runs a common theme; that whether because of disunity or because of competing self-interest, the goal is “salvation of humankind from the divisions that plague us” (Cavanaugh 2002: 9). In other words, both liberalism and the church narrate a soteriological account . However, differences in their ontology bear significant effects on each account. To exemplify this, the liberal democratic attempts to effect peace will be traced by explaining the tensions between freedom and equality that have eventually led to global capitalism being given the primary role in effecting this peace. 

Freedom and equality: Liberalism’s soteriology 

 The first way in which liberal democracy attempts to procure peace is “by conferring the monopoly of coercion on the state and by attempting to limit this power of the state to instances where it is required to prevent coercion by private persons” (Hayek in Carter et al. 2007: 108). The state protects the rights of individuals from other individuals within a geographically defined territory. This ideology, developed by philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, retains dominance in Western political theory. Its characteristics and intrinsic tensions are well encapsulated by this quote from Gordon Brown:

“Down the centuries the British people have come to demonstrate a shared belief that respect for the dignity and value of every human being demands that all be given the freedom and space to live their lives by their own choices, free from the control and unjustified interference of others” (Speech on Liberty 2007).

Firstly, from this, the concept of freedom inherent in liberal democracy can be identified. It is what Berlin describes as “the area within which a man can act unobstructed by others.” In other words, “you lack political liberty or freedom only if you are prevented from attaining a goal by human beings” (in Carter et al. 2007: 39). He goes on to assert that “the wider the area of non-interference the wider my freedom” (in Carter et al. 2007: 40). Hence, it can be said that a key component of liberal democracy is the protection of the particular conception of individual freedom that arrived with modernity, often described as “negative freedom”. This same conception of freedom is observable in the propagation of free-market, or laissez-fair capitalism, where a wider “area of non-interference” results in wider freedom for the market to operate. 

However, equality is also an important aspect at work within democracies; and it is precisely here where the tension inherent in democracy is apparent. Ward seeks to articulate this by distinguishing between two ethics which operate simultaneously in this sociality: libertarianism (or liberalism) and egalitarianism (or democracy/socialism). He states:

“The moral and political virtue paramount in liberalism is liberty, understood negatively as the maximal freedom of the individual from harm or coercion by another, and the moral and political virtue paramount in democracy is equality, understood as the maximal extension of the franchise and equality of opportunity (to education, to ownership of property, to career advancement, etc.)” (2009: 42). 

This tension has engineered a pendular motion between polarities such as social/individual, public/private, equality/freedom. This is seen in the incessant debate between regulated or free markets, small or big government, liberalism or socialism, etc. Events such as the First World War, the rise of socialism, the organised working class movements, communism and the Bolshevik Revolution moved the notion of democracy away from liberalism and further towards socialism (or egalitarianism) (Ward 2009: 46). However, as confidence in government waned, political liberalism was reasserted in the form of the neoliberalism. 

 Numerous factors go into these changes, however, what is important for this study is the effect that these ethical/political swings have on the machinations of the free market. As Ward states, “what cannot be underestimated, according to the literature on the crises, disaffections, and fluxes of contemporary democracy, is the move away from central planned economies in favour of the blind and unpredictable forces of the market” (2009: 80). Thus, neoliberalism purports a freedom given to the market mechanism. Recent waves of laissez-faire economics have left the role of the state as that which protects this freedom, over and above equality. Harvey reiterates this, stating that the fundamental mission of the neoliberal state is “to create a ‘good business climate’ and therefore to optimise conditions for capital accumulation no matter what the consequences for employment or social well-being” because, ultimately, it is this mechanism that “will foster growth and innovation and that this is the only way to eradicate poverty and to deliver, in the long run, higher living standards to the mass of the population” (2006: 25). Thus, “in a globalised world it is no longer states that wield imperialist power but rather capitalism and the market” (Bell in Smith 2004: 248). A market that the World Trade Organisation would claim has led to “unprecedented global economic growth.”

Many oppose the neoliberal modus-operandi of wealth distribution though global capitalism, and vouch for a return to more socialist, government regulated states. This often functions on the basis that capitalism is having a negative effect on both developed and developing countries and failing to redistribute wealth (Harvey 2006: 72-73). The question of whether capitalism works has also been the question which Christian ethicists have asked, especially in terms of how well capitalism helps or hinders the poor. This accords with utilitarian terms, if it is this system which provides the greatest good (or freedom) for the greatest number then consequences will evidence this. This is because one aspect of a utilitarian ethic is consequentialism, which Sen defines as the “claim that all choices (of actions, rules, institutions, and so on) must be judged by their consequences, that is, by the results they generate” (1999: 58). The following case study will provide a useful platform for discussion in order to decipher whether or not capitalism works, and if it is ethical. 

Development of Global Capitalism:

As demonstrated above, moves between freedom and equality have ultimately led into a further reliance on the ideologies of the free market. Due to the fact that the growth of Wal-Mart has occurred in the wake of the return of global liberalism and the ideals of free trade, it serves as a good example of the consequences of global capitalism (Hugill 2006: 3). Wal-Mart also makes a good case study because of the rapid rise of retail industry transnational corporations (TNCs) in the rankings of the world’s largest global corporations during the 1990s.

Wal-Mart: Testing the free market

Wal-Mart is not the first company of its kind. It is, however, by far the largest and most dominant of what can be called retail industry TNCs (Wrigley 2000: 293). Not only is it the largest retailer in the United States, it also ranks number one in both Mexico and Canada, and number two in Britain (Fishman 2006:6).  This has taken only 48 years to occur - the first Wal-Mart opened in 1962. By 1999 Wal-Mart had entered Mexico, Canada, Argentina, Brazil, Puerto Rico, China, Indonesia, South Korea, Germany, and the UK. Wal-Mart’s website boasts that it “serves customers and members more than 200 million times per week at more than 8,400 retail units under 53 different banners in 15 countries. Wal-Mart employs more than 2.1 million associates worldwide” (Wal-Mart Website 2010).
 While its international operations have been dwarfed by its domestic sales in the US, “Wal-Mart’s international operations (with pro forma 1998 sales of almost $25 billion) would, if considered as a stand-alone company, have been large enough to have placed it within the world’s top 25 retailers” (Wrigley 2000: 297). In other words, in the climate offered by global capitalism, Wal-Mart has dominated any other competition in any other type of business. 

Wal-Mart’s commitment to low-prices has proven to be a truism. It has undoubtedly lowered prices for the consumer consistently year after year. There are many factors that go into their ability to continually offer lower prices, many of which are as innovative as they are simple, such as putting deodorant cans directly on shelves without boxes saving millions in packaging costs (Fishman 2006: 3). Others say that their “competitive edge is driven by a combination of conventional cost-cutting and sensitivity to demand conditions and by superior logistics and distribution systems” (Basker 2007: 175). Their cost savings have also been reduced through paying low wages to their ‘associates’ and by importing goods from developing countries directly and indirectly. Fishman states that “to survive in the face of its pricing demands, makers of everything from bras to bicycles to blue jeans have had to lay off employees and close U.S. plants in favour of outsourcing products from overseas” (2003: 69). In fact, “Wal-Mart has doubled its imports from China in the past five years alone, buying some $12 billion in merchandise in 2002. That's nearly 10% of all Chinese exports to the United States” (Fishman 2003: 70). 

Opposition:

In America many stand opposed to Wal-Mart because it is moving large proportions of factory job overseas where cheaper labour and cheaper production can be found. Opposition also comes from those who see Wal-Mart running other smaller business into bankruptcy. Thus “the engines of this political activism were located at sites of retail and consumption in the USA rather than at sites of production” (Hughes et al. 2007: 501). However, the practice of off-shoring and the out-competing of smaller retailers do not start and stop with Wal-Mart, and resistance to it has ultimately failed. Yet, this does not deem Wal-Mart unethical because these practices are actually encouraged within the ideals of global liberalism, ideals which “include free entry to the marketplace and unrestrained global wage competition” (Hugill 2006: 3). The World Trade Organisation (WTO) is a prime expression of these ideals.
 According to these ideals then, Wal-Mart’s moves are positive, creative, inventive solutions to business problems and will eventually lead to further growth for all. This belief can be seen in the aims of the WTO which vies for “raising standards of living, full employment and a large and steadily growing volume of real income” (in Harvey 2006: 50).  

The other focal point of opposition comes from new social movements who are not interested in seizing state power, but oppose global capitalism mainly on the basis of consumer power. These have come against Wal-Mart in several ways. One is the in the form of the anti-sweatshop movement in the USA and the UK which became so symbolic of resistance to neoliberalism (Hughes et al 2007: 501). Another is the various green movements who are concerned with “consumption of non-renewable resources and the impacts of industrialisation” (Sklair 2002: 276). The role that the church assumes in its engagement with capitalism is largely in following with these other, broader social movements against globalisation (Seller 2005). Neither of these counter the anthropology offered by liberalism, and thus only move between the two poles of freedom and equality. Rather, these types of movements place moral responsibility on corporations by appealing to human rights that come from the anthropological definitions of individuals which undergirds neoliberal politics and the free market. “Undoubtedly, the neo-liberal insistence upon the individual as the foundational and essentialist element in political-economic life does open the door to extensive individual rights activism” (Harvey 2006: 51). This results in activism being focussed on mistreatment, and has led to wide dissemination of records of malpractice.

Corporate Social Responsibility: 

In light of the development traced above in regard to neoliberalism and global capitalism, the regulatory role of the market has largely been assumed by corporations themselves. “This shift of responsibility from the public to the private sphere means that it is now corporations (including retailers) who take prime responsibility for labour standards at sites of production” (Hughes et al 2007: 494).   Standard codes of conduct such as this one from the Ethical Trading Initiative formed in the UK are often the culmination of such efforts:

“(i) employment is freely chosen; (ii) freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining are respected; (iii) working conditions are safe and hygienic; (iv) child labour should not be used; (v) living wages are paid; (vi) working hours are not excessive” (Hughes et al 2007: 498). 

Retailers take responsibility for a variety of reasons including global supply chains moving beyond national jurisdiction, power of brand names, reputation subject to negative media coverage, awareness of overseas working conditions, etc. (Hughes et al. 2007: 494). 

Increasing pressure from non-government organisations, civil society advocates and consumers have led to significant changes in Wal-Mart’s practices. Its website assures customers that it is doing all that it can to ensure that its global supply chain is astute in both social and environmental practices. CEO Lee Scott, in his address of over 1,000 suppliers in China, stated that “meeting social and environmental standards is not optional” (2008: 5). Wal-Mart demands that suppliers regularly audit their own compliance with Wal-Mart’s standards of sustainable and responsible practices. These suppliers will be held accountable to these standards. If they fail to cooperate with Wal-Mart’s demands, Wal-Mart will move its business elsewhere.
 Its own code of conduct follows a similar line to the ETI code above, including things like compliance with local laws, voluntary labour, compensation for overtime, encouragement to meet workers’ basic needs, association and collective bargaining, health and safety, and environmental standards.
 In fact, Fast Company has listed Wal-Mart as one of the top ten most innovative companies for its development of sustainable practices.
 Furthermore, in 2008 Wal-Mart revealed its goals for developing a global supply chain which is socially and environmentally responsible at a conference in China. 
Whether this regulation is the manifestation of the free market working itself out, or whether it is attributed to government pressure, or both, the evidence is hard to deny: Wal-Mart is taking seriously the responsibility that comes with the power that it has amassed. 

The results:

It can be seen then that both liberal democracy and the free market to which it gives space have set themselves up as ultimate goods, “systems and institutions that would purport to satisfy humanity’s most basic desire” (Smith 2004: 247). These claims, however, are still unfulfilled according to many. As Harvey asserts, “uneven geographical development remains an issue, the promised outcome of poverty reduction from freer trade, open markets and ‘neo-liberal’ strategies of globalisation have not materialised” (2006: 70). Others would argue liberal democracy and capitalism are moving towards the promised outcome of increased wealth for the nations, and that regulation does not need state intervention because the market regulates itself through initiatives such as CSR. This can be seen through the impact that Wal-Mart is having in places like China, where foreign direct investment into emerging markets has been accompanied by the “import of practices and organisational innovations by the retail TNCs which have changed the ‘rules of the game’—rapidly accelerating the ‘modernisation’ of the retail sector in the host economy and materially altering conditions of competition” (Coe and Wrigley 2007: 349). Not only are retailers themselves ‘modernising’, but supply chains are also following the trend, “technologies and supply chain management methods imported by the retail TNCs have radically transformed supply chains in emerging markets” (Coe and Wrigley 2007: 356). Thus, while it cannot be said that capitalism has worked, a case can always be made that it is working. 

After examining some of the practices of Wal-Mart, it was found that it embodies free market ideology, and that it does it better than anyone else. In so doing, it can be seen that capitalism is working, and it does so within the bounds of liberal democracy and human rights. Furthermore, Wal-Mart offers an account of itself as a powerful advocate for development in developing countries, development which takes place under stringent ethical and environmental codes. But does this coincide with a Christian account of salvation? If capitalism can best satisfy humanity’s needs and produce a globalised peace, then what good news does the church speak of? If corporations such as Wal-Mart continue to abide by trading regulations that adhere to human rights and continue to move towards sustainability, then should Christians have any ethical concern with shopping at Wal-Mart and participating in the market system? If capitalism is working then should Christian put their hope in the practices of TNCs such as Wal-Mart?

Christian evaluation:

There are advocates of the free market, such as Novak, who assert this is indeed the most beneficial system of exchange precisely because it is assisted by the moral derivatives founded in Judeo-Christian theology. Although he acknowledges that “democratic capitalism is by no means the kingdom of God”, it is, according to him, the best available alternative (1991: 338). He argues that the freedom of the market allows for the natural competition between individuals for scarce resources to be directed towards positive exchanges, accumulation of wealth and the meeting of needs and wants. This is what he calls the new ordering of community, “the community of free persons in voluntary association”  (1991: 129). Nevertheless, this neglects an understanding of eschatology that properly constitutes both dimensions of the present activity of God on earth and the hope for what is still to come. This defence of capitalism loses the eschatological tension of the kingdom. In other words “by means of emptying the “already” of any immediate material (social-political-economic) content, with the result that we are left to ponder the capitalist status-quo as the “lesser evil,” as the best we can expect until at some future point God decides to act” (Bell 2005: no page). 

He would also claim that the free market allows for unparalleled inventiveness as “things move; wealth grows; opportunities open; breakthroughs are made; new groups rise to wealth... [p]ractical intelligence assesses existing arrangements in order to invent others, to offer new services, to meet unmet needs, to discover better ways” (1991: 106). This results in an intimation of the creativity of the Creator which has been invested in creation. Furthermore, these things are embodied in transnational corporations which encourage co-operation, invention, investment and widespread distribution such as was seen in Wal-Mart.

Therefore, Wal-Mart seems to justify the propositions of Novak, that democratic capitalism is the best mode of exchange and distribution. However,  what is needed is not a return to the discussion about whether capitalism works, but rather to begin to ask “what work capitalism does” (Bell 2005: no page). Bell explains the significance of reframing the question because “even if capitalism is actually on the whole advancing the cause of the poor and alleviating unjust suffering, it would still be wrong and rightly resisted” (Bell 2005: no page). Long reiterates that “even if capitalism could deliver on its promise to increase the real wages of most people through private property and social inequality, it is still the case that Christian theology must treat it with suspicion” (2000: 173). Even if Wal-Mart allows people to save money and live better, and does so ‘ethically’, the church does well to remain sceptical. 

This is because Novak largely overlooks the contrast between the community of the ecclesia and the accounts offered by the state and the market.  Whereas the market claims to be the mode by which needs and desires will be met through contractual relationships entered for self-preservation and the exchange of scarce resources, the Christian narrative claims that salvation is abundant life shared with God and man (Gen. 12:3; John 15; Col. 3:10; Eph. 2:14-16). Thus, to answer this question of whether Christians should support Wal-Mart, it is necessary to re-examine the anthropology of individuals advanced in liberalism. Rather than applying human rights language founded in liberal anthropologies to the market, a Christian ethical perspective must once again return to the social constructs offered in a theologically funded soteriology; because ultimately, the capitalist account attempts to effect peace but “ends up with only a parody of the ecclesia insofar as it attempts to construct a community without calling into question the supposed naturalness of individualistic opposition and without redemption effected in Christ” (Smith 2004: 236). 

The narrative of redemption then is the restoration of that original unity, a unity that ultimately occurs in the Body of Christ. As Cavanaugh states, “if sin is scattering into mutual enmity - both between God and humanity and among humans - then redemption will take the form of restoring unity through participation in Christ’s body” (2002: 13). In this restoration there is also the re-alignment of desire towards the created telos of participation in community. This translates the most basic human longings from individual needs and wants, which Fukyama claimed would be met in the liberal democratic convolution of the market and the state, into desires and longings that can only be met by participation in God. Furthermore, where the state proclaims peace through the monopolisation of coercion and the policing of tolerance, the church proclaims a peace through re-generation of the Holy Spirit and enjoinment with the Body of Christ (Rom. 8; Eph. 2:14). Thus the Christian, who is created in the image of the creator and restored to this likeness by a Saviour, is invited to partake in the gift of ruling in this new community. Each Christian then occupies an office linked to gift in the sense of a talent that must be shared (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:1-16), just as Christ the King “restores to us the idea that to rule is to serve” (Milbank 2009: 358; Matt. 20:26; Phil. 2). 

This is a sociality which is enacted now and so has no need of an alternative: “the church does not have a social theory, it is a social theory” (Milbank in Smith 2004: 233). Therefore, the distinctiveness of the church matters, or, as Hauerwas states, “the first social ethical task of the church is to be the church - the servant community” (2004: 99). This of course eschews notions of a Kantian universal maxim, and is not necessarily compatible with human rights advocacy. Although “there are points of contact between Christian ethics and other forms of the moral life... they are not sufficient to provide a basis for a ‘universal’ ethic grounded in human nature per se” (Hauerwas 2004: 60). However, this does not mean that the church is not universal or concerned for the world. Exactly the opposite is the truth, for the church is sent by God to be a witness to his Kingdom so that the world might know his Son (Matt. 5:14). This is why “Christian ethics can never be a minimalistic ethic for everyone, but must presuppose a sanctified people wanting to live more faithful to God’s story” (Hauerwas 2004: 97). For this story allows the world to see itself as a created world in need of a Saviour. 

Practicing the Christian alternative: 

The first step needed for a truly alternate mode of economics is to recant the fact-value distinction. Rather than abiding within a paradigm that begins with individuals who assign value to material based on wants and needs, a Christian economics holds to the understanding that creation is already, and previously, valuable. This notion of creation is one which holds the depiction of a world that “already bears goodness, truth and beauty prior to the emergence of individual choices” (Long 2000: 178; cf. Brueggeman 1984: 38; Psalm 104). In other words, an apple is not good because it is £2.99, it is good because it was a planted seed, a cultivated tree and a harvested fruit of genuine human work participating in a created direction. 

As Cavanaugh states, “consumer culture is one of the most powerful systems of formation in the contemporary world... such a powerful formative system is not morally neutral: it trains us to see the world in certain ways” (2009: 47). An estimated one hundred million American shop at Wal-Mart every seven days (Fishman 2006: 6), that is equivalent to one-third of the entire country every week. When compared with the percentage of Americans who attend church in a given week (42%) questions about what is forming the church come to the forefront (Newport 2009). Considering that the dominance of consumer culture goes far beyond Wal-Mart and its affiliates, the Christian ethicist must question the direction that this consumer culture is taking her. Again, the question is not if Wal-Mart is ethical, or if capitalism works, but rather how is it ethical and what work does it do?

Wal-Mart, though not the only sustainer of mass production and consumption, has played a significant role in transforming the way in which humans produce and consume the material world. However, to merely regard the question of consumerism as a difference between being spiritually or materially focussed misses the more substantial repercussions of global capitalism. Cavanaugh states, “the problem is a much larger one: changes in the economy and society in general have detached us form material production, producers and even the products we buy” (2009: 37). Within a narrative that affirms the inherent goodness, rather than an assigned value, being detached from materials is seen negatively and should be countered. 

Examples of how Christian communities can re-establish connectivity with the goodness of the world can be seen in the Reba Place Fellowship and others communities like it.
 Through a variety of ventures they seek the betterment of their community by taking part in production themselves, and by learning and knowing those who produce the goods they use. In so doing they encourage the intrinsic valuing of common possessions amongst their community. While these may seem like simple and old-fashioned modalities, in effect these are attempts to “locate and form real groups pursuing real goods and exchanging real gifts amongst themselves and with each other according to measures judged to be intrinsically fair” (Milbank 2009: 358). 

Second, the conflict with what capitalism does through corporations such as Wal-Mart and the Christian narrative is the way in which it builds upon the supposed natural enmity of individual interests. Thus, the church should seek to re-constitute practices that speak of the self as a member of a body (1 Cor. 12). Thus, a person is redefined as being constituted by its relations and its loves, rather than its autonomy and will. Novak argues for a definition of social justice as one which constitutes “the freedom to choose one’s own destiny, the right to the pursuit of happiness: the right to choose the meaning of life, so declaring one’s own identity before God and humanity” (from Novak 1984, in Long 2000: 37). Yet, the church narrates a story of God’s purpose being enacted in and through his people, which results in the establishment of true community, a story which finds the ‘self’ as nothing in itself (Acts 17:28; Gal 2:20-21). As Dooyerweerd states, “The mystery of the human I is that it is, indeed, nothing in itself; that is to say, it is nothing as long as we try to conceive it apart from the three central relations [God, human community, temporal world] which alone give it meaning (in Smith 2004: 244). 

The church witnesses to its relationships within its worship practices. “Concrete practices restore the body, and the bodies of those enacting them” (Ward 2009: 259). One example is the way in which the communion supper provides the church with space to re-imagine its relations with God and others. It is precisely because this rests upon the gift of forgiveness that it conflicts with the market construction of competition. As Smith states “as dependent, social creatures, we are created for community... [a]nd unlike powerful narratives that shape political liberalism and capitalism, competition and animosity between one another are not taken to be the natural state of affairs” (2009: 201). This and the other practices of Christian worship such as baptism, singing, offering etc. should be seen as constituting a different political imagination. Thus the church can begin to foster modes of economies that do not rely solely on competition and scarcity, but can be built on cooperative efforts towards the telos of friendship with God and one another. 

Conclusion:

The question of whether or not Christian should shop at Wal-Mart is one which necessitates a perspective that presents the church and its practices as a social ethic in itself. The church’s morality is not defined by questions of whether or not capitalism works, or whether or not Wal-Mart is an ethical business. Rather, the morality of the church is defined by its particular narrative. This means that its ethical action must reflect on its own narrative in order to see variance in other competing narratives. By tracing the account of liberalism through its version of anthropology (i.e. individuals in original competition and conflict), soteriology (i.e. through liberal democracy and global capitalism) and eschatology (i.e. the market is already working and will one day provide wealth for the nations) it was found that Wal-Mart’s practices are ethical. Though not perfect, with the help of new-social movements and many Christian ethicists, Wal-Mart is progressing to becoming an institution which ultimately aids humanity and the environment truly fulfilling its corporate responsibility. Thus, when it comes to the practices of Wal-Mart, Christian values can be publicly pronounced so long as they conform to liberalism’s narrative. However, when the church proclaims the good news of a different kingdom it is seen to be at odds with the narrative which Wal-Mart is a part of. Meaning that for the church to be faithful to its call, it must embody a different economy that moves towards a different end, an end which recounts a different anthropology, a different soteriology and a different eschatology. 
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� http://www.margaretthatcher.org/speeches/displaydocument.asp?docid=106689


� Teleological in the sense that it is not directed towards the good. Not in a utilitarian sense, but in an more Aristotelian sense (cf. Hauerwas 2004: 20).  


� http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/wto_dg_stat_e.htm


� http://walmartstores.com/pressroom/news/9705.aspx


� http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/agrm1_e.htm


� 


� http://walmartstores.com/Suppliers/


� http://www.fastcompany.com/mic/2010/profile/walmart


� http://walmartstores.com/Sustainability/8685.aspx


� see Reba Place website for specific examples of their work: http://www.rebaplacefellowship.org/Our_Life_Together/Common_Work
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