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Prologue - The Last Faith




We moderns do not kneel before altars; we kneel before dashboards. The most devout ritual of our day is not the rosary but the daily reading of numbers: growth rates, productivity statistics, market indices, step counts, test scores, emissions curves. We mark our lives not by feast days but by product releases and fiscal quarters. When asked to justify our institutions, we praise their efficiency. When asked to justify our lives, we cite our improvements. Even those who profess no religion - who have forgotten the creeds and quarrels of their ancestors - speak in a liturgy of progress. It is the last faith we share. 

The promise is alluring. Earlier ages of the West sought salvation in heaven and consolation on earth. Our age promises salvation on earth through a heaven of invention. We will abolish scarcity through markets, abolish pain through medicine, abolish toil through machines, abolish war through interdependence, abolish death - eventually - through bioengineering. If the old churches failed to redeem the world, the new order will redeem the churches, along with everything else, in a general emancipation. To doubt this is to doubt our age’s central moral principle: that improvement is an imperative, and that improvement is measurable.

To call it a faith is not to heap scorn. Faith is what binds - religion from religare, to tie fast. Every civilization requires a story to gather its energies and justify its wounds. The modern story is the story of development. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, science and economics, once modest servants in the workshop of human needs, were enthroned as the new deities of legitimacy. Philosophies like positivism, utilitarianism, and technocracy supplied the scriptures and priesthoods. Politicians and planners enlisted them as moral creeds. Progress became a substitute for salvation: measurable, endless, and beyond question.

The chapters that follow will trace how that transfiguration occurred; how it reshaped politics, economics, and the private life of the soul; and what it has cost us. We begin with an outline of the creed itself - how “improvement” became a theology.

It is commonplace to say that the modern West grew less religious as it grew richer and more literate. It is less common to notice that skepticism about God arrived with a surge of certainty about history. Eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers attacked superstition yet retained a providential structure without Providence: history had a direction; reason would triumph; ignorance would retreat; mankind would mature. The biblical arc from fall to redemption became a secular arc from darkness to light. The script changed; the plot remained.

That confidence hardened into doctrine in the nineteenth century. Among its first systematizers was Auguste Comte, who gave the modern West not only the word “sociology” but an entire liturgy to replace Christianity. Comte’s “Religion of Humanity” included a calendar of secular saints - scientists and reformers - to be remembered with ceremonies. It would have altars and catechisms, priests and sacraments. The point was not to return to primitive piety but to make explicit what Comte believed was already implicit: science had become the supreme authority, and society needed rituals to honor it. He called his creed positivism - the belief that valid knowledge comes from positive facts observed and classified. But positivism was not simply a method. It was a philosophy of meaning. The laboratory, not the sanctuary, was the site of revelation. Facts would not only explain our world; they would tell us what to do within it.

Comte’s program was grandiose and, in its sacerdotal theatrics, faintly comic. Yet it was prescient. In the century that followed, a sacral aura attached to scientific labor and, by association, to those who claimed to apply it to society - economists, experts, managers. Progress, previously a contingent hope, hardened into an expectation. It became indecent to imagine that the future might not be better than the past. It became perverse to cherish limits. Those who opposed “progress” were not simply mistaken; they were heretics. The new orthodoxy came dressed as enlightenment and spoke in the unadorned tones of “what works,” which made it harder to recognize as orthodoxy at all.

No creed lives by metaphysics alone. It must also tell us what is good and how to count it. In place of the Christian virtues - charity, humility, temperance - modernity offered a master principle: maximize happiness, minimize pain. Jeremy Bentham gave this ethic its clearest formulation in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He envisioned a “felicific calculus,” a method for summing pleasures and pains, their intensity and duration, to guide legislators and judges. His utilitarianism was democratic in impulse - each counts as one - but arithmetical in spirit. The good became that which could be added.

It is easy to mock the naïveté of calculating bliss. It is harder to escape the gravitational pull of the idea that public life is an optimization problem. Once moral life is framed as a sum, you will seek a measure that covers the whole - one that can stand as proxy for human well-being. The rise of national accounting in the twentieth century answered this need. Gross domestic product was never a theory of meaning; it was a bookkeeping innovation. Yet in its simplicity lay its power. If all goods and services bear a price, they can be added. Growth in GDP could thus stand for growth in welfare, even though its inventor, Simon Kuznets, warned against that interpretation. His caution was brushed aside by a civilization hungry for a number that could absolve it. Politicians could now show, with statistical rigor, that they had made life better. Economists could defend policies as morally superior because they raised the sum.

The calculus reshaped not only policy but psychology. Philanthropists justified fortunes by their measurable good. Bureaucrats justified programs by their measurable impact. Families measured their success by measurable opportunities: square footage, test scores, admissions rates. Education, once a preparation for citizenship and character, became a means to maximize lifetime earnings. Health, once a balance of the fragile and the finite, became a relentless pursuit of longer life and higher functioning. Wherever the calculus advanced, the ancient language of virtue receded. What could not be counted began to look like what could be ignored.

A society taught to treat morality as accounting will drift toward ends that fit the ledger. We get what we measure because we cease to see what we do not. The more unequal and unstable a world becomes, the more feverishly it seeks a number that can reassure it. Growth, elegantly indifferent to distribution or meaning, provides that reassurance. It is proof of absolution in the algebra of the age.

If Bentham supplied the ethic and Comte the metaphysic, the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries supplied the ecclesiology: the church of progress would be governed by engineers. This image of the engineer as redeemer was born from real successes. Railways conquered distance. Electric light conquered night. Sanitation conquered disease. The men who orchestrated these transformations seemed magicians without mystery; their miracles issued from blueprints, not icons. The engineer’s authority was earned in practical triumph, and the age was not wrong to admire it.

Out of this admiration grew a politics: technocracy. For Saint-Simon, an early theorist of the industrial order, society should be administered by industrialists and scientists rather than priests and princes. He imagined a council of engineers who would plan production for the general welfare. In the United States, Frederick Winslow Taylor gave this vision a method. His “scientific management” promised to rationalize labor by measuring motions, setting standards, and removing discretion. What had been craft would become procedure. Taylor’s stopwatch became an icon of modern authority: the kind of authority that reaches into the factory, the office, and the home, dictating the best way to do a task. Henry Ford made the logic visible with the assembly line. Lenin praised Taylorism and imported it into the Soviet Union, discovering that command economies, too, crave efficiency. It was the new common sense across political divides: technique would free us.

The promise was universalist. If social problems are puzzles of application, not tragedies of character, then we can solve them with sufficient data and the right protocols. Such faith naturalized hierarchy - rule by the competent - and delegitimized moral dissent. If the experts have determined the optimal path, resistance is either ignorance or obstruction. Politics is relocated from the public square to the research institute, where problems are rendered as models and solutions as algorithms. The messy contest of values yields to process.

We have lived long enough with this settlement to watch its ascendancy, its crimes, and its ironies. Technocratic regimes delivered clean water and mass education. They also delivered eugenics and murderous experiments in social planning. The same reason that drained swamps also drained cultures. The same management that eliminated waste in factories eliminated responsibilities in communities. The engineer replaced the priest; but without the priest’s humility, he took on the priest’s infallibility. Technical mastery expanded; moral imagination narrowed.

No discipline rose more swiftly from humble origins to pulpit than economics. In the eighteenth century it was political economy, a branch of moral philosophy concerned with how to secure a sufficient provision for the population while maintaining civic virtue. By the late nineteenth century, under the influence of marginalist theory and mathematical formalization, it reinvented itself as an exact science. Markets appeared as self-regulating systems. Prices appeared as messages, coordination mechanisms that, if left free, could deliver general prosperity. Theories that were once descriptive hardened into normative claims: the market is not just one institution among others; it is the neural tissue of order.

This consecration proceeded through a series of institutional sacraments. Departments split from philosophy to form independent faculties. Central banks acquired a priestly aura, guardians of a sacred mystery called “credibility.” The Bretton Woods institutions, built in the mid-twentieth century, exported a gospel of growth and stabilization to the world. Economic advice missions turned into missions in the old sense: convert the heathen nations from the superstition of traditional economies to the reason of modernization. The languages of those missions are now familiar: reform, liberalization, adjustment, development. Their imagery is ritual. Nations are “on track.” Policies are “rolled out.” Economy is a patient whose “vital signs” must be monitored and who occasionally needs a “shock” to restore transparency or discipline.

The elevation of economics to faith status did not require economists to claim infallibility. It required only the claim to neutrality. Models appear as modest, value-free tools. But with a tilt of the wrist, the models redefine what a society is: preferences and constraints, utility and equilibrium. The vocabulary supplies the morals, smuggled in as assumptions. Equality becomes an “externality,” culture an “informational asymmetry,” addiction a “time preference,” family life “household production,” environmental damage a “market failure” or the object of “pricing.” When such terms move from classroom to cabinet, the world they omit becomes invisible; policies that fit the model become good by definition. The result is not neutrality but a new catechism.

In that catechism, growth functions as grace - unearned, generative, absolving. If the aggregate expands, we can postpone the reckoning of who gets what and why. Conflicts over values are translated into arguments about efficiency. Justice is reclassified as design. Suffering is reframed as misallocation. A discipline that once asked how to live together within limits now assumes those limits away.

Religions live by rituals. They train attention and compress the complexity of experience into symbols. The religion of progress performs its liturgy through measurements. Bar charts are its stained glass; line graphs are its icons. The upward slope is a devotional image. If graphs dip, prayers are said: stimulus, innovation, reform. The numbers do not only describe; they command. They tell us who merits honor - a nation whose growth rate impresses, a university whose rankings soar, a firm whose valuation explodes, a person whose productivity is legendary. They allocate blame - regions “lagging,” schools “failing,” workers “underperforming,” leaders “mismanaging.” They guide confession: each quarter we disclose our metrics to our peers, our supervisors, our investors. We repent for missing targets. We pledge to do better.

Money is the most ancient of abstractions; what is new is its extension into every corner of moral life. New indicators crowd our dashboards: poverty lines and life expectancy, biodiversity indices and carbon budgets, years of schooling and hospital wait times. Many of these have been created with humane intent. Measurement can illuminate deprivation and compel action. Yet the very currency that attracts attention can distort the goods we aim to secure. What we count well (output, throughput, clicks) colonizes what we count badly (meaning, belonging, decency). The logic of evidence-based policy - show me your numbers - can be perverse where the best things do not submit to counting and the worst things hide behind it. A child who knows her “learning outcomes” is not necessarily learning. A hospital that prioritizes metrics is not necessarily healing. A planet whose “natural capital” is assigned a price is not necessarily protected.

Metrics simplify by design. They must. But what begins as simplification can end as substitution: the indicator becomes the aim. Numbers that were meant to serve become masters. We redesign institutions to impress spreadsheets and then congratulate ourselves on the spreadsheet’s verdict. Ritual replaces discernment. Liturgical time - quarter to quarter - replaces historical time, the time in which culture grows and obligations mature.

Every faith needs an end. The Christian imagination of history ends in judgment and resurrection. The modern imagination ends in the victory of technique. In the nineteenth century, progress meant the taming of nature and the refinement of man. By the mid-twentieth, it meant an endless ascent in output and its accoutrements: cars, appliances, square footage, options. By the early twenty-first, it has acquired a cosmic ambition. The new eschatologies promise that we will transcend scarcity, biology, and earth itself. If we can render intelligence artificial and fuse it with ourselves, the prophets say, we will abolish error. If we can reprogram aging, we will abolish death. If we can colonize other planets, we will abolish limits. Each promise repeats the old pattern: a scientific achievement is extrapolated into a moral revolution. Each suggests not merely a better world but a world that demands the elimination of doubters. Skepticism becomes treason.

There are softer versions of the same hope. Green growth promises decoupling - growth without emissions or waste - so that we may keep our creed without its consequences. Development economics promises “inclusive growth,” so that the fruits of the creed will be distributed. Digital technologies promise “smart” management, so that waste is smoothed away. Even humility takes on a utilitarian glaze: “well-being” and “mindfulness” are measured and optimized. We discover that we can store our vices in the cloud and trade our faults like carbon offsets. In this way, the language of salvation returns within the very forms that sought to replace it. We will be redeemed by our improvements, we say, as if redemption were a machine we could install.

There is pathos in these longings. They are attempts to rescue a project that has outgrown its frame. When nearly everything we value is recast as a problem of technique, our remedies will be technical even when the wound is moral. The result is an endless deferral: utopia recedes by one innovation, one policy, one upgrade.

Critics of modernity often argue that progress displaced God and enthroned man. They forget that the enthronement is incoherent. Man can wear divinity only by becoming divisible. The engineer is god of systems; the investor is god of time; the doctor is god of pain; the economist is god of growth. But these gods do not speak to the questions that made God necessary. They do not reconcile us to our finitude. They do not tell us why we suffer or how to suffer well. They do not teach us to meet death. They promise to postpone it.

When moderns confront disaster, they recite the creed. After a flood, build higher. After a crash, reform regulation. After a disease, fund research. These are sensible acts; often they work. But a civilization that treats every calamity as a problem to be solved will treat every limit as a failure of will. It will forget that some tragedies are irreducible. It will forget that fidelity sometimes asks us to endure rather than to innovate. It will forget that we owe duties to the dead and to those not yet born that cannot be expressed in a contract or a cost–benefit analysis.

It is not that the old religions answered these questions perfectly. Their authority was often abused. Their cosmologies were sometimes provincial. But in displacing them, we have left a vacuum that metrics cannot fill. The last faith is most powerful where it is least competent. It can fuel the ascent of rockets and the elimination of smallpox. It cannot tell the elderly how to die or the ambitious how to be worthy of success. It can redesign a hospital; it cannot give suffering a meaning that makes endurance possible. In the absence of such meanings, technique multiplies and anxiety grows.

Every religion defines itself by its heresies, those thoughts that cannot be thought and those acts that cannot be performed without incurring shame. The heresies of the last faith are not doctrinal; they are practical. The worst offense is to impede growth. Those who question the value of economic expansion are called “Malthusian,” as if a name were enough to discredit the thought. Those who hesitate before a new technology are “Luddites,” as if the original Luddites were not skilled machine operators protesting the destruction of their craft and communities. Those who defend tradition are “romantic,” those who invoke limits “pessimistic.” The names do the work of argument.

The punishments are not inquisitions but marginalizations. Research that does not fit prevailing paradigms struggles to find funding. Movements that aim to slow or reverse certain developments are delegitimized as anti-science. Citizens who resist transformations of their environments are called NIMBYs, reflexively selfish, even where the transformations harm the commons. Within institutions, to be an obstacle to “innovation” is to court irrelevance. The culture of improvement, like older moral cultures, evolves sharp antibodies.

Once the parameters of legitimacy are set, the heresies of the last faith can be recognized by their refusal to move along prescribed axes. The degrowth movement, which calls for deliberate reduction in energy and material throughputs in wealthy nations, finds itself described as apocalyptic or utopian, even when its arguments rely on sober ecological accounting. Critics of artificial intelligence find themselves accused of fantasies of loss of control, even when their concerns are social - about labor, power, surveillance. To call the last faith a faith is not, then, a clever insult. It is to recognize that belief precedes evidence here as elsewhere. It is also to recognize the possibility of schism.

Heresy clarifies doctrine. So does failure. As disappointments accumulate, the creed responds by intensifying its demands. Doubt is pathologized as a loss of nerve. Complication is dismissed as obstruction. We discover how quickly a therapeutic theology can grow punitive when the promised cures fail to appear.

There is a photograph from the 1939 New York World’s Fair that distills the mood of mid-century progress. A boy stands before a vast diorama called “Futurama,” built by General Motors to showcase an America threaded with highways and studded with towers. The boy’s face is lifted, his mouth open. He is looking at the Future. The fair’s theme was “The World of Tomorrow,” and it promised that the tomorrow would be ours: planned, efficient, social. A few years later, the war would channel that planning into a machinery of death that dwarfed anything earlier civilizations had built. But the fair captured the promise that persisted after the carnage: we can plan our way to a better world.

We live within the World’s Fair more than we know. Its dioramas have become our mental furniture. The model city, the clean room, the streamlined kitchen, the command center, the control tower: these are the modules of modern legitimacy. They reappear in our films and museums, in our city halls and corporate campuses, in our policy papers and product launches. They promise mastery over nature and, by extension, over ourselves. But the more we internalize the fair’s promise, the more we drift toward a child’s relationship to power: dazzled by the lights, blind to the machinery behind them.

The museum of progress has its back rooms. In them sit the broken devices, the unintended consequences, the people whose livelihoods were disrupted, the soils depleted, the waters fouled, the species vanished. The last faith prefers not to display these in the main hall. Where it must, it marks them as “problems to be solved.” There is virtue in such confidence. There is also evasion. Not all losses can be made good by new designs. Some require grief and restraint. The fair has limited space for either. Its architects are forever revising the exhibit. The broom never leaves the frame.

The last faith did not emerge simply by filling a vacuum left by religion’s retreat. It was aided by a profound change in how we understand authority and freedom. For centuries, moral life was framed as obedience to a given order - divine, natural, customary. The modern revolution reframed it as self-authorship. To be modern was to make one’s own life plan and be its author. This reframing did not abolish the need for norms; it transformed it. We would now derive our norms from within: from desires made rational, from experiments in living. The sciences that took the place of older moral systems offered methods for managing this new freedom. Psychology would help reconcile the self to its needs. Economics would help reconcile the self to others through exchanges. Political science would help reconcile the citizen to the state.

The substitution worked because it preserved the structure of obligation while changing its content. We still owe our lives to something larger than ourselves, and we still hope for absolution. The new larger thing is called growth, and the new absolution is called productivity. In the old order, the sinner felt compelled to confess his failures to God. In the new, the underperformer feels compelled to confess his failures to the Team. In the old, redemption came through grace; in the new, through optimization. The words are different; the penitential feeling is the same.

This substitution appears benign when the growth machine generates widely shared benefits. In the postwar decades of the twentieth century, many Western households saw dramatic improvements in living standards. The system’s promise and its performance roughly matched. Doubts could be dismissed as ingratitude. But as the rate of improvement slows, as gains accrue to the few, as the machine’s externalities accumulate in the biosphere, the substitution shows its cracks. The church of progress demands sacrifices that it can no longer disguise as contributions. It asks us to offer hours we do not have, attention we cannot spare, and futures our children may not enjoy. It asks the planet to offer more than it can regenerate. And it refuses to admit it asks anything at all.

The consequence is spiritual as well as material. A populace formed to think of freedom as self-authorship experiences dependence as insult and limit as failure. The result is loneliness that no platform can ease and status anxiety that no metric can soothe. The more we optimize, the more life feels like a task.

Every faith spreads through conversion stories, testimonies of lives transformed. The last faith is rich in them. The business school case study is a moral tale disguised as analysis. The hero is an organization or a leader who, faced with problems, adopts new practices, embraces data, cultures accountability, and triumphs. The moral: you too can be saved by better management. The personal productivity memoir is a conversion story of the soul: I was a procrastinator; then I discovered systems; my life is now a machine. The policy white paper is a secular sermon: once we had misguided subsidies; then we ran the numbers; now we have a clean mechanism. The humanitarian report functions as a mission newsletter: we delivered bed nets and measured outcomes, and the graphs rejoice.

Such stories are not baseless. Better practices can transform organizations. Better policies can deliver clean water. The question is not whether the stories are true but how they teach us to interpret reality. They elevate technique to the exalted place that religion once gave to virtues. Courage, prudence, magnanimity - that older vocabulary recedes. In its place: innovation, agility, efficiency, evidence. As virtues, these are thin. They are morally ambiguous because they are means detached from ends. They are things we can be good at without being good for anything.

This thinness is not an oversight. It is central to the faith’s appeal. A creed without thick ends makes coexistence easier. If we can agree on a nominally neutral standard - growth, evidence, efficacy - we can cooperate across differences. The price of such peace is that we are left with no shared answer to the most basic question: What is a good life? That question is exiled to private spaces, where it dissolves into preferences and brands. The public realm has only the answer: More.

Older religions taught not only a vision of the world but an account of human nature. The last faith offers its own anthropology: the human is a bundle of preferences, malleable and computable, whose well-being consists in the satisfaction of those preferences. Suffering is friction in the satisfaction process. Justice is the fair distribution of satisfactions. Institutions that increase the sum of satisfactions are good. This anthropology is optimistic. It assumes that we are safe creatures in a safe world governed by rational rules; that we can correct our errors through experiment; that our conflicts can be reduced to problems of coordination.

It is also a poor fit for beings like us. We crave meanings that are not reducible to satisfactions. We seek recognition and honor. We love particular people and places in ways that make nonsense of rational maximization. We must live with death. We are capable of loyalty and betrayal, mercy and cruelty, awe and desecration. An anthropology that smooths these edges will be elegant. It will also be false. It will teach its adherents to deny parts of themselves until those parts explode.

The irony is that the last faith does not need to deny tragedy to vindicate its goods. We can acknowledge the reality of suffering and still vaccinate, irrigate, and build. We can accept limits and still invent within them. It is the overreach - the insistence that the solution to the human condition is the elimination of all constraints - that makes the creed brittle and dangerous. It tempts us to abolish institutions when they stand in the way of improvements. It tempts us to replace judgment with procedure. It tempts us to regard the earth as a set of resources waiting to be optimized, rather than as a home that precedes and outlasts us.

The modern West contains, in tension, two strands of enlightenment. One is modest and tragic: skeptical of authority, eager for evidence, aware of the costs of certainty, wary of how the love of truth can turn to cruelty. The other is triumphant and therapeutic: confident that errors can be corrected, that human beings can be remade by institutions, that history bends toward emancipation. The last faith was built from the second strand and fortified by the first. Critics who oppose it in the name of humility must resist the temptation to reject the very tools that have delivered genuine goods. Believers who embrace it must resist the temptation to mistake tools for telos.

There is a narrow path between outright renunciation and uncritical devotion. It begins with recovering the language of limits. The point is not to fetishize boundaries but to recognize that they are the precondition for meaning. A world without limits is a world without obligations. It is a world in which we can always do something else, and therefore a world in which nothing must be done. The last faith mistakes possibility for promise. To redeem our inheritance, we must recover the ability to say no even when we can say yes, to bind ourselves deliberately to practices and places that do not improve in any measurable way but that shape the soul in ways that make life good.

Limits do not humiliate us; they locate us. They remind us that the most valuable human acts - keeping a promise, tending a sick parent, honoring a craft, planting a tree whose fruit we will not eat - do not register in the national accounts. They endure in time other than quarterly time.

If faiths are tested by their failures, then the last faith is now deep into its trial. It claimed that by managing nature through knowledge we would secure the future. We have indeed managed nature, and the bill for that management has arrived. The climate is destabilized. Species are disappearing at rates unprecedented in human history. Soils are exhausted, waters acidified, atmospheres thickened with our exhalations of fuel. The response of the creed is to promise more: more data, more markets (carbon markets this time), more innovation. Some of this is necessary. But in the very response we see the structure of the faith: it cannot imagine redemption in any other form.

At the level of politics, the faith claimed that by managing human affairs through institutions built on ostensibly neutral procedures we would tame conflict. We have built those institutions. They are now distrusted, perhaps for different reasons in different places, but commonly because they refuse to speak about ends. They can optimize; they cannot inspire. A policy that “works” cannot tell us why it is worth working for. A process that “delivers” cannot tell us what to do when the delivery corrodes our attachments. The center cannot hold if the center is a spreadsheet.

At the level of the soul, the faith claimed that by managing ourselves through self-knowledge and self-improvement we would be free. We have never been more self-scrutinizing. We have never been more anxious. The rituals of optimization do not quiet the fear that we are wasting our lives because they encourage us to think of life as a resource to be allocated rather than a gift to be received. We cannot optimize our way to grace.

Failure, if we can bear to see it as instruction, suggests a different kind of wisdom: restrain before you repair; revere before you redesign. The age of limitless renovation has brought us many tools. It has not taught us when to put them down.

The point of beginning with a harsh judgment is not to justify misanthropy. It is to open the imagination beyond the parade of wonderful things. The modern world has produced goods that would have astonished our ancestors: medicines, rights, toleration, comforts. We can celebrate these without constructing from them a theology in which more of the same is always better. The frontier between gratitude and worship is thin. The last faith crossed it.

To disentangle ourselves is not to return to some golden age. No such age existed. It is to recover something earlier ages knew: that no human project, however grand, is itself the horizon of hope. Other loyalties, other forms of reverence, must set the boundaries of our machines. We must learn again to say that some things must not be done even if they can be done profitably and efficiently. We must identify the goods that cannot be tallied and insist on their priority.

This book will not offer a program. It will ask how we came to confuse progress with salvation and how we might live within the knowledge that this confusion has deformed us. It will examine the history that transfigured methods into metaphysics. It will attend to the ways in which economics and science were tempted into priestcraft. It will ask what becomes of meaning when we sanctify growth, what becomes of community when we sanctify mobility, what becomes of the earth when we sanctify extraction, and what becomes of the self when we sanctify improvement.

By beginning with the language of faith, we court misunderstanding. Critics will say we trivialize science and demean economics, that we have blurred distinctions between belief and knowledge for effect. But the goal is the opposite. It is to elevate the seriousness with which we approach the powers that shape our lives. Faith is not only belief in the unseen. It is devotion to a vision of how things should be and a willingness to sacrifice for that vision. To say that ours is an age of faith in progress is to say that we live and die by a vision we do not adequately examine because its sanctity forbids examination.

The old monotheisms were chastened by their own traditions. Prophets rebuked kings. Monks withdrew from courts. Saints descended into poverty. The last faith lacks such internal critics. Dissent must come from outside the temple, and it must learn to speak in a language the temple can hear. That language will not be an incantation of decline. It will be the language of limits understood as the conditions of flourishing. It will be the language of covenant rather than contract, of stewardship rather than extraction, of gratitude rather than entitlement.

If we can learn to speak that language again, we may yet redeem some of the best in what we have built: the habits of inquiry, the respect for evidence, the institutional checks that restrain power. We may learn to use them instead of worshiping them. We may build in ways that heal rather than exhaust, that reconcile rather than erode. The rest of this book is an invitation to that rediscovery - an attempt to describe where we are in the life of our last faith and to suggest how a civilization might recover not the past but the knowledge of limits that makes civilization possible.








  
  

Chapter 1

The Gospel of Growth





In our time, the simplest way to praise a nation is to recite its growth rate. A percentage point or two will pass for statesmanship; a recession is treated as a moral failing. A prime minister apologizes for “disappointing numbers,” a central banker vows to “restore momentum,” a party promises “inclusive prosperity,” a CEO ties compensation to “top-line expansion.” The language of the quarterly update has become a catechism. We speak as if a rising gross domestic product were not only a sign of health but evidence of virtue - as if economic expansion were the secular way to signal grace. 

The modern West did not set out to trade God for a graph. Yet over the past two centuries, a loose weave of ideas hardened into dogma: that more output means more welfare, that increased consumption is identical with improved life, that innovation will repair every injury it causes, that the only unforgivable sin is to impede the productive machine. This faith in improvement - born among philosophers, industrialists, and economists - has come to govern public life as powerfully as the older faith once did. “More” became the meaning of “better,” and the arithmetic of national income replaced older metrics of craft, custom, and character.

This chapter traces the moralization of growth: how a set of practices and measures - wealth-making, industrial process, national accounting - became a gospel. From Adam Smith’s subtle reflections to John Maynard Keynes’s bold prescriptions, from the Victorian celebration of industry to the postwar cult of GDP, we can watch a shift take place in the moral imagination. Governments, corporations, and consumers fused prosperity with goodness. That fusion produced order, power, and a vast material expansion. It also disfigured our sense of meaning and our relationship to limits. The promises of improvement, like any gospel, included their own eschatology: the belief that growth - if only it could continue - would deliver us from want, from conflict, even from mortality. The cracks in that belief are visible now, but the habits it instilled remain. To understand how we arrived here, we must learn how “growth” became more than a measure - how it became a creed.

Before growth had charts, it had myths. In early modern Europe, divine providence organized history: kingdoms rose and fell under the inscrutable guidance of God. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began to secularize this script. The Enlightenment translated providence into progress, history into an ascent. The story’s new authors were philosophers, inventors, and statesmen. The ending remained in view - humanity perfected itself - though now by human means.

The French philosophes popularized this arc; Condorcet died in a prison cell writing a “sketch” of human progress that glided from savage to civilized with mathematical poise. Saint-Simon dreamed of engineers administering society for the common good. Auguste Comte proposed a “religion of humanity,” complete with calendars and rituals, to honor the scientific spirit. Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism rendered the moral task as arithmetic: maximize happiness, minimize pain. “The greatest happiness of the greatest number” sounds humane, but it tends to flatten moral life into aggregation. Once good becomes the sum of pleasures, quantification beckons. The logical instrument of utilitarianism, like the mechanical clock, invites a new fascination with totals.

These thinkers did not invent desire for improvement; they keyed it to a new authority. Churches had blessed the social order; science would correct and uplift it. Vicissitudes began to seem remediable rather than given. If suffering was not a trial but a defect, then the world required management. If happiness could be counted, then policy could optimize it. Measures followed. What had once been a drama of salvation became a project schedule.

The language of commerce furnished the metaphors. Instead of salvation, investment; instead of providence, productivity; instead of charity, welfare. A moral psychology - self-command, thrift, patience - converged with a political economy - property, markets, accumulation. The industrious would flourish; their wealth would, through trade and specialization, enrich all. To become modern meant to identify worth with work, character with output. A person of “substance” was one whose ledger balanced and whose hours aligned with the clock.

We should resist caricature. The early theorists did not worship money. Adam Smith - whom posterity cast as a high priest of growth - was a moral philosopher before he was an economist. The philosophes rarely confused ingenuity with sanctity; they suspected superstition but not mystery. Still, ideas exert their power less through their authors than through the worlds they make available. In the age of steam and coal, the hypothesis that productivity and exchange foster mutual benefit found proof in the productive roar - and a ready audience among those charged with building a nation worth the name. Once a society organizes itself around calculation, it becomes difficult to remember what cannot be calculated. Progress ceased to be a hope and became a schedule, and then a metric.

Adam Smith and the Moralization of Industry

Smith’s world was smaller than ours but already in motion. Glasgow thrummed with trade; the British state pursued empire; merchants counted the flows of cotton and tobacco as carefully as any divine counted souls. Smith taught rhetoric and moral philosophy. In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, he described how an “impartial spectator” within us assesses the propriety of our actions. We crave esteem from others; we moderate our appetite for self-love through sympathy for their eyes upon us. Virtues such as prudence, temperance, and justice stabilize society. The picture is not of appetite unbound but of desire disciplined - of passions tutored by habits and the regard of neighbors.

When Smith turned to political economy in The Wealth of Nations, he extended these moral virtues into the market. Division of labor yields productivity; productivity yields surplus; surplus finances public works; all flourish. His famous example of the pin factory illustrated not greed but coordination: cooperation through specialization magnified human powers. The “invisible hand,” a phrase used sparingly, did not confer divinity on commerce. It described a tendency: in certain conditions, self-interested exchange can distribute goods and coordinate efforts without a central command. Smith criticized monopolies, colonial plunder, mercantilist protections. He distrusted great merchants and favored small proprietors. His was a plea for a commercial society governed by law and mores, not a hymn to accumulation for its own sake.

Yet even in Smith, the figure of the “industrious” looms. He praised the simple virtues of those who saved and invested, who deferred gratification to fund future production. Sloth was a vice, idleness a social harm. The moral narrative aligned with the economic. Patience and thrift generated capital; capital expanded the economy’s capacity; the expansion underwrote public prosperity. Work did not only feed the body; it validated the soul. Calvinist discipline flowed into the factory. The moral self could be measured by the ledger: punctuality, sobriety, diligence - virtues once cultivated in catechisms now trained on shop floors and counting houses.

Historians describe an “industrious revolution” that preceded the industrial one. In the eighteenth century, households reorganized their time and tasks to produce more for market exchange; leisure was traded for income as novel goods - the tea, sugar, fabrics of empire - drew peasants into circuits of desire. The moral weather shifted: to aspire, to own, to accumulate became not merely allowed but commendable. Poverty acquired a new meaning: not just lack, but failure. The poor were not merely unfortunate; they were undisciplined. The new economy required a new anthropology - one that explained inequality as the just distribution of character. In such a world, the line between prudence and parsimony blurred, and charity risked becoming a lecture.

Smith offered cautions. He warned that narrow labor could stunt the mind, that government owed education to those reduced to one repetitive task. He insisted that wealth itself could not be the object of love, that it was valued for the conveniences it bought and the esteem it signaled. He knew that commercial society required virtues it did not itself produce. He did not yet live among the blast furnaces; his system assumed smallness and sympathy - towns in which reputations mattered, markets embedded in customs, clerks who knew their customers’ names. But as Britain industrialized, the moral approval he lent to prudence and productivity was recruited to justify a more impersonal machine. The virtues, detached from their context, were harnessed to growth; character became throughput.

Victorian Virtue and the Empire of Improvement

The nineteenth century was an age of improvement. Its slogans - self-help, respectability, the gospel of work - often came wrapped in Bible verses. Nonconformist preachers hailed toil; middle-class reformers visited the poor to correct habits. Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help offered etiquette for the upwardly mobile, a manual of moral arithmetic for an era that trusted account books more than parables. The Poor Law was revised to discourage “dependency,” the workhouse designed as moral deterrent. Malthus’s law of population - mouths multiply faster than food - furnished a scientific excuse for parsimony. The suffering of the Irish famine could be called natural. There were limits, but they were placed on aid, not on the market.

Empire was moralized in the same register. Trade rendered mutual benefit, it was said; opening foreign ports to British manufactures would improve natives as much as it enriched merchants. Anti-slavery activism was genuine yet compatible with a new mastery mediated by credit and contract. “Free trade” served in the imperial imagination as a synonym for freedom itself. Manchester school liberals spoke of cotton as civilization. The empire became a mission to spread the virtues of work and exchange - vices were what opposed these. Imperial agents could believe they were rescuing idlers from stagnation, even as they extracted labor and resources. A ledger of exports doubled as an index of moral advancement.

Factories were catechetical. The discipline of the loom and the whistle ordered life by the clock. Taylorism, later, would apply scientific management to the body: time-motion studies reduced movements to fractions; inefficiency became a moral flaw measurable to the second. The Victorian mill owner could believe he civilized his employees by regularizing their labor, as the missionary believed he civilized converts by schooling their sins. Iron railways stitched space into timetables; the calendar synchronized to production schedules; the sabbath itself bent before the steam engine’s demands.

The cultural apparatus echoed this ethic. Sunday schools taught punctuality, sobriety, thrift. The family was cast as a factory for character. Respectability meant, in practice, conforming to the rhythms and norms required by mechanical production. Criminality and vice were often defined by their deviation from those rhythms. The “deserving” poor were those whose habits resembled those of the aspiring middle class. The undeserving were lectured about hygiene, temperance, and marriage, as if the labor market were a morality play in which the virtuous found work and the wayward fell.

The money men preached their own homilies. Andrew Carnegie’s “gospel of wealth” suggested that great fortunes were signs of duly rewarded talent and that the rich bore a paternal duty to uplift. Philanthropy promised to remedy the harms of production without limiting production itself. Libraries and universities owed their birth to profits squeezed from steel and rail, and for a time the exchange felt tolerable. Knowledge would improve the poor enough to make them producers, and so the circle would close. The Carnegie library embodied the catechism: learn the virtues of industry, and industry will save you.

At the same time, dissenters offered counter-gospels. Romantic poets lamented the despoiled countryside; Chartists and socialists attacked the idea that markets aligned naturally with justice. John Ruskin denounced wealth that degraded life; William Morris imagined an art of living without alienation. Religious revivals criticized the worship of Mammon. The debates were not over whether improvement was desirable but over what counted as improvement. The moralization of growth had competitors. It won because it could promise not only meaning but goods - stoves, streets, spectacles - and because it furnished elites with a coherent narrative: their success revealed a moral order in which they were instruments of progress. It was easier to condemn a pauper’s ale than a factory’s soot.

Fordism and the Duty to Consume

The twentieth century added the other half of the moral machine. If Victorians ethicized production, moderns sanctified consumption. Henry Ford paid workers the famous five-dollar day not only to reduce turnover but to create consumers. His “Sociological Department” inspected employees’ homes for thrift and sobriety; wages were conditional upon conduct. The factory extended into the living room. An efficient worker required an efficient life. Domestic routines were audited for virtues compatible with assembly lines: regularity, cleanliness, predictability.

Mass production demanded mass markets. The new science of public relations - Edward Bernays’s wedding of Freudian psychology to Madison Avenue - stoked appetite by associating goods with identity. A cigarette became a “torch of freedom,” a car a symbol of masculine independence, a washing machine a sign of love. Advertising borrowed the tropes of conversion and confession. “You are not you,” it implied, “until you buy.” If Victorian sermons had promised reassurance after toil, twentieth-century ads promised joy as immediate as a charge account. The adman performed a kind of pastoral care for the anxious middle class, offering redemption by installment.

This marketing machinery was not mere decadence; it solved a macroeconomic problem. Overproduction haunted industrial societies. Inventory piled up; factories idled; unemployment rose. The cycle of boom and bust required smoothing. Later, Keynes would provide a theory for doing so. But even before the 1930s, corporate strategists understood: stable profits required habitual spending. Consumption became not a personal choice but a civic duty. Franklin Roosevelt would call for confidence, urging citizens to spend as an act of patriotism. The war effort itself was sold as a consumer choice to be affirmed with war bonds and coupons - sacrifice translated into transactions.

The moral language shifted from “thou shalt not” to “thou shalt.” Restraint gave way to responsiveness. Credit - once suspect - became respectable. A refrigerator on hire purchase was a vote for the nation’s future. The household was recast as a microeconomy whose health contributed to the macroeconomy. Women were called “home economists,” their purchasing decisions understood as management of a complex system. The psychology of spending blended with the politics of legitimacy. A satisfied consumer was a compliant citizen, and a growing consumer base was proof of a benevolent order.

The built environment changed accordingly. Suburbs spread, cathedrals of commerce multiplied: the department store, later the mall. Their architecture borrowed ecclesiastical forms - vaulted atriums, cascading light. The rituals of browsing, the seasons of sales, the liturgy of the checkout line - these were the new feasts. Thanksgiving yielded to the Black Friday procession. If the old religion had required tithes, the new required monthly payments. The altar was a counter; the blessing, the receipt. A driveway full of durable goods came to signify not only comfort but goodness, a life rightly ordered to the nation’s promise.

The Great Depression shattered confidence in the self-correcting market. Banks failed; farmers lost land; a generation waited in breadlines. The catastrophe demanded an explanation and a cure. John Maynard Keynes supplied both. Capitalist economies, he argued, could settle into underemployment equilibria; private investment was too volatile to sustain full employment; the state must manage demand. By spending during downturns and restraining during booms, governments could smooth cycles and maintain incomes. Public works could mobilize idle capacity; deficits could pay for them; confidence would return.

Keynes did not worship growth for its own sake. He thought of the “economic problem” - the struggle for subsistence - as historically bounded. In a famous essay, he predicted that by 2030 our grandchildren would enjoy such abundance that work would shrink to a few hours per day. The challenge then would be how to live wisely with leisure. In the meantime, the moral imperative was to alleviate suffering. Idle machines and idle hands in a world of want was a scandal of organization, not fate. Growth - the increase of output - was a means to stabilize social order and prevent the self-destruction of capitalism. It purchased time for civilization to remember what it was for.

Keynes’s ideas generated institutions. To manage an economy, one needs measures. Simon Kuznets, an American economist, constructed national income accounts in the 1930s and 1940s, first as a way to comprehend the depth of the Depression, then as a tool for wartime planning. His work gave governments a dashboard. The sum of final goods and services, the flow of incomes through the system, could be expressed as a single number: gross domestic product.

Kuznets warned against confusing GDP with welfare. It measured market transactions, not quality of life. It counted bombs and cigarettes; it ignored unpaid care and environmental depletion. But politicians and planners needed a lever, and GDP proved an irresistible one. In war, it measured mobilization; in peace, it measured achievement. Slogans write themselves from numbers. GDP growth per year: 3 percent, 5 percent. Competitions, too. The Cold War would be fought partly in decimals. A nation that could point to a rising line could claim proof of its system’s goodness.

The Bretton Woods architecture - institutions for finance and development and a pegged exchange-rate system - was built on the Keynesian premise that stability required cooperation and management. States would aim for full employment; capital flows would be moderated; social contracts would link wages to productivity. In this context, growth acquired not only economic meaning but moral significance. It funded the welfare state, subsidized public services, and bought social peace. Arthur Okun would later call it a “high-pressure economy”: tolerating inflation and running hot to pull marginal workers into jobs. More was not only better; it was what kept the peace. A rising GDP covered a multitude of sins.

The growth creed extended beyond the wealthy nations. In 1949, President Truman proclaimed the “Point Four” program and coined a new category: the “underdeveloped” world. A moral hierarchy took form: advanced, developing, backward. The story of the poor nations became the story of catching up - through capital investment, technical assistance, and modernization of culture. To be modern was to move from local cycles to linear time, from subsistence to markets, from clan to contract.

Walt Rostow’s Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto promised a path for all societies from traditional to modern: preconditions, take-off, maturation, mass consumption. The metaphor of the runway implied needs: more savings, more infrastructure, more factories. Dams, highways, and electrification projects became symbols of uplift. The World Bank financed mega-projects; engineers flew in as missionaries of efficiency. Peasants were to be converted into wage laborers; land into capital. The river that watered fields became a source of megawatts; the village, a human resource waiting for training.

The moral charge was clear. Growth would end hunger, ignorance, and political instability. Leaders who adopted the creed could claim legitimacy even as they displaced communities, flooded valleys, and transformed landscapes. The ledger tallied new megawatts and miles of asphalt. The costs - loss of culture, widening inequality, ecological damage - were written elsewhere, if at all. Critiques emerged - from dependency theorists, from peasant movements, and later from environmentalists - but the development apparatus gathered momentum. Nations without growth became failures; those with it, regardless of distribution or degradation, became successes. Every plan had graphs; graphs conferred righteousness.

The use of GDP as a benchmark sealed the moralization. The number permitted ranking; ranking invited competition; competition generated policy urgency. Even revolutions adjusted themselves to the graph. Communist regimes justified their legitimacy by rates of expansion; liberal democracies did the same. Both promised abundance; both punished stagnation. The promise that “growth will bring freedom” became a universal translation for hopes as different as national independence, literacy, and lighting a single bulb.

By the postwar decades, Western democracies had become growth states. Their legitimacy rested on delivering rising living standards. Parties differed over distribution and the proper scope of public ownership, but both Right and Left took expansion for granted. A growing economy meant more tax revenue without higher rates, easier compromises between capital and labor, and the management of social conflict. Policy was organized around the growth target; it functioned as a moral compass. A “good” budget was one that accelerated. A “good” policy was one that added jobs and output. Elections were referendums on whose plan would push the line higher, faster.

The structure of the welfare state deepened the imperative. Pensions, healthcare systems, and unemployment insurance were financed by contributions from a working population; growth kept the ratios favorable. Without it, the arithmetic of entitlement became politically explosive. Growth, then, was not just an aim but a requirement woven into institutions. Economists spoke of the “growth imperative” as if it were a law of physics. Politicians spoke of “non-negotiable standards of living.” The morality of provision - to care for the vulnerable, to welcome the young, to honor the old - was secured by the productivity machine. The ethics of solidarity and the ethic of accumulation found a pact. To be generous, we must be rich.

This made sense as long as growth was feasible. It also moralized the business cycle. A recession was not simply a contraction; it was an offense. Unemployment corrupted not only wallets but character. The unemployed were pitied at best, blamed at worst. Entire regions could be declared obsolete: the “Rust Belt,” deindustrialized and despised, carried stigma. A community that failed to grow failed morally. The very words - “lagging,” “stagnant,” “declining” - functioned as judgments, not descriptions. They invited “reform” in the form of further exposure to the forces that had already hollowed them out.

Corporate culture absorbed the gospel of growth and organized itself around a simple commandment: expand. Shareholder value - a doctrine given crisp form by Milton Friedman in 1970 - tightened this imperative. Executives were stewards of returns; their virtue lay in increasing earnings per share. Strategy departments measured success by market share, revenue, EBITDA. The quarterly call became a ritual in which analysts interrogated management and management recited a liturgy: guidance, beats and misses, pipelines and synergies. The moral vocabulary attached to action - “disciplined capital allocation,” “lean operations” - which meant, in practice, keeping the numbers rising.

Inside firms, measurement colonized behavior. Key performance indicators cascaded down hierarchies; bonuses and promotions were pegged to growth. The moral phrase “drive impact” meant “deliver measurable increases.” Colleagues spoke of “stretch goals” as if limitlessness were a virtue to be trained. Business schools taught case studies in expansion; stories of prudent contraction were rare. When a company shrank for the sake of stability, investors punished it. When a leader promised “transformational growth,” they were applauded. The saintly CEO was the visionary who scaled.

By the turn of the twenty-first century, brands learned to yoke morality directly to consumption. “Purpose-driven” corporations adopted causes; the language of sustainability and inclusion provided an ethical sheen. Buy this and you are good. Invest in this fund and your portfolio “aligns with values.” The corporation took up tasks once assigned to church and state: to express a way of life, to define a good person. A shoe ad offered courage; a smartphone offered community; a meal kit offered care. Yet beneath the rainbow banners, the line of best fit still ran through the revenue column. “Green growth” promised to reconcile “more” with a livable planet, often by redefining what counted as more. The miracle was efficiency; the liturgy was scale.

The consumer, in turn, was refashioned as a moral agent. Everyday purchases were cast as votes. Buy domestic - support jobs. Buy organic - protect the Earth. Buy fair trade - assist farmers. We do not disparage these impulses; they were attempts to smuggle the ethical into an economy organized to ignore it. But the structure trained us to see our agency primarily in spending. The checkout line became the polling booth; the brand catalogue, a secular Book of Virtues.

Consumption colonized identity. A person’s taste for craft coffee or discount soda, an electric vehicle or an SUV, a reusable bag or plastic, signaled not only preferences but character and tribe. The sociologist Thorstein Veblen described “conspicuous consumption” as a display of status; later theorists noted “positional goods,” whose worth derives from their scarcity relative to others. Under such conditions, more can never be enough; the point is not sufficiency but superiority. The treadmill moves faster; the moral horizon recedes. We compare carts and call it conscience.

Material improvement was real. Postwar households obtained appliances, safety, and longevity. Children survived illnesses that had once eaten villages. The growth creed delivered hospital wings and highway bridges. But as the Best Buy replaced the bazaar, as streaming replaced neighborhood musicians, a certain shrinkage occurred: of neighborly ties, of local self-reliance, of the skills and practices that made life thick with meanings not purchased. GDP rose; so did rates of loneliness. The economist Richard Easterlin observed that beyond a threshold, higher incomes did not reliably yield greater happiness. The graphs diverged. One line rising; another flat. The gap between “more” and “better” widened.

GDP itself became a protagonist. Nightly news anchored reports with its percentage movement. Politicians defended policies with it. Every domain bent to its logic. A wildfire that required reconstruction could raise GDP, whereas a protected forest that quietly filtered water and anchored a culture did not count. The unpaid care of elderly family members was invisible; a nursing home contract shone brightly. Pollution increased output when cleaned up; the lost fishery did not subtract. The measurement trained the eye; the eye trained the conscience. We learned to think in transactional terms and to treat the uncounted as less real.

Kuznets had cautioned that “the welfare of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of national income.” His warning went unheeded. Once a number organizes competition, its distortions become incentives. Agencies prize what they can count. Firms innovate where returns are measurable. Citizens evaluate where they receive back in cash. A hazard follows: the ends shrink to fit the means. Education becomes credential production; health becomes billable procedures; art becomes monetizable content. The cultivation of persons into souls, of communities into commons, disappears into the footnotes. We grow expert at accounting and amateur at living.

GDP’s theatrical power was enhanced by the Cold War, when east and west compared their capacities. A higher growth rate proved ideological superiority. If the Soviet Union posted grand figures by building steel and concrete, the United States posted grander ones by building suburbs and cars. Both models relied on extractive infrastructures; both preached abundance as a moral mandate. Both hid costs in landscapes and bodies far from their podiums. The race to the moon was also a race to tally; the number of launches stood in for the worth of human ends.

When growth slowed in the 1970s - stagflation, oil shocks, deindustrialization - the crisis was described as a crisis of virtue. Households were blamed for overspending, unions for inflexibility, environmentalists for overreacting. The political response reconfigured the apparatus but kept the faith. Neoliberalism, with its promise of efficiency and deregulation, promised a return to the old gospel: the market - freed from meddlesome priests - would grow again, and with it all the goods that growth was said to bring. Shareholders would discipline management; globalization would unlock new markets; the tide would lift all boats. In the 1990s, with a brief surge of digital productivity, the old sermons rang again. A “new economy” would dissolve old limits. The sacraments were IPOs; the saints wore hoodies.

Religions endure not because of doctrines alone but because of rituals. The growth faith acquired its own, often without announcement. The holiday sales season functions as a rite of generosity mediated by mass consumption. The quarterly corporate earnings call resembles a liturgy: confession of misses, profession of faith in strategy, absolution in the form of analyst upgrades. The budget speech is a homily on priorities organized around projections. The central bank press conference is a mystery rite in which arcane language promises deliverance from inflationary demons or recessionary abysses.

We have saints and martyrs: celebrated entrepreneurs embodying creative energy, philanthropists who transubstantiate cash into reputation. We have a calendar: fiscal year, tax day, back-to-school, Black Friday, end-of-year rally. We have sacraments: a mortgage, a retirement plan, an index fund. We have heresies: protectionism (when it impedes global growth), degrowth (when it challenges the premise of “more”), local self-sufficiency (when it threatens scale). Even our apocalypse takes a peculiar form: not fire and brimstone but a market crash, a liquidity freeze. The anxiety it evokes is real; the practices it requires - loose money, emergency policy, bailout - repeat like ritual penance.

The liturgy reaches into daily gestures. We refresh a stock app as earlier believers fingered beads. We check shipping updates as if awaiting a blessing. We measure days by metrics: steps, likes, screens, sales. The metrics promise self-mastery and deliver restlessness. “Optimize” is a prayer for control in a world that feels unwieldy. Declining numbers cause shame; improving numbers confer absolution. The self becomes a dashboard; life becomes a campaign to push needles to the right.

These analogies are not merely clever. They remind us that the growth creed shaped psychology. Success became, for many, the feeling of acceleration; progress, the sensation of novelty. A stagnant salary felt like failure, even if sufficient. A paid-off house felt less impressive than a larger mortgage on a larger house. The child schooled to seek constant improvement learned to distrust rest. Burnout became common. Exhaustion became a status signal as potent as leisure once was. The moral center - the ability to say enough - grew faint. The sabbath, whether religious or secular, lost its power to halt the machine.

It is not that the growth creed has ceased to deliver. Digital conveniences accumulate; new medicines arrive; flights cross continents in hours. But the creed faces crises it cannot explain away.

First, ecological limits. The planet absorbs our waste more slowly than we emit it. Carbon accumulates; oceans acidify; forests burn. We call these “externalities,” as if they were marginal; they are the conditions of life. A growth metric that counts megawatts but not species, tons but not beauty, expansion but not home, reveals itself as morally thin. The very landscapes that once carried the romance of progress - dams, highways, pipelines - now double as memento mori. The more efficient our engines, the faster we go where we did not intend.

Second, social fragmentation. The perpetually accelerating treadmill frays families, neighborliness, and institutions of meaning. Trust declines. We screen off and “curate” lives for algorithmic approval. The labor that maintains homes and communities is degraded or offloaded to those with fewer options. The local, with its obligations and consolations, is displaced by the scalable, with its metrics and margins. We have grown and grown lonely.

Third, the content of growth has shifted. In many rich countries, rising GDP flows less to households than to asset prices. Mark-to-market increases feel virtuous; wages stagnate. Elite education, zip codes, and credential pipelines become winners’ enclosures. Growth becomes a justification for inequality: the promise that benefits will eventually trickle down stands in for policies that would share them now. The graph is asked to bear a moral weight it cannot carry.

Fourth, the spiritual emptiness. To be told forever that more is better, without being offered an account of the good beyond more, is to be trapped in adolescence. “Innovation” becomes a fetish detached from purposes. We reward cleverness over wisdom, scale over stewardship. The economy becomes a game; gamification invades leisure. The language of disruption celebrates destruction as duteous, regardless of what is being destroyed. “Move fast and break things” sounds like vigor until we count what is broken: bonds, places, promises.

Finally, the failure of the old bargain. Growth no longer reliably buys legitimacy. Reforms to increase productivity often erode security and dignity. Automation delivers returns to capital; offshoring erodes communities. The faith that growth will reconcile freedom and equality reads as folklore to those whose towns emptied to finance an index fund. The result is political despair: either fury at elites who broke the pact, or desperate recommitment to the pact in an even leaner form. Both reactions keep the creed intact: one as lament for a lost golden age of growth, the other as faith that we can summon it again. The pulpit changes; the sermon remains.

To say that growth became our gospel is not to deny that growth in certain circumstances is good. The question the creed forbids us to ask is: when is it not? When is more material throughput not better but worse? When does expansion undermine the forms of life we value? When does the obsession with measure block sight of what measures cannot hold?

Older traditions, religious and ethical, offered answers by insisting on limits. Human beings, they taught, are finite creatures who flourish in bounded conditions - families, neighborhoods, human-scaled polities. The economy exists to serve those forms, not to dissolve them. Work is noble when it makes persons and places endure; wealth is honorable when it is stewarded with care. Higher purposes - truth, beauty, love, worship - cannot be reduced to the arithmetic of utility. A society that treats them as side-effects of GDP is one that has mistaken means for ends. Limits do not deny ambition; they channel it.

Our task is not to reject improvement or to sanctify suffering. It is to recover a hierarchy of goods in which economic growth is subordinate to the durable conditions of human flourishing and the biosphere that sustains them. That requires reexamining the stories that moralized GDP in the first place. It requires re-reading Smith and Keynes without the varnish of hagiography, remembering Kuznets’s caution, and recovering the critics - Ruskin, Morris, and others - who warned of what we now live. The aim is not nostalgia for a vanished village but a memory of measure.

We have to recall that our system was not inevitable. It emerged from choices - about what to count and what to ignore, what to reward and what to shame, what to build and what to break. It was stabilized by institutions designed to make “more” feel synonymous with “better.” If we are to find a path out of the cul-de-sac, we will need new measures, but more than that, new habits. We will need an education in enough, a politics of maintenance, an economy that values repair over replacement, a public life that attends to the consent of the living and the claims of the unborn. To remember limits is to remember that we are stewards, not owners; heirs, not inventors; neighbors, not merely consumers.

The recovery of limits is not a program but a posture. It asks that we look again at goods that cannot be tallied: the quiet competence of a nurse, the patience of a teacher, the beauty of a restored wetland, the resilience of a neighborhood that keeps watch. It asks that we measure time not only by quarters but by generations. It asks, finally, that we learn to tell a different story about what a society is for. The gospel of growth taught us to expect salvation in the curve. A politics of limits would teach us to expect it in the covenant.

From Adam Smith’s moralized industriousness to the Victorian gospel of work; from Ford’s disciplined factory to the mid-century duty to consume; from Keynes’s stabilization to Kuznets’s national accounts; from Truman’s development doctrine to Rostow’s stages; from the shareholder catechism to the culture of purpose-washed brands; from the mall’s liturgy to the budget’s homily - each step contributed to a world in which economic expansion equals virtue. Governments fused legitimacy with rising output. Corporations fused their ethics to growth metrics. Consumers learned to express goodness through purchases. The graph became a cross; the uptick, a salvation.

And yet the costs mount: degraded lands, attenuated bonds, anomie masked by spectacle. To break the spell, we must disentangle “better” from “more.” That begins by recognizing the spell as a spell - a story told so smoothly that it felt like nature. The chapters that follow will examine the consequences of this story more closely - how it deformed our relationship to nature, to meaning, and to mortality - and explore the older wisdom of limits that our gospel of growth has obscured.










