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The Bible and Economics 
 

How are we to develop a Christian view of economics? The Bible 

provides a firm moral foundation for economics, but that is not how 

economics is taught today. A few centuries ago, there was much 

greater emphasis given to the moral aspect of economics. 

For examples, if you look at the Summa Theologica written by 

Thomas Aquinas, you find whole sections of his theological work 

devoted to economic issues. He asked such questions as, “What is a 

just price?” or “How should we deal with poverty?” 

Today, these questions, if they are even discussed at all, would 

be discussed in a class on economic theory. But in his time, these 

were theological questions that were a critical and integral part of 

the educational curricula. 

In the Protestant Reformation, we find the same thing. In John 

Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, whole sections are 

devoted to government and economics. Therefore, Christians should 

not feel that economics is outside the domain of Christian thinking. 

If anything, we need to recapture this arena and bring a strong 

biblical message to it. 

The Bible speaks to economic issues more than any other issue. 

Whole sections of the book of Proverbs and many of the parables of 

Jesus deal with economic matters. They tell us what our attitude 

should be toward wealth and how a Christian should handle his or 

her finances. The Bible also provides a description of human nature, 

which helps us evaluate the possible success of an economic system 

in society.1 

 
1 Anderson, K. (2016). Christians and economics: a biblical point of view. Cambridge, OH: Christian 

Publishing House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781945757044?art=r9.a8&off=122
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https://www.youtube.com/embed/s0SwmS-cb_o?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/3lEKMbx138M?feature=oembed
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Adam Smith, who wrote famously in his Wealth of Nations 
about “the invisible hand” of the market, wrote earlier in 

his book The Theory of Moral Sentiments concerning what 

happens when economics forgets ethics. Smith said that 

capitalism cannot function properly without moral frame-

work. Another proponent of capitalism, Austrian economist 

Joseph Schumpeter, agreed and said that without ethics, the 

market ends up devouring everything else and, finally, even 

itself. While the market may be amoral in itself, it takes 

place within a moral structure, either good or bad. 

The Un-Economy 

At the deepest level, our economy is not fulfilling the role that 

economics is meant to fulfill. It has instead become the “un-

economy.” It’s unfair, unsustainable, unstable, and is making 

people unhappy.  
 

The Bible treats extreme inequality in a very negative way, and 

the extent of our inequality today has reached biblical proportions. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the ratio of the richest 20 

percent in the world versus the poorest 20 percent was 7 to 1; at 

the end of the twentieth century, it was 75 to 1.  
 

 From a religious point of view, there is a great moral difference 

between those two different eras of prosperity. Inequality is an 

inevitable part of the human condition. But when it becomes too 

extreme, it is a moral and even a religious issue.2 
 

2 Wallis, J. (2013). God’s economics (ebook shorts): principles for fixing our financial crisis. Grand Rapids, 

MI: Brazos Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781441245984?art=r5&off=373&ctx=y+Rowan+Williams%5b1%5d%0a~%E2%80%9CTo+be+generically+a
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Capitalism isn’t economic anarchy. It recognizes 

several necessary conditions for the kinds of 

voluntary relationships it recommends. One of 

these presuppositions is the existence of inherent 

human rights, such as right to make decisions, 

the right to be free, the right to hold property, 

and the right to exchange what one owns for 

something else. Capitalism also presupposes    

a system of morality. Capitalism should be 

thought of as systemic voluntary relationship 

within a framework of laws which protect 

peoples’ rights against force, fraud, theft, and 

violations of contracts. “Thou shalt not steal” 

and “Thou shalt not lie” are part of the 

underlying moral constraints of the system. 

Economic exchanges can hardly be voluntary if 

one participant is coerced, deceived, or robbed.                                                                           

                                                   Imprimus 
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Economic Criticisms 
 

People often reject the idea of capitalism because they believe one of 

the economic criticisms of capitalism. Here are two of these criticisms. 

The first economic criticism is that capitalism leads to monopolies. These 

develop for two reasons: too little government and too much government. 

Monopolies have occurred in the past because government has not been 

willing to exercise its God-given authority. Government finally stepped in and 

broke up the big trusts that were not allowing the free enterprise system to 

function correctly. 

But in recent decades, the reason for monopolies has often been 

too much government. Many of the largest monopolies today are 

government-sanctioned or -sponsored monopolies that prevent true 

competition from taking place. The solution is for government to allow a 

freer market where competition can take place. 

Let me add that many people often call markets with limited competition 

“monopolies” when the term is not appropriate. For example, the major car 

companies may seem like a monopolies or oligopolies until you realize that 

in the market of consumer durables the true market is the entire western 

world. 

The second criticism of capitalism is that it leads to pollution. In a 

capitalistic system, pollutants are considered externalities. The producer will 

incur costs that are external to the firm so often there is no incentive to clean 

up the pollution. Instead, it is dumped into areas held in common such as the 

air or water. 

The solution, in this case, is governmental regulation. However, this need 

not be a justification for building a massive bureaucracy. We need to find 

creative ways to direct self-interest so that people work towards the common 

good. Sometimes when speaking on the topic of government and the 

environment, I use a thought experiment. Most communities use the water 

supply from a river and dump treated waste back into the water to flow 

downstream. 
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Often there is a tendency to cut corners and leave the waste treatment 

problem for those downstream. But imagine if you required that the water 

intake pipe is downstream, and the waste pipe is upstream. If you did require 

this (and this is only a thought experiment), you would instantly guarantee 

that you would have less of a problem with water pollution. Why? It is now 

in the self-interest of the community to clean the wastewater being pumped 

back into the river. 
 

We can acknowledge that although there are some valid economic 

criticisms of capitalism, these can be controlled by limited governmental 

control. And when capitalism is wisely controlled, it generates significant 

economic prosperity and economic freedom for its citizens. 

 

Moral Criticism 
 

Another reason people often reject the idea of capitalism is because they 

believe it is immoral. One of the moral arguments against capitalism involves 

the issue of greed. And this is why many Christians feel ambivalent towards 

the free enterprise system. After all, some critics of capitalism contend that 

this economic system makes people greedy. 

To answer this question we need to resolve the following question: Does 

capitalism make people greedy or do we already have greedy people who 

use the economic freedom of the capitalistic system to achieve their ends? In 

light of the biblical description of human nature, the latter seems more 

likely. 

Because people are sinful and selfish, some are going to use the capitalist 

system to feed their greed. But that is not so much a criticism of capitalism 

as it is a realization of the human condition. The goal of capitalism is not to 

change people but to protect us from human sinfulness. 

Capitalism is a system in which bad people can do the least harm, and 

good people have the freedom to do good works. Capitalism works well if 

you have completely moral individuals. But it also functions adequately when 

you have selfish and greedy people. 
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Important to this discussion is the realization that there is a difference 

between self-interest and selfishness. All people have self-interests that can 

operate in ways that are not selfish. For example, it is in my self-interest to 

get a job and earn an income so that I can support my family. I can do that 

in ways that are not selfish. 

Capitalism was founded on the observation that all of us have self-

interest. Rather than trying to change that, economists saw that self-interest 

could be the motor of the capitalist system. 

By contrast, other economic systems like socialism ignore the biblical 

definitions of human nature. Thus, they allow economic power to be 

centralized and concentrate power in the hands of a few greedy people. 

Those who complain of the influence major corporations have on our lives 

should consider the socialist alternative of how a few governmental 

bureaucrats control every aspect of their lives. 

Greed certainly occurs in the capitalist system. But it does not surface just 

in this economic system. It is part of our sinfulness. Capitalism may have its 

flaws as an economic system, but it can be controlled to give us a great deal 

of economic prosperity and economic freedom. 

 

The Zero-Sum Myth 
 

There is a myth that is often at the very foundation of many of the 

criticisms of capitalism. We can call it the zero-sum myth. By zero-sum, I 

mean that one person wins, and another person loses. Most competitive 

games are zero-sum games. One team or person wins; the other loses. 

In most cases, the free market can be a win-win scenario rather than a 

win-lose scenario. In his book, Money, Greed, and God, Jay Richards uses a 

fun example from his childhood to illustrate this point.8 

In the sixth grade, his teacher had them play the “trading game.” She 

passed out little gifts to all of the students: a ten-pack of Doublemint gum, a 

paddleboard with a rubber ball, a Bugs Bunny picture frame, an egg of Silly 

Putty, a set of Barbie trading cards, etc. 
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She then asked the students to rate how much they liked their gift on a 

scale from one to ten. Then she compiled the score and put it on the board. 

Then she divided the class into five groups of five students and told them they 

could trade their gift with anyone in the group. Jay traded the Barbie trading 

cards he had with a girl in his group who had the paddleboard. 

Then the teacher asked them to rate how much they liked their gifts. And 

she put that number on the board. The total score went up. 

Then she told the students they could trade with anyone in the room. Now 

they had twenty-four possible trading partners rather than just the four in 

their group. The trading really began to take off. Once again, the teacher 

asked them to rate their gifts. When she put the number on the board, the 

total score went up again. 

Almost everyone ended up with a toy he or she liked more than when the 

trading began. In fact, the only individual scores that did not go up were 

from students who really liked the gift they received initially from the 

teacher. 

The students that day learned some valuable lessons about a free 

economy. When people are free to trade, they can add value to the traded 

item even though it remained physically unchanged. And they saw the value 

of having more trading partners (in this case twenty-four rather than four). 

Most of all, they learned that the free exchange could be a win-win 

proposition. 

We can certainly admit that sometimes capitalism is not a win-win 

proposition. When there are limited resources and an individual or 

corporation is able to manipulate the political system in their favor, it is a 

win for the manipulator but a loss for Americans who did not have such 

political access. However, that is not a flaw in capitalism, but what results 

when government is corrupt or is corrupted by those who manipulate the 

system.3 

 

 

 
3 Anderson, K. (2016). Christians and economics: a biblical point of view. Cambridge, OH: Christian 

Publishing House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781945757044?art=r12.a7&off=1464
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Capitalism benefits the few at the expense of the many 
 

The fundamental principles of capitalism systematically undermine 

social cohesion, dividing us from each other, impoverishing us, and 

eventually sacrificing our collective well-being for the benefit of 

the few. 

Do I need to list the innumerable times the Bible condemns Israel 

for allowing the rich to become richer while the poor remain 

destitute? Or do I need to quote Christ telling us the Kingdom of 

God belongs to the poor, or his condemnation of those who do    

not care “for the least of these sisters and brothers of mine”? 

In the Christian tradition, inequity and poverty have always been 

seen as evidence of a corrupt and sinful society, and God’s people 

have always been called to practice the alternatives of generosity, 

hospitality and justice. 

In capitalism, commodification is the transformation of goods, 

services, ideas and people into commodities or objects of trade.    

At its most basic, a commodity anything intended for exchange,    

or any object of economic value. We are okay about products    

and consumables being exchanged as commodities, but the 

commodification of human life, when selling their labor on the 

market to an employer, is deeply concerning because it turns 

people into objects. And when people are seen, and counted,         

as objects they are easier to exploit or dispense with. – Internet 
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Research consistently shows that the poorest enjoy the 

highest material well-being in countries whose governments 

and people most respect private property and the market and 

engage in the fewest acts of aggression against those things. 

Unlike any alternative, the market order does not require 

the use of coercion—the initiation of physical force—but 

amounts instead to a system of peaceful social cooperation. 
 

In a true market system, no one may employ state coercion 

to gain an advantage at his neighbor’s expense. No 

transaction can take place without the willing consent of both 

parties. The market economy therefore treats human beings 

as ends in themselves. It also gives the greatest possible scope 

to human creativity, which other systems stifle to one degree 

or another. 
 

The market economy is the remarkable engine of 

civilization that people are all too often taught to hate. The 

less heed we pay to slogans and propaganda, and the more 

we study the question on its merits, the more attractive does 

the market become. All other economic systems make 

fantastic promises that turn out in practice to be cruel and 

empty delusions. Theory and experience alike testify that the 

market alone can deliver an economy that is just, humane, 

and prosperous.4 
 

 
4 Woods, T. E., Jr. (2008). Beyond Distributism. (K. Schmiesing, Ed.) (Vol. 13, pp. 69–71). Grand Rapids, MI: 

Acton Institute. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/distributism?ref=Page.p+69&off=175&ctx=+have+studied+here.+~Christians+over+the+
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PEACEFUL OR VIOLENT EXCHANGE. The peaceful means of 

exchange may be summed up in the phrase, “If you do 

something good for me, then I’ll do something good for 

you.” Capitalism, when understood correctly, epitomizes   

peaceful exchange. The reason people exchange in real 

markets is because they believe the exchange is good for 

them. They take advantage of an opportunity to obtain 

something they want more in an exchange for something 

desired less. Capitalism is correctly defined as a system of 

voluntary relationship using peaceful means of exchange. 

But exchange can also take place by means of force and 

violence. In this violent means of exchange, the basic rule  

of thumb is: “Unless you do something good for me, I’ll do 

something bad to you.” This turns out to be the controlling 

principle of socialism. Socialism means far more than 

centralized control of the economic process. It entails the 

introduction of coercion into economic exchange in order   

to facilitate the attainment of the goals of the elite who 

function as the central planners. One of the great ironies of 

Christian socialism is that its proponents in effect demand 

that the State get out its weapons and force people to fulfill 

the demands of Christian love. Even if we fail to notice any 

other contrast between capitalism and socialism, we already 

have a major difference to relate to the biblical ethic. One 

system stresses voluntary and peaceful exchange while the 

other depends on coercion and violence.         – IMPRIMUS 
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“Neither capitalism nor socialism can be derived from Scripture,” Blomberg 

insists, because “the texts that impinge on economic issues in the Bible that 

might be viewed as supporting one or the other system are relatively evenly 

distributed.”  

In other words, one could make the case for either system because there 

are elements of both throughout the Bible. For instance, private property, 

the hallmark of capitalism, was enshrined as a fundamental good and  

right for Israelites. It was also possible to be both wealthy and godly, as 

evidenced by Abraham, Job, David, Solomon, and Esther. And God Himself 

“richly provides” those who are generous and eager to share with others   

(1st Timothy 6:17) 

While there are capitalistic elements in Scripture, there are socialistic ones, 

as well. Though it’s possible for the rich to be godly, Jesus suggested such 

“righteous rich” were few. Even then, in the New Testament such examples 

were those who gave away a substantial portion of their assets, especially 

to the poor. Also, God is deeply concerned that everyone has opportunity to 

acquire some property and be relieved of economic burden—going so far 

as to institute a year (Year of Jubilee) to help people regain lost property. 

But while at first glance Scripture seems to support socialism, Blomberg 

makes it clear that Christian giving was always voluntary, never required 

by any government authority, and always described in the context of 

Christian discipleship. Furthermore, no New Testament text mandates    

state welfare systems. Yet it’s also clear that the wealthy are chastised      

for hoarding wealth without using their surplus to pay fair wages or 

alleviate suffering (James 5:4-6) 

Blomberg reveals that one could make arguments for either 

economic system from biblical material on economic matters, 

which means God seems to care about principles from both.         

                                                                     - Jeremy Bouma 
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https://www.youtube.com/embed/S9GKa6pZpmY?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/ZGIyiEBzKZc?feature=oembed
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The Pilgrims Tried Socialism and It Failed 

 

 
 

How many of us know or appreciate that Thanksgiving 
really celebrates the failure of socialism and the birth of 
private enterprise and personal initiative in America? 
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With the calls for “democratic” socialism to be established 
in the United States, it is worth remembering the very first 
attempt to put in place a form of economic collectivism in 
American history. It brought disastrous consequences for 
the Pilgrims after they settled in Plymouth, Massachusetts. 

The English Pilgrims, who left Great Britain and sailed 
across the Atlantic on the Mayflower in 1620, were not 
only escaping religious persecution in their homeland. 
They also wanted to turn their back on what they viewed 
as the materialistic and the greedy corruption of the Old 
World. 

Plymouth Colony Planned as Collectivist Utopia 

They wanted to erect a New Jerusalem in the new world, a 
new Jerusalem that would not only be religiously devout, 
but would be built on a new foundation of communal 
sharing and social altruism. Their ideal was communism  
as found in Plato’s Republic. All would work and share in 
common, knowing neither private property nor self-
interested acquisitiveness. 

What resulted is detailed in the diary of Governor William 
Bradford, the head of the colony. The colonists collectively 
cleared and together worked the land, but they brought 
forth neither the bountiful harvest they hoped for, nor a 
spirit of shared and cheerful brotherhood. 
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The less industrious members of the colony came late to 
their work in the fields and were slow and easy in their 
labors. Knowing that they and their families were to 
receive an equal share of whatever the group produced, 
they saw little reason to be more diligent in their efforts. 
The harder working colonists became resentful that their 
efforts would be redistributed to their more malingering 
neighbors. Soon they, too, were coming late to work and 
were less energetic in the fields. 

Collective Work Created Individual Resentment 

As Governor Bradford explained in his old English 
(though with the spelling modernized): 

For the young men that were able and fit for labor and service did repine 
that they should spend their time and strength to work for other men’s 
wives and children, without recompense. The strong, or men of parts, 
had no more division of food, clothes, etc. then he that was weak and not 
able to do a quarter the other could; this was thought injustice. The aged 
and graver men to be ranked and equalized in labor, and food, clothes, 
etc. with the meaner and younger sort, thought it some indignant and 
disrespect unto them. And for men’s wives to be commanded to do 
service for other men, as dressing their meat, washing their clothes, etc. 
they deemed it a kind of slavery, neither could husbands brook it. 

Because of the disincentives and resentments that spread 
among the population, crops were sparse and the rationed 
equal shares from the collective harvest were not enough 
to ward off starvation and death. 
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Two years of socialism in practice had left alive only a 
fraction of the original number of the Plymouth colonists. 

 

Private Property as Incentive to Industry 

Realizing that another season like those that had just 
passed would mean extinction of the entire community, 
the elders of the colony decided to try something radically 
different: the introduction of private property and right   
of individual families to keep the fruits of their own labor. 

As Governor Bradford put it: 

And so, assigned to every family a parcel of land, according to the 
proportion of their number for that end. This had a very good success; 
for it made all hands very industrious, so as much more corn was 
planted then otherwise would have been by any means the Governor     
or any other could use, and saved him a great deal of trouble, and gave 
far better content. The women now went willingly into the field and  
took their little ones with them to set corn, which before would allege 
weakness, and inability; whom to have compelled would have been 
thought great tyranny and oppression. 

The Plymouth Colony experienced a great bounty of food. 
Private ownership meant that there was now a close link 
between work and reward. Industry became the order of 
the day as the men and women in each family went to the 
fields on their separate private farms. 
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When the harvest time came, not only did families 
produce enough for their own needs, but they had 
surpluses that they could freely exchange with their 
neighbors for mutual benefit and improvement. 

In Governor Bradford’s words: 

By this time harvest was come, and instead of famine, now God gave 
them plenty, and the face of things was changed, to the rejoicing of the 
hearts of many, for which they blessed God. And the effect of their 
planting was well seen, for all had, one way or other, pretty well to  
bring the year about, and some of the abler sort and more industrious 
had to spare, and sell to others, so as any general want or famine hath 
not been amongst them since to this day. 

Rejecting Collectivism for Individualism 

Hard experience had taught the Plymouth colonists the 
fallacy and the error in the ideas that since the time of    
the ancient Greeks had promised paradise through 
collectivism rather than individualism. As Governor 
Bradford expressed it: 

The experience that was had in this common course and condition, tried 
sundry years, and that amongst the Godly and sober men, may well 
convince of the vanity and conceit of Plato’s and other ancients; — that 
the taking away of property, and bringing into a common wealth, would 
make them happy and flourishing; as if they were wiser than God. For 
this community (so far as it was) was found to breed confusion and 
discontent and retard much employment that would have been to their 
benefit and comfort. 
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Was the realization that socialism was incompatible with 
human nature and the prosperity of humanity a reason to 
despair or a cause for guilt? Not in Governor Bradford’s 
eyes. It was simply a matter of accepting that compulsory 
altruism and collectivism were inconsistent with natural 
man, and that human institutions should reflect the reality 
of man’s nature if he is to prosper.  

Said Governor Bradford: 

Let none object this is man’s corruption, and nothing to the 
curse itself. I answer, seeing all men have this corruption in 
them, God in his wisdom saw another course fitter for them. 

The desire of “spreading the wealth” and for government 
to plan and regulate people’s lives is as old as the utopian 
fantasy in Plato’s Republic. The Pilgrim Fathers tried and 
soon realized its bankruptcy and failure as a way for men 
to live together in society. 

Instead, they accepted man as he really is: productive and 
innovative when allowed the liberty to follow his personal 
interests in improving his own circumstances and that of 
his family. And even more, out of his industry result the 
quantities of useful goods that enable men to trade to their 
mutual benefit. 

Giving Thanks for the Triumph of Freedom 

The First Thanksgiving is one of those lessons! 
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Bible View of Human Nature 

 
The Bible teaches that there are two aspects to human 

nature. First, we are created in the image of God and thus able 
to control the economic system. But second, human beings are 
sinful and thus tend towards greed and exploitation. This 
points to the need to protect individuals from human sinfulness 
in the economic system. Therefore, Christians have a much 
more balanced view of economics and can, therefore, construct 
economic theories and analyze existing economic systems. 

Christians should see the fallacy of such utopian economic 
theories because they fail to take seriously human sinfulness. 
Instead of changing people from the inside out as the gospel 
does, Marxists believe that people will be changed from the 
outside in. Change the economic base, they say, and you will 
change human beings. This is one of the reasons that Marxism 
was doomed to failure because it did not take into account 
human sinfulness and our need for spiritual redemption. 

When we are looking at either theories of government or 
theories of economics, an important starting point is our view 
of human nature. This helps us analyze these theories and 
predict their possible success in society. Therefore, we must go 
to the Scriptures to evaluate the very foundation of each 
economic theory. 

First, the Bible says that human beings are created in the 
image of God. This implies that we have rationality and 
responsibility. Because we have rationality and volition, we can 
choose between various competing products and services. 
Furthermore, we can function within a market system in which 
people can exercise their power of choice. We are not like the 
animals that are governed by instinct. We are governed by 
rationality and can make meaningful choices. 
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We can also assume that private property can exist within 
this system because of the biblical idea of dominion. In Genesis 
1:28, God says we are to subdue the earth and have dominion 
over the creation. Certainly, one aspect of this is that humans 
can own property in which they can exercise their dominion. 

 

Since we have both volition and private property rights, we 
can then assume that we should have the freedom to exchange 
these private property rights in a free market where goods and 
services can be exchanged. 

 

The second part of human nature is also important. The Bible 
describes the fall of the world and the fall of mankind. We are 
fallen sinful creatures. This sinfulness manifests itself in 
selfishness, greed, and exploitation. Thus, we need some 
protection in an economic system from the sinful effects of 
human interaction. 

 

Since the Bible teaches about the effects of sinful behavior 
on the world, we should be concerned about any system that 
would concentrate economic power and thereby unleash the 
ravages of sinful behavior on the society. Christians, therefore, 
should reject state-controlled or centrally controlled 
economies, which would concentrate power in the hands of a 
few sinful individuals. Instead, we should support an economic 
system that would disperse that power and protect us from 
greed and exploitation. 

 

Finally, we should also recognize that not only is human 
nature fallen, but the world is fallen. The world has become a 
place of decay and scarcity. In a fallen world, we have to be 
good managers of the limited resources made available in a 
market economy. God has given us dominion over His creation, 
and we must be good stewards of the resources at our disposal. 

 



Page 35 of 103 
 

Role of Government 
 
The Bible gives some clear principles concerning 

government. First, Christians are commanded to obey 
government (Romans 13:1) and submit to civil authority 
(1 Peter 2:13–17). We are called to render service and 
obedience to the government (Matthew 22:21).  

Government also should not be used in a coercive way 
to attempt to change individuals. We should not accept 
the idea that the state can transform people from the 
outside. Only the gospel can change people from the 
inside and so that they become new creatures (2nd 
Corinthians 5:17). 

Consider these four functions of government in the 
economic realm. Government must ensure justice by: 

 

• “Weights and scales are to be honest, a full measure (shaken 
down) is to be given (Leviticus 19:35-36; Deuteronomy 25:15; 
Prov. 20:23; Luke 6:38), and currency is not be debased by 
inflationary monetary policy or other means (e.g., mixing lead 
with silver).” 

• Procedural justice requires that contracts and 
commitments be honored (Leviticus 19:13). 

• Government must also ensure justice when people are 
cheated or swindled. In these cases, the cost of restoration 
should be borne by the guilty or negligent party (Exodus 21:33-
36; 22:5-8, 10-15). Government should also deal with those who 
give a false accusation (Deuteronomy 19:16-19).5 

 
5 Anderson, K. (2016). Christians and economics: a biblical point of view. Cambridge, OH: Christian 

Publishing House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781945757044?art=r9.a8&off=122
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EXCHANGE, RELATIONSHIPS, AND RECIPROCITY: 
LIVING AS A CHRISTIAN IN A CAPITALIST WORLD 

 

[With] the collapse of Marxism as a world power … the ideology 
of the free market now has nothing to limit its claims. There is no 
visible countervailing power. There seems no sign of a check to 
its relentless advance. And its destructive potential, both for the 
coherence of human society and for the safeguarding of the 
environment, are formidable. The ideology of the free market has 
proved itself more powerful than Marxism. It is, of course, not just 
a way of arranging economic affairs. It has deep roots in the 
human soul. It can be met and mastered only at the level of 
religious faith, for it is a form of idolatry. The churches have 
hardly begun to recognize that this is probably their most urgent 
missionary task during the coming century. 

Lesslie Newbigin (1995, 94–95) 

The syncretization of the gospel with culture can take many 
forms, but perhaps the most insidious is when it affects 
Christian praxis. Typically, this is unconsciously done. The 
baseline assumptions of the larger sociopolitical and economic 
world formulate Christian discourse so thoroughly as to make 
Christian living seem impractical or unrealistic within the 
particular context. In the case of capitalism, an Enlightenment-
based theory of human nature legitimizes the notions that 
actors must involve themselves in self-interested exchange and 
that “the market” (personified) must be allowed to operate 
according to its own principles. Yet there is a significant 
literature in the social sciences to demonstrate that there is 
nothing inevitable about market exchange or capitalism. The 
original form of human exchange, reciprocity, weaves together 
economic with social concerns in ways that mirror injunctions 
in the Bible to consider one another. 
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In practice, even people in capitalist systems moderate their 
economic relationships to avoid the harsh social realities that 
fully marketized exchange would create. Thus, rather than 
exhibiting a natural element in human behavior, the self-
interested and calculating “economic man” proves to be a 
product, rather than a precondition, of capitalism. 

In the current circumstance of American-dominated 
globalization, there is a danger that Christians in ministry may 
unconsciously find themselves promoting a gospel of 
capitalism together with, or even above, the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, his church, and his kingdom.  

An open consideration of the fundamental propositions of 
economic systems is critical to maintaining an independent 
stance as Christians and to involving ourselves in practices that 
are truly reflective of the kingdom of God.  

 

MARKET EXCHANGE 

At its most basic level, market exchange consists of the transfer 
of money, goods, or services between two parties according to 
a negotiated agreement. In the negotiation, both parties are 
expected to know and represent their own interests, and 
neither is expected to consider the other’s interest where it 
might interfere with his or her own. The result is an open 
contest for the price, or the terms of the exchange, between 
the buyer and the seller. In large markets with standardized 
goods, this contest is at the aggregate level over time, as 
consumers choose to buy or not to buy and producers adjust 
their prices accordingly. But the result is the same—the 
exchange is determined by a direct haggle for the rates. 
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This model for exchange is not a simple, practical reality 
emerging from a natural self-interest. It is an ideal form of the 
exchange that is commonly transgressed and that must be 
reinforced lest the transgressions hinder the functioning of the 
larger system of which it is a part.  

In the simplest example, merchants trying to create long-
term relationships with customers will add a small amount to 
the agreed-upon sale, a “gift” intended to produce further sales 
by socially obligating the customer to return. In a more 
significant example, merchants will give their long-term 
clients a standard cut on the price and clients will forgo 
shopping elsewhere as signs of their mutual commitment. The 
purpose here is still economic for both parties, but a social 
cement is used to seal the deal, including chitchat about 
families, expressions of concern for one another, and politeness 
in the bargaining itself.  

Even high-level business negotiations are promoted with 
social interaction. Few people sell at full rates to their families. 
Minimally, they will drop the price for a family member; 
maximally, they will give away the product or service for free. 
The moral obligation to avoid a self-interested struggle is so 
strong with kin that merchants commonly move away from 
family, in order to avoid going broke. 

Yet market-style exchange is necessary to an economic 
system built on the ownership of private property, the 
specialization of skills, and the need to exchange for purposes 
of utility. Thus, the rules of the game (some informal and some 
codified in law) protect the system by insisting that the parties 
to the exchange behave in self-interested ways. Lawyers and 
real estate agents are required for large purchases, lest buyers 
and sellers either be misinformed or inadequately represent 
their own interests. Contracts function to solidify agreements 
partly by preventing the eye-to-eye contact that might soften 
the arrangements. 
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There is a positive side to the ideal for market exchange: it 
is that people may represent their own interests, and even 
defend them vigorously, without fear of social shame or 
punishment. In traditional societies this is not possible due to 
strong taboos on the appearance of selfishness.  

Yet, in the main, most people in traditional societies—and 
many in modern ones—view the naked struggle for personal 
advantage inherent in market exchange with alarm. This is not 
because of any perceived natural human goodness that is being 
destroyed by an evil system. In fact, most traditional societies 
believe people to be naturally selfish. Rather it is a fear that the 
social fabric that restrains people’s selfishness is being 
corroded, even destroyed, by a system in which pure economic 
self-interest outranks moral obligations.  

Certainly no one can dispute the many material advantages 
that have been gained, in the aggregate, from the advent of 
market capitalism. The simplicity, flexibility, and directness of 
market exchange makes it possible for societies to develop 
more complex and coordinated forms of specialization. One 
could say that the loss of social obligation is the gain of 
economic efficiency and coordination. The result has been an 
explosive rise in material goods, new technologies, food 
production, population growth, and the average standard of 
living. New technologies can lighten the load of field and 
house work, and contact with outsiders made possible by 
infrastructure can even facilitate the bringing of the gospel to 
remote regions. 

At the same time, the fact that people can directly defend 
and promote their own self-interest opens up potential assaults 
and damages to the social fabric that can be very serious for 
any human community. For example, the warmth and support 
of an extended family, not to mention that of a whole village, 
is a high price to pay for the material advantages of modern 
urban life. 
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Moreover, there is evidence yielding the terrible irony that 
capitalism seems to produce both fabulous wealth and 
horrendous poverty at the same time. It is here that the missing 
social fabric is most painfully needed. Without moral 
obligations to hold some accountable and to provide for others 
in need, society simply cannot care for its people. Both the 
ideology and the practice of market exchange under capitalism 
preclude the enforcement of the moral obligations that would 
temper the worst effects of the system. 

All this might be faced directly if it were not for the fact that 
there are strongly held pragmatic, if not religious, beliefs that 
underpin the system itself. In the case of capitalism, the beliefs 
are that people are naturally rational calculators of their own 
interests, “economic men,” and that the pursuit of these 
interests through direct negotiated exchange will result in the 
larger good being served, the “invisible hand” of the market. 
Behind these beliefs lies a grand narrative of human “progress” 
that assumes the inevitability of the market and the 
importance of permitting it to function unhindered by 
government or societal restrictions. Out of this narrative, dire 
predictions are made of the ill effects of limiting economic 
growth or regulating people’s behavior. 

 Certainly, there is regulation that is unnecessary and 
detrimental to the public good (generally because it serves 
powerful interests at the expense of less powerful ones). 
Purpose here is simply to point out the passion with which 
Western, especially American, people are inclined to resist any 
regulation at all—a passion that points to a religious rather 
than a rational commitment to the ideals of the system. 

Finally, the emphasis on a utilitarian exchange produces 
values such as individualism, consumerism, materialism, and 
competitiveness that predominate in the culture. These values 
too have potential benefits, when not held disproportionately 
with values on community, cooperation, and religious life.  
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Modern capitalist societies, however richly endowed, dedicate 
themselves to the proposition of scarcity. Inadequacy of 
economic means is the first principle of the world’s wealthiest 
peoples…. Consumption is a double tragedy: what begins in 
inadequacy will end in deprivation. Bringing together an 
international division of labor, the market makes available a 
dazzling array of products: all these Good Things within a man’s 
reach—but never all within his grasp. 

Capitalism’s very strength is its weakness. It produces fabulous 
amounts of wealth and leaves people wanting more. All this 
should caution any Christian from an overly optimistic view of 
the system, remembering especially the tendency of wealth to 
turn people’s hearts from God. Watching his own flock of 
Methodists flourishing under capitalism, John Wesley worried: 

I fear, wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has 
decreased in the same proportion. Therefore, I do not see how it 
is possible, in the nature of things, for any revival of true religion 
to continue for long. For religion must necessarily produce both 
industry and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But 
as riches increase, so will pride, anger, and love of the world in all 
its branches…. So, although the form of religion remains, the 
spirit is swiftly vanishing away. 

Even for beneficiaries of the system, material gains are at the 
expense of a healthy dependence on the community and  God. 

 

RECIPROCAL EXCHANGE 

Finally, in societies that are governed by the principles of 
reciprocity, the rules for borrowing and lending money can be 
quite different than in the modern capitalized West. Many 
Westerners, especially Americans, are uncomfortable with this 
mix of money and relationships. 
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Modern societies with complex economies sort out 
relationships into types, such as family, business, work, market, 
etc., assigning different rules to the different types by their 
different purposes. But in traditional societies, relationships are 
multifaceted, with a holistic character. There is no 
embarrassment about asking for monetary help from friends or 
coworkers, for instance, and there is a deep expectation that 
others will want to help with generosity. Thus, Americans and 
other Westerners who befriend people abroad commonly find 
themselves barraged with requests for money. The requests 
signal not only real needs but also a desire to deepen 
friendships. If friendship has been offered, people naturally 
expect that material assistance will follow. If it does not, the 
significance of the friendship has been effectively denied. In 
any case, the greater ability of Westerners to provide help 
legitimizes the requests and necessarily elevates Westerners’ 
prestige in the socially complex network of the traditional 
community. 

BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES OF THE ECONOMY 

In Western debates over the value of modern capitalism, 
Christians have taken both sides of the issue and attempted to 
proof-text their positions with verses from the Bible. Pro-
capitalist Christians have pointed to the Bible’s affirmation of 
private property and hard work. Anti-capitalist Christians have 
reminded the church of the Bible’s warnings about wealth and 
injunctions to care for the poor. But to conduct the debate in 
this manner is to lose the battle against syncretism at the 
outset. All cultural systems, including economic ones, have 
their virtues and their vices. What is needed is a truly 
independent Christian stance, one that is neither afraid to 
criticize the system nor simply interested in destroying it. 
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To begin, the Bible assumes both the reality and the value of 
the material world. The Bible affirms the value of our material 
existence, from the account of God’s creation of us from the 
dust of the earth to the declaration of Christ’s bodily 
resurrection and hence our own. It was our attempt to escape 
our creaturely status, to become like God who is Spirit alone, 
which was the essence of our first disobedience. When human 
beings are living as they should, they acknowledge their 
physical as well as their spiritual dependence on God, who 
provides for them richly. Furthermore, while there are 
austerities such as fasting mentioned in the Bible, by far the 
emphasis is on the enjoyment of creaturely life, so long as it is 
rooted in a relational network with God and one another. It is 
this acknowledgment of the value of material life that has 
caused Christians to care for their own and other people’s 
physical needs down through the centuries. No other world 
religion has come close to Christianity in charitable giving. 
Missionaries have built hospitals and schools, provided work 
and food, and assisted in relief and development done today. 

Yet the materialistic philosophy and cultural practice of the 
West goes well beyond the Christian affirmation of creation. 
Most detrimentally, it measures the prestige of the person by 
accumulation of wealth—a practice that is clearly denounced 
in the Bible (see the book of Amos). Furthermore, the wasteful 
consumption of material goods in the West, which is at the 
expense of the poor, is a kind of careless living that is also 
condemned. Our creaturely status is supposed to cause us to 
look to him for every need. Instead, the comforts we have 
produced with our economic system have caused us to imagine 
ourselves to be completely independent. The Bible reminds us 
repeatedly to value our connection to God and community. 
Rarely does the Bible admonish us to “stand on your own two 
feet” or “take care of your own business.” Independence is 
generally viewed as a threat. Christian Mission & Economic Systems 
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Debt and Credit 
 

We have been looking at biblical principles concerning 

economics and finances, but we also need to put the problem 

of debt in perspective. You cannot overemphasize the impact 

of debt on our society. It is the leading cause of divorce and 

also the reason for many more troubled marriages. It is also 

one of the causes of depression as well as suicide. People in 

debt didn’t start out to ruin their lives and the lives of their 

families, but the consequences are often devastating. 

The Bible has quite a bit to say about money and a 

significant part of these financial warnings concern debt. 

Proverbs 22:7 says, “The rich rule over the poor, and the 

borrower is a servant to the lender.” When you borrow money 

and put yourself in debt, you put yourself in a situation where 

the lender has significant influence over you. 

Many other verses in Proverbs also warn about the 

potential danger of debt (Proverbs 1:13-15; 17:18; 22:26-27; 

27:13). While this does not mean that we can never be in debt, 

it does warn us about its dangers. 

Romans 13:8 is an often misunderstood verse because it 

says, “Owe nothing to anyone.” Although some theologians 

have argued that this verse prohibits debt, the passage needs 

to be seen in context. This passage is not a specific teaching 

about debt, but rather a summary of our duty as Christians to 

governmental authority. We should not owe anything to 

anyone (honor, taxes, etc.). 
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The Bible is filled with passages that provide guidelines to 

lending and borrowing. If debt was always wrong, then these 

passages would not exist, and there would be a clear 

prohibition against debt. But the implication of Romans 13:8 

seems to be that we should pay our debts off a quickly as 

possible. 

At this point, it would be good to make a distinction 

between debt and credit. Often in our society, the two words 

are used interchangeably. To put it simply, debt is something 

that is owed. The Bible does not prohibit borrowing, but it 

certainly does not recommend it. Credit is the establishment 

of mutual trust between a lender and borrower. 

At the outset, let me acknowledge that some people end up 

in debt due to no fault of their own. They may have been 

swindled in a business. They may have made a good faith 

attempt to start a business but were unsuccessful because 

their competitions or suppliers cheated them. They may have 

been unfairly sued in court. The reasons are many.6 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
6 Anderson, K. (2016). Christians and economics: a biblical point of view. Cambridge, OH: Christian 

Publishing House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781945757044?art=r16.a1&off=1924
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Dependence on God and interdependence with others are 
commended. Responsibility is placed on the wealthier and 
more powerful members of society to care for the poor, with 
little blame attached to the latter for their circumstances.  

This understanding of the relationship between individuals 
and groups is far clearer in reciprocal societies than it is in 
capitalist ones. The value on community life found in the Bible 
mirrors the principles of reciprocity much more closely than 
those of market-based exchange. Individualism in the West 
tears friends and family asunder in the pursuit of personal 
success. The simple willingness of most Americans to move 
away from family to take a better job makes the point. Social 
ties have been subordinated to the economy; personal identity, 
which used to rest in community membership, now rests in 
jobs. Because of its need for labor mobility, capitalism relies 
heavily on this form of isolating individualism. People 
entrenched in communities may be unwilling to work long 
hours or to move to where they are needed, so high pay and 
the promise of wealth-based prestige are necessary to convince 
them to give up the support and security of the social fabric. 
The new form of security is entirely economic and rests in 
houses, cars, and bank accounts. Not a few anthropologists have 
demonstrated that such a trade-off is not actually advantageous 
and that people at the margins of the system know it.  

Through the church, the material, social, and spiritual well-
being of humanity is promoted as creation is restored to its 
right and harmonious relationship with its Creator. This is to 
say that the separate pursuit of these goods, either material 
wealth or social prestige, results in distortion, even idolatry.7 

 

 
 

7 Cheong, J., & Meneses, E. (2015). Christian Mission and Economic Systems: A Critical Survey of the 

Cultural and Religious Dimensions of Economies (pp. 1–16). Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+1&off=2&ctx=1%0a~EXCHANGE%2c+RELATIONSHIPS%2c+AND+RECIPROCI
https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+1&off=2&ctx=1%0a~EXCHANGE%2c+RELATIONSHIPS%2c+AND+RECIPROCI
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Paved With Good Intentions 
 
Friedrich Hayek wrote The Road to Serfdom to warn us that 

sometimes the road can be paved with good intentions. Most 
government officials and bureaucrats write laws, rules, and 
regulations with every good intention. They desire to make 
the world a better place by preventing catastrophe and by 
encouraging positive actions from their citizens. But in their 
desire to control and direct every aspect of life, they take us 
down the road to serfdom. 

Socialist government seeks to be a benevolent god but 
usually, morphs into a malevolent tyrant. Micromanaging the 
details of life leads to what Hayek calls “imprudence.” Most of 
us would call such rules intrusive, inefficient, and often 
downright idiotic. But the governmental bureaucrat may 
believe he is right in making such rules, believing that the local 
people are too stupid to know what is best for them. 

  

Biblical Perspective 
 
Perhaps the most significant connection between Hayek and 

Christianity can be found in their common understanding of 
human nature. Hayek started with a simple premise: human 
beings are limited in their understanding.  

Starting with this assumption that human beings are not 
God, he constructed a case for liberty and limited government. 
This was in contrast to the prevailing socialist view that human 
beings possessed superior knowledge and could wisely order 
the affairs of its citizens through central planning. Hayek 
rejected the idea that central planners would have enough 
knowledge to organize the economy and instead showed that 
the spontaneous ordering of economic systems would be the 
mechanism that would push forward progress in society. 
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Hayek essentially held to a high view and a low view of 
human nature. Or we could call it a balanced view of human 
nature. He recognized that human beings did have a noble side 
influenced by rationality, compassion, and even altruism. But 
he also understood that human beings also are limited in their 
perception of the world and subject to character flaws. 

Such a view comports with a biblical perspective of human 
nature. First, there is a noble aspect to human beings. We are 
created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27-28) and are made a little 
lower than the angels (Psalm 8:5). Second, there is a flaw in 
human beings. The Bible teaches that all are sinful (Rom. 3:23) 
and that the heart of man is deceitful above all things (Jer. 17:9). 

Hayek believed that “man learns by the disappointment of 
expectations.” In other words, we learn that we are limited in 
our capacities. We do not have God’s understanding of the 
world and thus cannot effectively control the world like 
socialists confidently believe that we can. We are not the center 
of the universe. We are not gods. As Christians, we can agree 
with the concept of the “disappointment of expectations” 
because we are fallen and live in a world that groans in travail 
(Romans 8:22). 

 

A Biblical View of Wealth 
 
believers are bombarded with unbiblical views of wealth. At 

one extreme are those who preach a prosperity gospel of 
“health and wealth” for all believers. At the other extreme are 
radical Christians who condemn all wealth and imply 
that rich Christian is a contradiction in terms. 

What, then, is the truly biblical view of wealth? At first 
glance, the Bible seems to teach that wealth is wrong for 
Christians. It appears even to condemn the wealthy.  Both Jesus 
and Old Testament prophets preached against materialism and 
seemed to say at times that true believers can’t possess wealth. 
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Scripture teaches three basic principles about wealth: 
 

First, wealth itself is not condemned. For example, we read 
in Genesis 13:2 that Abraham had great wealth. In Job 42:10, we 
see that God once again blessed Job with material possessions. 

  

However, even though wealth might be an evidence of God’s 
blessing, believers are not to trust in it. Proverbs, Jeremiah, 1 
Timothy, and James all teach that the believer shouldn’t trust 
in wealth but in God (Jeremiah 9:23; 1 Timothy 6:17; James 1:11; 5:2). 

 

Second, when wealthy people in the Bible were condemned, 
they were condemned for the means by which their riches were 
obtained, not for the riches themselves. The Old Testament 
prophet Amos railed against the injustice of obtaining wealth 
through oppression or fraud (4:11; 5:11). Micah spoke out against 
the unjust scales and light weights with which Israel defrauded 
the poor (6:1). Neither Amos nor Micah condemned wealth per 
se; they only denounced the unjust means by which it is 
sometimes achieved. 

 

Third, Christians should be concerned about the effect 
wealth can have on our lives. We read in Proverbs 30:8-9 and 
Hosea 13:6 that wealth often tempts us to forget about God. 
Wealthy believers may no longer look to God for their 
provision because they can meet their basic needs. We read in 
Ecclesiastes 2 and 5 that people who are wealthy cannot really 
enjoy their wealth. Moreover, Proverbs 28:11 and Jeremiah 9:23 
warn that wealth often leads to pride and arrogance. 

 

Therefore, the Bible does not condemn those who are 
wealthy. However, it does warn us that if God blesses us 
with wealth, we must keep our priorities straight and 
guard against the seductive effects of wealth. 
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A Biblical View of Poverty 
 
The Bible classifies the causes of poverty into four 

different categories. The first cause of poverty is 
oppression and fraud. In the Old Testament (e.g., Prov. 
14:31; 22:7; 28:15) we find that many people were poor 
because they were oppressed by individuals or 
governments. Many times, governments established 
unjust laws or debased the currency, measures that 
resulted in the exploitation of individuals. 

The second cause of poverty is misfortune, 
persecution, or judgment. In the book of Job, we learn 
that God allowed Satan to test Job by bringing 
misfortune upon him (1:12-19). Elsewhere in the Old 
Testament (e.g., Ps. 109:16; Isa. 47:9; Lam. 5:3), we read of 
misfortune or of God’s judgment on a disobedient 
people. When Israel turned from God’s laws, God allowed 
foreign nations to take them into captivity as a judgment 
for their disobedience. 

The third cause of poverty is laziness, neglect, or 
gluttony. Proverbs teaches that some people are poor 
because of improper habits and apathy (10:4; 13:4; 19:15; 
20:13; 23:21). 

 
 

The final cause of poverty is the culture of poverty. 
Proverbs 10:15 says, “The ruin of the poor is their 
poverty.” Poverty breeds poverty, and the cycle is not 
easily broken. People who grow up in an impoverished 
culture usually lack the nutrition and the education that 
would enable them to be successful in the future. 
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Poverty and Government 
 
 

While government should not have to shoulder the entire 
responsibility for caring for the poor, it must take the 
statements seriously in Leviticus and Proverbs about 
defending the poor and fighting oppression. Government must 
not shirk its God-given responsibility to defend the poor from 
injustice. If government will not do this, or if the oppression is 
coming from the government itself, then Christians must speak 
out against governmental abuse and misuse of power. 

 

Government must first establish laws and statutes that 
prohibit and punish injustice. These laws should have 
significant penalties and be rigorously enforced so that the 
poor are not exploited and defrauded. Second, government 
must provide a legal system that allows for the redress of 
grievances where plaintiffs can bring their case to court. 

 

A second sphere for governmental action is in the area of 
misfortune. Many people slip into poverty through no fault of 
their own. In these cases, government must help. 

  

We need a welfare system that emphasizes work and 
initiative and does not foster dependency and laziness. One of 
the things integral to the Old Testament system and missing 
in our modern system of welfare is a means test. If people have 
true needs, we should help them. But when they are lazy and 
have poor work habits, we should admonish them to improve. 
Our current welfare system perpetuates poverty by failing to 
distinguish between those who have legitimate needs and 
those who need to be admonished in their sin.8 

 

 
8 Anderson, K. (2016). Christians and economics: a biblical point of view. Cambridge, OH: Christian 

Publishing House. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9781945757044?art=r15.a5&off=2217
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Shortsighted is the philosophy which counts on 

selfishness as the master motive of human action.        

It is blind to facts of which the world is full. It sees    

not the present, and reads not the past aright. If      

you would move men to action, to what shall you 

appeal? Not to their pockets, but to their patriotism; 

not to selfishness, but to sympathy. Self-interest is,      

as it were, a mechanical force—potent, it is true; 

capable of large and wide results. But there is in 

human nature what may be likened to a chemical 

force; which melts and fuses and overwhelms; to  

which nothing seems impossible. “All that a man    

hath will he give for his life”—that is self-interest.   

But in loyalty to higher impulses men will give       

even their life. It isn’t selfishness that enriches the     

annals of every people with heroes and saints. It’s    

not selfishness that on every page of the world’s 

history bursts out in the sudden splendor of noble       

deeds or sheds the soft radiance of benignant lives. 

 

George, Henry. Progress and Poverty [Annotated] (p. 456). 
Standard Ebooks Publishing. Kindle Edition. 
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Part_2 
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The moral conflicts emanating from the social fabric of 

liberal-democratic states in the post-globalization era have 

made the political and social theorists and cultural critics 

ponder over the inconsistencies and shortcomings inherent 

in such a model of governance. The main concern has been 

to deal with the social differences in order to harmonize 

society towards a peaceful direction. However, failure to 

channelize such crises has landed humankind in a situation 

where the unmitigated worsening of such crises with respect 

to the deteriorating of minority rights have become a new 

normal. Under such a situation, there is a need to check the 

intolerance and step towards a harmonious conformance. 
 

The communitarian philosophy emphasizes“ importance of 

community in the functioning of political life, in the analysis 

and evaluation of political institutions, and in understanding 

human identity and well-being.”[1]  Communitarian theorists 

emphasize the communal construction of social individuals 

and social formations, and of values and practices. 
 

The term ‘Communitarianism’ was coined in the mid-

nineteenth century in the backdrop of the rise of mass 

societies, declining communal bonds, and traditional 

values. The early attempts made by sociologists such  

as Ferdinand Tonnies and Emile Durkheim problem-

atized the liberal construction of an atomized society 

and dangers of ‘anomie’.                 - Inverse Journal 

https://www.inversejournal.com/2019/02/01/communitarianism-a-critical-appraisal-by-insha-bint-bashir/#_ftn1
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Economists argue that economic theory “needs” stable 
preferences not merely in order to assume that changes 
in behavior can be explained to a satisfactory level by 
economic variables, but also to assess the contribution 
of the economy to general welfare.  

The economy is assumed to be functioning well when it 
provides the goods preferred by people at prices such 
that supply equals demand. However, if preferences can 
be manipulated by culture or corporations, by social 
pressures or advertising, then an economy that satisfies 
those preferences would appear not to serve the people 
but, rather, the manipulators who influence the choice 
in public preferences. Such a revelation would require 
economists to study the relative power of persuasion 
and political power exercised by the various elites, a far 
cry from economics. Moreover, it calls into question the 
very fundamental precept that people are free agents, 
and undermines the value of liberty. 

However, it is possible to acknowledge both the reality 
of manipulation and the (re)formation of preferences by 
a variety of social forces while noting there exists limits 
to the extent to which people can be manipulated. 

The cultural theory of preference formation does posit 
something similar: that these individual preferences 
come about when a person determines his or her group 
identities, and then observes the norms associated with 
those groups. 



Page 67 of 103 
 

Certain options are socially validated by those with 
whom an individual identifies, which leads him or her 
to adopt preferences for those options using heuristics 
and schemas (Wildavsky 1987, pp. 9–10). 

The responsive communitarian framework, to which 
this author subscribes, suggests that human beings are 
“multiple” beings, capable of acting in line with their 
internalized social norms (superego) and their pursuit 
of pure pleasure (id) (Etzioni 1988, pp. 11–12). The grand 
challenge facing the non-economic social sciences is 
that of determining how and to what degree each of 
these multiple selves, social norms, and processes of 
social validation contributes to specific preferences.  

The lesson taken from these observations is simple: 
human preference formation cannot be reduced to a 
defined set of economic factors. Instead, it must be 
acknowledged that an indefinite number of biological, 
neurological, environmental, and sociological variables, 
through processes that are not yet precisely described, 
account for vastly more variance in preferences than do 
economic factors. By taking a step back and considering 
the big picture, it becomes possible to sketch a rough 
framework for how preferences might be formed and 
change, and the non-economic factors affecting choice. 

Etzioni, Amitai. Happiness is the Wrong Metric: 11 (Library of Public 
Policy and Public Administration) (pp. 60-62). Springer International 
Publishing. Kindle Edition. 
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https://www.youtube.com/embed/CWr1fNEiwfc?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/mQy1R5kpv9Q?feature=oembed
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The economic theory of Distributism is based on distinction 

between distributive justice and corrective justice found in 

Aristotle. Distributive  justice deals with how the society 

distributes its “common goods.” Aristotle defines these as 

“things that fall to be divided among those who have a 

share in the constitution” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1130b, 31). 

This refers to the common goods of a state, a partnership, 

corporation, or some cooperative enterprise. For Aristotle, 

these things should be divided on “merit” determined by 

contributions, but what constitutes this merit would be a 

matter that is culturally based, “for democrats identify it 

with the status of freeman, supporters of oligarchy with 

wealth (or with noble birth), and supporters of aristocracy 

with excellence” (Ethics, 1131a, 25-29). Corrective justice,  

on the other hand, deals with “justice in exchange”; that    

is with transactions between individual men. In this case, 

justice consists in exchanging equal values, in “having an 

equal amount before and after the transaction" (Ethics, 

1132b, 19-21). Corrective justice is properly the subject        

of economic science per se, while distributive justice is 

irreducibly cultural and involves decisions about what 

constitutes a just distribution. Modern economics tends        

to treat distributive justice in one of two ways. For the 

socialist or for the Keynesian, it is primarily a political 

question and necessitates state control of the economy. 
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For the neoclassical economist, distributive justice will be 

the unintentional result of the achievement of equilibrium 

under conditions of perfect competition (in other words, 

equity would be an automatic by-product of equilibrium.  

Hence, distributive justice is swallowed up, as it were, by 

corrective justice and accomplished without any person 

intending it, the very essence of “invisible hand” theory. 

However, this has never happened and is never likely to 

happen. It is not only that the necessary conditions never 

(perfect competition) can be satisfied, nor even that justice, 

a virtue, cannot be divorced from human intentionality.  

Rather, the problem is with the very nature of corrective 

justice, which is “equality in exchange.” Thus, corrective 

justice tends to perpetuate whatever division of property 

existed before the exchange; distributive equity cannot 

therefore result from exchanges. But for the Distributist, 

distributive justice is prior to corrective justice (as it was   

for Aristotle and Aquinas), just as production is prior to 

exchange. Thus, equity is prior to equilibrium, and equity 

will depend on the distribution of the means of production.  

Equity is not the by-product of equilibrium but its cause; 

indeed, equity and equilibrium are practically the same 

word and very nearly the same thing.  - Internet Intro 
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OPINION 

What is Distributism? A Controversial 

Alternative to Socialism & Plutocracy 
 

Distributism is the name given to the socio-economic 

and political creed originally associated with G. K. 

Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc. Chesterton bowed to 

Belloc’s preeminence as a disseminator of the ideas    

of distributism, declaring Belloc the master in relation 

to whom he was merely a disciple. In fact, H. Belloc 

was merely the propagator and popularizer of the 

Catholic Church’s social doctrine of subsidiarity.  

As such, it is very important, first and foremost to see 

distributism as a derivative of the religious principle   

of subsidiarity responsibility. 

Since there are many who will be unaware of terms 

such as “subsidiarity” or “distributism,” it might be 

helpful to provide brief overview of the central tenets 

of each. The teaching of the Catholic Church over time 

has elaborated the principle of subsidiarity, according 

to which a community of a higher order should not 
interfere in the internal life of a community of lower 

https://crisismagazine.com/section/opinion
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order, depriving the latter of its functions, but rather 
should support it in case of need and to coordinate its 
activity with the activities of the rest of society, always 
with a view to the common good.”  Put simply, the 

principle of subsidiarity rests on the assumption that 

the rights of small communities - families or neighbor-

hoods - should not be violated by the intervention of 

larger entities - the state or centralized bureaucracies. 

For instance, in practical terms, the rights of parents   

to educate their children without the imposition by the 

state of “politically correct” school curricula would be 

enshrined by the subsidiarity rule. Parental influence 

in schools is subsidiarist; state influence is considered 

anti-subsidiarist. 

“Subsidiarity’” is an awkward word but at least it 

serves as an adequate definition of the principle for 

which it is the label. Distributism, on the other hand,   

is an awkward word and  awkward label. What exactly 

does it advocate distributing? Are not communists and 

socialists “distributists” in the sense that they seek a 

more equitable distribution of wealth? Belloc argues 

vehemently that distributism is radically at variance 

with the ideas underlying communism and socialism.  
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It is for reasons of clarity, therefore, that modern 

readers might find it useful to translate “distributist” 

as “subsidiarist” when reading Belloc’s critique of 

politics and economics. 

Belloc’s key works in this area were The Servile State (1912) 

and An Essay on the Restoration of Property (1936), whereas 

Chesterton’s The Outline of Sanity (1925) and his late essay, 

“Reflections on a Rotten Apple,” published in The Well and 
the Shallows (1935), represent further salient and sapient 

contributions to the distributist or subsidiarist cause.  

Put succinctly, distributism was the name that Belloc 

and Chesterton gave to the version of subsidiarity that 

they were advocating in their writings. Thanks largely 

to their efforts, and those of others such as Vincent 

McNabb, distributism became very influential in the 

period between the two world wars. At the peak of     

its influence, the Distributist League had branches 

throughout the length and breadth of the British 

Empire. Its influence crossed the Atlantic under the 

patronage of Peter Maurin, Dorothy Day and came      

to prominence in the policies of the Catholic Worker 

Movement in its formative years. 
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Similarly, there are parallels with the vision of 

“economics as if people matter” outlined by the 

economist E. F. Schumacher in his bestselling 

book, Small is Beautiful. 

Unlike socialists, the distributists weren’t advocating 

the redistribution of “wealth” per se, though they 

believed that this would be one of the likely results     

of distributism. Instead, and the difference is crucial, 

they were advocating the redistribution of the means  

of production to as many people as possible. H. Belloc 

and the distributists drew the vital connection between 

the freedom of labor and its relationship with the other 

factors of production - land, capital, and entrepreneur 

spirit. The more that labor is divorced from the other 

factors of production the more it is enslaved to the will 

of powers beyond its control. In an ideal world every 

man would own the land on which, and the tools with 

which, he worked. In an ideal world he would control 

his own destiny by having control over the means to  

his livelihood. For Belloc, this was the most important 

economic freedom, the freedom beside which all other 

economic freedoms are relatively trivial. 
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Belloc was, however, a realist. Indeed, if he erred at 

all it was on the side of pessimism. He would’ve agreed 

with T.S. Eliot’s axiomatic maxim in “The Hollow Men” 

that “between the potency and the existence falls the 

shadow.” We do not live in an ideal world and the 

ideal, in the absolute sense, is unattainable. Yet, as a 

Christian, Belloc believed that we are called to strive 

for perfection. We are called to imitate Christ, even if 

we cannot be perfect as Christ is perfect. And what is 

true of man in his relationship with God is true of man 

in his relationship with his neighbor, i.e. we are called 

to strive towards a better and more just society, even if 

it will never be perfect. Therefore, in practical terms, 

every policy or every practice that leads to a reuniting 

of man with the land and capital on which he depends 

for his sustenance is a step in the right direction. Every 

policy or practice that puts him more at the mercy of 

those who control the land and the capital on which he 

depends, and therefore who control his labor also, is a 

step in the wrong direction. Practical politics is about 

moving in the right direction, however slowly. 
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In practical terms, the following would be distributist 

solutions to current problems: policies that establish a 

favorable climate for the establishment and subsequent 

thriving of small businesses; policies that discourage 

mergers, takeovers and monopolies; policies allowing 

for the break-up of monopolies or larger companies 

into smaller businesses; policies that would encourage 

producers’ cooperatives; policies that would privatize 

nationalized industries; policies that would bring real 

political power closer to the family by decentralizing 

power from central government to local government, 

from big government to small government. All these 

are practical examples of applied distributism. 

As the foregoing practical examples would suggest, 

distributism/subsidiarity isn’t an esoteric ideal with-

out any practical applicability in everyday life. On the 

contrary, it is at the heart of politics and economics.   

In all politics and economics there is the tendency for 

power to become centralized into the hands of fewer 

and fewer. Subsidiarity can be seen as an antidote to 

this centralization; the principle of decentralization, 

that demands the rights and protection of smaller 

political and economic units against encroachments    

of big government and big business. – Joseph Pearce 
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Economic Concentration. The distributists’ key economic argument contends 

that economic concentration occurs systematically and inevitably under a 

capitalist system and that over time fewer and fewer firms come to 

monopolize more and more of the economy. The process whereby larger 

stores are alleged to win market share at the expense of smaller stores is 

that of “predatory pricing.” In this familiar scenario, the larger store sells 

below cost in order to drive out its competitors and then recoups its losses 

by raising its prices once its rivals have folded. Belloc himself dutifully 

echoed this widely held notion: “The larger institution can undersell the 

smaller one at a loss, until the smaller one is imperiled or killed.”66 

There has developed over the years considerable literature on predatory 

pricing as a monopolizing device, very little of which has been favorable to 

the theory. Economist George Stigler has gone so far as to declare, “Today it 

would be embarrassing to encounter this argument in professional 

discourse.” One problem with the predatory pricing scenario is that it is next 

to impossible to find an actual example. To be sure, there is no shortage of 

examples of large stores offering low prices, but the windfall that is supposed 

to occur when they allegedly raise prices again once they have the field to 

themselves seems to be the stuff of myth. 

Belloc claims that the “larger unit of capital can afford to lose on its wares 

for a longer time than the smaller unit. If both the larger and the smaller 

unit are producing a particular product at a pound, both in competition sell 

it at fifteen shillings, each will be losing five shillings on every sale.” This 

analysis, while superficially plausible, is certainly mistaken. For one thing, a 

large firm attempting predatory pricing must endure losses commensurate 

with its size. That is to say, a firm holding 90 percent of the market competing 

with a firm holding 10 percent of the market makes losses on its 90 percent 

market share, while its smaller competitor makes losses only on its 10 

percent share. As economist George Reisman writes, “It is difficult to see the 

advantage constituted by nine times the wealth and nine times the business 

if money is lost at a rate that is nine times as great.” A scholar writing in the 

Journal of Political Economy concurs: 
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Price wars are far more expensive than is often realized. For one 
thing, it takes quite a long time to drive a rival from the field. 
The smaller firms may simply close down and wait and then 
reopen when the larger firm, in the expectation of recovering its 
losses, raises its prices. Even if the large firm succeeds in driving 
one set of owners into bankruptcy, the capacity does not thereby 
disappear from the area. The small company may now reopen 
under new management with plant bought at knock-down prices 
and capable, as a consequence, of marketing a product at very 
low cost. Only when the small plant is worn out or becomes 
obsolete, a matter of years, is it out of the picture, and only then 
is the large firm in a position to raise its prices to recoup its 
losses. After that the prolonged period over which prices must be 
kept high in order that the large business can entirely recover its 
losses may simply invite new entrants or new expansion and start 
the whole period of unprofitably low prices over again. 

 

There is also a chain-store variant of the predatory pricing argument. 

Opponents of chain stores seem to believe that by virtue both of their size and 

of the resources at their disposal, these stores will nearly always win out in 

direct competition with smaller stores. They possess enormous resources, and 

they can draw on the profits they earn in other markets to sustain them while 

they suffer losses in a particular new market in their efforts to drive out their 

competitors there. 

In some cases, of course, the larger firm can undersell the smaller on the 

basis of advantages it enjoys in terms of economies of scale and other benefits 

that can accrue to a firm on the basis of its size. This is not necessarily to be 

deplored; there clearly are advantages that accrue to everyone from business 

concentration. 
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 “In the precapitalistic ages,” economist Ludwig von Mises writes, 

“the difference between rich and poor was the difference between 

traveling in a coach and four and traveling, sometimes without 

shoes, on foot. Today in the industrialized parts of the United States 

the difference between rich and poor is the difference between a late 

model Cadillac and a second-hand Chevrolet. It is difficult to see how 

this result could have been achieved without bigness in business.” 
 

In this case, however, it is not the larger firm with which the 

distributist has a just dispute but with the consumers who freely 

purchase the firm’s goods. It is only the consumers’ buying or 

abstention from buying that determines the composition of a given 

industry. Apart from consumers’ freely demonstrated preferences, 

made explicit through their voluntary purchases in the market, there 

is no nonarbitrary way of determining the proper size of a store or 

the infrastructure of a particular industry, or indeed how many 

stores or firms there should be. It is ultimately the consumers who 

wish to acquire the things they need with least sacrifice to themselves 

and families, and not large stores per se, whom distributists should 

logically condemn. Economists call this consumer sovereignty. 
 

Moreover, if it were true that capitalism tended naturally toward 

ever greater concentration of wealth in the hands of ever fewer 

firms, we should expect to see a tendency toward fewer and fewer 

sellers during the period of American history when capitalist activity 

was least restricted and a tendency toward more and more 

competition during the period since, when capitalist activity has 

been most regulated. Unfortunately for the distributists’ allegation, 

the opposite is true. 
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 Gabriel Kolko’s famous study of economic conditions in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries finds that the economy was 

extraordinarily competitive in the sense that quite a number of 

competitors could be found in virtually every industry, and it was 

often difficult for the top firms to maintain their dominant positions. 

This was essentially the case across the board, spanning industries 

as diverse as iron, steel, oil, automobiles, agricultural machinery, 

copper, meat packing, and telephone services. It was only after 

voluntary efforts—pools, secret agreements, mergers, and so 

forth—had failed to stabilize this highly competitive environment 

that some firms began to look to the federal government and its 

regulatory apparatus as a way to reduce competition coercively. 

“Ironically, contrary to the consensus of historians,” Kolko 

concludes, “it was not the existence of monopoly that caused the 

federal government to intervene in the economy, but the lack of it.” 
 

The irony of the distributists’ desire to use state coercion to bring 

about what they consider a more desirable dispersion of property is 

that it is precisely state coercion that has contributed to some of the 

advantages that larger firms enjoy. In an influential journal article, 

Nobel Prize—winning economist George Stigler contended that “as 

a rule, regulation is acquired by the industry and is designed and 

operated primarily for its benefit.” He defended the hypothesis that 

“every industry or occupation that has enough political power to 

utilize the state will seek to control entry. In addition, the regulatory 

policy will often be so fashioned as to retard the rate of growth of 

new firms.” Thus, the regulatory apparatus tends to favor 

established firms at the expense of upstarts.9 

 
9 Woods, T. E., Jr. (2008). Beyond Distributism. (K. Schmiesing, Ed.) (Vol. 13, pp. 40–49). Grand Rapids, MI: 

Acton Institute. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/distributism?ref=Page.p+40&off=14990
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DISTRIBUTISM EXAMINED. We may now consider 
distributist claims in more detail. According to the 
celebrated writers G. K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc, 
who popularized distributism in the early twentieth 
century, a social system is best when productive 
property is widely dispersed rather than concentrated. 
They contend that the market order introduces an 
intolerably high level of insecurity and anxiety into the 
economic life of the ordinary person. They typically 
favor a variety of measures intended to reverse this 
situation, including prohibitive taxation of chain stores, 
department stores, and large distributors, in order to 
level the playing field for smaller operations. 

 

As Belloc sees it, distributism brings freedom: 

A family possessed of the means of production—the 
simplest form of which is the possession of land and 
of the implements and capital for working the land—
cannot be controlled by others. Of course, various 
producers specialize, and through exchange one with 
the other they become more or less interdependent, 
but still, each one can live “on his own”: each one can 
stand out, if necessary, from pressure exercised 
against him by another. He can say: “If you will not 
take my surplus as against your surplus I shall be the 
poorer; but at least I can live.” 

For Belloc, then, a great advantage of distributism 
is that it gives the household a significant measure 
of independence. 
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 The introduction to his Essay on the Restoration of Property 
describes his view of economic freedom as something that 
“comes from the possession of sufficient productive property, 
such that a man need not depend upon his employer for a wage 
but has, rather, to depend upon himself and his land, craft, tools, 
and trade for his sustenance.” 

Belloc acknowledges in passing that anyone selling to others 
is in some way dependent on those others, thereby conceding 
that risk and uncertainty are unavoidable aspects of life rather 
than unique to a market economy. If the price and quality of 
his goods do not remain sufficiently competitive, he is bound 
to lose business. However, Belloc points out, the family can 
nevertheless live on its own, even if buyers refuse to purchase 
its surplus goods. They can live on what they themselves 
produce. At heart, then, Belloc’s promise of security amounts 
to the distributist family’s ability in the last resort to retreat 
from the division of labor and live in a condition of self-
sufficiency. 

Yet, the advantages of the division of labor are so clear that 
relatively few people have found Belloc’s proposal attractive 
enough to attempt to observe it in practice. Practically anyone 
in the United States today who possesses the requisite 
knowledge and modest capital can acquire farmland and 
pursue the kind of self-sufficiency advocated by Belloc. 
Producing their own necessities and in possession of the means 
of production, such a family would be independent of 
employers or anyone else. They would probably also enjoy a 
standard of living so depressed and intolerable as to throw the 
rationality of the entire enterprise into question. That accounts 
for why the overwhelming majority of people choose to take 
their chances within the division of labor, balancing the risks 
from which this earthly life is never entirely secure against the 
unparalleled wealth and comfort they can enjoy by not 
retreating into semi-autarky. 



Page 87 of 103 
 

Even granting the distributist premise that smaller 
businesses have been swallowed up by larger firms, that it is 
always preferable for a man to operate his own business rather 
than to work for another is by no means obvious. It may well 
be that a man is better able to care for his family precisely if he 
does not own his own business or work the backbreaking 
schedule of running his own farm, partially because he is not 
ruined if the enterprise for which he works should have to 
close, and partially because he doubtless enjoys more leisure 
time that he can spend with his family than if he had the cares 
and responsibilities of his own business. This is a matter for 
individual circumstances rather than crude generalization. 

The way distributists portray the situation, the wage earners 
of today are where they are as a result of forces beyond their 
control: an ineluctable process of wealth concentration 
brought about by capitalism has deprived them of the 
possibility of owning productive property and avoiding the 
dependency that the wage relation implies. The fact is, many 
people prefer to be wage earners rather than own businesses.  

“Insecurity” and the Free Economy 

Now to the extent that someone who owns the means of 
production is able to work for himself and for that reason is not 
required to work for another, then we have simply the 
argument of Thomas Jefferson, who admired the independent 
farmer for this very reason. By no means does it follow that by 
not working for another, one thereby avoids hand-to-mouth 
uncertainty. Those who work for wages in fact enjoy a kind of 
security that distributists do not acknowledge—namely, that 
the worker receives his pay whether or not the goods toward 
whose production he contributes ever sell. It may be many 
months or years before they make it to market at all. 
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During all that time, instead of suffering the anxieties and 
uncertainties of the independent craftsman or shop owner, the 
worker consistently earns his wage. He need not wait until—if 
ever—his product is actually sold to reap his benefit. 
 

To be sure, the worker does labor under the real uncertainty 
that he may lose his job. This is unavoidable in light of 
technological improvements, changing tastes, and new 
methods of production. The advent of the automobile meant 
that carriage manufacturers would have to shift into some 
other line of production. The introduction of fax machines and 
electronic mail cut into the business of couriers and package 
delivery. The net result of these changes is greater abundance 
and a higher standard of living, as fewer resources are now 
necessary to accomplish our ends, thereby freeing up resources 
for the production of goods that prior to these technological 
advances we could not have enjoyed. 

What would distributists have us do about these benign 
phenomena? We cannot have a board of economic commissars 
that would decide which improvements will be permitted and 
which not. Furthermore, no one has a right to demand that 
society continue to compensate him for performing a task it no 
longer requires, whether he is a wage earner or a shop owner. 
An economy based on the division of labor does not tolerate 
such self-centered, antisocial thinking. Instead, it encourages 
us to satisfy the needs of our fellows. 

 

What sets apart the condition of laborers in market 
economies is precisely that they do not live in a condition of 
hand-to-mouth uncertainty. To be sure, terrible misfortunes 
can befall people, but this is true whether they are ordinary 
laborers or independent shopkeepers (the distributist ideal), 
whether medieval, early modern, or present day. 
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The difference is that in a prosperous society such as that of the 
United States, such tragedies virtually never mean utter 
destitution or starvation. The fantastic wealth made possible by 
the unhampered extension of the division of labor, by which we 
all enjoy the benefits of each person’s specialization in that line 
of work that suits him best, makes such tragedies far less likely. 
It is not in free societies but in centrally planned economies 
where the most recent famines have occurred. That is real 
hand-to-mouth uncertainty. 
 

Belloc argues that “the twin evils of Insecurity and 
Insufficiency” are inevitably associated with capitalism. “The 
main body of citizens, the Proletariat, are not sufficiently 
clothed, housed and fed, and even their insufficient supply is 
unstable. They live in a perpetual anxiety.” As we shall see, this 
was not true even at the height of the Industrial Revolution, 
let alone the early twentieth century when Belloc was writing. 

 

With the market’s ability to create wealth no longer in 
serious question, critics of the market economy suddenly shift 
emphasis: Instead of complaining that the market produces too 
little wealth, they now contend that it produces too much 
wealth for our own good. There is more to life than material 
possessions, the argument goes, and economic relations should 
be such that man is enabled to enjoy and cultivate higher tastes. 

This is a straw man. Hardly any supporter of the market 
suggests that material possessions are ends in themselves or 
bring the highest kind of fulfillment. No Christian would deny 
that a life of pure self-indulgence is morally inferior to one in 
which one’s wealth is put to lasting and productive use. It is 
precisely the wealth that market mechanisms create and the 
leisure that the market makes possible that make the 
enjoyment of higher things practicable in the first place. 
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 A man living at the level of bare subsistence is not likely to 
be able to cultivate an interest in painting or literature. 
Moreover, John Ryan, who perhaps more than any other 
attempted to reckon with the question of labor and wages, 
acknowledged that men are “more susceptible to religious 
influence [and] can know and serve God better when they are 
contented and comfortable than when they are impoverished 
and miserable.” 

Contrary to popular belief, the normal operation of the 
market tends to increase the laborer’s standard of living. 
Businesses invest in capital goods in order to increase the 
productivity of labor—that is, the amount of output that each 
worker is capable of producing. A forklift makes it possible for 
a worker to move and stack far more pallets than before, and to 
reach heights that would have been impossible with his bare 
hands. Other kinds of machinery can multiply the efficiency of 
a single worker many times over, sometimes even by orders of 
magnitude. The amount of goods the economy is capable of 
producing rises, at times explodes. This is how wealth’s created. 

As a result, firms can now produce many times more goods 
than before—and at considerably lower cost. Thanks to the 
pressures of market competition, firms pass on these cost cuts 
to consumers in the form of lower prices, better quality 
merchandise, or a combination of both. The ordinary person’s 
standard of living increases because, on the unhampered 
market, business firms are in a position to invest their wealth 
in machinery that makes it possible for more and more goods 
to be produced with fewer and fewer hands, thereby increasing 
the overall number of material goods available and rendering 
them less and less expensive. Thus, there is no capitalist 
paradox: Increased productivity means lower prices, so people 
can indeed afford to purchase the new abundance. 
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Partisans of the market are often portrayed as morally 
stunted for their emphasis on economic efficiency, an emphasis 
that supposedly fails to reckon with more important values. 
The point is, the more efficient we are in producing the goods 
we need, the more leisure we can enjoy to pursue the very 
higher things that economists allegedly leave out of account. 
The more capital-intensive our economy, the greater the 
productivity of labor; the greater the output, the greater our 
overall wealth, and the less time we need to work in order to 
earn the money necessary to purchase the goods we need.  

Work itself is a source of dignity and should not be viewed 
as a “necessary evil” in contrast to the “higher things.” Even so, 
a man forced to work eighty or more hours per week because 
the economy he works in is so capital-starved that this amount 
of labor is necessary for his sheer survival, will not be able to 
devote even a modest portion of his time to religious practice, 
family responsibilities, or the enjoyment of cultural activities. 
The real friends of the higher things, therefore, are supporters 
of the market, whose favored system makes those things 
readily available to more people than anyone centuries ago 
would have thought possible. 

The net result of all of the obstacles to prosperity inherent 
in distributism must be a poorer society. At times, distributists 
even concede this point. One writer acknowledged that one of 
the reasons it would be especially difficult to “restore the small 
craftsman” was that “in many cases mass methods produce not 
somewhat cheaper but enormously cheaper than individual 
methods.” Is there not a kind of security in being able to 
acquire the necessities of life cheaply?10 

 

 
 

10 Woods, T. E., Jr. (2008). Beyond Distributism. (K. Schmiesing, Ed.) (Vol. 13, pp. 19–31). Grand Rapids, 

MI: Acton Institute. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/distributism?ref=Page.p+19&off=4&ctx=III+~Distributism+Examined%0aWith+these+pri


Page 92 of 103 
 

 

 

In C. S. Lewis’ Screwtape Letters (1942, 4), where Lewis has the demon 

Screwtape tell his nephew Wormwood that university students should be 

discouraged from studying the physical sciences, since the physical sciences 

focus on God’s creation and thus might have the effect of pointing students 

to God, but that Wormwood should encourage students to study economics, 

which presumably more firmly belongs in the devil’s camp. 

Diagrams in missiology classes feature onions—concentric circles—with 

worldview at the center and economic behaviors on the outer edges. Or they 

feature platforms, with worldview as the “foundation” of all else, including 

economic realities that were caused and determined by worldviews. Or they 

feature images of depth versus surface, where worldview was “deep” and 

economic realities simply “surface” epiphenomena. Naturally what really 

needs to be studied was that which was “central,” “foundational,” and 

“deep,” rather than that which is peripheral or shallow—a secondary 

byproduct of other, more basic realities. Coursework in missiology touches 

on economic dimensions of mission, but it does so in a selective and 

moralizing fashion. 

People are not primarily philosophers striving for rational abstract 

coherence and attempting to be faithful to a given philosophy, but that they 

are motivated by anxiety, guilt, love, lust, hunger, envy, desire for success 

and approval, and so on. That is, in everyday life, people spend their time 

and effort on such matters as romance, material well-being, and attempting 

to achieve honor. They are often only marginally interested in rational 

abstractions and consistency. Like Pontius Pilate, they are often quite willing 

to act against what they believe to be true (consider Pilate’s words, “I find 

no fault in him. Take him out and crucify him”), or to embrace ideologies 

that help them rationalize and justify their behavior or social position. The 

order present within society and culture might be functional, instrumental, 

economic, political, psychological, and ideological rather than rational and 

logical; The direction of causality can flow in more than one direction. Yes, 

belief can and sometimes does have an impact on other cultural patterns, 

including economic patterns. 
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 But economic and psychological and political dynamics can also be 

independent variables contributing to larger sociocultural patterns, with 

belief sometimes a dependent variable influenced by other factors, or 

emerging as a secondary rationalization of some other, more primordial 

dynamic. 

By not systematically studying the economic dimensions of life, 

missionaries have simply operated with the taken-for-granted assumptions 

about economics learned through our own primary socialization. The fact 

that there are fundamentally different economic orders operating in different 

settings, with profoundly different ideals as to the ways in which material 

realities are to function in our moral relations with each other, has largely 

been misunderstood. 

One of the most common ethical challenges missionaries report is the 

challenge of being asked (or extorted) for a “bribe.” While missionaries often 

simply treat this as a matter of sinful corruption, Jason Tan demonstrates how 

older reciprocity norms—where the line between tips, obligatory gifts, and 

bribes was seldom clearly marked—sometimes shape current practice in the 

Philippines. Furthermore, when modern bureaucratic structures are 

conceptualized as paying an adequate wage (to policemen or customs agents, 

for example), but in fact often pay less than a living wage, it is not surprising 

that older reciprocity norms are invoked to help make up the difference. 

Careful analysis of how such “bribes” work in practice and are understood 

in the moral logic of cultural insiders, shoe how they are intertwined with 

issues of honor and respect. 

Both in New Testament times and in much of the world today, social and 

economic relations have been structured by patron-client norms—

hierarchically organized reciprocities.  

Around the world people are often caught between traditional economic 

norms with their built-in social protections and the changing realities and 

norms associated with free-market capitalism.11 

 
11 Cheong, J., & Meneses, E. (2015). Christian Mission and Economic Systems: A Critical Survey of the 

Cultural and Religious Dimensions of Economies (pp. xxi–xxx). Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+xxi&off=13&ctx=INTRODUCTION%0a~CHRISTIAN+MISSION+AND+ECONO
https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+xxi&off=13&ctx=INTRODUCTION%0a~CHRISTIAN+MISSION+AND+ECONO
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Christians in ministry must take a holistic approach to poverty. Bryant Myers 

describes such an approach, which is rooted deeply in the Bible (Myers 2004). Myers 

describes poverty as a network of poorly functioning systems, including material 

poverty, vulnerability (lack of reserves), physical weakness, political powerlessness, 

spiritual poverty (“broken relationships with neighbor and God”), and isolation (lack 

of assets, including education) (72). “Poverty is a result of relationships that do not 

work,” he says, “that are not just, that are not for life, that are not harmonious or 

enjoyable.” (86). Myers’ model is one of incorporation, but it does not make the mistake 

of promoting material development at the expense of social or spiritual growth. In fact, 

Myers makes a strong case for the value of Christian conversion to bringing holistic 

development in people’s lives. 

The good news to this point is that such a biblically based, holistic approach is 

actually more effective than a narrowly financial one, even in economic terms. While as 

Christians we must address the needs of the people we serve in ministry, we must not 

forget that God’s kingdom purposes are beyond the comforts of this life. Jesus was clear 

that both wealth and family must be sacrificed to follow him (Matt 16:24; Mark 10:21; 

Luke 14:26). Christian history is filled with people who have been willing to give up 

everything to respond to God’s call. Sometimes this has involved a lifestyle so radical 

that an ordinary involvement in society and economy is impossible. To some degree, all 

missionaries leave behind the comforts of family and friends, if not material wealth, to 

follow Christ to new places. 

How does the radical call of Jesus fit in with the Christian affirmation of life in 

creation, our bodily existence, and the social and material good? So how are Christians 

to live this life? The answer surely has to do with the larger vision and purpose that 

guides our decision-making processes. It is not that we must eschew all the pleasures of 

this life for hair shirts and desert isolation. In fact, extreme austerities can be the means 

of an attempt at self-salvation. It is rather that we must ensure that our decisions are 

guided by the bigger picture we have of God’s purposes for humanity in the context of 

his restoration of creation, and by the Holy Spirit’s call upon our own lives. 

That bigger picture, or metanarrative, must not be compromised by the 

metanarratives of the social and economic systems of which we are a part. What I 

suggest here is that, as Christians living under capitalism, we must appreciate the value 

of the economic system at hand while not being deluded by its extravagant claims. 

Equally, we must recognize the deep distortions that are created by the system and work 

steadily to rectify them, while taking care not to destroy what is good.12 

 
12 Cheong, J., & Meneses, E. (2015). Christian Mission and Economic Systems: A Critical Survey of the 

Cultural and Religious Dimensions of Economies (pp. 18–23). Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+18&off=1312&ctx=oked+after+by+God.%E2%80%9D%0a~CHRISTIAN+MINISTRY+U
https://ref.ly/logosres/9780878089437?ref=Page.p+18&off=1312&ctx=oked+after+by+God.%E2%80%9D%0a~CHRISTIAN+MINISTRY+U
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Missionaries Export Christ Not Cultures 
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Economic Cultures @ Mixed & Diverse  

❖ NATIONS IN DIFFERENT STATES OF SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT CAN BOTH TEACH & LEARN 

❖ REVERSE MISSIONARIES OPEN TO BOTH TEACH 

& LEARN FROM INDIGENOUS MOST EFFECTIVE 

❖ ETHNO-CENTRIC & SOCIO-ECONOMIC SENSE OF 

SUPERIORITY IS DETECTABLE & HARMFUL! 

❖ PREJUDICE & IGNORANCE NEED UNLEARNING 

❖ APOSTLES DIDN’T ADDRESS ROMAN COMMERCE 

❖ SECULAR SOCIAL & ECONOMIC SYSTEMS ARE 

A MIx PRIMARY & SECONDARY & OF DEGREE 

❖ wHAT wORkS ONE PLACE DOESN’T ANOTHER 

❖ MISSIONARIES SHOULD STICk wITH ExPERTISE  

❖ CATHOLIC ENCLAVES VALUE LOCAL COTTAGE 

INDUSTRY & SUBSIDIARITY DISTRIBUTIONISM 

❖ DISTRIBUTIONISTS PREFER THE TOwN SqUARE 

TO THE BIG BOx AND MALL STORE COMMONS  

❖ DISTRIBUTIONISTS ENJOY A BETTER qUALITY 

OF LIFE BY PAYING A HIGHER COST OF LIVING 

❖ IN MY OPINION, DISTRIBUTIONISM SHOULD BE 

PART OF THE ECONOMIC MIx EVERYwHERE! 
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RIGHT ATTITUDE OPENS DOORS 

EXCERPTS FROM CHRISTIAN CHRONICLE COVERAGE OF CUBA:  

After Fidel Castro rose to power in the 1959 Cuban Revolution, the relationship 

between the government and the churches became quite tense in this socialist state   

90 miles from Florida. For decades, restrictions were placed on Christian churches, 

leading many religious leaders to leave the island. Worship services could only be  

held in officially registered buildings.  

Before 1959, more than 100 Churches of Christ formed on the island, but only six met 

in authorized places of worship. After the revolution, most of the congregations were 

forced to stop meeting.  

In the past five years churches of Christ in the United States have enjoyed positive 

relations with the island nation. That status has allowed U.S. church members 

unprecedented access to their counterparts on the island, after a half-century of   

near-isolation. Church members who have traveled the short distance to Cuba      

report vibrant, growing congregations in this communist nation. . . 

It seems historically appropriate that, in 1985, Juan Monroy became the 

first church of Christ missionary to enter Cuba since the rise of Fidel Castro. 

“In 1984 I met President Fidel Castro in Nicaragua. In 1985 I went to Cuba.     
God wanted me to be the first foreign missionary of the church of Christ to enter.” 

At that time there were in Cuba about 150 members of the church and no full-time 

preachers. Now there are 100 churches — most of them small, meeting in houses. 

There are about 5,000 members and more than 60 full-time preachers supported by 

churches in the United States. As a result of their growth, many churches in Cuba are 

running out of space. The Cuban government regulates their construction, and many 

churches meet in the home of the minister. Almost every church seems to be growing.  

The Cuban government recently authorized the ministry to send 40,000 Bibles and 

10,000 copies of the New Testament to the island to be distributed to listeners of the 

ministry’s radio program. 

https://apnews.com/article/cuba-florida-obituaries-5ef60f67cefb46869c5b6e5814588dec
https://apnews.com/682b93e8ebee417ca030245b861b9a7a/despite-some-tensions-evangelical-churches-booming-cuba
https://www.amazon.com/History-Churches-Christ-Cuba-ebook/dp/B00XI0QFDK
https://www.amazon.com/History-Churches-Christ-Cuba-ebook/dp/B00XI0QFDK
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• HEARING: 
• Romans 10: 17;  Matthew 7: 24 - 27 
• BELIEVING: 
• Hebrews 11: 6;  Mark 16: 15, 16 
• REPENTING: 
• Acts 2:  38; 17: 30;  Luke 13: 3 
• CONFESSING: 
• Matthew 10:  32, 33;  Acts 8: 36, 37 
• BAPTISM: 
• Romans 6:  3 – 5;  Acts 8: 36 – 38 
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