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Preface

P ossibilities for gossip and intrigue notwithstanding, others’ confessions are seldom as interesting to us as our own. It follows, I suppose, that prefaces were invented to let authors confess their foibles without readers needing to show much interest. True to the norm, therefore, let me admit that this book does have an autobiographical dimension—and that I’ve tried hard to stifle it. My own upbringing in largely Presbyterian and Baptist circles impressed the importance of religious questions on me at an early age. Having had the misfortune of majoring in economics and business as an undergraduate, I spent many years thereafter puzzling about how such thinking could ever be reconciled with matters of faith. Writing the present book was thus a way for me to struggle explicitly with questions that have been of personal interest for a long time.

The more important reason for writing it, though, is that the relationship between religious faith and economic behavior remains profoundly significant to the health and direction of our society. Certainly the scandals that rocked the business community in the 1980s pointed to the need to consider whether there were any sources of value and commitment that could curb overweening, greedy self-interest. Religious leaders and ethicists have also been paying greater attention to questions about work, the uses of money, and economic justice. Yet few attempts have been made to bring empirical information to bear on these discussions. Nor has much attention been devoted to applying and updating the legacy of theorizing about these issues that was initiated a century ago by Max Weber and others. As a result, the subject remains frequently alluded to but is seldom addressed systematically.

To be more specific, surveying the books most commonly used in undergraduate and graduate sociology of religion courses reveals that the topic of religion and economic behavior is virtually ignored in all of these books. A look at books used in economics courses yields even less. Despite the burgeoning of economic sociology as a new field in recent years, scholars have paid hardly any attention to religion in this work either. Yet one can scarcely read any of the classic figures in sociology—Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Troeltsch, Simmel—without being impressed by the amount of attention they devoted to this topic.

Delving into a somewhat broader array of literature nevertheless shows clearly how much the relationship between religion and economic behavior remains of interest in many quarters. Publishing houses associated with religious bodies—Catholic, mainline Protestant, evangelical, and independent alike—have been the source of numerous writings on this relationship over the past decade. Theological treatises on work and money abound, as do all varieties of how-to books dealing with career selection, job stress, workaholism, money, family budgets, materialism, and a host of related subjects, all from a religious perspective. Religious leaders and religious organizations have also been involved in numerous activities bearing directly on economic behavior. From papal pronouncements on the subject to statements by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops to policy papers by nearly all the major Protestant denominations to stockholder resolutions and boycotts—religiously motivated activism has been paying increasing attention to the economic sphere. Religious organizations are themselves economic entities taking in huge sums of money each year. And their role in sponsoring volunteer activities and in promoting charitable giving is considerable.

One of the reasons why no general overview of the subject has been written from a sociological perspective is that relatively little has yet been done in the way of empirical research. Compared with, say, the topic of religion and politics, about which so much has been written in recent years, religion and economic behavior remains an unexplored field. This is because no major movement, such as the New Religious Right in the 1980s or the New Religious Movements of the 1970s, has emerged to spark concentrated interest in the subject. There has, however, been much speculation about the social significance of such issues as overwork, materialism, greed, and economic exploitation. In fact, a considerable number of scattered studies have dealt with such topics as religion and job-related stress, religion and employment, religion and work values, and religion and charitable giving. And there remains, of course, the substantial theoretical legacy of the founding writers themselves.

Both the need and the opportunity, therefore, suggest that the time is ripe for a volume devoted specifically to the relationships between religion and economic behavior. The present volume is, however, conceived less as a survey of the existing literature than as an effort to build on previous work through the presentation of new evidence. This evidence comes primarily from a major national survey conducted as part of a five-year project on Religious and Economic Beliefs and Values, of which I was the director. The survey was conducted among a nationally representative sample of more than two thousand members of the U.S. labor force. The questionnaire, which on average took more than an hour to administer, included specific items on numerous aspects of the relationship between religion and economic behavior and values, as well as a wide range of questions about work, money, material possessions, values, and interests. The study, to my knowledge, thus provides more ample information on the relationship between religion and economic behavior than any previous research. The quantitative data were also supplemented by in-depth qualitative interviews with more than 175 people in various occupations and regions of the country. A wide range of published and unpublished material, including sermons, tracts, stewardship reports, and newspaper clippings, were consulted as well. In addition, use was made of a recent national survey that I conducted on volunteerism and charitable giving and of data made available from several recent studies conducted by Independent Sector, Inc.

Although based primarily on original research, this volume is intended for a broad, nonspecialized audience and for use in undergraduate and graduate courses on the sociology of religion, religious studies, American religion, or religion and society. The material is relatively free of jargon but makes ample references to the relevant theoretical and empirical literature. Although personal biases are inevitable, I have deliberately tried to avoid taking a single perspective on the subject matter and have tried not to present the data in such a way that favors a single theme or normative outlook. My aim is rather to pose alternative arguments wherever possible and present data that bear on these arguments. I must, therefore, apologize in advance to readers who may have expected me to take a strong position favoring or opposing certain religious teachings or economic activities. For the specialist, however, I believe there is a great deal here worth considering. Besides presenting new evidence, I have also tried to make sense of this evidence by relating it to theoretical concerns and to characteristics of contemporary society. At the end of each chapter I have provided an interpretive summary that pulls together various threads of analysis and speculates about their meaning. In Chapters 8 and 9 I have presented a synthesis of a broader sort, attempting especially to suggest why religious and economic commitments intermingle in contemporary society as they do.

I should also explain at the outset that this book does not try to address the entire range of topics that its title might conjure up. How broad changes in economic conditions over time have contributed to shifts in religious commitments has been treated so often in other contexts that I have paid relatively modest attention to it here. Topics such as the internal financing and organization of religious bodies as economic entities or the pronouncements of particular religious traditions on economic issues are also dealt with more fully in other recent studies. I have focused on topics that draw the relationship between religion and economic behavior at the individual level. Thus work, money, attitudes toward materialism, views of the poor and of economic justice, and charitable behavior merit special consideration. In addressing these topics, I of course had to situate them in a broader historical and social context as well.

Among the nations of the world, the United States has been exceptionally privileged. Its economic growth has at times been spectacular. Despite present concerns, its level of affluence remains extraordinarily high relative to that of the rest of the human population. In the midst of this affluence, many Americans still live in abject poverty, and scarcely anyone escapes feeling now and then that times are hard. Yet for most Americans, material well-being has been a fact of life.

It has thus been common for social observers interested in the connection between religion and economic life to stress the so-called gospel of wealth—how religious convictions legitimated affluence, and how the rich in turn shaped religious teachings to their own ends. Clergy such as William Lawrence, the Episcopal bishop who came close to equating material prosperity with Christian virtue, and Russell Conwell, the Baptist minister who exhorted men and women of faith to pursue money, have provided ample grist for such reflections. Some of the individuals featured in this book are also people of enormous wealth. And some of them have found justification for their riches in religious teachings.

But my concern is more with the ways in which ordinary Americans think about their faith and work, their faith and finances. For ordinary Americans, religious convictions many times encourage them to think about the tensions involved in serving two masters. But what this means, and how it connects to their lives and to their spirituality, is generally far from simple.

The research on which this volume is based was made possible by a grant from the Lilly Endowment. I wish especially to thank Craig Dykstra and Fred Hofheinz at the Endowment for their interest and encouragement. In an early stage of the project I solicited comments from a number of scholars. I am particularly grateful to the following for their suggestions: John Boli, Neil Smelser, Nathan Hatch, Martin Marty, Mark Noll, Jeffrey Stout, and John E Wilson. Others who merit special thanks include Harry Cotugno, Roberta Fiske Rusciano, Natalie Searl, Elaine Friedman, Timothy Clydesdale, Yvonne Veugelers, Matthew Lawson, John Schmalzbauer, and Tracy Scott.
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M ost of us are working ourselves to death. At least we feel that way as we rush to our next appointment. We are consumed by our jobs, working longer hours than ever before, struggling to stay employed and to get the next promotion. Cellular phones and E-mail make it harder for us to escape. We search restlessly for the meaning of life in what we accomplish. Most of us are also caught up in a spiral of materialism and consumer spending. We want more money so we can buy more things. We may deny that our happiness depends on these purchases, but the more we have, the more we seem to want.

As a nation, we are now facing serious questions about our future: How much longer can we continue at this pace? Can we force ourselves to work even harder? Can we cut back our material desires and still be happy, especially as economic conditions yield less prosperity in the years ahead? Furthermore, given the pressures most families are now experiencing, can we still pursue the ideals that have animated us in the past—ideals of helping the poor and providing social justice for all?

At most times in our nation s history, the churches would have had much to say about these questions. They would have counseled Americans to keep work in proper perspective and to avoid pinning their hopes on material rewards. The churches would have been a force in public discussions about poverty, welfare, and social justice. And (with a few exceptions) they would have argued vehemently for spirituality in opposition to our obsession with material goods. But where are the churches today? Are they still capable of making a difference in the ways Americans behave economically? Or have the churches lost their voice?

God and Mammon

Each Saturday and Sunday, some seventy-five million Americans flock to synagogues, churches, mosques, temples, meeting houses, and fellowship halls. Each week at least fifty million participate in small fellowship groups that study the Bible, pray, and discuss spiritual issues. Virtually the entire population attests to believing in God. Most pray to this God every day. Most of the rest do so when misfortune strikes. A significant majority of the public claim to be interested in nurturing their spirituality, and many think deeply and often about their relationship to God. Even those who are not formally active in religious congregations manifest an exceptional and abiding interest in the sacred. Hundreds of thousands of Bibles are purchased each year. Religious magazines, publishing houses, radio programs, and television stations spread their messages far and wide. Seminars, workshops, and the growing numbers of students enrolling in religion courses on college campuses attest to the continuing attraction of faith. We are, in short, a deeply religious people.

As a nation of believers, we would expect our religious commitments to have a decisive impact on our economic behavior. But we are also passionately committed to the almighty dollar. We devote the bulk of our waking hours to earning it and much of the rest of our time to finding ways to spend it. In our more candid moments, we admit to being thoroughly materialistic (while deploring this trait in our children). We believe in the proverbial bottom line, shoulder greater and greater personal economic obligations, and fret about how to pay our bills. These are, we tell ourselves, matters of sheer necessity. But they also enlist our hearts and minds. Gainful employment supplies us with meaning and purpose for living. Work becomes a means of self-expression. Having money makes us happy. Financial setbacks destroy our self-esteem. We associate freedom with having a shiny new automobile capable of doubling the speed limit, and with having a Rolex watch, Armani shoes, a Sony CD system, a Lexus coupe, or whatever the latest symbols of material status may be.

How is it possible for us to be both? How do we reconcile these two aspects of our national character? Jesus warned his followers of the impossibility of serving God and Mammon. Are those who claim to be his followers today, then, defying this warning by trying to be spiritual and yet being unwilling to detach from materialistic pursuits? Or perhaps we have found a way to get beyond these ancient tensions, living in material abundance and yet keeping our eyes fixed steadfastly on the sacred. Perhaps American religion even encourages us in some subtle way to amass worldly riches. Or perhaps our faith has become so narrowly defined that it seldom pricks our conscience when pocketbook issues are at stake.

These are not strictly academic questions. Of course they bear on how we understand the larger dilemmas facing our society. If we are motivated by high spiritual ideals, we may think of our society quite differently than if we are motivated by crass materialism. How we try to solve our national problems—the public policies we support and the organizations we look to for guidance—will also depend on how we answer this question. But there are disturbing personal issues here as well. How should I conduct my life? Do my commitments to the sacred have any bearing on my decisions at work? Does my faith influence the ways I spend my money? Can I be a believer and not feel a special burden for the poor? When things are rotten financially, can faith make a difference? And if so, what is that difference? A person invariably faces these questions, whether Protestant, Catholic, Jew, member of some other faith, or simply one of the many who pursue the sacred in their own individualistic way.

Religious leaders try to be helpful when these questions arise. For the most part they believe faith is still relevant to the ways in which people think about work and money. They write books and articles on the subject. Their denominations issue policy statements about economic justice. They preach sermons on stewardship. But one can easily wonder whether their preachments make any difference. Compare the weekly sermon those seventy-five million Americans hear with the daily bombardment of television commercials to which they are exposed or the “do-this-or-get-fired” pressures they experience at work. Put a few thousand dollars in their pocket and send a young couple out to make a down payment on a new car: how much is some vague religious teaching about stewardship going to matter, compared with arguments about sportiness and acceleration?

Most economists would have us believe that the spiritual and the material exist in happy and harmonious isolation from each other. After all, they would argue, economic behavior is neutral with respect to human values. A person can pursue any aims; the marketplace simply facilitates the process. Preferences may influence the kind of work a person chooses or what he or she buys. But these preferences are private, random, and rooted in personality factors. Moreover, the modern economy works effectively because religious leaders have learned to mind their own business. Nothing would be worse than preachers purporting to understand the complexities of the market. Economics and sacred tradition are simply separate spheres. Yet the economists’ arguments are likely to be armchair abstractions that are not rooted in an understanding of how people actually lead their lives.

The truth is that virtually nothing is known about how Americans relate their religious convictions and their economic pursuits. We do not know, for example, whether religious values enter into peoples thinking when they are trying to choose a career. We do not know whether the devout are more satisfied with their jobs than the less devout. We do not know whether those who pray regularly may be better able to withstand the pressures of their jobs than other people. We do not know whether one group behaves more ethically in the workplace than another. Nor do we know much about how faith may influence orientations toward money and material possessions. Does it encourage people to be less greedy? Does it help them think more seriously about their responsibilities to the poor? Or does it simply make them feel better about their own material passions?

This book aims to answer these questions. Its premise is that religious faith, having been relevant to the ways in which people understood their work and their money throughout most of history, remains a vital part of our cultural heritage and, for this reason, is a resource to be considered carefully as we think about the economic pressures that face our families and our nation. Spiritual conviction can guide us to live more fully than by pursuing only crass materialistic aims alone. But we must also realize that recent developments in our society make it harder to know what the relevance of faith may be. To assess the contemporary situation, I present evidence from a new survey conducted among more than two thousand randomly selected men and women in the U.S. labor force. I also draw on qualitative evidence gleaned from in-depth interviews with 175 men and women spanning all the major faith traditions and a wide variety of occupational experiences. I examine the statistical relationships between various indicators of religious commitment and a wide range of issues having to do with work, workplace ethics, money, materialism, wealth and poverty, and charitable giving. I also report how people talk about their understandings of these issues.

The Ambiguous Presence

My argument is that religious commitment still exerts a significant influence on economic behavior in the United States, but that its influence is often mixed, leading more to ambivalence than to informed ethical decisions or to distinct patterns of life. On a broad array of personal issues—career choices, job satisfaction, commitment to work, willingness or unwillingness to cut corners, honesty at work, views of money, financial worries, views of materialism and advertising, attitudes toward economic justice and the poor, and charitable giving—we are vitally affected by our religious commitments. We still believe that biblical teachings, the churches, and the clergy have an important bearing on our finances and our jobs. Many of us think about the possible relevance of our faith to our work and our attitudes toward money. We pray that things will go well for us, we hear sermons counseling us to work hard and to be good stewards, and many of us give lip service to the idea that greed is a sin or that God is concerned about the poor. For millions of us, faith nudges our attitudes and our economic behavior in one direction or another. It does so, however, in ways that are seldom as powerful as religious leaders would like and that do little to challenge the status quo.

Religion is thus an ambiguous presence in our society. It sends mixed signals about our work, telling us to work hard but not too hard. It counsels us to be diligent with our money but seldom instructs us in how to be diligent. Indeed, it raises our anxieties about money and discourages us from talking openly about them. It warns us against the excessive materialism that pervades our society but offers little to keep us from the temptations of materialism. Feeling ambivalent about the role of faith, we therefore go about our lives pretty much the same as those who have no faith at all.

When we are influenced by our faith, we are more likely to say we feel better about what we do than to do anything differently. We do not look to the churches to tell us what career to pursue or what purchases to make but to tell us that whatever choices we have made are OK. Our spirituality is often little more than a therapeutic device. Having a relationship to God is a way of making ourselves feel better. Faith is a way of massaging our feelings. We pray for comfort but do not expect to be challenged. We have domesticated the sacred by stripping it of authoritative wisdom and by looking to it only to make us happy.

On issue after issue, we shall see that religious teachings make some difference to the ways in which Americans think about work and money, but not a strong difference or one that could readily be anticipated from knowledge of these teachings themselves. Religious leaders want the churches to play a heroic role in our society—challenging people to make deep commitments, inspiring them to great deeds of service, encouraging them to be concerned for the poor, and liberating us from the excesses of greed and materialism. In reality, religious faith prompts few people in any of these directions. Instead, spirituality encourages us to keep our options open, to be flexible, to think positively, and to find satisfaction in small things. From time to time, it pricks our conscience but seldom slams into us with full force—at least not where our wallets are concerned.

Why? Some of the blame must be attributed to religious leaders. It can be dangerous to afflict the comfortable, especially when they are needed to balance church budgets and to finance the new wing of the Christian education building. But the deeper answer is found in the changing character of our society itself. We live in a postindustrial setting in which many of the old rules and expectations no longer make sense. Faith now influences economic behavior but in ways that are decidedly fluid, personalistic, relativistic, situational, and psychological. Our society is no longer governed in a way that allows churches to exercise direct control over the economy. Compared with the nineteenth century, we live in a time when the rules of success are less clear as well. Working longer may not be as helpful as somehow working smarter; living morally disciplined lives may not seem as important as learning to adapt and to get along with others. In keeping with these changes, our faith is now less likely to control our bodies or help us discipline our minds. Spirituality is more likely to focus on how we feel about ourselves. If it guides us at all, it helps us to fit in and to roll with the punches, rather than taking ourselves too seriously.

The way in which our faith influences our economic behavior is to an important degree a function of the economic system itself and, more broadly, a reflection of the cultural norms that govern Middle America. Thus, religious commitment often makes only a marginal difference to the economic behavior of individual believers. It does not, for example, encourage believers to choose different careers, work longer hours, or spend less money than anyone else. Spirituality makes our work and our material goods more meaningful, thereby heightening our commitment to the workforce and the marketplace but also counseling us to keep these commitments in perspective by balancing them with commitments to our families. Faith adds gravity to our economic behavior by encouraging us to perform responsibly, by telling us we have to make our own decisions, and by reassuring us that some order exists in an otherwise chaotic world. At the same time, religious belief leaves the larger assumptions governing our economic system largely unchallenged. Rather than finding themselves at odds with the economic demands of secular society, believers feel comforted, more secure in the propriety of their own decisions, and more confident about the future.

Rethinking Spirituality

Thus, prevailing understandings of how faith operates in our society need to be reexamined. Rather than asserting, as some observers do, that religion becomes increasingly irrelevant in contemporary life, we need to recognize the continuing relevance of faith. Certainly we need to acknowledge that faith makes more of a difference to the ways in which Americans think and behave than most economists admit. But we also need to go beyond the simplistic assumption that religion is a constant—or growing—influence in contemporary society. We may look at high rates of church attendance or near-universal belief in God and assume that faith is still as powerful as it ever was. But to think that nothing has changed would require an incredible leap of faith itself.

Religious organizations can still make a difference to the ways in which we work and spend our money, but only if religious leaders recognize that the rules guiding our habits regarding work and money are changing. For faith to have an impact on economic behavior, it must now come to terms with the fact that social conditions have altered the character of economic behavior itself, and thus the ways in which it might be affected by sacred tradition. Work has become more complex, requiring greater skill and more individual discretion. The contemporary labor force is composed of people who have mostly changed careers several times since they finished school, who are often learning new skills, who are rewarded for their ability to process information and make complex decisions, and who relate to an ever-changing array of specialists, clients, and co-workers. Contrary to the image of inflexible bureaucracy envisioned by nineteenth-century observers, the contemporary workplace is more like a honeycomb in which informal relationships make an enormous difference. In these circumstances implicit norms provide their own standards of ethical evaluation. Many of the issues concerning moral discipline once embraced by religious leaders have now been removed entirely from the religious arena and placed in legal and professional institutions. Much of the remaining impact of religion is thus refocused on matters of individual meaning and personal happiness.

Living as we do in an affluent society and depending on the sale of consumer goods and services, most of us also relate to the economy as importantly in our role as consumers as workers. Again, we are faced with mixed signals on every side. Many of our purchases are really fixed payments. So counsels of responsibility and personal discipline may seem irrelevant. But we are never certain whether we have made the right choices in other areas. A form of spirituality that makes us feel better about our choices is likely to be attractive indeed. Conceptions of spirituality also function in the background, remaining in a separate compartment from our thinking about work and money, and perhaps shaping how we conceive of reality, but they no longer provide tightly regulated norms of individual behavior.

Even on broader social questions, such as issues of economic justice, stewardship, and obligations to the poor, religious commitment has not by any means retreated from the field of public discussion, but faith has become imbricated in a subtle but sweeping redefinition of the field, encouraging individuals to do only what they can, given the overwhelming institutional constraints that operate in the wider society. Above all, religious commitment appears to nudge other commitments in limited ways and to inhibit them from becoming obsessions, thereby playing a role in creating the kind of protean person who can function in today’s complex economic environment.

In short, I am suggesting that orientations toward such economic activities as work, making money, and purchasing goods require us to examine how economic and social conditions are currently reshaping American religion. These orientations provide such a critical connection because we can, by examining them, see what impact religious commitments have, and thus what the limitations are when traditional religious teachings are applied in these areas. A religious concept like stewardship, for example, has been around for centuries, but it has specific meanings and implications at present that it has not always had. Why it takes its present form, therefore, points our attention to the broader restraints and needs built into our society.

This book is also intended as a challenge to the faithful. Religious leaders and their followers can do something to alter the course of their ministries if they find themselves unsettled by the evidence presented here. The reason religious commitment has the consequences it does is not completely because of inexorable forces in the economy. Strong as those forces may be, religious organizations have contributed to the strength of these trends by following the path of least resistance. The implications of faith for work or for the handling of money have often been neglected entirely by religious leaders. In other cases, the clergy have discussed these issues in such generalities that believers were left to make their own decisions based on what felt most comfortable at the moment. These tactics have perhaps been in the short-term interest of religious leaders—seldom rocking the boat, seldom offending their middle-class congregants, and seldom disrupting the steady flow of charitable giving on which their salaries depended. In the process, religious leaders have nevertheless given away much of their birthright.

If faith supplies little more than a comforting pat on the back, growing numbers of people will turn to their friends, spouses, neighbors, employers, and brokers for the same assurances. And if religious teachings send mixed signals, then we need times to gather with other believers and spiritual seekers to explore the implications of these signals. Only by reckoning with the limitations of its actual message can organized religion regain its mission of challenging the comfortable materialism of its members.

Work and money are too central to our lives to be divorced from the values and assumptions of our faith. We need the guidance and the moral strength to make hard decisions—about cutting back when we find our work stealing too much of our energy, about difficult ethical questions at work, about our consumer spending, and about ways to be of service to others. We also need guidance and moral strength in thinking about the pervasive materialism of our society, the huge disparities between rich and poor, and the ministries of our churches and charitable organizations.
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L indsey Rice has it all—all the pressure and anxiety that come with being a working woman, a mother, a financial success, a homeowner, and a reliable member of the community. At forty, she is as trim as she was when she graduated from college. She exudes self-confidence. But the daily stress is beginning to take its toll. For the past nine years, she’s been running a management consulting firm. Every day she has reports, meetings, and phone calls she just has to tend to.Usually she works on projects right up to the deadline. She says her staff has gotten used to her frenetic pace: “I’m always right on the edge.” At lunch, she tries to meet with clients and in the evenings she gives seminars. When she’s driving somewhere, she says her mental wheels are always going at top speed. She admits she has constant anxiety. Seldom a day goes by without “something important being at risk.” She prides herself on being innovative (“never the same old dog-and-pony show”), but she says she is “stressed out” most of the time.

Much of Lindsey’s identity is caught up in her work. She feels as if she is putting her intellectual talents, her creativity, and her natural beauty to good use. Every day she mixes with CEOs. They trust her and treat her like family. She enjoys “the high people contact” and “learning new stuff.” She admits “the money ain’t bad either.” But there are times when her self-confidence is just a veneer. “I take the elevator to the top floor, to the executive suite, and there’s a glass conference room. It’s filled with men in gray suits. I’m the only woman there. I don’t like it. I’m afraid.”

Divorced and raising two children with virtually no support from her ex-husband, Lindsey feels enormous financial pressures. “I need the money,” she explains. “That’s why I’m always pushing.” It’s Saturday and she is going to spend the evening writing a proposal. If she doesn’t, one of her competitors will get the business. She knows, however, that she has to draw the line. She realizes that her boys are growing up rapidly and they need time with her. She knows she needs unstructured time just to relax, lie around, read, write in her journal, and be with her friends. Yet, she says, “I let work eat up too much of my time.” There is always some excuse why she can’t stop. “I draw the line eventually, but I’m starting to realize that I don’t draw it soon enough.”

Lindsey says there is constant strain between her work and her responsibilities as a mother. She sends the boys to school whether they are sick or not. “They have perfect attendance records, except for when they had chicken pox.” If the school calls her office to say that one of the boys is sick, her secretary is trained to say she isn’t around. Lindsey feels guilty, of course. To make up for it, she volunteers for parent-teacher activities and is a homeroom mother. Then she has even less time for herself.

When Lindsey says the money isn’t bad, she means it. Right now, she’s making a six-digit income—after expenses. Still, she doesn’t feel entirely good about the money. She takes on a lot of boring work just because it pays well. She wishes she could refuse these projects and focus on the ones that are more interesting. She never has enough money, even as it is, to pay all the bills. It would take at least another $50,000 a year, she figures, to live comfortably. She also worries that she is becoming like her dad. He was always hustling. Money was how he kept score. “Money was too big a deal,” she explains. “He sacrificed too much for it; being upper middle class and keeping up appearances just polluted all our relationships.”

Lindsey wants to be different from her father, but she is deeply torn about her own habits with money. She doesn’t like to think about it. She likes to write a check or buy something and not worry about each penny. Her ex-husband was more of a tightwad and they fought all the time about money. But Lindsey also says she is desperately afraid of not having money. “I can’t stand the thought that I might not have money, that I might be poor, that I might have to use food stamps; I just can’t handle that.”

Figuring her life out has always been a struggle. As a teenager, Lindsey was a true “child of the sixties.” She wanted to make the world better, developed a strong aversion to her dad’s materialism, and decided to pursue a career in art. She wound up working parttime for a catering firm, putting herself through school, and then staying on to manage the business. Figuring out her life is still a challenge. “Getting in touch with my self is a big issue,” she says. She wishes she had time to date and to remarry. She wishes she was not so caught up with her work and her material needs. Recently, she has been trying to get in touch with the religious values she learned as a child and to think more holistically about herself. She is becoming increasingly interested in spirituality. “I know that work isn’t enough,” she explains. “I need to feed my spirit; otherwise I will get anemic.” But it is unclear whether her interests in spirituality will make a difference to the way she works or to her attitudes about money.

The Relevance of Religion

Throughout history, the great philosophers have recognized that work and money are such vital aspects of human life that they should not be separated from our fundamental beliefs, values, and assumptions about life itself. Plato, for example, wrote that motivation (“motions of the soul”) comes from satisfying our desires: the desire for wisdom and knowledge, the desire for honor and power, and the “appetitive desires,” which include the love of money. Money, Plato believed, helps us fulfill all our desires and is essential for life and health. He also warned, however, of the dangers of “unnecessary pleasure” in pursuing work and money to excess.1 Aristotle recognized that people generally work in order to obtain money, an extrinsic end, but argued that work is more satisfying if it can be justified intrinsically, for example, in terms of the creativity or artistry involved. More recent thinkers have also drawn connections between money, work, and deeper dimensions of life. Freud, for example, believed that money was necessary for the support of life and yet insisted that “powerful sexual factors are involved in the value set upon it.”2 So, it is not surprising that someone like Lindsey Rice feels it is important to strike a balance between the monetary and the spiritual aspects of her life.

Sacred tradition has been a significant source of admonitions about money, advice about work, and understandings of economic behavior more broadly. The creation story in the Hebrew scriptures provides an account of how work began and of why it is often as unpleasant as it is. Other Hebrew writings describe people being led to ruin by their love of gold and offer counsel about the wisdom of seeking God rather than wealth. Virtually all major religions specify ways in which priests and religious functionaries should be supported through gifts from their followers. Rules against charging interest on loans were widely enforced by religious leaders in the West until the end of the Middle Ages. Many of the folktales and legends that emerged during the same period offer homespun advice about persisting in one’s work and receiving unexpected good fortune through humility.

It is doubtful that followers of any of the world’s religions ever adhered to all the injunctions promulgated in these traditions about work and money. Yet there is enough evidence to suggest that religious teachings once had a powerful impact on economic behavior. At the end of the Middle Ages, for example, the sale of indulgences was sufficient to bring in huge sums of money to the church. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, many wealthy believers included the church in their wills. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, religious teachings against working on the Sabbath were widely observed.

In our time, we might suppose that religious teachings should be concerned exclusively with the spiritual, that is, with the believer’s relationship to God or to some other conception of the sacred. In this view, it may seem strange that religious teachings should say much about work and money at all. But this view is symptomatic of the unique times in which we live. Religious tradition has always concerned itself with the practical, day-to-day ethical and moral conduct of believers as well as their relationship to God.

One reason why religion is relevant to our work and our money is that we live in a world of inequality. Some people are rich, some are poor, and most are somewhere in between. These inequalities demand explanation. We want to know why they exist—and, for the most part, we want to believe they are legitimate (especially if we are on top). Religious teachings have often provided us with ways of understanding these inequalities.3 For example, consider Spain during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—the era of transoceanic exploration. The crown’s power depended greatly on wealth from its overseas explorations, and these revenues in turn necessitated a strong military force. Religion played an important role in legitimating this system of power. By defining the Spanish monarchs as “defenders of the faith,” the church legitimated the military and economic activities of the monarchs.4 Views of wealth and poverty are still connected with religious teachings. For instance, Lindsey Rice says she admires the Puritans. They worked hard, as she does, and they deserved the wealth they accumulated.

Another way in which religion has often been relevant to our work and our money is by supplying norms of daily conduct. These norms range from simple rules of etiquette, to ethical standards concerned with honesty and equitable dealing in the marketplace, to contractual obligations focusing on property, labor, marriage, or parental responsibilities. Religious teachings undergird these norms—associating them with sacred writings, reinforcing them in sermons, and perhaps including them in sacred rituals.5 Consider ancient Israel, where such norms were set forth elaborately by the priests and prophets. Among the Ten Commandments, for example, were norms against theft and warnings against attitudes that might lead to it. Stories were also passed down among the Israelites about parents’ and children’s economic obligations to each other.6 From the Middle Ages until the late eighteenth century, patron saints were often associated with craftsmen’s guilds, holiday processionals showed the various guilds’ role in the larger community, and the church helped enforce taboos against revealing trade secrets or neglecting the families of members who had experienced misfortune.7 Lindsey Rice thinks her behavior is influenced by religious norms as well. For instance, she says one of her reasons for trying to be honest in her work is that she couldn’t live with herself if she weren’t—and she assumes this feeling is rooted in her childhood religious training.

A third way in which religion is relevant to economic matters has to do with the practical technologies on which survival depends. In any society, ways must be found to hunt game or to plant and harvest crops in order to provide food, clothing, and shelter. The knowledge needed to carve out a satisfactory relationship with nature is often encoded in religious beliefs and rituals. For example, fishing expeditions among the Trobriand Islanders are generally preceded by religious ceremonies in which the roles to be performed by the various fishermen are rehearsed.8 In other settings, religious practices tell farmers when to plant and harvest their crops, prayers are offered for good weather, and animals are taken to the church to be blessed.9 Most of us look to science and technology, rather than religion, for the expertise to produce our food and clothing. But we still see some connections. For instance, Lindsey Rice has experienced miracles several times in her life—times when she thought God was intervening to take care of her.

Religious teachings also come into play as ways of understanding misfortune. People die, natural catastrophes happen, and rewards go to the undeserving rather than the deserving. Ideas about evil help to explain these undesirable events, and religious rituals make it possible to confront evil and resist it or adjust to its consequences.10 The Hebrew creation story is an explanation of this kind because it provides an account of why evil exists (the fall of Adam and Eve and their expulsion from the Garden of Eden). This story also includes specific implications for economic behavior (a divine injunction to work). In other cases, funerals and burial rites help to express grief and restore broken social relationships, but also to legitimate wills and bequests. For Lindsey Rice, seeing a neighbor’s daughter die of cancer recently became an occasion to reflect more deeply about spirituality and the meaning of life. She vowed to think less about money and to spend more time with her boys.

The Question of Change

There are, then, time-honored ways of connecting religious beliefs and teachings to our work and our money. But our moment in history is also quite different from any previous time. We are now living in a postindustrial epoch, in which the intersection between our religious convictions and our economic practices has become significantly altered. For a growing number, our livelihood depends on higher levels of education and communication, and it is concerned more with the production of information and services than with agriculture or manufacturing. We live in a world dominated by large organizations—corporations, government agencies, and nonprofit associations—and by webs of statutes and laws governing the relationships among them. For most of us, our day-to-day experience is profoundly influenced by these organizations. Lindsey Rice is typical. Her clients are large companies and state administrative bureaus. The goods she sells are actually services. She is a producer of knowledge who depends, as she says, “on creating new ideas,” and her ideas are concerned with organizations’ needs for better communication.

Lindsey Rice also exemplifies the uncertainty many of us feel—whether we run our own companies or work for others. Indeed, uncertainty seems to increase in proportion to the complexity of our world and the range of options available to us. Lindsey is no bureaucrat who does the same things over and over again. She is constantly having to innovate. The rules are never quite clear, nor is it ever certain where she will find clients or what will prove to be her best ideas. This is one reason why her work generates as much anxiety as it does. Another reason is that her economic future is uncertain. Her fear of not having money is not entirely unfounded; before she started her present company, she worked for another one that went bankrupt. Her current business demonstrates how economic relationships are often structured. Large companies find it in their interest to work with small companies like hers. If she fails to produce, they simply move to another supplier.

The uncertainties of contemporary life are accentuated by our shifting values, beliefs, and lifestyles. Lindsey was in college when American soldiers were dying in Vietnam and students were being killed at Kent State University. She was deeply moved by these events. Growing up in a reasonably affluent family, she had many educational and career options. Her parents had always taught her to be tolerant and to accept diversity. As immigrants, they had been tolerant in their own way, marrying across religious and ethnic lines (her father was an Italian Catholic, her mother a Swedish Lutheran). Lindsey took their advice a step further and started dating across racial lines. Her beliefs have also been influenced by feminism and the women’s liberation movement. When she is in a room of men in gray suits, she knows she is charting new—and frightening—territory.

Under such circumstances, religious teachings send us mixed signals, compete with the messages we learn from secular sources, and leave us feeling ambivalent as to their precise implications. Lindsey’s parents sent her to church every week as a child, most of the time to a Methodist church within walking distance of their home. She attended Sunday school classes and learned Bible stories and hymns. But she also learned from her father to be critical of the church. One Sunday she became disgusted with her teacher, walked home, and found her parents making love. She was a bit more cynical about why they were sending her to Sunday school after that.

As an adult, Lindsey has tried out many different styles of spirituality. She has recaptured some of the Catholic heritage from her father’s side of the family, attended Baptist churches, participated in feminist spirituality groups, meditated, and learned about other world religions. She still believes in religious teachings that encourage her to be honest, hardworking, and self-sufficient. Other teachings—for example, about giving money to the church—make less sense to her. Besieged by mixed signals, she is interested mostly in spirituality that makes her feel good about herself. Religious teachings do not tell her how to make decisions about her work or money, but they help relieve some of the anxiety she experiences in making these decisions.

I develop these observations about the distinctive features of postindustrial society in the chapters that follow. Invariably, it is difficult to gain perspective on our own milieu unless we distance ourselves from it.11 To that end, I want to highlight what is different about our time by contrasting it with two previous episodes in our history—and to present a couple of historic cases that will set someone like Lindsey Rice in sharper relief.

Puritans Past

Consider the following example. In 1635 a Puritan merchant named Robert Keayne left London to take up residence in the new settlement at Boston. From humble circumstances, he had risen through hard work and careful planning to a position of some prominence. In the New World he prospered further. But four years later his ship of fortune ran aground. The elders of the First Church in Boston, of which he was a member, brought charges against him for dishonoring the name of God. Soon after, he was tried and found guilty by the General Court of the Commonwealth as well. Writing his memoirs some fourteen years later, he was still stung by the disgrace of the event. His sin was greed. He had sold his wares at a 6 percent profit, 2 percent above the maximum allowed.12

This episode offers an intriguing contrast between present conditions and our Colonial heritage. The recent scandals involving figures such as Michael Milken, Ivan Boesky, and Charles Keating show how much things have changed since the days of Robert Keayne. Price gouging continues to be an issue of public concern. But it is not often today that the church takes direct action against it. The case of Robert Keayne also shows that Puritan society differs even from popular ways of remembering it. We do not often think of the Puritan past as a time when governmental and ecclesiastical forces joined hands to regulate commerce. It is, rather, the encouragement of hard work, prudent planning, self-discipline, saving, and wise investments—all the ingredients of economic success—that we generally associate with the Puritan heritage. These, for instance, are what Lindsey Rice thinks of when she talks about the Puritans. But, I want to suggest, it is not only Puritanism but social conditions that we must understand if we are to appreciate how that period differs from our own.

The case of Robert Keayne shows the extent of religion’s influence in economic affairs during the first years of European settlement in America. There were of course differences from one colony to the next and among Puritans, Anglicans, Quakers, and Catholics. Yet Puritan Boston provides a vivid contrast with the present. The reason First Church could exercise so much influence was twofold: Puritanism was an official religion, and being a Puritan in good standing was valuable to conducting business. Neither is any longer the case. Only a few decades after Robert Keayne, business leaders had already substantially weakened the church’s control over their affairs.

At the time of Robert Keayne, Boston was ruled by an alliance of merchants and government officials. Because trade was the main source of tax revenues, officials did what they could to help merchants prosper. Merchants, in turn, looked to government for naval protection, to make favorable treaties with other nations, and to keep taxes at reasonable levels. The small number of people at the top of this alliance were relatives and friends of one another and shared common religious beliefs. Farmers, slaves, unskilled workers, and native ethnic groups were largely excluded from power and from the strictures of official religion. These groups mattered less because long-distance trade was the best way of making money.13

To understand the charges brought against Robert Keayne, then, we have to recognize that the church’s power was reinforced by the power of the merchant and government elite and that it was important to this elite to have clear norms about acceptable profit margins. When someone violated these norms, secular and ecclesiastical authorities alike were compelled to act. Nowadays, we would say that religious teachings do not provide clear guidance as to whether 4 percent, 5 percent, or 6 percent is an acceptable rate of return on one’s investment. Nothing has changed in this regard, however. Religious teachings were ambiguous then, just as they are now. But at that time it was possible for the elite who ruled Colonial Massachusetts to discuss the issue and settle on a rate that was deemed to be divinely appointed. In our time, it is no longer possible to do this.

Lindsey Rice, talking about her own views of business ethics, illustrates how things have changed. She says that in her line of work “you better not get caught being underhanded or duplicitous.” The reason, she explains, is that “people talk to each other and you could lose clients quickly.” Thus, she will not participate in anything that isn’t completely aboveboard. She says her stance is not “value driven” but “practicality driven”—“I have my reputation to think about.” In fact, to protect herself, she always writes her clients a letter summarizing what they have discussed, sends them a copy for their files, and keeps one for hers. If something unethical has been discussed, she mentions that she informed her client it seemed unethical to her. If there were ever a lawsuit, she feels she would be covered.

These comments show that ethical issues are often vague but we consider it possible to resolve them by considering how others will behave, by letting market competition drive out those who cheat, and by turning to the courts if necessary. We feel that ethical decisions are “practical,” and thus need not be discussed in terms of personal values. It would not occur to us to involve the church in ethical disputes because the issues are too technical and because the disputants would likely belong to many different churches. We do not have a tight-knit ruling elite that can call on the churches the way Robert Keayne’s contemporaries did.

Robert Keayne’s own reflections show clearly that people then were just as capable as people now of coming up with rationalizations for their behavior. In the first place, he says, his alleged misconduct was the exception rather than the rule. His behavior, by and large, was quite responsible, rational, and disciplined—it even bore fruit—all signs that he was trying to live out his calling. Surely God did not expect more. Moreover, his behavior (in a different context) was actually the rule rather than the exception; that is, every other merchant was charging just as much as he. Why should he have been singled out? In addition, he argues, business is too complicated to be reduced to simple moral dicta. It would take considerable understanding to realize that he hadn’t overcharged at all. Finally, he observes that his charitable behavior must be taken into account, as must the ill motives of his accusers and an antibusiness attitude among the clergy. His arguments sound strikingly modern.

We, too, are likely to tell ourselves that business is too complex to be governed by religious teachings and that we are OK as long as we try hard and do not cheat any worse than other people we know. The fact that Robert Keayne was actually accused, tried, and found guilty, therefore, depended on the social circumstances in which he lived. Had it not been for the church’s position in the public life of the community, Keayne’s own motives and justifications would have been much more difficult to police.

If conditions have changed, some of the Puritan legacy has nevertheless survived. Puritanism taught that life in the present world must be lived in a way that is pleasing to God. Economic activities were no exception. God required men and women to engage in useful behavior. Generally this meant hard work, although work was defined broadly enough to include service to family and community as well as to the counting house. These ideas remain familiar to us, of course. In addition, the Puritans taught that God was not capricious, so planning and rational decision making were consistent with serving God prudently. At the same time, the Puritans thought that God was close, active, and capable of intruding on the natural order in ways that humans did not always understand. There was an implicit chasm between the divine order and the natural order—one that many of us still take for granted. Indeed, Puritan thought emphasized the differences between the two orders by conceiving of one as pure, the other as corrupt or potentially corrupt. It was therefore valuable for believers to pray, seek counsel in scripture, and attempt to mold their behavior to divine principles; discipline in economic life was a way to impose divine order on a realm that could easily veer out of control. We, too, sometimes think of the natural or material realm in this way.

Even in Puritan Boston, the churches could not enforce all of these ideas. If Robert Keayne could be tried, others nevertheless fell outside the churches’ control. Fur traders, for example, were seldom in town long enough for the clergy to exercise any real control over their lives. Sailors periodically got drunk, brawled, and visited prostitutes, all to the disgust of clergy, but their employers had little incentive to regulate their behavior. Rather than being the all-encompassing theocracy we sometimes think it was, Puritan society was thus less able to govern the private lives of laboring men and women than it was to influence the public lives of its merchants, aldermen, and clergy. As we think about the ways in which religion is limited in our own society, it is valuable, therefore, to remember that the churches’ influence was circumscribed even in Colonial America.14

Industrialization

Industrial America provides a more recent contrast with our own circumstances. It thrived by adding manufacturing to the trading in raw materials and luxury commodities that characterized the Colonial period. A principal new component of industrial society is thus the recruitment, training, organization, and management of a domestic labor force. In spite of America’s vast natural resources, its industrial wealth depended largely on its capacity to mobilize labor—both the heavy physical labor required in manufacturing and the supervisory and entrepreneurial talent needed in management. Whereas the long-distance trade of Puritan Boston was conducted by a small commercial elite, industrial America was a larger and more interdependent economy and thus needed careful scheduling and coordination. Households came increasingly to be linked through markets—often at the expense of traditional ethnic and religious communities or neighborhoods. Immigrants and pioneers were mobile; railroads and telephones eventually connected them. Public schooling accompanied industrialization as a way of developing requisite skills, a common language, and standards of personal discipline. In opposition to the standardizing forces of public schooling, America also became more diverse, especially in its religious and ethnic composition.

Individual moral restraint was the key to the relationships between religion and economic behavior in industrial America. During the nineteenth century, moral restraint shifted away from the government-imposed standards of Puritan Boston and became centered more on self-imposed conceptions of personal piety. Hard work, thrift, sobriety, punctuality, and the development and application of personal talents were emphasized. The proverbial Protestant work ethic encapsulates many of these ideals.

For the industrial period, the person who symbolizes American attitudes toward work and money—perhaps more than any other person of his time—is Benjamin Franklin. Although his long life overlapped with only the beginnings of industrialization, it symbolizes the changes that were to take place in the coming century. The connection between Franklin and the Puritan tradition is of course direct, for he was born and baptized into the Puritan community in Boston and participated in it until he was fifteen. But Franklin’s religious life foreshadows developments that came increasingly to characterize the nation.

As did many of the young immigrants who later settled the expanding frontier, Franklin left home at an early age and in so doing severed the ties with his parents’ faith. In Philadelphia, his transient affinities with Presbyterian, Quaker, and Episcopal churches made him an early example of the so-called religious switching that has become so common in the twentieth century. He was, in this respect, not unlike Lindsey Rice. While retaining membership, he seldom attended religious services (like a large number of Americans today). He chafed at the pretensions and “emoluments” (as he described them) of the clergy, worked to end religious tests for public office, and espoused the more distant God of Deism in place of the more active God of his Puritan forebears.

Franklin, as we know, epitomizes the American work ethic. His writings show how he organized his time to squeeze full advantage from it. He was also extremely diligent in the handling of his money, carefully writing down even the smallest expenditures and reconciling them with his budget. His widely read almanac was filled with homespun advice about rising early and working late, saving money, and investing wisely. The wealth that he gradually amassed from hard work and investments testified to the wisdom of this advice.15

The coercive power of Puritanism in Colonial Boston could no longer exercise control over people like Franklin. They could too easily escape it by taking their business interests to a more tolerant location. Indeed, the limited authority of religion that we see in our own time was evident in Franklin’s Philadelphia. As religious pluralism grew, no single church was able to govern economic affairs. Instead, the churches turned to moral persuasion. Franklin was not a regular participant in any religious community, but he had internalized religious principles as a child. He believed that good works (including hard work) were pleasing to God and considered God sufficiently rational that such activities would also be in his and the community’s best interests. His ability to restrict his work and his interests in money—by reading, attending concerts, and devoting much of his life to statesmanship—also reflected the moral obligations he had internalized early in life. Devotion to family, community, and the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake helped keep work and money in their place. Moral dicta extolling virtue—and arguing against evils such as laziness, greed, and excessive ambition—still made sense but increasingly did so as a kind of rational, self-contained picture of the universe. Personal life, especially the daily schedule, was carved up and ordered much in the same way a textile mill or bank might be organized. With natural resources and opportunities in abundance, and with labor power much in demand, the ability to discipline one’s self and to impose the same sort of discipline on one’s workers proved attractive.

Many of us still admire Benjamin Franklin and believe there is truth in his maxims about work and money. Lindsey Rice, for example, says it is honorable to be self-sufficient. Yet we are more ambivalent about the rules that Franklin followed—as Lindsey’s criticisms of her ex-husband suggest—and we are less certain that strict moral rules about work and money are grounded in divine wisdom. We are Franklin’s heirs but also the products of a distinctive culture that arose in the nineteenth century.

The question that surfaced again and again during the nineteenth century was how moral persuasion could be kept vibrant. Franklin had received religious instruction in Puritan Boston, but it was less certain that successive generations of children would have the same training. Despite his own apostasy, Franklin continued to interact with the religious life of his community, contributing to the construction of new churches and printing pamphlets on religious topics, but others might be less inclined to do so. Religious leaders thus paid increasing attention to the moral prescriptions inherent in their teachings. The churches’ efforts to provide clear moral guidance were also reinforced by industrialization itself. Captains of industry, shopkeepers, mill owners, plantation holders, and farmers threw their weight behind the churches’ moral crusades, benevolent associations, and temperance movements.16

By the end of the nineteenth century, the orderliness of Franklin’s ledgers was, in one sense, everywhere—in the pervasive use of clocks and calendars, in the timetables to which trainmen adhered, in the factory whistles that told people when to rise, arrive at work, have lunch, resume work, and eat dinner, in the efficient clicking of telegraph keys, the miles of ticker tape that linked financial markets, and the rising use of assembly lines in manufacturing. The same orderliness was evident in religious teachings as well. Systematic ways of studying the Bible were being introduced in seminaries and churches, cross-referencing and concordances became increasingly popular, standardized lessons for Sunday schools were being advocated, spirituality was deemed to be reducible to propositional knowledge and was widely regarded as compatible with—if not superior to—science, and it was thought to be an effective way of disciplining the emotions, of discouraging men from drinking, and of encouraging women to be tougher and more efficient in organizing their domestic schedules. Mental discipline was required of believers, “muscular Christianity” was a popular idea, the churches adopted systematic bookkeeping procedures and started thinking of themselves as formal organizations, and Jesus became a rugged individualist who mobilized his followers as would an industrial entrepreneur.

The Legacy of Ambivalence

The churches flourished in industrial America, adapting as they did to the demands for moral discipline, but they advanced a gospel that did more than simply reinforce industrialization. Sometimes, they provided alternative visions to those set forth in economic theories and in the public speeches of wealthy industrialists. Religious leaders challenged the adventuresome to work more diligently but cautioned the hardworking to be more compassionate and devoted to their communities. Working people found religious teachings a source of criticism against dehumanizing conditions in the factory, but so did progressives and modernists in colleges and universities or muckrakers employed by newspapers. Immigrant parishes encouraged their members to organize trade unions and to be active in municipal politics. Rural preachers favored the moral obligations of small towns rather than the aggressive self-interested style of the cities. African Americans found their churches a bastion against white discrimination and oppression.

Religion may not have stood in the way of industrial progress, but it was able to disquiet the consciences of even the heartiest proponents of this progress. Andrew Carnegie, for example, worried that the pursuit of money would degrade him beyond hope, and John D. Rockefeller struggled to find ways of reconciling his simple Baptist beliefs with his enormous wealth. Modernist thinkers in the very denominations in which industrial capitalists and middle-brow entrepreneurs abounded were decrying the working class’s fate and trying to envision economic alternatives both to American free enterprise and to European socialism.

The truth was that America underwent industrialization never feeling fully at ease with its social, cultural, and moral consequences. The same questions that social thinkers were asking in Europe about the collapse of community and the fragmentation of society were being asked in other languages by their American counterparts. The language of faith, of love and brotherhood, of simple moral values, and of common human decency provided a way of expressing their concerns. Seldom did this language generate overt protest. And seldom was it incorporated very clearly into the theories of academic social scientists. But it was a source of lasting ambivalence, even as America underwent the dramatic economic transformations of the twentieth century. Indeed, much of our own ambivalence about the economic implications of our religious teachings can be traced to the nineteenth century.

This ambivalence focused on the dubious gains of progress and the fear that success might be purchased at too great a cost. It was, however, ambivalence in the true sense of the word, because progress was also very much favored. What was feared to be endangered by the forces of progress, moreover, was not so much tradition, or even community, in the European sense, for such features of the social order were far less familiar in a society built on the open frontier by waves of immigrants than they were in Europe. Nor was the fear even so much the kind of class resentment against a rising elite, such as was often evident among the industrial working classes in Germany and France. Americans resented the wealthy, to be sure, but preferred to see them as corrupt individuals rather than representatives of an entire system.17

Americans’ ambivalence toward economic progress was expressed most clearly in the language of morality. Americans opposed great wealth not because it was unjust for some to have more than others but because wealth was associated with debauchery. They battled the scourge of working-class life in the cities by waging moral crusades against taverns and in favor of child labor laws and better sanitary codes. They held to the belief that it was morally right to work hard but also believed just as firmly that it was wrong to work all the time or to be obsessed with the financial results of one’s labor. They recognized the value of science, technology, and rational planning and yet regarded these with suspicion when they threatened to undo parental authority. There was thus a constant effort to reconcile the rational methods of progress with the folk wisdom on which families and communities had always based their decisions.

A century later, we still express much of our ambivalence toward economic conditions in the language of morality. On the one hand, we continue to regard hard work as a moral virtue and laziness as a vice; we consider it not only a matter of expedience but of moral duty to pass on the opportunity for economic prosperity to our children; we have spent much of this century arguing that capitalism was morally superior to communism and have viewed the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union as a moral victory. We continue to believe that moral discipline is a way of fighting drug abuse and teenage pregnancy and of ensuring that our own children will be economically successful when they grow up. On the other hand, we express our concerns about economic conditions in moral terms as well. We decry the expansion of advertising and of the mass media because it corrupts the morals of our children; we talk about the self-interestedness that markets encourage as if this were an immoral orientation and lament the ways in which economic conditions continue to undermine communities. When loopholes in our codes of professional ethics allow doctors or stockbrokers to reap huge earnings, we put these offenders on display as examples of immorality and greed.

In the nineteenth century, religion was the primary source for the language of morality. It provided the authority for warranting statements about what should and should not be done. More important, religious communities served simply as the primary locations in which authority was grounded, providing a first language of morality that became intuitive before a child was old enough to realize its power. Religious communities also provided a protected zone in which women often gained greater power, at least informally, than they experienced anywhere else and where the special concerns of mothering, of training children, and of teaching them basic moral principles could come together.18 Some of this, of course, was a kind of middle-class morality, more common in the small towns and among shopkeepers than in working-class neighborhoods or industrial boardrooms. But in varying ways, it was a language that went well beyond the middle class. In their own languages, the Southern blacks who moved to northern cities, the Welsh miners who moved to Pennsylvania, and the German farmers who settled the Great Plains all knew it.

The language of personal morality made a great deal of sense in the nineteenth century because social conditions reinforced its authority. Individual shopkeepers and farmers were free to get ahead largely by working harder and by living more frugally than their competitors. Disciplining one’s time, as Franklin did, was a way of accommodating to the schedules that became increasingly common in factories, mills, mines, and railroads. People who could discipline themselves were often more likely to succeed. But personal discipline was also a way of resolving ambiguity. Just as it did for Franklin, a well-organized daily routine made it possible to accomplish a lot and still have time left for one’s family or community.

It would give a false impression, however, to suggest that the moral languages that resisted purely economic modes of calculation were very powerful. Economic necessity drove the lives of most Americans to a greater extent than any of them wished. They worked long hours because they had to, not simply because it was moral to do so. More important, the formal discourse of economists themselves, of the business elite, and of many in the colleges and universities was increasingly threatening to replace, or subsume, the moral languages found in religious communities. Economists argued that work and money were a world unto themselves, not subject to interpretation in any way but the language of economics. The business elite never deplored the conventional morality of the common American but argued simply that economic progress was the best way of achieving these moral ideals.19 What better way of refreshing the spirit and keeping the American public in touch with the earthy roots of its rural existence, asked Henry Ford, than to provide every working family with a cheap automobile for Sunday drives to the country? Academic arguments about the links between economics and morality were perhaps not so bold. Yet much of the progressive thought of the early twentieth century was oriented toward showing that old-fashioned moral notions could be transcended when the same rational thought that was leading to economic advancement was applied to the human condition itself.

The Postindustrial Epoch

The last half of the twentieth century contrasts with most of the century preceding it in at least two important ways: we are now reaping the fruits of the earlier era, evidenced by the fact that so many Americans enjoy relatively comfortable middle-class and upper-working-class lifestyles; we are also undergoing a major transformation away from industry and manufacturing to a more highly professionalized, service-oriented economy. Both of these developments have had enormous consequences for the beliefs, behavior, and lifestyles of Americans generally, and they provide the wider context in which specific questions about the relationships between religion and contemporary economic behavior must be addressed.

Postindustrial society of course does not differ as dramatically from industrial society as the name might imply. Producing manufactured goods, applying technology to agricultural production, and organizing labor continue to be important. In many respects, postindustrial society simply extends the principles of industrial society to new areas and new levels. To public schooling, for example, it adds higher education as a way of training the workforce. Market competition—once limited to a few durable goods—now extends across longer distances and involves a greater variety of perishable goods and human services. Bureaucratic methods—once used for producing steel and automobiles—are now adapted to fast-food establishments and health-care facilities. Government continues to work closely with business leaders to encourage investment, trade, and an adequate money supply. Nevertheless, postindustrial society also differs in important ways from its predecessor.

The rising importance of advanced education and higher levels of training mean that capital adheres to a greater extent to the individual worker who sells his or her skills—we speak of “human capital”—rather than being composed of machines or raw materials. With increasing emphasis on professional services over traditional assemblyline production, greater discretion characterizes the workplace. As Labor Secretary Robert Reich suggests, our greatest asset is an “adaptable and innovative” labor pool.20

Another aspect of the shift toward light industry, the professions, and services is a softening of class divisions between wielders of power and the majority of the laboring population. The relatively small fraction of white-collar owners and managers who relied on masses of blue-collar workers performing physical labor has been replaced by a much larger variety of occupations performing middlemanagement, sales, clerical, and technical tasks. The disparity in income and wealth between the so-called ruling elite and the remainder of the population has probably not decreased substantially as a result; indeed, it has been aggravated by some features of the service economy. But the nature of work has shifted decidedly away from heavy physical labor, allowing, among other things, greater numbers of women to be included in the labor force and making for a more finely graded system of intermediate careers in terms of prestige and social desirability. Someone like Lindsey Rice is clearly an example of these changes.

In the shift toward a service economy, professionalization has extended downward and outward, encompassing a wider variety of technical and supportive occupations as well as more careers that would once have been considered entrepreneurial or managerial. Professionalization connotes an intrinsic personal commitment to a career, internalization of a set of norms that one chooses to adhere to, and a system of rewards that base rank and prestige on merit. Devotion to the workplace and discretion in making workplace decisions are thus important implications of professionalization. In addition, professional norms have made ambiguous the question of whether work should be performed strictly for money or whether other values (such as service) should prevail.

Norms of service and professional values often reflect religious teachings—for example, teachings about helping people in need or using one’s talents for the good of others. Nevertheless, the growth of professionalism makes it harder to know what the distinctive contribution of faith should be. The profession itself provides one’s reference group and claims the expertise necessary to give counsel about norms and values. Lindsey Rice, for instance, rather than seeking guidance from a religious group, turns to a support group consisting of other professional women when she is facing an important decision at work or just feeling depressed about her job.
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