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Preface


This book addresses issues of economic policy, not only from a Christian perspective but also from the perspective of its authors—two mainstream economists who are also Christians. While several currently available books approach economic issues from a Christian perspective, most are unconcerned with basic notions of economic theory. Often written by noneconomists, such books consider no framework for thought beyond a particular Christian perspective. Economic theory does not inform their writing. As a result, their authors often make radical recommendations for policy based on their particular viewpoints. Unfortunately, due to their failure to consider economic theory and evidence, their policy recommendations are sometimes dramatically inconsistent with the essential, orthodox principles of economics.

We hope that this book will be of use to anyone who would like to know more about how economics can inform the views of Christians on major economic issues. Any Christian interested in thinking about issues of economic policy should learn at least a bit of economics along the way. This does not mean that our book contains dozens of supply-demand diagrams. The book does, however, provide the interested reader with a clear presentation of the principles fundamental to economic analysis of any issue or problem.

Therefore, we do the following:


	Distill the basic facts of each economic issue considered. We include diagrammatic illustrations wherever possible. For example, we illustrate our macro chapters with graphs of unemployment and inflation rates. We also illustrate our chapter on the environment with figures showing recent environmental trends. We want our readers to have a very clear view of each issue considered, since it is easy to be misled by those who unfairly minimize or overdramatize such problems.


	Explain the mainstream views in economics of the nature of each problem and its corresponding policy prescription.


	Critically evaluate, from a Christian perspective, the views and recommendations of mainstream economists on each issue. Whenever possible, we use Scripture to inform our evaluation, meaningfully and faithfully. We also challenge our readers to apply the conclusions in the pursuit of their individual callings and vocations.




Our guiding conviction is that Christians who are serious about problems like environmental damage, unemployment and poverty cannot afford to ignore the achievements that economists are making with these issues. Mainstream economics helps Christians understand economic problems and respond as good stewards of God’s creation. Moreover, Christian economists like us can serve as guides for Christians who are wary of the policy recommendations of mainstream economists. Hence, we have tried to write a book that is accessible to anyone, faithful to Christian teaching and responsible to our academic discipline.

The opening chapter alerts readers to the approach we take throughout the book, as we make connections between economics—theory, policy and life choices—and living out the Christian faith. A just and prosperous society depends for its continued success on maintaining the right balance of power and responsibility among three principle spheres: democratic governments, market-organized economies, and strong moral and cultural institutions. Thus the guidance we offer for addressing economic problems flows from identifying points at which markets, governments and institutions (like churches) are especially apt to make a difference for good or ill. We articulate a set of Christian principles and values needed to undergird economic and social action in order to produce a just and prosperous society anywhere in the world.

Chapter two describes how markets function in societies like ours. Unique to our book is clear exposition—using familiar examples, without graphs—to build a case for consumers, workers and producers exercising Christian values in all sorts of markets. We show that markets neither require selfishness nor cause materialism. Instead, they offer unique opportunities for Christians to apply their talents and values in ways that benefit people around the world, while also caring for their own families and communities. Furthermore, we illustrate how the perpetual change that characterizes markets need not threaten our values or livelihoods.

In the first two chapters, we make the case that the role of government should be a limited one. Nevertheless, there is a proper role for government in the economy. We need government. Chapter three considers, from both Christian and economic perspectives, the ways in which government can help to improve on the outcomes we would observe if unbridled market interaction were the only available avenue for the provision of goods and services in a society. We provide a careful discussion of cost-benefit analysis: how the proposed benefits of any project must be weighed against the alternative possible uses of the resources that are consumed in pursuit of the project.

In three of the four Gospel accounts Christ teaches us how to respond to the authority of government; we are to give to Caesar what belongs to him, and give to God what belongs to him. But what exactly belongs to Caesar has varied widely across time and place. Even in the United States, the tax burden of the average American has risen from about 10 percent of his or her salary to over 30 percent during the last seventy years. In fact, many economists have compared the government to the Old Testament Leviathan—an insatiable serpent. We use chapter four to consider the ways government may exercise good stewardship in tax-policy design. We also discuss whether the biblical injunction to tithe is affected, now that government performs so many of the tasks traditionally undertaken by the early church (caring for the poor and sick, etc.).

Many environmentalists hate Christianity. In a 1967 article published in Science, Lynn White stated, “By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature. . . . [W]e shall continue to have a worsening ecologic crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.” In chapter five we dismiss White’s claim that God’s plan for the relationship of humans to nature necessarily leads to environmental degradation. Instead, we assert that Christians, called to be good stewards of all of God’s creation, must exercise caution and wisdom in the pursuit of environmental goals. Further, we show that modern economics has much to say about responsible care for and cleanup of the environment.

In chapter six we consider the ways our federal government can influence our macroeconomy—our overall national economy and its interactions with the still-larger global economy. Unemployment rates, inflation rates and national income: these are all macroeconomic issues because we do not normally evaluate them at the local level. Instead, we account for them at the larger, national level. We consider four variables and measures that policymakers have used—both officially and unofficially—as goals of macroeconomic policy: (1) the growth of national income per capita, (2) unemployment rates, (3) inflation rates and (4) stock market values. We include several diagrams, reflecting where the economy has been, is now and may be headed in the future. We also discuss the limits of each of these as measures of overall societal well-being.

In chapter seven we summarize the current state of macroeconomic knowledge today. In particular we discuss the ways the discipline has evolved since the Keynesian economic revolution of the 1930s. Macroeconomic understanding since Keynes has evolved in such a way that Keynes’s prescriptions for active policy have become less and less credible. Instead, it appears that a steady, deliberate, less reactive approach to economic policy may lead to the best, overall, long-term path for the economy. Attempts to use discretionary monetary or fiscal policy actions to stabilize the economy may, instead, be destabilizing—and even deceitful. Indeed, Adam Smith’s invisible hand may be just as powerful in the macroeconomic realm as in individual markets for particular goods and services.

Chapter eight addresses seductive myths about globalization that plague many popular discussions regarding the moral aspects of trade. We start with a case that pits well-meaning Californians, concerned for the environment, against poor Montanans, planning to commercialize new oil fields. Similarly, well-meaning but misguided Westerners often insist on trade restrictions to “protect” poor foreigners from being exploited in world trade. From there, we consider the changes needed for Third World countries to grow their economies and thereby reduce poverty. Finally, we discuss ways that Christians—as individuals, churches and members of secular organizations—can work alongside Third World people to reduce barriers to higher living standards. We continue to urge intellectual and spiritual discipline in the practice of “reasoned hope”—a virtue identified in earlier chapters—which requires long-term commitments and strong faith in God’s active involvement.

In chapter nine we present a biblical and theological basis for the Christian conviction that work is meant to be both a blessing and a means by which God’s gifts to each person are “called out” to meet their own needs and those of the wider community. Labor markets serve as effective channels through which this happens. We use examples that illustrate how earnings differences among persons, across professions and over time reflect decisions people make about training, job risk, location, responsibility and so on. We emphasize that such decisions involve much more than monetary rewards.

Chapter ten undertakes a special challenge by investigating whether current income gaps ought to concern Christians. Is it only absolute poverty that Christians are called to mitigate, or must they also decry the high pay top executives receive? What is the nature of male-female wage gaps and black-white income gaps? To the extent that persistent gaps result from a mixture of personal choices (about education, family, etc.), the regulatory environment and changing markets, what can be done to ensure more equal opportunity? Is it possible for governments to take actions in this regard without unduly interfering with the ability of competitive markets to produce widespread abundance, and while preserving the freedom of choice markets afford?

Since the time of Adam Smith, and especially over the past two decades, a strong case has been made for the importance of moral values and institutions to every country’s economic success. Obviously, where moral values are relatively widespread and influence most members of society (even those who are not associated with any religious tradition), the benefits to society are tremendous. They include the greater likelihood that employees will put an effort into all their tasks, even when supervisors are not likely to monitor them; that companies will more often serve customers than cheat them; and that citizens will buy more things than they steal and pay taxes rather than hiding their lights and incomes under bushels. In chapter eleven we discuss the means by which societies can invest in building more social capital as well as roles played by churches in this endeavor.

To close the book with something very practical, we present “Nine Big Ideas from Economics That Can Help You Be a Good Steward Every Day,” culled from lessons presented throughout the book. This brief section serves as a reminder that we can all honor God while practicing good economics.

There is a crucial need for conversation about economic policy in which moral concerns are introduced along with sound economic analysis, whether the ethics arise from religious or secular perspectives. Indeed, the authors’ development of the subject is open to application and adaptation by non- Christian and secular individuals and groups. For example, Muslim and Jewish scriptures also give prominence to caring for the poor and strangers. Furthermore, commitments to such values as honesty, dedication to community well-being, and work—all key to the quality of life and material abundance in any economy—spread beyond the boundaries of traditional religions. Although the reference point for much of this book’s discussion is explicitly Christian, the authors hope to inform non-Christian readers and to inspire other economists to show the many useful connections between economic policy and moral values emphasized in other religious and secular traditions.

To aid in the clarification of the book’s presentation, we enlisted the help of our students at Hope College as readers and critics of the completed chapters. Our readers have included students who have taken no economics, some who are majoring in economics and others who lie in between. This strategy has provided useful feedback from students who differ widely in their exposure to the study of economics.

We are thankful for the help and support of our friends, families and colleagues as the project progressed. It was a delight to work with the experts at InterVarsity Press, including Gary Deddo, Elaina Whittenhall, Taryn Bullis, Jeff Crosby and Ruth Curphey. At American University Armenia, Anna Hakobyan, Varduhi Hyusisyan, Armen Petrosyan, Astghik Melikyan, Edouard Antonian, Lilit Vardanyan and Lucig Danielian provided pivotal assistance during Claar’s Fulbright year there. We appreciate Julia Hollenberg, at Hope College, for her help with editing. Careful and extensive comments from reviewers Tom Head at George Fox University and Stephen L. S. Smith at Gordon College improved the final product. We especially thank Rowene Beals for her patient reading and editing of the initial manuscript. She was our perfect “interested reader,” as we tested out ideas and honed themes for greater clarity and impact. In addition, Ro fielded pieces of data coming at her from at least three directions with accuracy and grace. We could not have done this project without her support and encouragement throughout the three years in its making.
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Christian Faith in Relationship to Economic Activity

Framing the Issues


Christians are commanded to conduct every aspect of their lives in response to the call and grace of God in Christ. Clearly, many dimensions of their lives are interwoven with markets. As a result, Christians seek to buy and sell, and to save and invest, in the light of gospel values. They must do so with an awareness of their own limitations, trusting that God will bless and use their lives. Though their ultimate motivations may differ from those of non- Christians, Christians must deal with the same physical, psychological and economic realities as everyone else. Throughout this book we intend for our examination of economic forces and moral values to also engage those outside the Christian tradition.

One of the fundamental assumptions economists make about human activity is that we are limited in our choices by scarce time, resources and knowledge. Christians acknowledge that reality. Like others, they cannot be in two places at once, know the price of everything or provide for themselves and their families without working, saving and carefully considering their budgets (e.g., how much and what to purchase, in keeping with their values). Furthermore, although Christians are called to have “faith that can move mountains,” they are taught not to defy gravity or tempt God by jumping from rooftops (recall Jesus’ refusal of that temptation [Mt 4:5-7]). Likewise, they would court physical and spiritual danger if they ignored real limits to their material and financial resources.

While painfully aware of their human limitations, and recognizing the pervasiveness of sin, Christians maintain reasoned hope for themselves and for the world. Securely founded on the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, their hope transcends the evil they encounter. Their hope ultimately transcends material scarcity, but they live without any pretensions of treading somewhere above the earth-bound paths of non-Christians. They trust in God’s promises of blessings on earth and in the completion of his perfect love in the kingdom of God, which is already here yet still to come in fullness.

Throughout this book we propose to equip readers with an understanding of the economy within which they make dozens of daily choices, and to affirm the spiritual values required to live out their decisions about work, as well as buying and saving, in ways that please God. We do not presume to map out precisely how every Christian or group of Christians should deal with all economic matters. We make use of different traditions for their useful insights regarding how Christian values can be put to work in the economy.

We emphasize the points at which reflection on Christian truths and values is most appropriate and useful for illuminating economic activities. We show how Christians can faithfully interact within the market system without caving in to materialism (see chap. 2 for the development of this point). We also acknowledge that the very limitations of markets open up places for collective action, organized in the private sector, by churches and other associations. We discuss the roles of governments at all levels, which constitute another key realm of human social activity. We show governments acting in ways that may either enhance the creative energies and expertise within the other two realms or weaken their capacity to address big social questions.


The Pillars of a Just and Abundant Society

Traditional economic textbooks portray economies along a continuum, in order to illustrate various degrees of government power relative to the market. Thus, at the far left is a combination of central economic planning and government ownership of all property—best illustrated by the former Soviet Union, present-day Cuba and North Korea. At the far right is minimal government and freedom for markets to deliver any goods and services people are willing to pay for (including morally inferior products, like pornography). Hong Kong is the best example. At this same right-hand end of the spectrum, governments are expected to avoid trying to reduce income disparities between the rich and poor, because it is assumed that the primary social value to be defended is freedom of individual choice, not equality.

Today, nations are located at various points along the left-right spectrum. Thus, to the left of the mid-point is democratic socialism (represented by Sweden and several other countries in Western Europe), a system in which markets play the key roles in production (i.e., there are few state-owned enterprises). Nevertheless, their governments are expected to deliver health care and education, and to lower poverty levels by taxing high incomes and spending on many public services. To the right of center are large and small countries, like the United States and New Zealand. New Zealand maintains a very limited role for government. By comparison, the size and activities of government in the United States are large and extensive—putting the United States to the left of New Zealand. However, compared to most nations in Western Europe, the U.S. government plays a more restricted role in the economic sphere—as evidenced by a largely private health care system, lower spending on poverty programs and unemployment benefits, and lower tax rates that are intended to encourage investment and entrepreneurship.

In this book we discuss relationships between governments and markets (at local and national levels) that conform to Christian teaching and respect economic insights about such things as improving efficiency. We emphasize relationships that do not require a prominent role for churches in promoting legislation and shaping policy. Instead, we describe a third realm of social power and influence: institutions of private, collective action (like churches, schools and museums) that are free to fund, teach and exercise their values for the benefit of society. We picture society as a tripod, supported by three poles, each of which must have the size and integrity to enable people and their communities to thrive. These poles are democratic government, the market economy, and strong religious and cultural institutions. Novak (1982) masterfully develops this theme.

We propose to illustrate how societies that are based on healthy relationships among the three poles produce a rich variety of solutions to meet social, economic and spiritual needs, even as these needs evolve over time. In small and poor societies, for example, families are the main source of education and health care as well as the chief “employers.” In other societies, religious associations—like mosques or churches—provide most education. In richer and more diverse societies, pre-university education takes place mainly in government-funded schools, while spiritual needs are addressed by religious organizations.

To remain healthy, societies must be vigilant regarding the rights and responsibilities of the three sectors—governments, markets and private/voluntary organizations—so that none unduly encroaches on the domain and responsibilities of another. During the second half of the twentieth century, in Europe and the United States, governments grew to meet new social expectations, such as provisions for unemployed workers and retirees. In later chapters we examine what economic theory and Christian teaching have to say about how expansion of some government responsibilities and budgets can impair the ability of markets and private voluntary organizations to perform their functions well.

Recognition of problems in the regulatory role of government has prompted waves of deregulation throughout the industrialized world over the last three decades (in banking, transportation, etc.). More recent efforts to expand collaboration between governments and private voluntary organizations (e.g., via President George W. Bush’s faith and community-based initiative) require careful study. It is still an open question whether such partnerships, using tax money, can achieve the desired social outcomes without violating basic church-state separation or compromising the holistic missions of religious organizations (see chap. 11).

In modern societies a balanced relationship among governments, private voluntary organizations and markets leaves individual and group participants in each realm relatively free to exercise their unique talents, insights, resources and values. Thus, for example, we point out the relative advantage to society of governments setting out minimal standards for environmental health, but doing so in ways that preserve access to resources and relatively free choice by individuals, businesses and private voluntary groups regarding their use of water, air and land (see chap. 5). Such economic freedoms, we argue, are absolutely essential for a majority of people to utilize and develop fully their talents and other resources for the sake of personal, social and even spiritual good. 

The choice a society makes is, however, not between government action (based on a specific set of moral principles) and completely free, individual action disregarding social benefits and moral values. Even with democratic governments, free markets and strong private voluntary associations in place, the ultimate course of any society depends on the continual exercise of personal responsibility in commitments shared with others and based on fundamental values. Christians would add that the future course of any society also depends on effective Christian witness. Spirit-empowered witness and the resulting deep religious conversions, alone, have the power to infuse the realms of government, markets and private voluntary institutions with godly motives, and to guide their activities in the light of truly great visions for life on earth.

One of the reasons we emphasize the crucial roles of moral and cultural institutions is that when they are strong (partly as a result of being given legal stature), such institutions are able to undertake a huge variety of tasks by making use of voluntary contributions of time and money. If, instead, governments assume primary responsibility for providing education, arts, health care and help for needy people, their control results in too little innovation and too many one-size-fits-all public services. One reaction to this inherent problem in education has been the creation of charter schools and support for school vouchers. Both reflect a keen interest by many people to see educational innovation benefit from vigorous competition among many different models, so that excellence builds in places where it has sadly lagged (e.g., especially in poor urban neighborhoods, but also in the whole U.S. public school system).

Finally, in countries where the only funds to support public services come from tax revenues, much less can be achieved. Many citizens of such countries consider their primary duty to society to be fully exercised by paying their taxes or by engaging in political activism on behalf of tax fairness and particular government spending priorities. By comparison with Americans, for example, the French expect much more of government and less of the private voluntary sector. Measured in terms of employment, the U.S. private voluntary sector is almost twice that of France (3.7 percent of the population versus 2 percent in the mid-1990s) (CIVICUS 1997, pp. 49, 150). An interesting comparison can be made between France and the United States regarding the respective roles of private and government sectors in their aid to Third World countries. In 2002, U.S. citizens privately donated on average five cents per person to Third World assistance, and thirteen cents through their government. On the other hand, French citizens privately donated an average of one cent per person, but twenty-five cents per person through their government (Foreign Policy 2004). The Center for Global Development publishes a weighted Commitment to Development Index (CDI). Besides aid, other factors affecting international rankings include trade policy and investment. France and the United States shared seventh place in the 2004 rankings of twenty-one nations, with the Netherlands and Denmark in first place, Australia, the United Kingdom and Canada just ahead of the United States and France (also tied with Germany and Norway for seventh place out of twenty-one countries), and Japan in last place.

Concentration of social goals in the domain of government, especially when undertaken by national governments, can have the unintended side effect of undermining personal moral action and leaving untapped the skills and community resources that could be used to meet crying social needs. Chapter four presents a careful consideration of the domains in which governments can be expected to enhance public welfare, and of the economic principles that suggest appropriate boundaries around that sphere of public life.

The histories of Western societies differ with respect to the relative powers and responsibilities of governments, markets and private/voluntary organizations. A comparison of France and the United States provides an example, but does not explain how or why those differences occurred. After his visit to America in the early 1800s, Alexis de Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America, in which he marveled at the ways that Americans organized themselves in every town and hamlet to deal locally with problems they identified—rather than expecting governments to assume primary responsibility for their solution. This, he thought, was the reason why democracy worked in America. By contrast, the French government actually prohibited private organizations from providing services to meet social needs until the law was changed at the end of the nineteenth century. The state was to be the sole provider.

Some of those who have supported recent efforts in the United States and elsewhere to constrain government powers, in favor of markets and private/voluntary organizations, argue that governments gradually took over many functions that could be performed better by the other two sectors. Those who continue to favor a large government role in the provision of social services, including education, health care and retirement benefits, argue that government is the only sector capable of coordinating services and distributing them fairly, because markets (they believe) undermine communal responsibility.

On the other hand, some religious leaders insist that governments have stepped into social gaps because moral values—such as personal and communal responsibility, charity and love—were being eroded by materialism and other secular values. They often argue that the first line of religious offense against social ills is spiritual and moral renewal. Only then are people and communities empowered to change their social environments through loving service. Throughout this book we discuss all of these possibilities, beginning in chapter two, where we examine the claim that free markets promote increased materialism.

In addition to the otherwise untapped resources made available to society through the work of moral and cultural institutions, those same institutions often have an advantage over governments in meeting local and individual needs. Many are grassroots organizations by virtue of their proximity and experience, who understand unique local situations and make intelligent use of local networks (sometimes relying on subsidies from public funds). For a parallel reason John Stuart Mill’s ([1859] 1974) influential essay On Liberty, as well as recent governmental reforms around the world, highlights the benefits of allowing as much state and local autonomy as possible in the design and delivery of public services. (See chapter 8 regarding the importance of political and economic reforms in the Third World.)




Christian Principles and Values Undergird a Flourishing and Just Economy

It is hard to think of any Christian principle or value that is irrelevant to economic activity. Consider teachings on the importance of prayer and how best to pray; or contemplate God’s invitation to each person to entrust themselves to Christ—as their Savior, friend and Lord. If somehow such practices and commitments were strictly spiritual, they would have no connection to the economy. However, the Bible and the church consistently teach that attempts to love and pray to God are meaningless unless they cause Christians to behave differently in the “real world” than they would without spiritual moorings.

James wrote in his epistle that “faith by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds [expressed in love for neighbors and strangers], it is dead and useless” (Jas 2:17). Furthermore, the first petition in the Lord’s Prayer—“may your Kingdom come soon” (Mt 6:10)—cannot be realized without collaboration among “little Christs” (from which we get the word Christians) and with Jesus Christ, whose life on earth demonstrated how to live fully. Likewise, the petition to “give us today the food we need” (Mt 6:11) is rightly understood to entail both human work and God’s blessing of the earth, with all its potential to bring forth plenty. It is also a prayer for spiritual food, without which work cannot achieve its full potential for people and their communities (for more on this, see chap. 9 about work and vocation).

Although some biblical teachings may be a step removed from direct economic application, the themes that most relate to the economy can be gathered under five broad headings. We offer these without extensive justification in the form of biblical texts or theological writings, although we will provide abundant suggestions for further reading. Most principles appearing below are discussed in Donald Hay’s (1991) book Economics Today: A Christian Critique. With some modification we make use of his choices because they reflect both Catholic and Protestant thinking about these matters, and they do so with clarity and brevity. The basic Christian principles on which economic life should be organized are revealed by certain attitudes and actions in response to God’s creation and gifts to each person and community, namely, delight and gratitude, stewardship and work, creativity and caring.

God provides an abundant and dynamic creation, over which humans are given the calling and responsibility of stewardship. Stewardship extends to the use of individual talents (witness the parable of the talents [Mt 25:14-30]). The responsibility of stewards is to manage resources, over which each has been given oversight, in the best interest of the owner (in this case, God) and in service to others.

Humans are created to enjoy creation and to show gratitude for it, as many of the psalms beautifully illustrate. We are to respect God for the gifts of creation by avoiding careless waste or plunder (see Deut 20:19) of resources. (In chap. 5, dedicated to environmental issues, some care will be given to define waste relative to efficiency and in the light of noneconomic goals.)

Biblical sources describing proper human relationships to creation can be found throughout Scripture. The Garden of Eden portrays the abundance of creation. God presents creation as a gift of plants and animals, over which humans are given the responsibility of stewardship (see Gen 1:28-31). Men and women are to continually give thanks to God for his gifts in the created world (see Ps 95). They are to share the produce of the land (their “incomes”) with those in need, as prescribed in the Old Testament tithe. Indeed, one part of the tithe was meant to provide food and wine for rejoicing in God’s presence at the temple in Jerusalem; another part was meant for the support of widows, orphans and strangers; and the rest was devoted to the support of priests (see Deut 14:22-29).

Human beings have an obligation to work, and their societies must afford them many opportunities to do so, since work is the principle means for exercising stewardship. The importance of work in Scripture is evidenced by proverbs that commend it (see Prov 10:3-4) and by the apostle Paul’s insistence that Christians must work if they intend to eat (see 2 Thess 3:10). Work is more than a job or profession, however. It is a calling in which men and women apply and expand their God-given talents, thereby reflecting the image of God (who was at “work” in creation). Through work, people have an opportunity to meet their personal and family needs as well as those of the community. Through work, we collaborate with each other in the stewardly production and use of resources. Indeed, the writer of Ecclesiasticus (38:39, Latin Vulgate) says that our work is our prayer. (Chap. 9 expands on the sense of work as a calling.)

Personally and collectively, society must make provision for the poor (as well as the sick, orphans and those otherwise severely disadvantaged)—people who are unable to take care of their basic needs through their work. The Old Testament tithes were a kind of communal tax meant to care for the poor in their midst—both Jews and foreigners. God’s concern to prevent intergenerational poverty is evident in the Old Testament law, which provided for land to be redistributed back to the original families every fifty years (the Jubilee). Furthermore, farmers were to leave fallen grain for the poor to glean in their fields (recall the story of Ruth). Some laws were aimed at protecting poor people from scandalous exploitation by those who would extract high interest—even on loans of food. Other laws called on employers to pay their workers every evening (see Lev 19:13), so that they could buy their daily bread.

In the New Testament, Jesus taught his followers to serve the needy as they would serve their Lord (e.g., Mt 25:31-46). Early church leaders assigned deacons and took special collections to provide for poor believers in their midst as well as others in the Jerusalem church (see Acts 6:1-4; 1 Cor 16:1-4). Throughout the Bible, care for the poor is the premier sign of gratitude to God, who led Israel out of slavery (Deut 8:11-18) and who gave his Son to free all from bondage to sin (Gal 4:3-7). 

Women and men are made in the image of God (Gen 1:27). Aspects of that image include the capacity, vision and passion to create new things, to uncover new possibilities, and to explore new dimensions. Because God continuously sustains and unfolds new potential in creation, the gift of human creativity is essential for society to thrive, especially in the presence of continuous change. In their exercise of stewardship, human beings are called to develop resources and apply their talents. Consider all the shepherds commended in Scripture, as well as those who worked in bronze and iron (see Gen 4:20-22), in weaving (see the famous wife, mother and business person described in Prov 31), and creating music (recall kings Saul and David).





The Foundations of a Society Based on Biblical Principles in a Market Economy

Based on the biblical principles previously described, certain requirements must be met in any society. In social, political and economic dealings, societies must protect the freedom of individuals and communities to choose among a vast array of possibilities regarding their consumption, production and sharing. Without freedom, there is no responsibility. Furthermore, without freedom, human beings are not accorded their essential status as creatures “made in God’s image.” They are unable to fully explore partially hidden (and everchanging) callings within their families, work environments and communal relationships.

Societies built on a foundation of political democracy, free markets and strong moral and cultural institutions respect the freedom of human agency and provide an especially fertile environment for human flourishing under God’s care. They also imbed certain social values, like civility and fairness. None of these ways of organizing political, economic and social relations by itself guarantees that the values of the kingdom of God are advanced in human history. However, together they enable Christians to practice and share their faith and love, as God guides them. This balanced tripod of social spheres (recall the three-poled model on p. 17) also ensures that non-Christians are accorded the same freedoms and dignity as everyone else.

First, consider government. The pioneers of democratic government believed that listening to the voices of all citizens was key to a well-run government. Collectively, citizen participation was regarded as a source of wisdom that could not be duplicated by any would-be benevolent dictator. Furthermore, founders of the American republic saw the need to provide for competition (both through elections and in the form of institutional checks and balances) so that any proposals for government action would be tested and constrained at various levels. They did this to frustrate potential tyranny by elites or majorities. 

Of course, no such complex system would be needed if each citizen could be counted on to act always with perfect wisdom, knowledge and consideration for others. The Christian view of individual calling and responsibility, along with a keen awareness of sin and human capacity for evil, accords well with various forms of democracy that preserve widespread freedom within certain constraints.

Is it also the case that relatively free markets complement Christian respect for individual callings and stewardship? We believe so. While competition is useful in political democracy, it is even more pervasive and fruitful in free- market economies. Producers compete with each other to meet consumers’ demands. Workers compete with each other to get and keep jobs that meet their own objectives for income, opportunity, collegiality and fulfillment of calling—as well as safety, access to transportation and flexibility in hours. Financial institutions compete with each other to provide savers with a choice of financial instruments representing various combinations of safety and good returns. They also compete with each other to earn profits through their charges (interest payments and fees) on loans to individuals and enterprises, determined after careful assessment of borrowers’ abilities to put the money to productive use. Finally, owners of resources—land, minerals, machines and patents—compete with each other, either to get the best possible prices when selling them, or to earn the greatest income streams possible from their ongoing use.

Within and among all economic entities, competition ensures individuals and groups the widest possible opportunities to make choices based on their own values. However, no market economy magically ensures adequate competition and fairness in all dealings. As a consequence, governments can contribute to the health of an economy, in large part, by establishing fundamental rights and rules that promote both competition and fairness. Thus the protection of private property rights and the enforcement of contracts are essential government tasks. Legislatures, police, courts and prisons are all involved in defining and defending the rights of persons over themselves and their property.

There are other potentially useful roles for governments to play in an economy, which we describe and evaluate in upcoming chapters. For example, we consider the need for a government role in protecting the environment and in providing certain public services that individuals and communities might have difficulty producing for themselves.

Clearly, free markets alone are not sufficient for humans to flourish. While markets do generally provide growing opportunities for the exercise of professional callings, they do not directly fund callings to the ministry or support soup kitchens. Nevertheless, free markets and democratic societies make it legal and possible for people who earn incomes in the for-profit sector to pay the salaries of missionaries and to fund religious retreat centers and camps. Furthermore, free markets enable churches, museums, orchestras and schools to buy the materials vital to producing the services they sell either at reduced prices or give away.

Finally, strong moral institutions, like churches and families, are essential to the functioning of a healthy society. Without strong moral convictions, even normally law-abiding people sometimes cheat when they are unlikely to be caught (consider music “sharing” through Internet sites). They use time at work for personal purposes; they hide defects in the cars they offer for resale; they cheat their families of the time and attention needed to raise the next generation; they spend most income on themselves, leaving few funds or productive resources for the future; and they weaken their communities by not offering their time and money to support and equip people who lack strong families and adequate resources.

Christians are painfully aware that they fail their communities and their Lord in many of the ways just mentioned. By themselves, they cannot triumph over sin. Along with all humanity—no matter the education level, culture, economic or religious status—they are subject to sin. As producers, government officials and consumers, their motives, actions and justifications are tainted. Confession, forgiveness and restoration—provided by Christ through the church—constitute spiritual remedies.

However, given the way that sin (even forgiven sin) can leave permanent scars on lives, people who acknowledge the great potential for evil usually favor a three-pole system of democratic government, market economy and strong religious/cultural institutions. Each of these spheres operates by rules aimed at providing equal rights and responsibilities under the law—for the citizens, who vote, buy and sell, maintain families, worship and play. Furthermore, competition within and among these spheres sets some limits on the ability of any one person, self-righteous group, government leader or firm to abuse its power.

Societies lacking strong moral and cultural foundations are forced to devote scarce resources to police officers at every corner, soldiers along every border. By contrast, people living in societies that are strong in terms of democracy, markets and morals are freer to use their finite resources for better things than huge police and military forces—like food, medicine, entertainment and even church services. When Christians in any society act out their collective calling to be the “salt of the earth,” they help preserve their societies and continually open them to receive new life, by God’s grace.




For Further Reading

Bandow, Doug, and Schindler, David L., eds. 2003. Wealth, poverty, and human destiny. Wilmington, Del.: ISI Books. A collaborative effort between the Intercollegiate Studies Institute and the John Templeton Foundation, the purpose of this edited volume is to consider whether (1) market forces are mostly good and rarely bad, or (2) market forces engender in everyone a tendency toward individualistic behavior that leads away from relationships held in community with others. To promote balance in the presentation, the commissioners recruited two editors, one to represent each point of view.
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Novak, Michael. 1982. The spirit of democratic capitalism. New York: Simon & Schuster. This is a classic that should be read by anyone wanting to understand the genius of capitalism, not as a matter of market power but as a dynamic system with great creative power. Better than anyone else, Novak explains why the Christian understanding of God, human beings and God’s purposes in the world fits best with free markets. He also shows the danger of governments, markets or moral/cultural institutions trying to usurp power from the others, since each has a distinct role to play in society.
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Markets

Mechanisms for Creating Good and Exercising Christian Responsibility


In later chapters of this book we carefully consider limitations to markets and ways that governments and moral/cultural institutions can complement markets without impairing their capacity to allocate resources and produce abundance. Here our first task is to understand what markets accomplish that cannot be done well by any substitute, such as an elite group of economists, senators or church leaders. Alternative economic systems fail on the grounds of inefficiency, restricted freedom of choice for groups and individuals, and relatively poor living standards. In this chapter we not only describe what markets accomplish and how, but also show that they are not primarily vehicles for rampant materialism. In fact, they support the highest forms of cultural and spiritual expression.

Consider the marvel of a beehive, with all its complex social organization, signaling dances and triangulated maps pointing toward the nearest source of nectar. Contemplate the adaptations by species to changing conditions and the systematic ways that tropical floras organize themselves in order to get access to light. Meditate on the place that both microscopic entities and moving heavenly bodies have in the dynamics of the universe. Marvel at what joins the tectonic movements of eons past with spaces occupied and resources used by all life on earth today.

Some early scientists who were Christians, like Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), broke into song in the middle of their treatises because they saw natural wonders as products of the mind of God. You will search high and low, however, to find an economist (even a Christian economist) breaking out in psalms of praise while describing how markets work to meet human needs, to direct human potential and to serve human goals that range from the simple to the profound. Their professional reserve and lack of training as poets may hold economists back. Although they understand and even marvel at the work of markets in the service of humanity, economists find it difficult to convey this to the general public—especially to moral critics who advocate some alternative. We invite our readers to join us on a trip to discover and marvel at markets, and to discern responsible Christian interaction within them, especially as consumers.


Scarcity—A Product of Sin or an Opportunity for Careful Choices About Consumption?

Let us begin with a visit to a small farm community in Iowa, where the dark, overturned soil smells fertile. The farmers work hard, manage carefully and assume the risks of entrepreneurship whenever they invest their savings in new buildings and equipment to raise productivity on their farms. By contrast with similar communities in parts of the Third World, these Iowa farmers and the local town are not poor. However, they too face the inevitable scarcity that underlies the human condition everywhere. They cannot spend any given hour twice—first on their family and second on planting. They cannot buy the latest air-conditioned combines at a time when farm incomes are low. And they cannot go to Florida in the winter if it would mean failing to make payments on their production loans.

Economists often say that scarcity is the fundamental fact of human life with which their discipline deals. Thus they model the behavior of consumers and producers as one of deciding how to use limited (hence the word scarce) resources like time, money and land. Such models illustrate the case of Tim, a college student setting out to buy some shirts. He is guided in his choice among stores and brands by their prices and quality as well as by his style preferences. Because his income is limited he cannot buy twenty cool shirts. Furthermore, Tim must consider the time he has available to shop around, since he could do other valuable things with that hour and might be inclined to save time by buying online (even at the risk of a poor fit).

Tim must be careful and thoughtful about his shopping because his resources are limited. He may be pictured as trying either to get as many nice shirts as possible with the $100 he has apportioned to the summer clothes budget, or as trying to get the three shirts he needs at the lowest cost (so that he can take his kid brother out to a movie with what he saves by shopping carefully). Clearly, Tim is guided by his self-interest, but he is not selfish. After all, he thinks not only of his brother but also about what shirts would be appropriate for church on Sundays in the summer heat.

So the first stops on our journey—in Iowa and with Tim—serve to illustrate how producers and consumers make choices in light of comparatively scarce means, and that they do so by consulting their self-interest. However, their self-interest does not generally entail selfishness. Instead, it includes careful regard for family, work needs, appropriate dress for worship and the desire to avoid falling asleep during long sermons.

The scarcity that all individuals and groups must take into account when using markets to meet their needs, and to reach certain goals, does not result primarily from sinful decisions. This seems obvious in our examples. Nevertheless, many Christian writers have concluded that market behavior is so inextricably mixed with the sin of selfishness that the only way to address the scarcity resulting from sin is to practice simple living and to share all surpluses with others.

Scarcity, in its economic sense (namely, limits on financial and other means that require careful consumer and producer choices), is not something that can be solved by simple living and generosity. Quite the contrary, the Swarts, a Christian family living simply on an organic farm near Las Vegas, may be stretched even to give a tithe to their church, since the local market for organic fruits and vegetables is quite limited. The Christian love they show others has to take alternative forms, such as inviting urban kids to spend time on a real farm.

Like everyone else, the Swart family has to make careful decisions about how to use their time and money, even to meet quite ordinary needs. For example, should they sew their own clothes, or buy them, and can their own fruit? No one but this family (prayerfully attending to God’s leading and perhaps in consultation with other like-minded Christians) can make such decisions. None of the above choices is obviously selfish or less Christian than others—neither was their choice to farm, despite the fact that both parents are college graduates.

Those who disparage consumer and producer decisions that are based, in part, on the individual’s (or family’s or church’s) consideration of self-interest misunderstand the Swarts’ story. When critics assess markets, they usually do so detached from the millions of individual choices that are routinely informed both by self-interest and concern for others—as close as one’s family or as far away as the Haitian village where a mission helps people start up small businesses.

Furthermore, personal acts of kindness, the creation of beauty and the search for wisdom—all of which transcend material motives—nonetheless depend for much of their success on very material industries. Catholic economist Peter Danner (1995) writes that

[those industries] require high labor skills, enormous investments, and ever developing technology . . . [including] a vast education program, serving untold millions, a flood of books, plays, and musical compositions, and architectural temples both to commerce and divinity. (p. 30)


Moreover, markets cater to a wide range of both virtuous and vicious motives:

Social impulses like friendship, compassion and understanding; and oppositely, enmity, envy and indifference motivate much buying and selling. Life goals of power, popularity, prestige, and the intense desire for truth, beauty and the divine are strong spiritual motives which affect mightily what is produced, exchanged, consumed. (p. 30)


Although it is clear that consumer choices expressed through markets are informed by self-interest (though they need not be selfish), Christians must bring their moral and spiritual values with them into markets. For example, those values exclude the purchase of pornography (whose definition is subject to personal judgment and informed by Christian teaching). They preclude rampant materialism—which often entails an emphasis on showy things, instead of helping others or making purchases that advance intellectual, artistic and spiritual purposes. As an example, most Christians gladly include books, tuition fees, art and spiritual retreats in their spending, but would likely counsel a church family against spending all their discretionary income on the latest home entertainment systems.

In the early twentieth century Thorstein Veblen, a decidedly non-Christian economist, critiqued some consumer habits. He coined the expression “conspicuous consumption” to capture the habits of people who buy the most expensive and flashy products in order to advertise their wealth and attract the admiration or envy of others. Clearly, that is the spirit of the “sinful nature” run amuck (Gal 5:19-21)!

Christianity is not a “Lone Ranger” religion. It depends on vibrant personal faith, love of strangers and deep connections within the Christian community. Even though markets are not themselves the cause of selfishness, they respond as readily to consumers whose motives are morally suspect as to those who carefully consider God’s will as they spend, save and give. Christians are not immune to temptations offered by the smorgasbord spread out before them by markets. As a result, they do well not only to pray and gather for regular worship but also to uphold each other as they ponder how to honor God in their purchases, as in every other area of their lives.

The Church of the Savior in Washington, D.C., lay religious orders and Richard Foster’s (1998) book Celebration of Discipline have something in common. They all offer Christian teaching and communal support for those who understand their personal callings to include a simple lifestyle, closely shared with the needy. Such a life is not every Christian’s calling, but it certainly deserves their prayerful consideration and perhaps their financial support.1 Others serve God best by making music in Carnegie Hall (like Marian Anderson and Wynton Marsalis) or by building a successful company (like Max De Pree of Herman Miller Furniture or Francois Michelin of Group Michelin).

In Michelin’s (2003) book And Why Not? Michelin shows how business is one of the highest callings. The mystery of God’s collaboration with human beings in the business world lies behind the scenes. Corporations are nothing less than the dynamic creations of employees, shareholders and customers working together in concrete ways to make goods and services. But their creation has a deeper meaning, as innovation “frees the imagination and encourages risk-taking—going to the limits in order to see what happens” (Couretas 2003).

Furthermore, it is possible for Christians to commit themselves together (sometimes with non-Christians) to purchase products and services that show regard for humanity and its diversity. For example, a group of Christians might decide to frequent Dave’s Digs—a restaurant providing a few quiet corners for the hearing impaired—even though they themselves have hearing as acute as dolphins. Although Dave’s Digs supporters have a modest preference for the prices or menu next door, they patronize Dave’s just so that there is a pleasant, public place for people living with hearing loss.

Having visited some Iowa farmers, college student Tim and the Swarts living just outside Las Vegas, we are ready to stop by Uncle Don’s apartment in a New Haven Christian retirement center. For Don, and everyone else, markets “work” because they produce prices and generate income opportunities that signal those who own resources to produce valued products and services. For example, most senior citizens who show up at the local drug store demonstrate their willingness and ability (with insurance) to buy the latest drugs to treat their ailments. A few years ago, some ailments—like prostate cancer or impotency—simply would have had to be endured.

This is a good place to take note of how markets inform (but do not dictate) decisions by Christian consumers trying to exercise good stewardship of their money and other resources. If you brought a gift for your Uncle Don, you probably did not buy a Western string “bolo” tie, even though it was on sale, because nobody born after 1935 would wear one! That would be cheap, but still wasteful, because even Uncle Don would not wear the tie. Neither did you bring him a new computerized toilet that washes and dries off the user (only in Japan are these toilets standard in homes) with the push of a few buttons. Good stewardship of your uncle’s resources (for whom you are the designated trustee) suggests that you wait a few years until market competition has cut their price in half. After all, Uncle Don is still a spry seventy-year-old.

For Don and others with good medical insurance, drug companies meet their needs for medicine because their purchases are sufficiently large to encourage pharmaceutical companies to develop drugs targeted to treat thousands of ailments. New drugs and medical procedures can also extend the years of full marital intimacy and enhance the appearance of older persons. For this reason Christian economists do not casually accept accusations that for-profit drug companies are failing to meet health needs. Obviously, they are satisfying a vast array of the public’s health needs.

The challenge for Christians, and all others concerned about the high cost of some drugs, is to devise measures that extend access to medicines to many not now covered by insurance. However, these measures can be successful only if they do not compromise the ability of markets to continue serving the vast majority of First World people (we will discuss related Third World issues in chap. 8). No wholesale revolution in health care that seriously constrained market forces could solve the problem of uncovered families—unless, of course, we were willing to sacrifice some other clearly important needs like safe travel, education and policing. Furthermore, no single system could meet all needs for medicine without in some way impairing further private-sector development of drugs to meet current and future needs here and elsewhere.

Christians who want to engage intelligently in public debate about how governments, private firms and voluntary agencies should collaborate to meet the health needs of priority groups—especially those with low incomes, including some seniors and families with young children—must weigh expected benefits against costs. (See chap. 3 for more on cost-benefit analysis.) To the extent that governments take on a greater role, the costs must be covered by collecting more tax revenue from households and businesses (who have other legitimate priorities). The costs may also produce adverse side effects for the very people a new prescription drug program is meant to serve.

For a parallel example, consider the paperwork and fee schedules required by the federal government for doctors who treat Medicaid recipients. Those burdens have led many physicians, reluctantly, to stop taking new Medicaid patients or to leave poorer areas altogether. A statement made to the Practicing Physicians Advisory Council, the American College of Physicians, reports that 30 percent of all family physicians refuse to accept new Medicaid patients, and according to a 2002 survey 24 percent of responding physicians either have lowered the number of Medicaid patients they are willing to treat, or plan to do so within the following six months (American College of Physicians 2003, pp. 5-6).

Whenever community needs are not fully met by markets and existing government programs, Christians should consider how to bridge the gaps—whether for basic drugs or childcare. They have done this since the church was founded in Jerusalem and deacons were ordained to look after poor widows. Christians have the calling, the means and the gifts to provide services ranging from education to care for persons with physical and mental limitations. However, Christians do not, by virtue of their faith, have solutions to fill all the gaps. Neither do Christian economists have a special corner on shaping the best systems.

The issues of unmet needs require Christian involvement at grassroots levels and in government posts, but can never be programmed away. In a famous quotation from the Old Testament law Jesus said, “You will always have the poor among you” (Mt 26:11). Everyone who heard him say this also could recite the rest of the original verse, “I am commanding you to share freely with the poor and with other Israelites in need” (Deut 15:11).




The Power of Dynamic Markets

One of the persistent criticisms of markets—by Christians and others—has been the way they appear to churn out new goods and jobs at the expense of old crafts, social habits, communities and faith. Karl Marx applauded the great power of capitalism, saying, “It [the bourgeoisie] has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades” (Tucker 1978, p. 476). However, he condemned capitalism for its tendency to treat workers as tools and to make them vulnerable to massive unemployment. Marx mocked capitalists for their claim that capitalism offered “freedom.” The hiring of women and children by industrialists, their “enslavement” of workers in inhumane factories, and their payment of subhuman wages suggested to him anything but freedom.

Unfortunately, Marx attracted a huge following, without ever mapping out an alternative to markets that would not degenerate into government tyranny in place of markets and personal freedom. Those who led Marxist revolutions in Mexico (the first such revolution, but one that did not lead to the confiscation of all private property), Russia, China and Vietnam had to ad-lib to build their economies without adequate market signals. Changing market prices would have allowed producers to respond to changing demands and encouraged them to increase efficiency—thereby raising living standards. Instead, without the benefit of either market signals or a popular voice in government, these societies wasted precious resources on extraordinarily inefficient factories and corrupt officials.

The rest is history, since none of those nations still adheres completely to a communist economic and political system. Communism is incapable of providing high living standards using top-down directives. Citizens paid dearly for a system that failed to utilize the tremendous energy and knowledge that are embedded in ordinary people everywhere, and can be released only if people freely make their own choices about buying, selling and working. Because it relied on plans and orders, their system had no way to induce people to fully engage themselves in innovation and production. Furthermore, communist propaganda aimed to replace religious motivations and broad self-interest with “worship” of the “Dear Leader” and rewards for those who turned their neighbors over to the authorities.

The plain truth is that no nation can achieve material, cultural and moral greatness unless it offers extensive freedom of choice to workers, consumers, producers and voters. Freedom is a worthy objective in itself. After all, virtues like saving, sharing and hard work are empty without freedom to choose between these and the alternatives—overspending, stinginess and loafing on the job. The moral superiority of political and economic systems that offer lots of room for choices by individual and groups is matched by their superior outcomes in terms of efficiency and living standards. This is so because consumers, businesses and workers are free to respond to changing market prices based on intimate knowledge of their own values, desires and local resources. Higher gasoline prices, for example, provide the most effective incentive to cut down on gas purchases, in favor of alternatives ranging from more fuel-efficient cars to alternative fuels. A rise in gasoline prices also creates strong incentives for producers to adopt newer, fuel-efficient technologies and bring alternative energy systems on line (ranging from wind to nuclear power).

Price changes create incentives that encourage innovation and substitution. However, when governments rely more on regulation than on rising market prices—for example, by requiring the purchase of bio-mass fuels or setting standards for average fuel efficiency of auto company fleets, the overall rate of innovation in the energy industry slows down. Such methods fail to channel consumer choice away from rising gas prices toward substitutes; they simultaneously reduce the power of profit incentives to elicit faster development of alternatives by businesses.2

Markets allow for free choices by consumers, producers and workers. The resulting incentives, presented by changing prices, favor innovation and higher living standards. However, freedom always means change—and change creates some losers (especially in the short run) as well as winners. For example, some older citizens are unable to adapt easily to rapid physical, cultural and economic changes—especially those that affect their ability to stay close to friends, get to grocery stores and support themselves. Those who do not like market-driven changes often yearn for a return to the “good ole days.” The good ole days are often misremembered. One of the unintended consequences of the 2002 PBS Frontier House series—in which modern families took up homesteading for a period of six months—was that most viewers lost any rosy sentiment for the “homey” and “earthy” life of earlier times. The children of each generation accept the challenges and new opportunities that come with social-economic changes, just as their ancestors bravely left the “known” world for the frontier. For the children, home is for memories, not necessarily a reason for staying put.

Since 1870 huge changes in America have reduced farming from half of all employment (Heilbroner and Sincer 1984, p. 245) to a mere 2.5 percent of the labor force by 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001, table 593). Those changes left some towns without any young people and put urban populations more out of touch with nature. Nevertheless, the dramatic increase in farm productivity lowered food costs from about one third of the family budget in 1909 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1975, pp. 416-94), to 13.4 percent in 1999 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001, table 657) and allowed millions of farm families to find employment in higher-paying manufacturing and service industries. Some industries that today employ hundreds of thousands were unknown at the time, for example, home insurance and small loan companies, television, aerospace, music recording, laser surgery, windsurfing, instant news service and dot-coms of all kinds.

If Americans were to say a blanket “no” to changes that bring new possibilities but also disrupt comfortable patterns, they would not enjoy currently high living standards. Students would be unable to explore an increasing array of possible callings through their future careers. Middle-aged and older Americans would not have the time and money for lifelong education. The U.S. president would certainly not have been able to propose, in his 2003 State of the Union message, that Congress double annual U.S. foreign economic aid to developing countries by 2006 (see chap. 8 on globalization). Everyone would have fewer choices in all aspects of life—jobs, schools, food and religious practices. We would not be free! We would be prevented from fully honoring God with our unique gifts to imagine, build, think and collaborate in love and service to our neighbors far and near.

It is easy to subscribe to freedom when thinking about the material, intellectual and spiritual benefits. But we are often tempted to propose limits on change with the hope of preserving certain jobs, protecting comfortable lifestyles and isolating people from their worst temptations. For example, some Christians and others support laws that limit urban growth (through minimum lot sizes and other regulations). The result, however, is often gentrification of city neighborhoods, thereby reserving urban amenities to those who can afford houses costing $500,000 or more (Vous 2003). The cost of the “good life” for a few is that many families must move to the suburbs and face maddening commutes, while poorer families pile up in older, rundown neighborhoods.

There are many other examples of well-meaning people urging lawmakers to protect certain values and situations from change. The measures employed all have the effect of limiting choices and reducing the dynamism of an economy. Thus, for example, barriers to trade with other countries protect some American jobs while simultaneously reducing the expansion of newer, cleaner and better-paid jobs.

Laws limiting foreign competition violate several of the Christian principles for economic life with which we began this book (for more on this subject see chap. 8). They undercut measures to provide jobs for the world’s poorest people, and they fail to honor the unique and changing callings of every person. Furthermore, they show lack of respect for the personal freedom to exercise stewardship over one’s resources according to conscience and personal taste. Trade barriers are un-Christian also because they impose government decisions on domestic consumers about what they may buy—preventing them from choosing the prices, qualities and styles that best meet their family needs.

Why should you be prevented by trade restrictions from acting on your understanding that Mexican mangoes are better for your allergies than Florida oranges? Why should your parents have to order Californian Chalk Hill Cabernet (at $50 per bottle) for your sister’s wedding when their tastes and budget suggest a Chilean alternative, Chateau Los Boldos (at $10 per bottle)? Why should your poor Cambodian neighbor be kept from buying cheaper imported clothes and shoes for her children by strict quotas on imports.

In Holland, Michigan, where we live, the only LifeSavers plant in the country was recently closed and production was moved entirely to Canada. Was this a disaster for the community and unfair to workers? Many said so. The truth is that sugar from poor Caribbean nations is kept out of the United States in order to protect U.S. sugar beet and sugar-cane growers. As a result candy companies have to pay twice the world price for sugar—whose cost they pass on to consumers. Because Canadians do not discriminate against foreign sugar producers, sugar (the key input in candy) is much cheaper there. That fact alone made the relocation a no-brainer for LifeSavers’ executives.

On the one hand, this example shows how trade barriers hurt foreign producers, Michigan workers in the food industry and candy junkies (including smokers trying to quit) throughout America. Import restrictions also keep the U.S. candy industry from being competitive in world markets. On the other hand, workers who lost their jobs at the Michigan LifeSavers plant started considering new opportunities. One woman, for example, decided to follow a dream to be in business for herself by opening her own sandwich shop. She went from bank to bank to locate one that would lend her the needed financing; she researched various franchises. None of this was easy, but she is having the time of her life! Think what she would have been doing without LifeSavers’ move and if she did not live in an economy able to grow new jobs and businesses, year after year.
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