
How	Much	Is	Enough?:	Lifestyles,	Global
Economics,	and	Justice

The	richest	billion	people	in	the	world	have	created	a
form	of	civilization	so	acquisitive	and	profligate	that
the	planet	is	in	danger…of	course,	the	other	extreme
from	overconsumption—poverty—is	no	solution	to



environmental	or	human	problems:	it	is	infinitely	worse
for	people	and	equally	bad	for	the	environment…
Answering	[how	much	is	enough]	definitively	is

impossible,	but	for	each	of	us	in	the	world’s	consuming
class,	seeking	answers	may	be	a	prerequisite	to

transforming	our	civilization	into	one	the	bio-sphere
can	sustain.

The	biblical	authors	never	gave	an	abstract	definition	of
justice	but	keep	pointing	to	the	poor,	the	oppressed,	and

the	vulnerable	as	those	whom	God	is	especially
concerned	to	protect	and	restore.	Justice,	we	find,

means	standing	with	the	lowest	neighbor,	rejecting	the
worship	of	wealth	or	power,	and	creating	structures

supportive	of	all…

—from	Reformed	Faith	and	Economics,
ed.	by	Robert	Stivers



The	Big	Economy,	The	Great	Economy

by	Michael	Schut

One	significant	goal	of	this	book	is	to	help	explore	how	poverty
and	ecological	degradation	are	connected	to	consumption	levels	in
affluent	countries.	While	these	connections	are	on	the	one	hand
intricate	and	complex,	they	are	on	the	other	simple	and	direct:	the
human	(global,	monetary)	economy	spreading	throughout	the
world	does	not	see	itself	as	embedded	within	nature’s	economy.
The	ramifications	of	this	one	characteristic	are	profound,	its
influence	on	our	lives	far-reaching.	This	article	provides	a
framework	for	thinking	about	these	two	economies	in	the	context
of	relationships	and	faith.	Can	we	make	a	difference	as	we
confront	the	global	economy,	poverty	and	ecological	degradation?

∞
Shortly	after	graduating	from	college,	I	packed	a	couple	of	suitcases	and	flew

to	Washington	D.C.	For	a	year	I	volunteered	as	an	Innkeeper	(resident	manager)
with	Samaritan	Inns,	a	ministry	of	Church	of	the	Savior.	I	lived	in	a	nicely
remodeled	brick	row-house	with	10	formerly	homeless	men.
It	was	an	impossible	job,	really—to	relate	with	and	participate	in	community

with	that	group	of	men.	It	was	an	intense	job,	too:	intensely	boring	at	times	as	I
needed	to	be	present	and	available,	yet	conversations	were	usually	short,
perfunctory	and	interrupted	by	the	ever-present	TV;	intensely	difficult	when	I
smelled	alcohol	on	someone’s	breath	and	could	not	let	them	stay	the	night;	and
intensely	funny,	educational	(and	sad),	like	the	time	I	decided	to	cut	up	a	healthy
snack	of	carrots	and	celery	only	to	find	that	most	of	my	housemates	could	not
eat	them	because	they	had	so	few	teeth	remaining.
I	was	seriously	out	of	place.	Most	of	the	men	were	twice	my	age,	of	another

race,	from	the	East	coast,	addicted	to	drugs	or	alcohol,	and	had	spent	part	of	their
lives	on	the	streets.	What	they	had	survived	I	could	only	imagine.
I	was	22	years	old,	white,	the	grandson	of	Dutch	farmers	with	family	roots	in



Minnesota	and	Iowa;	I	had	never	known	homelessness,	and	though	the	case
could	be	made	for	an	addiction	to	Ben	and	Jerry’s	New	York	Super	Fudge
Chunk,	I	had	never	so	much	as	tried	drugs.
And	yet	I	was	an	authority	figure	in	that	house.	The	incongruity	of	the

situation	was	sometimes	painfully	obvious.	One	man	in	particular	threw	the
realities	of	the	situation	back	in	my	face	as	he	slammed	the	door	on	me	one	day.
What	business	did	I	have…even	being	there?	I	had	nothing	to	say.
I	remember,	about	six	months	after	arriving,	on	one	of	those	oven-like	D.C.

days,	asking	myself	just	what	in	the	heck	I	was	doing	there.	I	realized	that	what	I
really	wanted	was	to	share	love,	to	show	love	to	these	men.	Up	until	that	point	in
my	life	I’d	done	a	lot	of	striving,	trying	to	know	God,	trying	to	know	love	and	be
loving.	But,	and	it	hit	me	like	the	day’s	hammering	heat,	most	all	that	effort	had
been	motivated	by	duty	and	obligation.	I	knew	next	to	nothing	of	love,	so	could
not	very	well	share	it.	I	can	still	recall	that	very	moment—crossing	Columbia
Road	after	lunch	at	Christ	House—for	it	was	a	turning	point	for	me.	I	started
over.
Living	at	Samaritan	Inns,	I	was	definitely	in	relationship	with	“the	other,”

with	people	I	might	otherwise	not	have	seen	as	my	neighbor.	While	those
relationships	were	anything	but	easy,	they	were	transformative.	They	are	a	sign
to	me	of	healing,	evidence	that	if	we	open	ourselves	up	to	others,	we	may	begin
to	see	we	are	more	connected	than	separate.	When	I	return	to	D.C.,	I	sometimes
see	one	of	those	men.	We	exchange	a	handshake	or	a	hug,	chat	about	our	lives,
and	go	on	our	way—nothing	out	of	the	ordinary.	However,	I	know	that	man’s
story,	know	how	he	helped	me,	and	can	no	longer	see	myself	as	separate	from
homeless	men	and	women	as	I	otherwise	might.

Linkages	Not	Immediately	Apparent
I	introduce	this	article	by	way	of	a	story.	Do	you	have	similar	stories?	Ones

that	perhaps	surprised	you,	which	for	a	moment	swept	away	a	sense	of
separateness	and	revealed	a	relationship	with	someone,	with	some	place	or
animal?	This	essay	asks	you	to	consider	connections	that	may	not	be
immediately	apparent	as	well:	connections	between	overconsumption,	poverty
and	ecological	degradation.
The	links	between	these	all-pervasive	cultural	problems	are	simple	and	direct.

The	reason	they	do	not	necessarily	appear	so	is	also	simple:	our	economic



system	does	not	see	itself	as	embedded	in	the	larger	world	of	nature.	Our
economic	system	does	not	take	the	natural	world’s	cycles	as	its	model.	As	a
result	our	waste	leads	to	ecological	degradation.	Those	with	power	and	wealth
(over)consume	resources	from	anywhere	on	the	globe,	directly	contributing	to
the	inability	of	others	simply	to	sustain	themselves.
Consider	nature’s	cycles	(the	“Great	Economy,”	as	defined	by	Wendell	Berry

in	Home	Economics,	p.	56).	The	symbol	that	comes	to	mind	is	a	circle	with	three
distinct	characteristics.	First,	circles	represent	ongoing	cycles	where	“waste
equals	food”	(Hawken,	The	Ecology	of	Commerce,	p.	12).	The	Great	Economy	is
the	first	and	most	efficient	recycler.	All	sloughed	off	life-forms	become	food	for
another	lifeform.	Nothing	is	wasted	and	there	is	no	“away”	(as	in	“throw	it
away”).	Death	brings	on	new	life.
Second,	a	circle	signifies	a	closed	system;	except	for	solar	energy,	earth’s

economy	operates	solely	on	the	limited	bounty	of	earth’s	“one-time	endowment”
(Rasmussen,	Earth	Community,	Earth	Ethics,	p.	113).
Third,	the	Great	Economy	thrives	on	local	resources.	A	tree	grows	in	the	soil

and	feeds	off	the	nutrients	of	a	certain	place.	It	does	not	and	cannot	usurp
nutrients	from	soil	thousands	of	miles	away.	Earth’s	economy	thus	creates	and	is
dependent	on	its	own	diversity.	Healthy	systems	within	the	Great	Economy	are
“highly	varied	and	specific	to	time	and	place”	(Hawken,	p.	12).	Every	plant,
every	animal	is	uniquely	adapted	to	its	place,	its	surroundings.	We	can	envision
each	of	these	unique	places	as	a	community.
Now	consider	our	economic	system	(the	“Big	Economy,”	Rasmussen,	p.	111),

the	dominant	global	economy	as	it	has	developed	in	Western	culture	(and	spread
through	the	world).	Rather	than	a	circle,	we	might	envision	a	line.	At	one	end,
capital,	labor,	and	natural	resources	are	input.	Along	the	way	“things”	are
produced,	advertising	creates	a	desire	for	those	things,	which	we	then	consume.
Along	the	way,	some	people	reap	profits.	But,	also	along	the	way,	a	lot	of	waste
is	produced.
The	Big	Economy,	however,	does	not	see	waste	as	food.	The	Big	Economy

hopes	that	the	Great	Economy	will	somehow	assimilate	all	waste,	a	hope	we
now	know	is	futile;	the	waste	generated	each	year	in	the	United	States	would	fill
a	convoy	of	10-ton	garbage	trucks	145,000	miles	long—over	halfway	to	the
moon	(”All	Consuming	Passion,”	New	Road	Map	Foundation,	p.	8).	“Each
person	in	the	United	States	generates	twice	his	or	her	weight	per	day	in
household,	hazardous	or	industrial	waste,	and	an	additional	half-ton	of	gaseous



wastes	such	as	carbon	dioxide”	(Rasmussen,	p.	113).	These	wastes	are	not
reused,	but	are	simply	“released.”
We	can	now	begin	to	compare	and	contrast	the	Big	and	Great	Economies.

First	of	all,	note	that	the	“line”	of	the	Big	Economy,	whether	we	realize	it	or	not,
is	wholly	dependent	on	and	contained	within	the	circle	of	the	Great	Economy.
All	inputs	(including	capital	and	labor,	which	are	also	ultimately	dependent	on	a
healthy	natural	world)	come	from	the	Great	Economy,	and	all	wastes	return	to	it.
Yet	the	Big	Economy	refers	to	its	effects	on	the	natural	world	as	“externalities;”
that	is,	these	effects	are	not	taken	into	account	within	our	monetary	economy.
Examples	of	externalities	include	water	pollution,	soil	erosion,	ozone	depletion
and	toxic	waste.

Externalities	Affect	People
These	externalities	profoundly	affect	people	and	places—in	our	own

backyards	and	around	the	world.	For	example,	consider	toxic	and	hazardous
waste	sites	(”externalities	of	the	Big	Economy”).	In	1987	the	United	Church	of
Christ’s	Commission	for	Racial	Justice	published	a	landmark	report	titled	“Toxic
Waste	and	Race	in	the	United	States.”	Among	this	report’s	more	important
findings	were	the	following:
•		Although	economic	status	plays	an	important	role	in	the	location	of	toxic
waste	sites,	race	is	the	leading	factor;

•		Sixty	percent	of	both	the	total	U.S.	black	and	Hispanic	populations	live	in
communities	with	one	or	more	uncontrollable	toxic	waste	sites;

•		In	Los	Angeles,	the	higher	the	concentration	of	Hispanics	in	an	area,	the
higher	the	concentration	of	uncontrolled	waste	sites	in	that	area.

Since	1987	it	has	become	clear	that	“people-of-color	communities	are	also
disproportionately	exposed	to	lead	poisoning,	pesticide	contamination,	and	a
host	of	other	air,	land,	and	water	pollution.	As	a	consequence,	there	is	a	sharp
rise	in	the	incidence	of	infant	mortality,	cancer,	respiratory	disease,	and	other
public	health	problems	in	these	communities”	(The	Egg:	An	Ecojustice
Quarterly,	Spring	1993,	p.	5).
Notice	the	linkages:	the	Big	Economy	produces	waste	for	which	it	does	not

take	responsibility;	waste	leads	to	ecological	degradation,	the	effects	of	which
are	more	pronounced	for	poor	and	minorities;	people’s	health	and	human



communities	suffer.
Consider	one	other	“externality	story”	about	a	common,	everyday	product	of

our	global	economy—the	french	fry:

”The	 potato	 (for	 my	 fries)	 was	 grown	 in	 one-half	 square	 foot	 of
sandy	 soil	 in	 the	 upper	 Snake	River	 valley	 of	 Idaho…the	 growing
season	was	150	days;	my	potato	was	watered	repeatedly…from	the
Snake	 River.	 Eighty	 percent	 of	 the	 Snake’s	 original	 streamside
habitat	 is	 gone,	 most	 of	 it	 replaced	 by	 reservoirs	 and	 irrigation
canals.	 Dams	 have	 stopped	 99	 percent	 ofsalmon	 from	 running	 up
the	Snake	River…

”My	potato	was	treated	with	fertilizers	to	ensure	that	its	shape	and
quality	 were	 just	 like	 those	 of	 other	 potatoes.	 These	 chemicals
accounted	 for	 38	 percent	 of	 the	 farmer’s	 expenses.	 Much	 of	 the
fertilizer’s	 nitrogen	 leached	 into	 ground	 water;	 that,	 plus
concentrated	salts,	made	the	water	unfit	even	for	irrigation.

”Freezing	 the	 potato	 slices	 required	 electrical	 energy	which	 came
from	a	hydroelectric	dam	on	the	Snake	River.	Frozen	foods	require
10	times	more	energy	to	produce	than	their	fresh	counterparts…My
fries	were	frozen	using	hydrofluorocarbons,	carbon	coolants	which
have	 replaced	 chlorofluorocarbons	 (CFCs)	 that	 harm	 the	 ozone
layer.

”Some	coolants	escaped	from	the	plant.	They	rose	10	miles	up	into
the	 stratosphere,	 where	 they	 depleted	 no	 ozone,	 but	 they	 did	 trap
heat,	 contributing	 to	 the	 Greenhouse	 Effect.	 A	 refrigerated	 18-
wheeler	brought	my	fries	to	my	hometown.	They	were	fried	in	corn
oil	 from	 Nebraska,	 sprinkled	 with	 salt	 mined	 in	 Louisiana,	 and
served	with	catsup	made	in	Pittsburgh	of	Florida	tomatoes.”

(Quoted	from	Stuff:	The	Secret	Lives	of	Everyday	Things,	by	John	Ryan	and	Alan	Durning,
Northwest	Environment	Watch.)

Notice	the	(unaccounted	for)	externalities:	the	loss	of	stream	habitat	resulting



in	a	precipitous	decline	in	the	salmon	population,	heavily	impacting	the
livelihood	of	salmon	fishers;	or	the	pesticide-	and	fertilizer-contaminated
groundwater.	The	dollar	or	so	we	pay	for	those	french	fries	certainly	will	not
cover	the	costs	of	these	externalities.	The	costs	are	borne	by	salmon	fishers
losing	their	jobs,	by	rural	families	with	contaminated	drinking	water;	and,	lest
we	forget,	by	the	salmon	themselves.

There	Is	No	“Away”
These	two	examples	of	french	fries	and	toxic	waste	sites	reveal	what	the	Great

Economy	already	knows—there	is	no	“away.”	That	which	we	treat	as	waste	ends
up	adversely	affecting	“the	other.”	The	“other”	are	most	often	those	with	no
effective	voice,	those	discriminated	against	due	to	skin	color	or	lack	of	wealth,
those	species—like	salmon—and	those	elements—like	the	soil—of	this	earth.
This	discussion	of	externalities	leads	to	a	second	characteristic	of	the	Big

Economy:	it	sees	itself	as	an	open	system.	It	sees	earth	as	one	giant	“resource.”
Any	resource	from	anywhere	may	be	taken	and	plugged	into	the	Big	Economy’s
production	line	with	no	thought	to	the	effects	such	actions	have	on	local
communities	(both	human	and	non-human).
In	contrast,	the	Great	Economy	respects	each	place	in	its	uniqueness;	in

response,	unique	communities	form	in	those	places.	The	Big	Economy	treats
these	communities	as	resources	to	fuel	production,	then	as	markets	for
consumption,	and	then	finally	as	sinks	for	externalities	such	as	pollution,	toxic
waste,	soil	loss,	ozone	depletion,	species	extinction…	The	list	goes	on,	as	does
the	number	of	adversely	affected	communities.
By	some	measures,	of	course,	the	Big	Economy	is	incredibly	successful.

Many	people	can	and	do	live	in	relative	comfort.	A	few	of	us	have	become
fabulously	wealthy,	and	by	the	world’s	standards,	most	Americans	are	very	well
off.	(With	5	percent	of	the	world’s	population	we	consume	anywhere	from	25	to
30	percent	of	the	world’s	resources.)	However,	that	same	economic	system	has
also	created	vast	inequities	of	power	and	wealth.	Contrary	to	many	economic
optimists,	wealth	rarely	filters	down	and	is	increasingly	consolidated	in	fewer
and	fewer	hands.

What	Can	We	Do?
In	the	face	of	a	global	economy	that	treats	all	communities	as	potential



“resource,”	in	the	face	of	such	inequity	and	injustice,	in	the	face	of	numbers	too
large	or	discouraging	to	comprehend,	what	can	we	do?	As	followers	of	Christ,
who	came	to	“preach	good	news	to	the	poor,	to	proclaim	freedom	for	the
prisoners…	and	to	release	the	oppressed”	(Luke	4:18),	what	can	we	do?	How
can	we	enflesh	an	abundant	life,	one	which	calls	us	to	a	simpler,	less
consumptive	lifestyle?
Each	one	of	us	can	and	does	make	a	difference,	but	first	we	must	wake	up!	We

must	wake	up	to	the	advertising	industry’s	manufacturing	of	needs.	In	1990	that
industry	spent	$256	billion	to	convince	us	to	buy	the	Big	Economy’s	products.
The	average	American	teenager	watches	20,000	TV	commercials	a	year
(Athanasiou,	Divided	Planet,	p.	43,	quoting	Durning).	We	must	resist	being	sold
this	“bill	of	goods”	and	wake	up	to	the	fact	that	the	global	economy	is	dependent
upon	our	consuming	its	products.	What	we	buy,	how	we	eat,	and	our	means	of
transportation	are,	in	a	very	real	sense,	votes	that	can	move	us	toward	or	away
from	abundant	living.
As	an	example,	consider	food	choices.	In	America	our	food	travels,	on

average,	1,200	miles	to	reach	our	plate	(Ryan	and	Durning,	Stuff,	p.	57).	We	can
eat	bananas,	oranges,	and	kiwi	any	time	of	the	year.	The	ecological	and	social
wake	of	such	a	global	food	system	is	much	larger	than	that	of	most	of	our
parents’	or	grandparents’	generations	(where	most	food	came	from	within	50
miles	or	so).
To	begin	to	imagine	the	size	of	this	wake,	simply	consider	all	the	fossil	fuels

necessary	to	transport	our	food	those	1,200	miles.	Or,	consider	the	working
conditions	of	many	migrant	or	tenant	farmers.	Worldwide,	40,000	children	die	of
hunger-related	disease	or	malnutrition	every	day.	If	we	Americans	ate	10	percent
less	meat	(it	takes	12	pounds	of	grain	to	produce	one	pound	of	red	meat),	enough
grain	would	be	saved	to	more	than	feed	those	children	(Robbins	and	Patton,	May
All	Be	Fed,	chapter	2).
Thus,	our	everyday	food	choices	are	one	way	we	can	make	a	significant

difference.	Try	eating	lower	on	the	food	chain	(eating	less	meat)	more	often.
Discover	ways	to	buy	local	fruit	and	vegetables;	support	local	farmers.
Given	the	presence	and	increasing	strength	of	the	Big	Economy,	we	cannot,

even	if	we	wanted	to,	immediately	cease	consuming	its	products.	However,	if	the
Big	Economy	were	modeled	after	the	Great	Economy	(nature’s	cycles),	what
would	be	the	implications	for	our	daily	lives?



Draw	on	Local	Resources
First,	we	would	endeavor	to	draw	on	local	resources	for	local	consumption.

Second,	we	would	seek	to	recycle	the	“waste”	caused	by	the	harvesting,
production	and	consumption	of	those	resources;	waste	would	also	be	seen	as	a
resource,	as	“food.”	Third,	we	would	grow	in	our	awareness	of	the	impacts	our
lifestyles	have	on	our	local	communities.
Maintaining	the	integrity	of	each	community	(human	and	non-human)	and	its

ability	to	sustain	itself	over	the	long	term	would	be	a	natural	and	primary	priority
of	that	economy.	Thus,	to	the	extent	that	we	do	support	local	businesses,	farmers,
retailers—local	economies—we	will	simultaneously	move	incrementally	toward
mirroring	the	Great	Economy.
The	above	examples	pertaining	to	food	make	clear	the	importance	of

individual	choice	and	action.	Individuals	must	also	work	together,	though,	to
create	the	political	will	to	change	unjust	systems.	As	an	example,	I	find	it
difficult	not	to	have	an	automobile.	As	much	as	possible	I	can	try	to	bike,	walk,
or	take	public	transportation.	However,	when	the	bus	requires	one	hour,	as
opposed	to	10	minutes	by	car,	I	am	much	more	likely	to	drive	my	car.	In	that
case	I	can	join	my	voice	and	vote	with	others	to	advocate	politically	for	more
efficient	public	transportation	or	for	safer	bike	lanes,	or	I	can	join	community
groups	lobbying	for	such	systemic	changes.	We	all	can	take	similar	actions	to
advocate	for	changes	in	the	food	system:	to	increase	access,	affordability	and
availability	of	local,	organic	food.
Both	individual	action	and	political	change	aimed	at	creating	just	institutions

are	important	and	valid.	The	debate	between	advocates	for	one	versus	the	other
seems	fruitless.
Ultimately,	we	must	realize	that	we	are	all	(all	humans,	all	animals,	all

ecosystems)	in	this	together.	There	is	no	“away.”	The	pollution	our	consumptive
habits	create	today	shows	up	tomorrow	as	increased	cancer	rates,	birth	defects,
and	oil-soaked	birds.	What	we	throw	away	comes	back	to	harm	us	(especially
minorities),	our	earth	and	other	creatures.	Finally,	to	the	extent	that	we	see	God
as	not	only	transcendent	but	also	immanent,	our	waste,	our	pollution,	damages
that	part	of	God’s	image	that	we	see	in	God’s	creation.
In	many	ways,	then,	the	Big	Economy	is	a	reflection	of	brokenness,	of

separation	from	each	other,	from	the	earth,	and	from	our	very	selves.	We	can
pray	for	the	healing	of	relationships—that	we	might	see	these	connections,	that
we	might	“love	our	neighbor	as	ourselves.”	In	the	Kingdom	of	God	there	is	no



unredeemed	“waste.”	As	in	the	Great	Economy,	all	waste	equals	food,	and	death
nurtures	new	life.

Moving	Against	Cultural	Messages
However,	if	we	are	to	change	we	will	need	the	support	of	others.	Moving

toward	simplicity,	toward	an	abundant	life	pregnant	with	meaning	and	healing
relationships,	toward	lowering	our	rates	of	consumption,	requires	moving
against	dominant	cultural	(and	often	ecclesiastical)	messages.	Swimming
upstream	against	these	messages	is	never	easy,	but	the	way	is	smoother	and	more
enjoyable	when	shared	with	others.
In	my	own	life	God’s	love	and	grace	are	most	often	mediated	through	people

with	whom	I	am	in	community	and	through	God’s	creation.	Those	experiences
of	“meeting”	fill	me	with	hope	and	energy	to	continue	to	open	myself	to
relationships	with	“the	other.”
One	of	the	primary	ways	we	can	seed	compassion	within	us	is	to	open

ourselves	to	developing	relationships	with	those	we	seldom	recognize	as	part	of
our	community,	as	a	neighbor.	Such	opportunities	can	once	again	reveal	that	we
are	all	interconnected	and	part	of	God’s	wondrous	gift	of	this	earth.

Adapted	from	“The	Great	Economy/The	Big	Economy,”	Christian	Social	Action,	June,	1997;	published	by
the	General	Board	of	Church	and	Society	of	the	United	Methodist	Church.	Used	by	permission.



Christian	Faith	and	the	Degradation	of	Creation

by	JohnB.	Cobb,	Jr.

John	Cobb,	Jr.	has	become	one	of	our	culture’s	most	eloquent	and
respected	eco-theologians.	He	has	also	played	a	central	role	in
developing	process	theology	(integrating	Whitehead’s	process
philosophy	and	theology).	In	the	late	‘60s,	his	son,	Cliff,	first
pushed	John	to	reading	about	ecological	issues.	Convinced	that	our
relationship	with,	and	treatment	of,	the	natural	world	were
theological	and	ethical	issues,	Dr.	Cobb	focused	his	attention	on
environmental	issues.	His	attention	came	to	bear	on	the	intimate
connection	between	ecology	and	economics.	Ever	since	then	he
has	been	a	strong	voice	for	justice	and	sustainability.	He	is	the
author	of	over	20	books	including	For	the	Common	Good	(with
Herman	Daly);	Sustainability;	Is	It	Too	Late?	A	Theology	of
Ecology;	and	Sustaining	the	Common	Good.

A	retired	United	Methodist	minister,	John	received	his	M.A.	and
Ph.D.	from	the	University	of	Chicago’s	Divinity	School.	From
1958	to	1990	he	taught	at	Claremont	School	of	Theology	and
Claremont	Graduate	School.	He	also	co-directed	the	Center	for
Process	Studies.	He	and	his	wife	have	four	grown	children.

In	today’s	world,	nothing	more	significantly	impacts	the	health	of
human	and	non-human	communities	than	the	global	economic
system.	Cobb	reveals	one	of	that	system’s	core	assumptions,	its
view	of	human	nature:	we	are	individuals-in-a-market	rather	than
persons-in-community.	He	discusses	the	profound	implications	of
this	assumption.	And	while	he	recognizes	the	positive	aspects	of
the	current	economic	system,	he	provides	a	very	clear	Christian
critique	as	well	and	suggests	paths	we	might	follow	to	create
alternative	economies	that	value	community.



∞
…The	growth	of	human	population	that	accompanies	civilization	has	almost

always	accelerated	degradation…	While	various	systems	of	belief	have	helped	to
protect	the	environment	against	human	ravages,	none	have	been	very	effective
over	long	periods	of	time	once	cities	are	built	and	the	population	has	grown.
Taoism,	for	example,	could	not	protect	the	Chinese	mountains	from
deforestation,	despite	its	sensitivity	to	nature.
The	modern	degradation	of	the	earth,	in	some	respects,	may	be	considered

simply	a	continuation	of	this	long	human	history.	The	rapid	growth	of	human
population	has	its	inevitable	consequences	regardless	of	the	accompanying
beliefs.	Nevertheless,	there	are	qualitative	differences	between	the	degradation
of	the	planet	in	recent	times	and	that	which	preceded	it.
Previously,	human	effects	on	the	earth	were	local;	now	they	are	planetary.

Previously,	most	of	them	were	gradual	and	largely	unplanned;	now	the	changes
are	rapid,	and	many	are	under	conscious	human	control.	Previously,	the	long-
term	consequences	of	human	actions	were	poorly	understood;	now	we	continue
the	process	of	degrading	the	earth	with	our	eyes	open.	Previously,	the	system	of
belief	on	which	civilizations	operated	had	only	sporadic	and	secondary	effect	on
the	extent	of	their	despoliation	of	their	environment;	now	we	confront	decisions
that	clearly	involve	fundamental	commitments.
We	are	free	as	a	species	to	continue	to	accelerate	the	degradation	of	the	earth

or	to	slow	and	finally	reverse	this	process.	Our	decision	depends	on	the	deepest
convictions	and	fundamental	commitments	that	constitute	the	religious	level	of
our	being.	For	many	people	this	level	is	not	expressed	in	their	official
involvement	in	a	traditional	religious	community.	Especially	in	the	West	since
the	Enlightenment,	explicitly	religious	traditions	have	been	assigned	more
limited	roles,	with	the	basic	belief	structure	being	determined	elsewhere.
In	the	past	few	decades,	the	religious	fervor	with	respect	to	environmental

concerns	has	been	largely	disconnected	from	traditional	religious	institutions.
Many	of	the	most	deeply	religious	people	have	felt	the	need	for	a	new	vision
attuned	to	the	realities	of	the	world	and	free	from	the	destructive	baggage	of	the
great	traditions.	They	hoped	this	new	religious	community	would	arise	from	the
debris	of	the	great	traditions,	rallying	the	energies	of	all	humanity	for	the
salvation	of	the	earth.
However,	hope	for	such	a	new	religion	has	faded,	and	even	those	most



estranged	from	the	religious	traditions	have	become	more	interested	in	their
potential	for	support	of	the	healing	of	the	earth.	Some	of	us	have	believed	all
along	that	the	current	situation	calls	for	the	repentance	and	renewal	of	these
traditions,	and	specifically	of	Christianity,	rather	than	the	effort	to	produce	a
religion	disconnected	from	the	great	traditions.	Although	it	is	already	very	late,
there	are	increasing	signs	that	repentance	and	renewal	are	occurring,	and	that	the
major	traditions	will	shift	from	being	enemies	of	the	earth	to	being	its	friends.
Before	we	ask	directly	what	the	stance	of	Christianity	should	be,	it	is

important	to	examine	the	dominant	ideology	out	of	which	the	most
determinative	decisions	about	the	fate	of	the	earth	are	now	being	made.	Many
Christians	still	support	that	ideology,	and	critical	evaluation	of	it	will	give	a
healthy	dose	of	realism	to	theological	reflection.
The	ideology	in	question	is	that	of	the	European	Enlightenment,	which	found

its	purest	expression	in	the	eighteenth	century.	In	the	history	of	thought	it	was
severely	criticized	in	the	nineteenth	century.	Academic	philosophy	and	theology
today	are	far	removed	from	the	deism	associated	with	the	Enlightenment,	as	are
contemporary	painting	and	literature.	Thus	it	may	seem	strange	to	identify	that
ideology	as	the	currently	determinative	one,	but	the	decisions	that	determine
how	we	act	in	relation	to	the	natural	world	are	only	sporadically	and	secondarily
affected	by	these	developments	in	intellectual	history.
From	the	beginning,	the	economy	has	determined	how	human	beings	have

dealt	with	their	environment,	and	this	is	still	true.	But	in	modern	times,	the
actual	economy	is	deeply	affected	by	economic	theory,	as	expressed	in
eighteenth-century	Enlightenment	thinking.	The	connection	between	the
Enlightenment	and	economic	theory	is	no	mystery.	Every	textbook	on	the	history
of	economics	points	to	the	views	of	Scottish	philosopher	Adam	Smith	as	the
turning	point	in	economic	thought.23	What	happened	before	him	is	viewed	as
prescientific	anticipation	of	the	science	of	economics,	and	Smith	initiated	the
line	of	thinking	that	has	become	contemporary	economics.	In	spite	of	the	great
advances	since	his	time,	he	established	the	basic	assumptions,	and	no	one	can
doubt	that	Smith	was	an	Enlightenment	thinker.
Much	of	what	needs	to	be	understood	about	economic	theory	follows	from

Smith’s	view	of	the	human	being.	Smith	knew	that	human	beings	can	be	deeply
affected	by	sympathy	for	others.	But	he	saw	that	this	operated	in	quite	narrow
circles.	In	the	economic	order	people	provide	us	the	goods	and	services	we	need,
whether	they	feel	sympathy	for	us	or	not,	because	it	is	in	their	interest	to	do	so.



If	all	act	according	to	their	best	interest,	it	turns	out,	goods	and	services	flow	in
the	most	favorable	way.
Smith	knew	that	the	self-interested	individual	is	an	abstraction	from	the

fullness	of	human	beings,	especially	from	the	human	capacity	for	sympathy.	But
he	was	convinced	that	this	abstraction	clarifies	the	way	human	beings	function	in
economic	relationships.	Hence	the	abstractness	of	this	model	could	be	largely
ignored	for	purposes	of	understanding	the	economic	order.	Smith	himself,	in
fact,	showed	awareness	of	other	dimensions	of	human	beings,	such	as	patriotism,
as	relevant	to	the	functioning	of	the	economy,	but	because	he	did	not	make	these
his	theme,	the	science	of	economics	ignored	them.	His	individual	actor	in	the
market	became	Homo	economicus.
Homo	economicus	as	worker	wants	to	procure	as	many	goods	and	services	as

possible	in	exchange	for	as	little	work	as	possible.	Homo	economicus	as	owner
of	capital	wants	to	invest	in	the	way	that	will	bring	the	largest	possible	returns.
Obviously	he	will	pay	as	little	as	possible	to	his	workers.	Much	of	the	reflection
of	the	early	economists	was	on	this	situation	and	its	effects	on	wages	and	profits.
The	quest	for	maximum	returns	on	investments	has	another	effect,	however.	It

leads	to	specialization.	Instead	of	one	skilled	artisan	making	a	product,	such	as	a
pin,	from	raw	materials,	a	group	of	workers,	each	performing	just	one	simple
operation,	produces	pins	on	an	assembly	line.	Total	production	is	vastly
increased.	Specialization	dramatically	improves	productivity,	which	is	the	total
product	divided	by	the	number	of	hours	of	human	labor.
One	such	pin	factory	can	produce	far	more	pins	than	are	needed	in	the	local

community.	Hence,	rather	than	each	community	having	its	own	pin	factory,	it	is
better	for	the	neighboring	community	to	specialize	in	something	else,	perhaps
hats.	A	third	community	will	specialize	in	shoes,	and	so	forth.	The	result	is	that
the	same	total	number	of	hours	of	labor	will	produce	far	more	goods,	and	hence
the	people	of	these	communities	collectively	will	be	more	prosperous.
(Unfortunately,	there	is	no	assurance	of	equitable	distribution	of	the	new	wealth.)
The	size	of	the	market,	that	is,	of	the	area	in	which	goods	and	services	can	flow
freely,	determines	how	far	specialization	can	go.	The	larger	the	market,	the
greater	the	specialization	possible,	and	the	greater	the	productivity.	The	greater
the	productivity,	the	greater	the	prosperity.
The	economic	system	works	best	when	left	to	itself.	Competition	leads

investors	to	supply	what	is	most	wanted	and	keeps	the	prices	as	low	as	possible.
Specialization	is	encouraged,	also	to	keep	prices	low,	and	is	accompanied	by	an



increase	in	productivity	and	the	supply	of	goods.	Government	interference	can
only	hamper	this	positive	working	of	the	market.	The	economic	ideal	is	laissez-
faire	within	each	country	and	the	elimination	of	national	boundaries	as	barriers
to	trade.	Free	trade	in	this	sense	is	a	central	goal	of	most	economists.
Through	most	of	the	two	centuries	in	which	economic	theory	has	been

developed,	economic	nationalism	in	fact	remained	strong.	Hence	free	trade	was
constantly	restricted	by	perceived	national	interests.	In	the	late	twentieth	century,
however,	nationalism	has	subsided	to	a	remarkable	degree,	and	other	economic
considerations	have	become	dominant.	The	Reagan	and	Bush	administrations
pushed	free	trade	with	impressive	single-mindedness	as	the	solution	to	economic
problems	everywhere.	The	Clinton	administration	shows	no	signs	of	disputing
the	basic	theory,	although	it	is	more	concerned	with	labor	conditions	and	the
environment.…
How	should	a	Christian	respond	to	this	system	of	beliefs	that	shapes	the

activity	of	so	many	committed	and	idealistic	people?	Let	us	consider	first	what	is
attractive	in	it	and	then	its	limitations.
Adam	Smith	did	not	write	as	a	Calvinist	theologian,	but	his	view	of	the	human

being	is	not	far	removed	from	that	of	many	Scottish	Calvinists	of	his	day.	They,
too,	were	suspicious	of	expecting	too	much	from	human	sympathy	or	love.	They
recognized	with	Smith	that	most	people’s	actions	were	basically	selfish.	They
differed,	of	course,	in	that	they	deplored	this	selfishness	and	sought	forgiveness
for	it.	But	it	was	easy	for	them	to	accept	that	a	realistic	account	of	the	economic
order	would	describe	it,	not	in	terms	of	love,	but	in	terms	of	self-interest.	The
brilliant	success	of	economists	in	describing	market	activity	in	these	terms	is
further	confirmation	of	the	fruitfulness	of	the	model.	The	Christian	can	hardly
dispute	this.
Secondly,	most	Christians	rejoice	in	the	success	of	the	economy	in	producing

more	goods	and	services	and	eventually	bringing	affluence	to	a	high	percentage
of	the	people	in	the	First	World.	We	may	admire	poverty	when	it	is	chosen	by
the	saint	for	the	fulfillment	of	a	particular	vocation,	but	we	regard	imposed	and
inescapable	poverty	as	a	degradation	to	be	fought.	Hence,	the	increase	of
material	wealth	is	a	great	good,	and	economic	theory	deserves	credit	for	its
contribution	to	the	attainment	of	affluence.
Third,	Christians,	who	for	several	centuries	have	feared	nationalism	as	the

greatest	idolatry	of	the	modern	world,	can	only	rejoice	at	the	role	played	by
economics	in	overcoming	its	limitations.	Knowing	that	human	beings	constitute



one	great	family	under	God,	that	God	cares	alike	for	all,	Christians	have	sought
to	extend	human	concern	across	national	boundaries.	The	erosion	of	these
boundaries	and	of	the	nationalism	associated	with	them	is	surely	something	to	be
celebrated.
Nevertheless,	from	a	Christian	point	of	view,	the	model	is	seriously	flawed,

and	the	effects	of	shaping	the	economy	according	to	the	model	have	been
severely	damaging.	If	the	policies	derived	from	this	model	are	continued	much
longer	they	will	be	disastrous.	Hence,	the	full	application	of	the	economic	ideal
that	we	are	now	witnessing	forces	us	to	think	clearly	about	the	Christian	ideal.
The	economic	model	describes	how	production	increases	with	the	increase	of

specialization	and	the	growth	of	the	size	of	the	market.	It	does	not	take	into
account	the	input	of	raw	materials	in	the	production	process	or	the	emission	of
wastes	into	the	environment.	From	a	Christian	point	of	view,	it	limits	itself	to
human	production	and	ignores	the	creation.	This	feature	of	the	model	has	had
damaging	effects	from	the	beginning,	but	they	were	on	the	whole	local	and
sporadic.	Now	the	scale	of	human	production	is	so	large	that	these	damaging
effects	are	global	and	catastrophic.	The	goal	of	increasing	production	still	more,
the	only	goal	to	which	the	dominant	economic	model	is	adapted,	encourages	the
further,	and	intensified,	degradation	of	creation.
The	aim	at	unceasing	growth	and	the	understanding	of	Homo	economicus	are

closely	connected.	While	the	doctrine	of	human	sinfulness	supports	the	view	of
Homo	economicus	as	aiming	only	at	individual	advantage,	this	does	not	exhaust
Christian	anthropology	even	in	its	most	extreme	Calvinist	forms.	Another
feature	of	human	beings	as	understood	by	Christians	is	that	they	belong	to	one
another	in	communities.	Roman	Catholic	economic	thinking	has	kept	this	point
alive,	and	Christians	in	general	believe	that	human	beings	are	more	adequately
and	realistically	understood	as	persons-in-communities	rather	than	as
individuals-in-markets.	From	the	Christian	point	of	view,	therefore,	participation
in	a	healthy	community	is	more	important	to	human	well-being	than
consumption	of	goods	and	services	beyond	what	are	essential	for	biological
health.	But	the	notion	of	human	community	is	absent	from	the	economic	model.
As	a	result,	economic	theory	has	supported	economic	practice	that	has	long
been,	and	still	is,	engaged	in	an	extended	and	global	assault	on	human
communities.
The	most	dramatic	instances	of	this	assault	are	to	be	found	in	what	until

recently	we	have	called	the	Second	and	Third	Worlds.	Communists	were



dedicated	to	destroying	traditional	communities	of	all	sorts	so	as	to	attain	a
rational	world	oriented	to	efficient	production	and	equality	in	consumption.
Development	models	for	the	less-industrialized	nations	saw	traditional
community	as	a	major	obstacle;	for	example,	the	idea	of	community	nurtured
values	that	made	workers	reluctant	to	leave	their	people	even	when	higher	wages
were	available	elsewhere.	Thus,	programs	of	development	based	on	these
models	have	in	fact	destroyed	much	of	that	community.
However,	one	need	not	look	outside	the	United	States	to	see	how	the

economy,	guided	by	the	model	sketched	above,	has	assaulted	community.
Owners	of	factories	are	encouraged	by	the	approved	model	to	remain	always
alert	to	the	possibility	that	their	capital	could	be	invested	more	profitably
elsewhere.	When	such	an	opportunity	is	found,	the	theory	declares	it	desirable
that	the	factory	be	closed	and	the	money	be	invested	in	another	way.	This
mobility	of	capital	keeps	the	economy	as	a	whole	growing.	The	destructive
effects	of	factory	closings	on	the	communities	in	which	they	are	located	do	not
appear	in	the	economic	equations.	Consideration	of	them	is	viewed	as
sentimentality	that	inhibits	economic	growth.
Rural	America	also	illustrates	the	effects	of	the	economic	model.	Since	World

War	II	the	dominant	economic	theory	as	applied	to	U.	S.	agriculture	has	resulted
in	dramatically	increased	productivity—again,	as	measured	by	total	product
divided	by	hours	of	human	labor.	This	has	been	achieved	by	specialization	and
mechanization,	involving	vastly	increased	use	of	fossil	fuels,	chemical
fertilizers,	pesticides,	and	herbicides,	and	vastly	decreased	labor.	Farming	thus
has	been	reshaped	according	to	the	industrial	model,	and	thousands	of	rural
communities	have	been	destroyed.	This	has	resulted	in	mass	migrations	into	the
inner	cities	and	suburban	areas,	where	the	quality	of	community	established	is
likely	to	be	inferior	to	what	was	destroyed	in	the	countryside.
This	example	shows	the	intimate	connection	between	the	degradation	of	the

biosphere	and	the	destruction	of	human	community.	Small	family	farms	were
quite	capable	of	degrading	the	earth;	of	that	there	is	no	question.	But	in	many
parts	of	the	world	they	have	operated	in	sustainable	ways	for	millennia.	In	the
United	States,	also,	they	could	be	reformed	along	sustainable	lines.	In	any	case,
their	use	of	exhaustible	resources	and	their	pollution	of	the	environment	were
small	in	comparison	to	the	factory	farming	that	has	replaced	them.	The	Amish,
for	example,	have	shown	that	a	far	superior	form	of	farming—both	for	the	sake
of	human	community	and	for	the	sake	of	the	environment—is	possible.



The	above	critique	has	been	limited	to	two	quite	simple,	and	quite	basic,
points.	Christians,	in	general,	believe	that	the	earth	is	God’s	and	that	to	degrade
it	is	evil,	implying	that	as	we	structure	our	economic	life	we	should	aim	to	meet
human	needs	without	further	degradation	of	the	planet.	Christians,	in	general,
also	believe	that	our	relationships	with	one	another	are	at	least	as	important	as
our	consumption	of	goods	and	services,	implying	that	we	should	find	ways	of
meeting	our	needs	that	do	not	continue	to	destroy	human	communities.	Indeed,	if
we	are	persons-in-communities	rather	than	individuals-in-markets,	the	goal	of
the	economy	should	be	the	building	up	of	communities	rather	than	the	expansion
of	markets.
These	points	may	seem	quite	simple,	but	their	implications	are	very	radical.

They	require	that	Christians	help	envisage	and	implement	a	profoundly	different
economic	order.	Otherwise,	the	situation	will	continue	much	as	in	the	past,
when,	almost	regardless	of	avowed	religious	beliefs,	economic	practices	led	to
the	continuing	despoliation	of	the	earth…The	two	points	above	can	help
illustrate	how	[a	different	economic	order]	would	differ	from	the	one	that
embodies	the	presently	dominant	ideals.
First,	placing	economic	activity	in	the	context	of	the	whole	earth	requires

attention	to	the	question	of	scale.	Bigger	is	obviously	not	necessarily	better,	so
the	optimum	scale	of	the	human	economy	in	relation	to	the	total	economy
becomes	basically	a	question	of	sustainability.	When	the	effects	of	the	economy
on	the	environment	undercut	the	possibility	of	its	own	continuance,	the	scale	is
too	large.
The	determination	of	the	optimum	scale	of	the	global	economy	will	inevitably

have	disturbing	consequences,	especially	when	viewed	with	now-dominant
assumptions.	Already	the	present	scale	of	the	economy	is	clearly	unsustainable.
Yet	three-fourths	of	the	world’s	people	are	extremely	poor,	and	even	the	affluent
fourth	are	far	from	satisfied	with	their	present	level	of	consumption.	Very	few
are	prepared	to	cut	their	consumption	drastically	in	order	to	share	with	those
who	have	more	urgent	needs.	We	seem	to	have	no	choice	but	to	increase
production	greatly	in	order	to	respond	to	these	needs.
The	dilemma	is	a	real	and	difficult	one,	but	it	is	not	wholly	insuperable.	The

issue	of	scale	needs	to	be	formulated	more	exactly	to	examine	not	how	many
goods	and	services	are	available	to	people,	but	how	much	pressure	the
production	of	these	goods	and	services	places	on	the	environment.	Human
ingenuity	needs	to	be	directed	toward	meeting	more	human	needs	with	less



disruptive	impact	on	the	environment.	We	are	already	making	some	progress	in
this	direction.	For	example,	automobiles	and	appliances	can	be	designed	to
require	far	less	energy	without	any	reduction	in	service	to	the	consumer.	Houses
can	be	built	so	as	to	require	little	or	no	energy	for	heating	and	cooling	other	than
that	from	the	sun.	And	crops	can	be	grown	organically	with	greatly	reduced	use
of	oil-based	products.
Another,	and	essential,	step	in	meeting	more	needs	with	less	impact	on	the

environment	is	shortening	supply	lines.	Compare	two	scenarios	for	putting
tomatoes	on	your	dining	table.	In	the	first	scenario,	they	have	been	machine
harvested,	packaged,	and	shipped	an	average	of	twelve	hundred	miles.	More
energy	goes	into	packaging	and	shipping	them	than	into	growing	and	harvesting,
and	the	total	environmental	stress	is	considerable.	In	the	extreme	opposite
scenario,	you	would	raise	tomatoes	organically	in	your	own	garden.	Any
resultant	environmental	stress	would	be	negligible,	and	one	might	even
participate	in	the	regeneration	of	the	soil	that	is	so	badly	needed.	(I	am	not
dwelling	here	on	the	superior	taste	and	food	value	of	the	homegrown	tomato.)
Obviously	there	are	intermediate	scenarios.	With	produce	bought	at	the	local
farmers’	market	or	at	roadside	stands,	much	of	the	cost	of	packaging	and
shipping	is	eliminated,	and	often	the	tomatoes	are	grown	in	less	energy-
consumptive	and	soil-destructive	ways.
Some	of	these	means	of	providing	goods	in	ways	that	place	less	pressure	on

the	environment	are	in	only	modest	tension	with	dominant	economic	theory.
More	efficient	use	of	energy	is	often	profitable	to	the	companies	that	adopt	new
technologies	for	that	purpose.	Nevertheless,	much	of	the	progress	that	has	been
made,	even	at	that	level,	has	involved	government	intervention,	and	most	of	the
rest	has	resulted	from	the	committed	work	of	persons	who	care	for	the	whole
earth	enough	to	demonstrate	the	advantages	of	energy	efficiency.24	Left	to
themselves,	those	acting	chiefly	by	the	standard	model	have	been	slow	to	adopt
the	needed	changes.
Advocacy	of	small	family	farms	and	shorter	supply	lines,	on	the	other	hand,

directly	opposes	the	implications	drawn	from	the	dominant	model.	These
proposals,	which	shift	the	concern	from	the	growth	of	the	market	to	the	well-
being	of	the	whole	earth,	will	be	rejected	as	long	as	that	growth	is	the	primary
aim	of	policymakers.	The	contrast	is	especially	clear	between	the	goal	of
shortening	supply	lines	and	the	now-dominant	economic	model,	which	calls	for
greater	and	greater	specialization	over	larger	and	larger	regions,	making	each



region	dependent	on	trade	for	most	of	its	needs.	Supply	lines	grow	longer	and
longer.	Costs	of	packaging	and	transportation	increase	and	inevitably	involve
costs	to	the	environment	as	well.	The	system	is	inherently	unsustainable.	The
sustainable	alternative	is	one	in	which	smaller	and	smaller	regions	produce	more
and	more	of	the	goods	they	need	closer	and	closer	to	where	they	are	consumed.
These	economies	will	contribute	little	to	the	greenhouse	effect	and	will	survive
the	exhaustion	of	oil.
This	leads	directly	to	the	second	theological	principle	enunciated	above	in

criticism	of	the	dominant	version	of	Homo	economicus.	Shorter	supply	lines
mean	more	economic	self-reliance	and	relative	stability	in	smaller	regions.
Instead	of	economic	forces	breaking	up	community	as	at	present,	they	would
encourage	it.	Communities	would	have	considerable	power	over	their	own
economies	rather	than	being	at	the	mercy	of	distant	deciders	or	impersonal
market	forces.
Indeed,	from	a	Christian	point	of	view,	this	is	just	as	important	a	reason	for

redirecting	the	economy	as	is	the	concern	for	the	earth.	If	people	are	more
accurately	understood	as	persons-in-community	than	as	individuals-in-markets,
then	the	economy	should	serve	community	rather	than	the	growth	of	markets,
even	apart	from	the	unsustainability	of	policies	aimed	at	endless	market	growth.
Healthy	communities	require	that	people	through	their	communities	have	basic
control	over	the	means	of	livelihood,	which	is	possible	only	when	there	are
relatively	self-sufficient	economies	in	small	regions.
People	living	in	healthy	communities	may	be	less	preoccupied	with	increased

consumption.	For	example,	when	faced	with	a	choice	between	more	enjoyment
of	work	and	more	goods	and	services,	many	of	them	may	choose	the	former.
There	may	be	increased	willingness	in	the	First	World	to	live	more	frugally	so	as
to	share	the	earth	more	fairly	with	others.	Many	people	may	find	this	different
lifestyle	more	satisfying,	and	biblical	teaching	about	possessions	may	take	on	a
meaning	it	has	almost	lost	in	most	of	our	churches.	Thus,	in	addition	to	ordering
society	so	that	less	pressure	on	the	environment	can	accompany	increasing
production,	we	may	have	a	society	in	which	people	measure	their	well-being	less
by	their	possessions	and	consumption	and	more	by	their	contribution	to	the	well-
being	of	others.
The	Christian	teachings	to	which	I	have	appealed	thus	far	are	simple	and	basic

ones.	They	have	been	rhetorically	present	throughout	Christian	history.
Unfortunately,	in	practical	effect	they	have	often	been	subordinated	to	other



emphases.	Especially	since	the	Enlightenment,	many	Protestants	have	identified
their	faith	with	a	very	individualistic	relation	to	God	and	to	neighbor.	The	rest	of
creation	has	either	dropped	out	of	the	picture,	been	viewed	sentimentally,	or
been	seen	as	a	field	of	conquest.	This	form	of	Christianity	has	lent	itself	to
cooperation	with	the	dominant	economic	order	and	the	theory	that	supports	it.
For	this	reason,	the	fact	that	these	teachings	are	simple	and	basic	ones	does

not	mean	that	the	theological	task	of	repentance	and	transformation	is	an	easy
one.	The	deep	separation	Protestants	have	often	made	between	creation	and
redemption	must	be	overcome.	Without	losing	the	important	truth	in
individualism,	Protestants	must	recover	an	authentic	doctrine	of	the	church	and
also	of	the	wider	human	community.	Without	ceasing	to	appreciate	the
distinctiveness	of	human	beings	as	made	in	the	image	of	God,	Protestants	must
overcome	the	modern	dualism	between	human	beings	and	the	remainder	of	the
created	order	that	modern	hermeneutics	has	imposed	on	the	Bible.	There	is	much
work	to	be	done.
Further,	Protestants	need	to	build	on	the	best	in	the	modern	social	teaching	of

the	church.	This	teaching	has	called	us	to	be	responsible	in	and	for	the	world,
which	has	never	been	more	important.	We	have	learned	not	to	impose	simple
ideals	naively	on	complex	situations	but	to	analyze	them	thoroughly	and	then
find	ways	to	move	toward	Christian	goals	within	them.	Yet	there	has	been	a
widespread	movement	in	the	church	to	reject	those	leaders	who	engage	in	such
analysis	of	social	issues.	When	they	make	pronouncements	and	take	actions
guided	by	that	analysis,	they	are	accused	of	imposing	their	private	political
views	on	the	church.	If	we	are	to	be	responsible	in	relation	to	the	global	crisis,
the	church	as	a	whole	must	commit	itself	to	Christian	thinking	and	to	having	its
actions	informed	by	that	thinking.	If	instead	we	allow	ourselves	to	be	easily
swayed	by	attractive	slogans,	our	good	intentions	will	be	directed	to	ends	that
are	at	best	harmless	and	too	often	supportive	of	the	forces	that	are	degrading	the
earth.
For	example,	we	are	inclined	to	celebrate	interdependence.	In	our	opposition

to	individualism	and	to	nationalism,	we	affirm	that	we	as	individuals	need	one
another	and	that	nations,	too,	need	one	another,	as	we	all	need	God.
Interdependence	is	a	central	mark	of	healthy	community.	Hence,	as	economic
development	makes	all	dependent	on	others	for	survival,	our	immediate	response
is	that	this	is	a	great	gain.
The	free	trade	that	makes	this	possible	seems	equally	admirable.	However,



careful	analysis	shows	that	interdependence	as	it	develops	out	of	free	trade
means	the	dependence	of	all	on	those	who	control	the	movement	of	capital	and
the	terms	of	trade.	They	act	according	to	the	laws	of	the	market,	which	dictate
that	they	seek	maximum	profit.	Meanwhile,	decisions	made	thousands	of	miles
away	on	the	basis	of	quite	impersonal	principles	can	wreak	havoc	in	a	village,	a
city,	or	even	a	whole	country.
On	the	other	hand,	people	who	participate	together	in	a	real	human

community	experience	a	desirable	form	of	interdependence.	In	such	a
community,	everyone	is	concerned	with	the	fate	of	all	the	others,	and	everyone
shares	in	making	the	decisions	that	determine	their	fate.	There	are	risks	in
depending	even	on	such	a	community,	but	these	are	the	risks	that	faith
encourages.	They	are	very	different	from	the	total	surrender	of	personal	control
to	the	impersonal	forces	of	the	market.
Similarly,	when	we	examine	free	trade	carefully,	we	see	that	it	is	often	not	free

at	all.	Companies	are	free	to	ignore	national	boundaries	and	the	well-being	of	the
people	of	the	nation.	But	once	whole	peoples	have	become	dependent	on	imports
for	their	survival,	they	are	no	longer	free	not	to	trade.	They	must	sell	what	they
have	at	whatever	price	others	set	in	order	to	import	what	they	need.	Trade	is
truly	free	only	when	those	who	trade	are	free	to	trade	or	not	to	trade.	That	is
possible	only	when	they	are	basically	self-sufficient	and	can	base	their	decisions
on	what	truly	benefits	them.	Christians	can	affirm	and	celebrate	this	kind	of	free
trade.	The	global	community	we	want	is	a	community	of	free	peoples,	not	the
subordination	of	all	to	a	few	transnational	corporations.
If	the	church	finds	it	difficult	to	reform	its	own	teaching	and	practice	in	light

of	some	of	its	central	convictions,	how	much	more	difficult	will	it	be	to	seek	a
change	in	the	direction	of	public	policy	and	economic	theory	and	practice?	The
ideal	of	free	trade	is	deeply	entrenched,	while	the	ideal	of	relative	self-reliance
or	self-sufficiency	has	a	modest	foothold	at	the	fringes	of	Christian	economic
thinking.	Even	if	Christians	and	other	religious	groups	throw	their	support	in	this
direction,	they	will	still	not	win	the	day.	But	it	may	force	a	serious	discussion
that	will	show	the	futility	of	the	effort	to	heal	the	world’s	sickness	by	more	of	the
medicine	that	has	already	so	degraded	the	planet.
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