New Year Priorities

Recently, an article appeared in USA Today about 'avatars,' the online virtual "people" that one can purchase and dress up and accessorize. Kind of like dress up dolls in the olden days, you can change hair color and style, formal to casual clothes, etc, and then show all your friends who are on the same site. Popular sites like Facebook have their own versions of avatars as well, online communities where people 'live, love, and lead a productive life.' Harmless fun, except for one little item in the article that caused me to take a second look - we spend over $1 billion (yes, that's a 'B') per YEAR on this stuff (projected sales for 2010 - $1.6 billion)! People who can't have a fashion purse or designer suit or expensive jewelry in 'real life' purchase the cyber versions and dress themselves for a fraction of the price to show off and prove how hip and cool and trendy they are. One of the site's CEOs put it this way, "It's a way to represent yourself and, in many ways, it's your ideal self. None of the avatars are ugly." Hmmm... 

Here's where it gets really interesting - I looked up the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) for all the world's countries and found that this amount that we waste (yes, let's call it exactly what it is) on something that doesn't even exist in the real world surpasses that of 37 of the world's poorest countries! Eritrea clocks in at the top of that list with $1.46 billion, a country recently embroiled in 30 years of war. Over 80% of the population is dependent on agriculture and herding, but the war with Ethiopia decimated the land and still ravages the economy. At $9.58 per gallon, it ranks as the most expensive place in the world to buy gasoline! People of Eritrea could do a lot with $1.6 billion; too bad we can't just "virtually" bail them out! 

So, what's the point? If you have an avatar or another online figure that you dress up or purchase things for, you don't have to quit. Or, if you have some other type of hobby that gives you pleasure and you spend time and money on (yes, I still play golf!), this isn't an appeal to give it up and send all your money to Eritrea. It's simply this - now's a great time of the year to pause and reflect and think carefully about what we all invest in. Not just financially, but in every area of life, what are we investing in? Is it real people and causes and things that matter for eternity? What part of the GDP are we contributing to? 

It's January; we all get a new year, a new slate, a new day. It's shiny and clean and ready to be written upon. What story will we write this year? Whether it's Eritrea, or Karen refugees, or local homeless people, let's together make 2010 a year to remember, not because we are 'keeping up' with anyone, but changing history for someone else...

