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Divided We Stand: Christian Economics
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Back in late May as the Senate prepared to vote on the House budget, more than two dozen bishops from the Episcopal Church, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, and the United Methodist Church sent a letter to Congress telling lawmakers that the budget contains immoral cuts that would harm the most vulnerable. 

It followed a letter from leading Catholic bishops to Members of Congress reminding them of the moral mandate to care for the most vulnerable and to pursue the common good. Also, dozens of Catholic theologians had recently sent a letter to Speaker Boehner in advance of his commencement address at Catholic University, urging him to revisit his record on economic justice issues.

This is what the Protestant Bishops had to say:

The federal budget debate in Congress raises essential questions about our values and priorities as a nation. As bishops compelled by the Gospel to give voice to those who suffer at the margins of society, we speak not as policy experts or politicians, but as disciples of Jesus and faithful citizens. 

If the moral measure of a just society is found in how we treat the most vulnerable, the budget proposal passed by the House of Representatives, which the Senate will vote on this week, fails the basic tests of justice, compassion and a commitment to the common good.

This budget eviscerates vital nutrition programs for mothers and infants (WIC), and makes cuts to Medicaid that will hurt sick children, struggling families and seniors in nursing homes. Proposed changes to Medicare will break the promise that all American seniors get the healthcare they need by forcing them to buy private insurance without assuring that it is affordable. It asks those who need our help the most to fend for themselves in a volatile marketplace where profit, not human dignity, sets the agenda. Unlike the Good Samaritan, who stopped to care for a wounded stranger on the side of the road, the House budget turns its back on the most vulnerable at a time of grave economic uncertainty even as it endorses policies that gives tax breaks for the privileged few. This is morally indefensible.
We urge Senators voting on the House budget proposal this week to consider the human costs of massive cuts to social programs and come together across partisan lines to shape a budget that defends human dignity and basic economic security for all Americans.

Does that resonate with you? Or are you thinking “what are a bunch of bishops doing sticking their nose where it doesn’t belong?” Does our faith speak to national budgets? Should our faith speak to national economics?

We are in the midst of a sermon series called “Divided We Stand.” It is clear that good Christians disagree of some of society’s major issues. Instead of casting aspersions at one another we thought it good to lift up what some of the issues are, consider how these issues might be approached by our Christian faith. Our goal is not to get everyone to agree, but attempt to understand one another so that we can at least disagree agreeably and set the example that people can disagree and still hold one another up in love and respect. We have already talked about Biblical interpretation and abortion. Today we talk about economics.

Let me share a bias of mine right from the beginning. I am a big believer in the separation of church and state. I don’t want my government or any government dictating my faith or absence of faith. Nor do I want my religion or any religion dictating the rule of government. Actually that last statement isn’t quite true. I would love the government to follow the precepts of my faith. But I am not sure a good Jew, Muslim, Hindu, or even a Catholic or a conservative Baptist would appreciate it much. Nor would I if another religion or flavor of Christianity controlled the workings of my government. So it is probably best to leave the dictates of any particular religion out of the sphere of governance.

So where does that leave us? Should our faith have nothing to say to government in general, or its economic policies in particular? On the contrary: I think our faith should speak to government just like the bishops did. Because being Christian is a way of life. It is not a club you join. Being Christian means you are seeking to align your life and way of living to that of Jesus. I am tired of the phrase as a trifle comment, but it should be one that is part of our faith journey mantra – “What would Jesus do?” When we walk into polling booths, when we participate in this country as committed citizens, we do so as Christians, committed to live out the ethics of Jesus Christ.

So the next question is, “What is Christ’s economic policy?” I am glad you asked. I haven’t a clue.

I love our Scripture lesson for today from Acts. It describes some of the workings of the early church in general terms. The community seemed to be one big happy family. It seems to be a prototype of communal living where no individual owned anything. All was held in common and was meted out as people had need and we hear that all needs were met and no one ever wanted. Everyone received what they needed.

Our Scripture does tell us about some rogue individuals who sold their land and held back giving over the entire proceeds to the community. The inference is that God struck them dead for their unfaithfulness. But since Peter was the only one in the room, I think I would be more frightened of Peter than God. Either way it makes a heck of a stewardship sermon, doesn’t it? Sell all that you have, give it to the church or die.
Well, if you read closely, it looks like the infraction isn’t that Ananias and Sapphira didn’t hand over all the money, but that they lied about the money they received from the sale of their property, claiming they gave it all to the community.

There are some who will read this passage and claim that the ideal economic situation that God calls us to is to live in community where everything is shared in common, where all can be distributed fairly, so no one is in need. The ultimate socialistic economy.

However, if you do an Internet search for “the Bible and economics,” you will find a host of sites, and one which explains that the Bible mandates free market capitalism, is anti-socialism, and you can read 10,000-page tome that expounds his biblical exegesis. 
For simplicity sake let’s keep it to that simple dichotomy. What is the more faithful economic response? One that leans more toward socialism where there is less private ownership and things are held in common for a fairer distribution of wealth? Or a free market where the goal is that one is rewarded for the work and risk one puts in? Overly simplistic definitions, I know, but lets use them to start the discussion.

It is true that the Bible speaks a lot about economics and money. There is a lot in the forming of Israel that talks about how money matters should be cared for. There is an understanding that one shouldn’t charge interest; that every fifty years all debts should be forgiven; that the first ten percent of everything you make should go to your religious institution. Joseph talks about saving in the good years so that you will have sustenance in the lean years – a lesson us moderns need to hear again, i.e. don’t spend everything you make.

Jesus is even a little more radical in money issues. He lifts up as faithful those who give from their sustenance, not just from their abundance. That is, giving isn’t really faithful giving unless one has to give something up that is needful in order to do the giving. Hence the widow’s mite is a more significant gift than the Pharisee’s large gift that didn’t affect his lifestyle at all. Sometimes Jesus invites us to give it all away, especially when he sees that money is more important to us than God.

He also gets political. When asked if taxes should be paid, he simply says, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and give to God what is God’s (Mark 12:13-17). It’s cryptic, and a lot of people have tried to make a lot out of that small passage, but paying government taxes doesn’t seem to be in opposition to God’s will for our lives.

I guess the bottom line is that money issues matter to God because too often our money gets in the way of our relationship with God and one another. But I do not believe that the Bible dictates a clear and preferred formula for a nation’s economy. So why were these Protestant bishops so bold as to criticize the House’s budget bill?

Let me just say that I think all economic systems fall short of the glory of God. All systems when improved will fall short of the glory of God. But some systems in particular places and in particular times are better than others, or less evil than others. The question is, “Are there principles or guidelines upon which Christians might agree in order to evaluate their economic systems of a society?” Let me suggest these possibilities.

First and foremost, an economic system ought to provide goods and services for a needy public. An economy, which fails to provide sufficient goods and services, is the most dangerous and inhumane. The end-purpose of an economic system in accord with the principles of Christian ethics is one that provides adequate food, clothing, shelter, medical care, and other essentials within a context of consistent dependability for all those who are able and willing to contribute, as well as for those who are willing but unable.

Secondly, a Christian should attempt to build an economy which: 1) protects the sense of human sacredness and worth, 2) permits needed rest and recreation, 3) allows for freedom of individual choice, 4) promotes justice in rewarding a person in accordance with his or her contribution while protecting the economic security of those who are unable to contribute.

You may debate these assumptions. Time does not permit me to systematically layout God’s expectation of justice as we find it in Scripture. But given these precepts, and given the narrow parameter of the debate between capitalism and socialism as economic systems, which has a better chance of meeting a Christian ethic?

From a Christian perspective I think capitalism’s major strength is also the source of its major weakness. American capitalism (other than having the benefit of fantastic natural resources) has been built upon Christianity’s accurate understanding of human nature, i.e. the concept of original sin – human greed. Human beings are selfish. Generally they will work harder and produce more in order to receive a greater return for themselves than they would if they worked only for a return to society at large.

This incentive when free and uninhibited produces more for the total community to share. That was one of Adam Smith’s main points in “The Wealth of the Nations.” “By vigorously pursuing what was to his own best interests, the individual will thereby at the same time and with the maximum effectiveness be promoting the welfare of others through an uninhibited free market.”

I think it is fair to say that American capitalism has cared for the needs of its people better than any other system thus far in history while preserving a context of personal freedom and choice. The problem has been the creation of a crass materialistic spirit where wealth is worshipped and God is used for a ceremonial blessing upon the productivity. When unregulated and uncontrolled it leads to power formations, which in turn oppress and create economic injustices.

On the other hand, socialism’s strength is also its major weakness. In an effort to be just in distributing wealth it generally forfeits individual freedom. Economic decisions made in the market place freely under capitalism are made by government agencies and officials in socialism. Underlying this is the question of economic power and how it is used.

I think an elementary Christian concern is how a Christian should evaluate what structures and institutions do to people, particularly those people who are the least fortunate and most disadvantaged – the poor, the minorities, the handicapped, the most unemployable.

Reinhold Niebuhr once said, “Unequal power is always a threat to justice.” I think this speaks to both sides of the economic spectrum. The capitalist argue that it is profit that creates business, which creates jobs, which produce the goods and services, which make American capitalism the most productive in history. But at what human cost to the people left out of the system?
The concern for Socialism really isn’t that different. The decisions are transferred from the free market to bureaucrats of the government; and although there may be more justice in the distribution of goods and services, especially for the poor, least gifted, and unfortunate, power becomes concentrated in the government bureaucrats who are not free from the sin of greed and self-interest.

I think for most Christians it does not finally come to a decision between capitalism and socialism. We have fine working democratic structures of both in the world. But rather to make whatever their system better in serving the whole of humanity and each human being. The ethic of the Christian in capitalistic America is to maintain its strengths of efficient production while eliminating its weakness of unjust distribution. The challenge of Christians in socialist economies is to improve its effectiveness to provide for the people while maintaining a sense of freedom and dignity for the individual.

We are going to hear a lot of hubris in the coming year and a half about the state of our economy and economic system. I believe most of it will be unfortunate hyperbole. The theory of economic systems is not nearly as important to a Christian than how it actually metes out justice and cares for all its citizens. Good Christians will land on all sides of the debate. The trick will be to lead with your faith. The Christian mandate is to heal the sick, feed the hungry, clothe the naked. Can we hold our government’s economic system accountable to these ends? I pray we will at least try. Amen.
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