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I. Welcome and Disclaimer

I’d like to welcome everyone to this program tonight. I have been asked to speak in place of Sister Nicole who was ill. I’m sure our prayers are with her and her family and iA, they will be well soon. Her topic will iA be continued at a future session. We  have some visitors with us tonight from the Kittamaqundi Community Church of Columbia, MD and we’d like to especially welcome them to the Islamic Education Center, Hope that you feel at ease and that our interaction tonight will be as positive as the one we shared at your center. I’m going to follow up on an idea that I began communicating with some of you that day. There will be an opportunity for discussion and Q&A after a brief presentation, but I’d like to start off with a disclaimer. Not only am I not a scholar nor an expert, but I am totally guilty of the topic which I intend to speak on, and I first point the guilty finger at myself. However, I think that this issue is of great relevance to our community as we develop and strengthen our individual & group identities and as we strive to practice Islam in this land where we are basically minorities. So I seek help from Allah to be able to communicate the message in an affective and productive way, despite my own shortcomings and inadequacies. I am fortunate to have the help of Sr. Latifa Barnett, who helped me to get my thoughts on paper in time for the deadline tonight.
II. Definition I: AFFLUENZA

So what is the topic? What exactly is AFFLUENZA? I thought that it had a very clever name, as it is a term coined from two separate words. i.e. influenza (sickness), the well-known and highly contagious virus, and affluence which means wealth, prosperity, material comfort or privileged circumstances. When we combine them together we get AFFLUENZA, the influenza (or sickness) of affluence. 

Perhaps that is still not clear enough. You may still ask yourself what exactly does that  mean? Isn’t it good to become wealthy? Everyone wants to prosper, to do well for themselves and their families, right?  Yes, I’d say that it is fair to state that the desire to progress materially, to prosper is a natural human characteristic. 
Definition 2: AFFLUENZA

However, the British psychologist Oliver James defines affluenza as “an unhealthy obsession with wealth, which has lead to epidemic levels of depression, over-consumption and spiritual emptiness in the developed world.
If we choose to define it as an actual disease and want to think of it in even more medically-oriented terms, like John de Graaf did in his book by the same name, you might say that it is :
A painful, contagious, socially-transmitted condition of overload, debt, anxiety and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more. Mr. de Graaf approached the subject as if it were a physical disease, discussing its  symptoms, it causes and it’s treatment. I’d like for us to do something similar, but since it’s our objective to solve our problems specifically as Muslims,  we want to focus on not only the physical and financial aspects of the social illness, but also it’s mental and spiritual side and look specifically at the treatment that we can find in the Holy Quran.
Now before we get started looking at this social illness, I want to point out something that I mentioned earlier. As Muslims in the West, we are constantly examining our identities, deciding how our practice of Islam will play out in our lives among non-Muslims. Many times, we feel weakened and overwhelmed by always being “different” and we just want to fit in. This business of fitting in is something that we typically think of relating to teenagers, but it affects adults as well. We also want to prove that we are decent, law-abiding, and productive citizens. In our attempts to prove that Muslims are good people, we may innocently copy behaviors that we see around us. However, in our current unbalanced society, what we are constantly bombarded with is exposure to the symptoms of affluenza. It is the continual driving force in this highly materialistic, commercialized and consumeristic society. If we are trying to fit in, by the end of my talk tonight, I want you to have a clearer picture of just exactly what you are trying to fit with. Because this social illness is hitting people of every nation, every faith tradition, every income level and it is extremely contagious. 
A. There are many examples of SYMPTOMS of Affluenza. However it is important to realize that this is not an argument  against material/financial success, but an attempt to teach the importance of recognizing when “enough is enough”, of recognizing the distinction between want and need, and recognizing what are the really important things in life.

1. So the symptoms of affluenza: there are many but we’ll limit ourselves to just a few, since we want to discuss it from the physical, the mental and the spiritual point of view.
Looking at affluenza as a physical disease, we can see that, like  many diseases, there is usually fever. In this disease we continually have the shopping fever, whether we need it or not, WE WANT IT!!!! Not only that, but our consumer based culture continually reinforces the appropriateness of going out and buying, charging. We shop to fill our basic needs, yes, but the affluenza epidemic encourages us to shop for pure accumulation. Shop til you Drop! How many advertisements have we heard with the message to “collect all three!!, or four or five!” “Buy one in every color!!” with no consideration as to whether we can afford it, have a place to store it, have the resources to maintain it. There is a real addictive cycle that families get into where they go out and spend money in order to feel good about themselves. When the credit limit on the cards is used up, people start feeling their back is against the wall and you start noticing stress and tension in their relationships. One counselor pointed out that the problem is everywhere, a lot like racism, but people don’t realize it. And unlike racism, the addiction to STUFF is not challenged in our society. In fact, it’s a very socially acceptable way to feel good. “I feel depressed---let’s go shopping!” We attempt to fill up that empty place inside ourselves, but our purchases leave us feeling just as empty, but with the added stress of greater debt to deal with at the end of the month.
2.
Speaking of stress, that’s another symptom. Although it can be physical, it’s also mental. Now you might respond, that’s not fair, everyone feels stress, it’s part of our modern lifestyle. And the stress we are referring to is specifically the stress of excess. Ask yourself if this situation sounds familiar:

You work and make decent money. Since you don’t want to be a slacker, you try to “keep up with the Joneses”, so you regularly work overtime to afford to dress in the latest fashions and keep your home in tip-top decorator magazine condition, that includes upgrades of appliances (the old ones were still working, but…),  drive the latest model car (had the last one for 3 years or less, but hey! Gotta look sharp!). But being a “responsible“ person, you know that all those bills aren’t going to pay themselves, so your spouse needs to go to work as well, so you can make ends meet. Now that two of you are working fulltime outside the  home, there’s really no time left for such old-fashioned luxuries as a home-cooked meal every night, but you stop off at the local halal chicken place and pick something up on the way home, after you pick up the kids from aftercare. Lately, the kids have been acting a bit strained, and seem more demanding, so you start taking them on a little trip to the mall every weekend, just to make them feel more “loved” and special. As it turns out, that special feeling didn’t last so long and instead you’re feeling more stressed than ever. Which doesn’t improve your interactions with your spouse; the two of you seem to spend the precious few minutes of daily conversation in arguments. Most of it about money! Although the two of you are bringing in more money that ever before, you never seem to be able to cover all the bills and “expenses” that come in the mail every month. With all the strain on the family relations, all the talk about quality time and family time and how you never seem to have enough of it, you try to compensate by going on a really fabulous vacation (it costs $5000 and one of the credit cards got maxed out, but you hope that it will repair the lack of connection you feel with the people you love). Even though it is nice to get away for a while (those were the quickest 10 days of your life!) the same feelings of something missing start again when you return to regular life. 
Although I have exaggerated this situation for our program tonight, I’m sure that many American families live lives very similar to this.  Hopefully this will sound completely foreign and unfamiliar to you. But it is a very realistic aspect of our modern lives that, perhaps due to our global exposure to the lifestyles of the super-rich, we have come to the point that the more we have, the more we think we need. If it were only high income families who were under the pressure to accumulate all this extra stuff, it might not be so bad. That’s the meaning of having a disposable income, isn’t it? But due to media representation that “everyone” is living this luxurious lifestyle, the poor also attempt to keep up with the wealthy Joneses. We’ve all heard the stories of kids from low income families who insist on having a parent purchase a pair of $120 Air Nikes, when the family income for the month might be well under $1000. What do you think the cost of those beloved tennis shoes did to the monthly budget for that family? 
3. It’s this last symptom of feelings of emptiness and unfulfillment that is one of the most debilitating ones, but it’s so hard to describe that we may not even know how to express it to others. But it is the beginning of the spiritual side effects that we get with the affluenza virus. Other effects include a breakdown of personal relationships, and of our communities. In our fast-paced, get-ahead-quick, look-out-for-#1 society, we tend not to volunteer or do community service unless it is  perceived as “fun”, although we claim to see the greater good of being involved with such activities. According to the former director of the Christian charity organization World Vision, when Mother Theresa visited the United States to receive an honorary degree, she described it (the US) as “the poorest place I’ve ever been in my life”. She was talking about poverty of the soul.  

B.  We have discussed a few of the symptoms of AFFLUENZA, now let’s move onto the CAUSES.  Earlier, when I said that it was a normal human characteristic  or tendency to want to prosper, I wasn’t telling the whole story. Yes we need to make enough to feed and clothe ourselves and our families, but prosper? Does that involve accumulating more stuff? You’d think that it would, right?

But anthropologists who have studied our collective human history find that although early hunter/gatherers would surely have been happy over a surplus of berries and nuts to see them through the winter, they would not have intentionally tried to accumulate them, because that would have made problems for their nomadic lifestyle. In other words, they couldn’t have easily have carried all the STUFF around with them. These researchers have found, by living with existing Stone Age tribes, they were able to do away with almost all of the possessions that they carried with themselves when first moving in to study the tribes. They discovered that they could be quite comfortable living a much simpler life. Obviously there is greater wisdom practiced in these “primitive” cultures than we find in our own “advanced” civilization.
If it’s not human nature, then what is the cause of AFFLUENZA? Well, again looking back at history, we can see that after a society established a means of regularly harvesting food through agriculture, they’d settle in a place and the beginnings of city life could be found. It’s a very simple formula: They settled in, function communally at first, then after stability is achieved, they’d begin to work more independently. As a family strove for greater riches, the haves would begin to oppress the have nots. Without naming it affluenza, all of Allah’s  prophets challenged those who had been affected with the “love of money”, and instructed them to consider the real things of substance in life. Over and over, we have been warned not to “set up treasures for ourselves on earth”.  There are numerous resources that will  provide the statistics describing our modern illnesses. I’ve listed a few of them on these photocopies that were handed out. I’m not going to really get into that, because it is very depressing to deal with statistics for one thing, and also because however depressing and final a statistic may appear, I believe that Allah’s plan and guidelines will be what determines the final result. It’s beyond the scope of my brief talk today to get into all the complicated financial plans that are in effect in the lives of Americans, the marketing schemes that literally brain-wash us into  believing that we NEED all this stuff that we spend our hard earned cash for. I will just share a few points briefly with you that I’ve recently picked up from attending various conferences for parents and educators. I used to feel that it was just me, that I was the one who didn’t like dealing with shopping in all the confusion of advertising. When I saw the inappropriate clothing for young girls, the rude and obnoxious slogans they print on boys’ t-shirts, not to mention the prices, I felt at war with the world. But I learned that there are carefully orchestrated schemes in place to influence and control the spending habits of families, specifically their children, even children younger than preschool age. Marketers develop ad campaigns that emphasize the cluelessness of parents and other care-givers, to encourage children to rebel against them in insisting on having a given product. They teach the kids that this product is all the rage,  that all the “cool kids” will have it and if they want to fit in and be accepted, they need to have it as well. It’s no wonder that we have the sickness of believing that buying something will increase our worth and value as humans, since that is the subliminal message that has been poured into our heads for the last few decades. Make no mistake, this is intentionally being directed at our children, but it is aimed at adults as well. The only difference is that we have grown and matured a bit and know that we might not be able to afford it, or don’t need it—that is if we aren’t listening to the marketing machine that is continually being played like background music for our lives.
We can simplify even more and identify the cause by saying that marketers, developers, advertisers, manufacturers, distributors and finally consumers choose to ignore the laws set down by their Creator.

We forget that Allah has told us that we are stewards of this earth, that we have permission to use the various blessings placed here but we are NOT TO  SQUANDER THE RESOURCES. 
C.  Which brings us to the  main point of the program tonight and that is to identify how we, as Muslims, can treat or even prevent this social illness called AFFLUENZA.

Like many self-help step programs, we have to begin by recognizing the problem. If we refuse to look more carefully into the spirit of our Islamic guidelines, and insist on operating strictly by the technicalities, we will miss much. For example, if we cling to the “I’m not doing anthing haram” mentality when we shop mindlessly, when we care more for our upgrades than for community service, and when we coerce our children to pursue high-paying fields of study, such as medicine or engineering instead of allowing them to follow their sincere interests in equally valuable (but possibly less lucrative) fields such as journalism or teaching, we are not living up to the spirit of our Islamic guidelines. 
Sister Nicole and I were discussing  these social issues and how we might tend to look for a quick fix. She had a great way of describing it and I’m going to steal her sentence. She said “ Islam doesn’t really have one-liners.” You may have read some attempts by western analysts and critics of Islam who will isolate one verse of the Quran, usually something about fighting and they point to that and say “AHA! See here’s the proof that Islam is a violent religion!” But you’ve got to remember that Islam is not about one-liners; you’ve got to go back one or two verses and read how we are encouraged deal with people in calm and reasonable ways, then as a last resort, we turn to physical self-defense. The only one-liner in Islam that is acceptable is There is No God but Allah and Muhammad is His Prophet; except for that we need to look at the totality of our teachings to come up with the “big picture”. By stating that there is only one Creator, we establish the fact that we, His creatures need to use His Book for our own guidance and when we say that Muhammad is His Prophet, we should look at how Muhammad lived and behaved and use his example. WE need to learn in depth what our prophets and imams did. Also, there are no “weak” or “minor” points of the Quran, if we consider that it is our Revealed Book, that it comes from our Creator.  Can you imagine yourself facing Allah with the Quran and asking “you didn’t really mean this part that is written right here did you?” We cannot ignore one point in favor of emphasizing another; no we must take the total package. Quran has a comprehensive package for all these social ills that currently plague us. We have to take all the aspects and fit them together and apply them to our lives if we want to have the contentment and security that can only come from Divine Protection.
Therefore let’s look at some of the ayah (verses) that point to the solutions to these modern social illnesses.

In verses 26 and 27 of Sura Israa, Allah says:

(26)And give his due to the near of kin, [image: image1.png]


[30] as well as to the needy and the wayfarer, [image: image2.png]


[31] but do not squander [thy substance] senselessly. [image: image3.png]


[32]
(27) Behold, the squanderers are, indeed, of the ilk of the satans - inasmuch as Satan has indeed proved most ungrateful to his Sustainer. [image: image4.png]


[33]
How adequate a description of our current lifestyles to call it squandering! When we squander, we are aligning ourselves with the Shaitan, and we are told that he was ungrateful to the Lord.  Do you see much gratefulness in our collective personality? More often, there’s a strong wish to have more, better, prettier, more chic or stylish, shinier, faster,  the list of wishes goes on and on. The squandering that modern society does creates such huge amounts of waste, destroying resources that are not our sole property, but we act as if they were. The Shaitan is the one who inspires mankind to acts of evil. Not only the evil that dwells in our  hearts as we consider only our own selfish wishes and desires NOT OUR NEEDS and prevents us from considering the possibility of  helping and sharing with others; there is also the evil of filth and disease that is created by the manufacture and disposal of these gadgets and gismos that have come to define us as humans. 

Look at this verse in Sura An-am:

v.141-- For it is He who has brought into being gardens-[both] the cultivated ones and those growing wild [image: image5.png]


[127] -and the date-palm, and fields bearing multiform produce, and the olive tree, and the pomegranate: [all] resembling one another and yet so different! [image: image6.png]


[128] Eat of their fruit when it comes to fruition, and give [unto the poor] their due on harvest day. And do not waste [God's bounties]: verily, He does not love the wasteful!

How beneficial this verse would be to the migrant farm worker who can never hope to be able to afford the produce that he breaks his back cultivating. Give the poor their due on harvest day!! And again---don’t waste! How much more specific could we ask for?

In Quran we read in Surah Rahman (55), the verse: “And which of the bounties of your Creator and Nourisher do you deny?” is repeated throughout the surah. Emphasizing the importance of appreciating all of the bounties with which we have been blessed.

In Surah Baqara, ayah 10-13, we find:

10. In their hearts is a disease; and Allah has increased their disease: And grievous is the penalty they (incur), because they are false (to themselves).

11. When it is said to them: "Make not mischief on the earth," they say: "Why, we only Want to make peace!"

12. Of a surety, they are the ones who make mischief, but they realize (it) not.

13. When it is said to them: "Believe as the others believe:" They say: "Shall we believe as the fools believe?" Nay, of a surety they are the fools, but they do not know.


Ask yourself if this doesn’t sound like the argument and justification that big corporations give for the raping and pillaging of the earth in the name of greater productivity. And of course, a fatter bottom line. When people, businesses, and or institutions are driven by the accumulation of wealth, their actions lead to destruction of their environment and their communities.

We get further examples of this type of individual in verses 204 and 205 which read:

204. There is the type of man whose speech about this world's life May dazzle thee, and he calls Allah to witness about what is in his heart; yet is he the most contentious of enemies. Doesn’t this sound like an apt description of your typical marketing or advertising executive?
205. When he turns his back, His aim everywhere is to spread mischief through the earth and destroy crops and cattle. But Allah loveth not mischief.  Look at the wording on these ayat: destroy crops and cattle. Did the Creator know something then that we are now seeing for ourselves? 
In Surah Maida, verse 33 (5:33), Allah says:

“On that account: We ordained for the Children of Israel that if any one slew a person - unless it be for murder or for spreading mischief in the land - it would be as if he slew the whole people: and if any one saved a life, it would be as if he saved the life of the whole people. Then although there came to them Our apostles with clear signs, yet, even after that, many of them continued to commit excesses in the land.” We can see that this is an age old problem. We see that people will continue to commit crimes of greed, even when they know that their behavior is having dire consequences for themselves and others. Society’s acceptance and promotion of this type of behavior has brought us to the period in which we live, the Age of AFFLUENZA. Not only that our problem has its’ roots in antiquity, but that when we work to solve the problem and alleviate the suffering of others that is created by surplus/frivolous spending and wasteful lifestyles that we in the US frequently participate in, we are in fact, according to Quran, saving all Humanity.

Surah Rum (30)  Ayah 41

41. Corruption has been spread throughout the world, in the sea and in the land, on account of men’s wrong deeds. Allah has let it be so, in order that the whole society taste the consequences of giving into corruption and wrong doing; in order that they may repent and amend themselves by turning to the Truth. 

42. Say: Travel through the land to observe the doom of those idolaters who lived before, so that the people may learn some lesson for themselves. 

Over and over again in Quran and Ahadith, we are reminded to undertake activities which will benefit the society as a whole, actions whose results will follow us and reflect positively in the Next Life, such as volunteering our time in social services, or donating our resources of money and talent in community building efforts. How is compulsive shopping going to reflect positively on us on the Day of Judgement?

Surah Saad, verse 26, (38:26) reads:  O David! We did indeed make thee a vicegerent on earth: so judge thou between men in truth (and justice): Nor follow thou the lusts (of thy heart), for they will mislead thee from the Path of God: for those who wander astray from the Path of God, is a Penalty Grievous, for that they forget the Day of Account.

As we can see, our job as believers is to enforce Allah’s justice on earth. We are directed not to follow the lusts of our hearts; does that not include the ‘reining in’ of our spending habits? Hence, we must take it upon ourselves to resist the temptations of addictive spending and consumerism. For these ills, nurture a callous attitude in our hearts, which allows us to ignore the worldwide suffering we cause with our foolish spending and wasteful lifestyles.

In verses 38-39 from Surah Dukhan (44:38-9), Allah reminds us that there is an ultimate purpose for our lives. We are not here simply for enjoyment and accumulation of wealth. Furthermore, though not stated, it is clear that our hearts will not be satisfied with these games. There are no blessings in the lifestyle of AFFLUENZA, we continue to gather objects, looking for fulfillment in idle sport. These verses state: 

38. We created not the heavens, the earth, and all between them, merely in (idle) sport:

39. We created them not except for just ends: but most of them do not understand.

So as we live in this society, which is immersed in AFFLUENZA, we cannot wait for universal acceptance of these principles before we act to save ourselves, our families and communities. Quran plainly tells us that most people will not understand.

2:86 All who buy the life of this world at the price of the life to come - their suffering shall not be lightened, nor shall they be succored!

This ayah might seem to not apply to persons suffering from the social illness that we are discussing tonight. After all, aren’t these people working hard, struggling to make a living? But if we look at why these people are struggling so hard, is it because they are not able to make ends meet with regard to  their basic necessities? Or because they have such debilitated spiritual lives that they can no longer recognize what is a need and what is a want and they are draining themselves by putting all their energies into satisfying their wants.  People are working longer and longer hours to raise their purchasing power for gadgets and other items that they believe will bring them a sense of fulfillment, happiness and worth.  These all fall into the category of “play”. Actually, one of the symptoms of affluenza is stated in the question “Do you think the winner is the one who dies with the most toys?”

Over and over again in Quran and Hadith, we are reminded to undertake activities which will benefit the society as a whole,  actions whose results will follow us and reflect positively in the Next Life, such as volunteering our time in social services, or donating our resources of money and talent in community building efforts. How is compulsive shopping going to reflect positively on us on the Day of Judgement?

