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William T. Cavanaugh. Being Consumed: Economics and Christian Desire. 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008.

What is “freedom”? According to free-market ideology, we are free when 
the state limits its interference in economic transactions. Using Augustine, 
William Cavanaugh challenges this answer. He asserts that when society 
lacks a good common end this “freedom” can only degenerate into a battle 
of wills, public manipulation through marketing, concentrated power in the 
hands of few large corporations, and a steady increase in economic injustice 
and class inequalities. Without a life that is ordered toward helping life 
flourish, the desire to consume is internalized in our culture until we simply 
move from one manufactured desire for this or that product to another, 
never realizing that we are being controlled under the guise of liberation. 
After detailing and exposing the consumer trap in which we are caught, 
Cavanaugh provides concrete examples of how to overcome this spiral of 
idolatrous desire. 

Although I am convinced by Cavanaugh’s thesis that desires must be 
rightly ordered toward helping life flourish if we are to resist being seduced 
by the market’s manipulations, his argument does not fully account for how 
our desires prevent or sustain the flourishing of nonhuman animal life. Upon 
learning about the nightmare that cattle endure in typical “beef” production, 
the author notes his decision to purchase grass-fed, hormone- and antibiotic-
free cattle from a local farmer. He makes this choice on the grounds that 
while the industrial “meat” industry hides the horrors and suffering of 
nonhuman animals, “all the information I need is available and transparent” 
on the small farm (31). This statement is open to challenge on at least two 
points. 

First, Cavanaugh neglects to note that the small farmer is a part of a 
larger web that is largely beyond his control. When a cow gets an infection, 
organic farmers may withhold antibiotics even if the cow suffers tremendously 
to make sure their meat can be labeled organic. Moreover, there are common 
farming practices necessary to production – forced impregnation, castration, 
and others – that, while not horrific, inflict pain and limit the nonhuman 
animals’ ability to be free and to flourish. 

The second point is that care for nonhuman animals within Cavanaugh’s 
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framework demands more than simply minimizing pain, and this requires 
questions and answers that are not as available and transparent as the author 
makes them seem. For example, why do we desire “meat” in the first 
place, and is it a rightly-ordered desire? Do we facilitate flourishing when 
we kill another living being to satiate a desire that is not only unnecessary 
for human survival but also damages our health? Given the state of our 
ecosystem and the growing awareness that all life on this planet hangs 
together on a precipice, Cavanaugh’s anthropocentric view of the common 
end is incompatible with his goal of overcoming idolatrous desire. 

In response to the narrative of the market, Cavanaugh offers a counter 
story centered on the Catholic Eucharist. He argues that consumerism 
detaches the consumer from the process of production and from the people 
who produce our goods. Furthermore, our attachment to the goods themselves 
has decreased because we constantly abandon each product for the latest 
upgrade. Our pleasure comes from the pursuit of goods, from shopping 
itself, so a never-ending cycle of consumption ensues. The Catholic practice 
of the Eucharist provides a counterweight to this frenzy by absorbing each 
person into a larger body. Instead of being fragmented individuals trapped in 
the non-stop game of pursuing the latest trinkets, we become a community 
shaped into the Body of Christ. 

Cavanaugh’s account should provide a lot of thought for Mennonites 
as to how Mennonite worship shapes us into people capable of resisting 
consumerism. We do not have a Catholic practice or theology of the 
Eucharist, and I am not convinced that if we did it would be adequate. But 
how does our worship shape us? What have we lost or gained that might be 
useful in giving an account of our own?

One of the most powerful practices that Cavanaugh mentions in this 
book, but does not give enough attention to, is making our own stuff (57). 
Instead of buying free trade and relocating consumerism to a new though 
better corporation, making our own clothes, growing our own food, and 
playing our own music can shape us to be producers who have learned 
the value of production through doing it and who question the industrial 
technological society itself. Simply moving from one type of industrial, 
gadget-hungry model to a “fair trade” version is not enough. We have to 
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question it at its core. Maybe backwards is forwards. Cavanaugh provides a 
good base for starting to find out.

Andy Alexis-Baker, PhD student, Marquette University, Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin

Beverly Roberts Gaventa and Richard B. Hays, eds. Seeking the Identity of 
Jesus: A Pilgrimage. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008.

Seeking the Identity of Jesus presents the fruit of a three-year research project 
sponsored by Princeton’s Center of Theological Inquiry and conceived as a 
sequel to The Art of Reading Scripture (Ellen F. Davis and Richard B. Hays, 
eds. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003). Intended to address the profusion of 
popular images of Jesus, the project seeks not to distinguish an “historical” 
Jesus from the church’s canon and creed but instead to investigate ways 
in which the latter might actually serve to clarify Jesus’ identity (5). With 
this in mind, the analogy of choice is not the archaeological dig (where the 
“real” Jesus awaits unearthing) but the pilgrimage (where various “reports” 
anticipate a common destination), and the effect is not a recovery but an 
encounter via the diversity of canonical witness and church tradition.

Toward this end, editors Beverly Gaventa and Richard Hays divide 
the collected essays into three groups. In the first, William Placher, Robert 
Jenson, Markus Bockmuehl, Dale Allison, and Francis Watson endeavor to 
lay a methodological foundation that undoes the traditional disjunct of “Jesus 
of history” and “Christ of faith.” Particularly representative is Allison’s 
reassertion of the relevance of Jesus’ “history of influence,” canonical and 
otherwise, for an understanding of his identity (94). 

The second and third groupings follow, which is to say they represent 
the working out of this proposal: Dale Allison, Joel Marcus, Beverly Gaventa, 
and Marianne Thompson assess the identity of Jesus in the four gospels; 
Richard Hays and Katherine Grieb consider the “story” of Christ in the letters 
of Paul and the “sermon” of Hebrews respectively, and Gary Anderson and 
Walter Moberly discuss the christological resonance of Moses, Jonah, and 
Isaiah. Brian Daley, David Steinmetz, Katherine Sonderegger, and Sarah 




