
Your	Money	or	Your	Life:	The	Place	of	Money	in
Modern	Life

In	truth,	all	human	beings	are	called	to	be	saints,	but
that	just	means	called	to	be	fully	human,	to	be	perfect—
that	is,	whole,	mature,	fulfilled.	The	saints	are	simply
those	men	and	women	who	relish	the	event	of	life	as	a



gift	and	who	realize	that	the	only	way	to	honor	such	a
gift	is	to	give	it	away.

—William	Stringfellow



Spending	Money	as	if	Life	Really	Mattered

by	Evy	McDonald

Evy	McDonald	is	co-founder	of	the	New	Road	Map	Foundation,
an	all-volunteer	nonprofit	organization	dedicated	to	helping	people
shift	to	low-consumption,	high-fulfillment	lifestyles.	Their	primary
educational	tool	is	the	national	bestseller,	Your	Money	or	Your	Life,
by	Joe	Dominguez	and	Vicki	Robin.	This	book	provides	practical
strategies	for	reducing	expenses,	increasing	savings	and	improving
quality	of	life.

McDonald	was	born	and	raised	in	Nebraska.	With	both	an	RN	and
MS	degree,	she	has	taught	neurosurgical	nursing	and	directed
Intensive	Care	and	Coronary	Care	units.	After	leaving	paid
employment,	she	directed	an	all-volunteer	medical	research	project
on	psychological	differences	in	short-term	and	long-term	survivors
of	a	neuromuscular	disease.	An	internationally	known	expert	on
quality-of-life	issues,	she	lectures	widely	on	how	financial	stresses
affect	our	health	and	well-being,	and	on	ways	of	handling	money
that	can	bring	more	time	for	the	things	in	life	that	really	matter.
McDonald,	studying	to	become	an	ordained	Methodist	minister,	is
active	in	a	Methodist	congregation	in	her	hometown	of	Seattle.

This	is	a	powerful	personal	story	and	at	the	same	time	a	thought-
provoking	piece	on	the	place	of	money	and	possessions	in	our
lives.	Into	this	story	McDonald	weaves	discussion	of	American
consumer	habits	(shopping	whenever	we	feel	sad	or	lonely…),	our
level	of	happiness,	and	the	way	in	which	she	brought	her	spending
habits	and	relationship	with	money	into	alignment	with	her	values
as	a	Christian.	McDonald	emphasizes	that	aligning	her	spending
habits	with	her	values	had	“nothing	to	do	with	deprivation”	and
everything	to	do	with	a	life	of	fulfillment	and	“immeasurable
wealth.”



∞
The	alarm	sounds,	feet	hit	the	floor	and	we’re	up	for	the	start	of	another	day.

We	slip	into	store-bought	clothes	and	eat	breakfast	bought	at	the	neighborhood
grocery.	Our	day	begins	with	consuming.	Consuming	is	not	wrong;	in	fact	it	is
necessary	for	life.
What	concerns	me	and	many	others	is	over-consumption.	Our	affluence	has

shifted	our	focus	from	consuming	only	what	we	need	to	consuming	for	the	sake
of	consuming.	Consumption	has	become	a	habit,	a	hobby	and	a	sport.	A	survey
of	teenage	girls	in	the	United	States	discovered	that	93%	of	them	identified
store-hopping	as	their	favorite	activity.
Most	North	Americans	recognize	the	problem.	A	recent	Merck	Family	Fund

Poll	indicated	that	82%	of	North	Americans	say	we	consume	too	much.
Overflowing	landfills	and	neighborhoods	lined	with	stuffed	garbage	cans	witness
to	our	patterns	of	excess.
Overconsumption	has	not	always	been	a	pattern	of	life	in	the	United	States.

Though	history	shows	that	there	was	a	constant	tension	between	material
acquisition	and	spiritual	transcendence,	most	households	until	the	twentieth
century	were	not	consumers	but	producers	and	manufacturers.	People	grew	their
own	food,	built	their	own	homes,	barns	and	furniture,	poured	their	own	candles
and	sewed	their	own	clothes.
Then	a	complex	series	of	events	moved	our	country	into	the	consumer	society.

Just	before	the	Great	Depression,	social	innovators	were	planning	self-sufficient
communities	that	would	give	people	a	sense	of	belonging	and	integrate	urban
and	rural	towns.	As	David	Shi	said	in	his	book	The	Simple	Life,	an	“organic
simplicity”	would	evolve.	With	the	collapse	of	the	economy	these	dreams
disappeared.
As	the	United	States	got	back	on	its	feet	the	American	Boom	Era	began.

Leading	economists	felt	that	perpetual	economic	growth	was	possible.	We,	the
public,	only	needed	to	be	taught	to	want	and	consume	more	and	more.	In	1955
economist	Victor	Lebow	wrote,	“We	seek	our	spiritual	satisfaction	or	ego
satisfaction	in	consump-tion…We	need	things	consumed,	burned	up,	worn	out,
replaced	and	discarded	at	an	ever-increasing	rate.”	Industry	flourished	as	long	as
planned	obsolescence	reigned.
A	theology	of	consumption	began	to	invade	our	culture—and	our	churches.

Slowly,	almost	imperceptively,	we	wandered	away	from	the	foundational



teachings	of	Jesus—sharing	our	wealth,	identifying	with	the	marginalized,	living
a	life	of	grateful	stewardship—and	began	to	identify	our	worth	with	how	much
money	we	made	or	how	many	possessions	we	owned.
Today	many	modern	shopping	malls	evoke	the	image	of	a	cathedral,	with

towers	of	glass	rising	upward	and	lighting	effects	suggestive	of	the	second
coming.	On	any	given	Sunday	more	people	visit	shopping	centers	than	centers	of
worship.	Rituals	of	communion	have	been	replaced	with	rituals	of	consumption.
We	need	to	ask	ourselves:	What	do	we	worship?	The	Gospel	of	Matthew	warns
us	that	“Where	your	treasure	is,	there	your	heart	will	be	also”	(Mt.	6:21).	All	too
often	our	treasures	lie	tucked	away	in	the	department	store	sale.
Our	identity	has	changed:	from	being	American	citizens	to	being	American

consumers.	We	now	produce	very	little	for	ourselves.	We	have	become
voracious	consumers	of	not	only	goods	but	services,	all	in	an	attempt	to	increase
our	quality	of	life.
But	has	our	affluence	and	consumption	given	us	more	fulfilling,	happier	and

just	ways	of	living?	Today,	people	admit	to	feeling	stressed	and	tired	with	little
time	to	care	for	and	nurture	relationships,	family,	friends	or	the	environment.
Since	1970	our	quality	of	life	(as	measured	by	the	Index	of	Social	Health)	has
dropped	by	51%,	even	though	our	standard	of	living	(per	capita	consumption)
rose	by	45%.	We	have	luxuries	beyond	the	dreams	of	previous	generations,	we
can	enjoy	ecotours,	wilderness	adventure	trips	and	weekend	retreats,	yet	we	are
not	happier.
We	need	to	take	a	look	at	our	patterns	of	consumption	and	reevaluate	the	ways

we	use	that	resource	called	money.	In	addition,	as	Christians	we	are	compelled	to
see	if	these	patterns	align	with	Biblical	teachings	and	living	a	Christian	life.
For	many	years	my	life	reflected	typical	mainstream	Christianity.	I	attended

church	on	Sundays,	sang	in	the	choir	and	at	times	assisted	with	Sunday	school.
These	church	activities	fit	into	and	around	my	professional	activities	and	busy
life	as	director	of	intensive	care	and	coronary	care	units.	I	was	a	“convenience
Christian.”	When	church	activities	fit	into	my	schedule,	I	was	willing	to
participate—but	I	was	unwilling	to	inconvenience	myself	or	my	routine.	My	life
was	centered	not	around	God	but	on	work,	professional	goals,	money,
promotions,	looking	good	and	proving	myself.
One	day,	browsing	through	the	newspaper,	a	simple	list	caught	my	eye.	All	it

said	was	“God,	Family,	Exercise	and	Work.”	The	article	told	the	story	of	a
successful	business	man	who	described	the	hectic	work	days	that	gave	him	no



time	to	go	to	ball	games	with	his	children,	be	home	for	meals	or	spend	quality
time	with	his	wife.	Every	morning	he	looked	at	that	list.	One	day,	in	a	flash	of
insight,	he	realized	that	he	was	living	life	upside	down.	The	list	represented	his
heart-felt	priorities	but	the	everyday	reality	of	his	life	was:	Work,	Exercise,
Family,	God.	Family	and	God	fit	in	around	the	edges	of	his	life.	This	realization
transformed	his	thinking,	which	in	turn	led	to	significant	lifestyle	changes.	He
began	to	live	his	priorities,	to	make	that	list	a	reality	in	his	life.	Soon	he	was
spending	less	time	at	work	and	more	time	with	his	family,	and	he	was
participating	in	projects	that	brought	joy,	purpose	and	meaning	to	his	life.
This	was	the	kind	of	life	I	was	seeking,	the	kind	I	suspect	all	of	us	long	for	at

some	level.	Social	researcher	Alan	Durning,	in	his	book	How	Much	is	Enough,
tells	us	that	the	percentage	of	Americans	reporting	they	are	“very	happy”	was	no
larger	in	1991	than	in	1957.	In	the	1950’s	the	average	home	was	1,100	square
feet,	in	1993	it	was	over	2,000	square	feet.	We	can	choose	from	over	25,000
supermarket	items,	including	200	kinds	of	cereal.	We	live	in	larger	homes	and
have	more	choices,	yet	are	not	any	happier	or	more	fulfilled.	Marcus	Borg	in
Meeting	Jesus	Again	for	the	First	Time	eloquently	states	that:	“Our	culture’s
secular	wisdom	does	not	affirm	the	reality	of	the	spirit…	It	looks	to	the	material
world	for	satisfaction	and	meaning.	Its	dominant	values	are	what	I	call	the	three
A’s—Achievement,	Affluence	and	Appearance.	We	live	our	life	in	accord	with
these	values.	We	have	the	experience	of	being	satiated	and	yet	we	are	still
hungry.”
Satiated	at	the	physical	level,	yet	starved	at	the	spiritual	level—that	was	an

accurate	description	of	me	in	the	late	1970’s.	At	that	time	my	primary	goal	was
to	become	the	youngest	female	hospital	administrator	in	the	country.	By	1980	I
had	a	Master’s	degree	and	had	taught	neurosurgical	nursing,	had	been	Director
of	Education	at	one	of	the	first	three	Hospices	in	our	country	and	had	directed
intensive	care	and	coronary	care	units.	I	was	rapidly	headed	towards	my	goal.
My	life	appeared	successful.	As	a	young	and	vibrant	woman	I	seemed	a

natural	for	reaching	my	goals.	As	I	ascended	the	ranks	of	hospital
administration,	I	adjusted	my	lifestyle	to	each	new	position.	I	quickly	grew
dissatisfied	with	my	“old”	car,	my	rented	apartment	and	the	“shabby”	condition
of	my	material	possessions.	To	rise	above	this	“second-class”	lifestyle	I	bought	a
home,	a	new	car,	better	clothes	and	upgraded	my	kitchen	appliances.	I	was
making	more	and	more	money	and	couldn’t	understand	why	I	felt	I	had	less.
Only	after	reflection	did	I	realize	that	as	my	income	had	increased	so	had	my



spending.	Work	was	the	center	of	my	life—at	the	hospital	by	4	AM	and	not
home	until	8-9	PM,	always	on	call	and	ready	to	respond	to	any	emergency.
Enthralled	and	exhilarated	by	the	adrenalin	surges	that	came	with	encountering
life	and	death	situations,	I	saw	no	reason	to	change	my	life’s	direction.	In	all
probability	this	hectic,	exciting	yet	ultimately	unfulfilling	life	would	have
continued	indefinitely	if	a	serious	illness	had	not	entered	the	picture.
In	the	summer	of	1980	my	world	was	turned	upside	down.	It	was	a	sweltering

southwest	day	and	I	was	lying	in	a	hospital	bed	a	thousand	miles	from	home,
waiting	for	the	doctor	to	tell	me	what	was	wrong.	It	was	morning	when	he
walked	in,	fully	armored	in	his	white	labcoat,	otoscope	protruding	from	his
pocket,	stethoscope	hung	around	his	neck.
Exuding	an	air	of	cool	calmness,	he	crossed	his	arms	and	said,	“Well,	you

already	know	what’s	going	on	and	I’m	here	to	confirm	it.	You’ll	probably	die
within	the	year.	There’s	no	treatment	so	I	suggest	you	go	home,	make	out	your
will	and	prepare	for	the	inevitable.”	With	that	proclamation	he	turned	quickly
and	left.	I	lay	there	in	stunned	silence,	my	mind	numb,	my	emotions	in	limbo.
A	few	hours	later	the	phone	rang.	It	was	the	Director	of	Nursing	at	the	hospital

where	I	worked.	After	a	few	moments	of	polite	conversation	she	asked	me	if	I
would	be	coming	back	to	work	in	the	next	two	or	three	days.	A	cold	fear	gripped
me.	I	knew	that	intensive	care	and	coronary	care	needed	daily	leadership;	and	I
had	been	gone	for	nearly	three	weeks.	When	I	said	No,	she	continued	with	a
concerned	voice	and	said,	“The	units	need	leadership.	I’m	sorry,	Evy,	but	we	will
need	to	replace	you	immediately.	We	have	someone	in	mind	who	is	willing	to
step	in.	When	you	can	come	back	to	work	we’ll	find	some	type	of	position	for
you.”
The	day	was	surreal,	nothing	was	sinking	in.	I	had	lost	the	job	that	gave	me

my	identity,	my	purpose	in	life	and	my	sense	of	self-worth,	and	I	had	been	told
that	I	was	going	to	die.	But	the	day	was	not	over	yet.	In	the	evening	my
housemate	called.	Hesitantly,	she	asked	if	I	had	home-owners’	insurance	because
the	house	had	been	burglarized	and	most	of	my	possessions	stolen.	This	was	the
capper,	an	ironic	conclusion	to	the	day	my	world	ended.	In	the	course	of	12
hours	I	had	lost	almost	everything	I	identified	with.	Gone	was	the	dream	of
being	the	youngest	female	hospital	administrator.	Gone	were	the	material
possessions	that	let	others	know	my	status.	Gone	was	the	sense	of	power	that
came	from	being	a	leader	in	nursing.	Gone	was	the	sense	of	success	that	came
not	only	from	my	position	but	also	from	the	quality	and	amount	of	my



possessions.	Gone	were	my	“idols.”
The	only	place	for	me	to	turn—the	only	source	left	of	comfort,	solace	and

meaning	for	my	life—was	God.	There	was	nothing	else.	Returning	home	I	ran
into	a	wall	of	anger	and	hurt	inside	me.	Through	the	emotional	pain	I	touched	a
deeper	spiritual	pain—my	life	was	not	rooted	in	my	faith.	God	only	existed	for
me	at	times	of	crisis	or	convenience.	The	values	I	professed	to	hold	dear—the
ones	I	preached	as	necessary	to	a	love-filled,	God-filled	life—were	not	the
values	I	lived.
I	professed	to	act	with	the	well-being	of	others	in	mind.	I	boldly	stated	that

everyone	had	the	right	to	enough	food,	decent	clothes,	adequate	shelter	and
acceptable	health	care.	But	before	the	robbery	I	had	70	pairs	of	shoes	and	closets
full	of	clothes	(many	hardly	worn).	I	began	to	question	myself	deeply.	What	did
these	objects	represent	to	me?	Meaning?	Success?	Status?
A	Bible	verse	I	had	learned	as	a	child	kept	haunting	me.	Proverbs	30:8-9.

“Give	me	neither	riches	nor	poverty,	let	me	be	fed	with	the	food	that	is	needful
for	me.	Lest	I	be	full	and	deny	thee	and	say,	Who	is	the	Lord?	Lest	I	be	poor	and
steal	and	profane	the	name	of	my	God.”	The	meaning	of	this	verse	emerged	like
new	leaves	after	a	warm	spring	rain.	Contentment,	fulfillment	and	joy	come
from	knowing	how	much	is	enough.	If	I	wanted	to	see	all	my	sisters	and	brothers
in	my	town,	in	my	world,	have	enough	to	be	fed,	clothed	and	sheltered	then	I
needed	to	discover	just	how	much	of	the	material	world	I	needed	to	possess	in
order	to	be	truly	content	and	fulfilled.
I’d	been	told	I	would	die	soon.	Why	in	the	world,	then,	was	I	bothering	to

look	at	my	relationship	with	money?	It	began	one	cool	November	morning.	I
was	reading	a	book	by	Tolbert	McCarroll,	Notes	From	the	Song	of	Life,	a	book
about	being	at	peace.	Yet,	my	inner	turmoil	raged.	I	was	at	war	with	myself	and
about	as	far	from	inner	peace	as	Australia	is	from	the	Arctic	Circle.	A	question
suddenly	popped	into	my	mind:	Who	did	I	want	to	be	when	I	died?	The	answer
appeared	just	as	quickly:	I	wanted	to	be	a	person	who	lived	her	values,
understood	what	service	was	about	and	could	love	herself	enough	to	accept
God’s	love	and	love	her	neighbor.	My	self-centered	and	unhealthy	relationship
with	money	was	a	logical	place	to	start	learning	how	to	live	my	values.
Almost	immediately,	as	if	in	response	to	my	intention,	my	friend	Karen

invited	me	to	attend	a	seminar	given	by	Joe	Dominguez	called	“Transforming
Your	Relationship	with	Money	and	Achieving	Financial	Independence.”	“Not
interested,”	was	my	reply.	“It’s	probably	just	another	get-rich-quick	seminar.”



Karen,	worried	that	I	was	spending	too	much	time	alone	and	inside,	assured	me
otherwise	and	said	that	I	would	at	least	enjoy	the	evening.	Somewhat	reluctantly
I	decided	to	go.	It	was	a	pivotal	night	for	me.	This	person,	Joe	Dominguez,	was
not	talking	about	making	a	million	dollars	but	about	aligning	your	spending
habits	with	your	values.	He	spoke	to	my	heart.	(Eventually	he	co-authored	with
Vicki	Robin	a	best-selling	book,	Your	Money	or	Your	Life,	based	on	these
seminars.)
Two	key	points	from	that	night	stood	out	for	me:	(1)	identifying	how	much	is

enough	and	(2)	understanding	the	true	definition	of	money.
I	had	no	idea	how	much	was	enough	for	me	at	the	material	level.	It	seemed

that	enough	was	always	a	little	bit	more	than	I	had.	How	could	I	discern	whether
or	not	a	purchase	was	necessary,	fulfilling	or	even	in	alignment	with	my	values?
I	didn’t	have	a	clue.
Joe	led	us	through	an	exercise	to	identify	our	own	unique	point	of	enough.	He

asked	us	to	recall	a	purchase	that	was	fulfilling	at	every	level.	I	recalled	my	first
car.	I	loved	that	car.	It	was	sleek,	fast	and	red	with	a	white	interior.	Most
important,	I	purchased	that	car	as	a	college	freshman	with	money	I	had	earned
and	saved.	It	might	have	been	five	years	old	when	I	bought	it	but	it	was	a
beautiful	1965	red	Mustang—and	it	was	mine.	No	car	since,	and	I	doubt	any	car
in	the	future,	will	match	the	thrill,	the	excitement	and	the	fulfillment	I	received
for	my	$500.	My	second,	third	and	fourth	cars	were	a	lot	more	expensive	and
loaded	with	fancy	options	like	rear	window	wipers	or	a	sun	roof,	but	they	were
just	cars,	just	transportation—functional	but	not	fulfilling.
We	went	on	to	look	at	our	inherited	and	learned	notions	about	money	and

consuming.	I	soon	discovered	a	pattern	of	purchasing	something	whenever	I	felt
sad	or	insecure	or	had	had	a	difficult	week	at	work.	A	new	pair	of	shoes	was	the
most	common	purchase	that	momentarily	raised	my	spirits.	How	many	times
have	you	thought	that	a	second	computer,	a	jet	ski,	or	some	other	purchase
would	make	you	happier?	Maybe	an	espresso	machine	or	a	crock	pot	would	ease
this	uneasy	feeling.	It	goes	on	and	on	and	on.	We’ve	been	taught	to	have	a	never-
ending	list	of	wants	and	desires	that	can	be	filled	by	something	external—a
product	for	every	need.
Most	of	us,	including	myself,	spend	a	lot	of	time	shopping.	Recent	research

shows	that	on	average	we	spend	six	hours	a	week	shopping	and	only	forty
minutes	a	week	in	interactive	play	or	conversation	with	our	children.	We	buy
more	and	more	stuff,	spend	more	and	more	money,	and	get	less	and	less



fulfillment.
Most	of	the	stuff	I	bought	and	brought	into	my	home	was	clutter.	After	all,

how	many	pairs	of	shoes	can	I	really	wear?	It’s	clutter.	Clutter	in	the	drawers.
Clutter	in	the	closets.	Clutter	in	the	mind.	Clutter	in	the	soul.	Unconsciously,	as	a
culture,	we’ve	internalized	the	belief	that	material	possessions	will	fill	the
spiritual	vacuum	in	our	souls.
The	inflation	of	our	desires	has	resulted	in	“poverty	consciousness”—where

we	think	we’re	poor	when	our	salaries	are	twenty-,	thirty-,	forty-,	or	even	one
hundred-thousand	dollars	a	year.	This	is	a	crisis	of	perception.	We	have
continued	to	confuse	our	standard	of	living	with	quality	of	life.	Vera	Shaw,	a
Christian	writer	and	a	wise	woman,	once	said,	“We	need	to	become	more
concerned	about	raising	the	standard	of	loving	instead	of	the	standard	of	living.”
But	how	does	this	lead	to	identifying	the	point	of	enough?	Joe,	first	in	his

seminar	and	later	in	the	book	Your	Money	or	Your	Life,	defined	“enough”	as
having	our	survival	needs	met	(food,	clothing,	shelter),	having	possessions	that
bring	joy	and	comfort	and	even	having	those	few	special	luxuries	that	add	to	the
quality	of	our	life.
In	examining	how	much	was	enough	for	me	I	began	to	cherish,	respect	and	be

grateful	for	everything	I	owned.	I	came	to	realize	that	every	transaction	with
money	is	also	a	transaction	with	the	earth.	The	items	I	buy	are	made	from	raw
materials	and	resources	from	the	sacred	earth.	Since	I	was	taking	the	earth’s
resources	for	my	pleasure,	I	felt	commanded	to	use	them	consciously	and
carefully.	Helen	Keller	once	said,	“Not	until	we	can	refuse	to	take	without	giving
can	we	create	a	society	in	which	the	chief	activity	is	the	common	welfare.”	It
became	clear	that	my	choices	about	what	items	to	buy	and	what	resources	to	use
needed	to	be	in	alignment	with	my	values	of	giving,	as	well	as	taking,	so	that
everyone	in	the	world	could	not	only	survive	but	thrive.
As	I	came	to	know	that	point	of	“enough”	I	experienced	a	new	sense	of

freedom	and	a	growing	power.	I	was	no	longer	subject	to	the	dictates	of	our
consumer	culture	to	buy	more,	more,	more.	The	quality	of	my	life	rose	higher
and	higher	while	I	was	spending	less	and	less.	(This	happened,	incidentally,
while	I	was	still	ill.)
The	second	major	part	of	that	lecture	involved	learning	a	new	definition	of

money.	Money	for	me	had	been	power,	prestige,	status	and	a	way	to	identify
where	I	stood	in	relation	to	other	people	in	my	profession.	For	Joe,	the	definition
was	much	simpler.	Money	is	something	for	which	you	trade	your	life	energy—



your	time.	Think	about	it.
During	the	years	I	worked	for	pay	I	traded	those	hours	of	my	life	spent	on	the

job	for	money.	What	a	revolutionary	definition!	This	definition	takes	on	an	even
deeper	meaning	when	you	figure	out	your	true	hourly	wage.	I	learned	that	in
reality	I	didn’t	make	$20	per	hour,	as	I	thought:	because	there	were	both	job-
related	expenses	and	job-related	activities	that	had	to	be	factored	in.
For	example,	it	took	time	for	me	to	get	dressed	and	ready	for	my	job,	drive	to

work	and	“decompress”	at	the	end	of	the	day.	And	there	were	job-related
expenses	to	consider—uniforms,	lunches	out,	medical	equipment	for	work.
When	I	did	the	entire	calculation	my	real	hourly	wage	was	closer	to	$5	per	hour.
Now	I	was	beginning	to	have	a	reality-based	relationship	with	money.
Every	purchase	could	be	seen	in	terms	of	the	number	of	hours	I	would	need	to

work	to	pay	for	it.	The	real	cost	of	a	$100	blouse,	therefore,	would	be	the	20
hours	on	the	job	needed	to	make	the	money	to	buy	it.	Would	I	receive
satisfaction	from	that	blouse	equal	to	20	hours	of	my	life?	I	began	to	apply	that
question	to	all	my	purchases.
In	addition	I	asked	myself	if	this	expenditure	of	money	and	time	was	in

alignment	with	my	values.	If	not	I	put	the	blouse	back	on	the	rack	and	felt	good
about	myself.	If	the	answer	was	yes,	the	purchase	remained	fulfilling	and	I	felt
good	about	myself.
Aligning	my	values	and	spending	habits	had	nothing	to	do	with	deprivation.	It

was	about	being	comfortable,	not	satiated.	I	began	to	see	the	difficulty	in
creating	a	world	that	reflects	the	social	justice	teachings	of	Jesus	if	we,	as	a
nation,	are	unwilling	to	confront	our	own	levels	of	consumption,	our	own
gluttony.	In	about	600	BCE	the	Greek	philosopher	Thales	said,	“Only	if	there	is
neither	wealth	nor	immoderate	poverty	in	a	nation,	can	justice	be	said	to
prevail.”
This	alignment	between	my	values	and	my	money	was	the	first	building	block

in	creating	a	life	of	integrity—it	was	one	way	of	moving	God	back	into	the
center	of	my	life.	Jesus	never	said	don’t	have	possessions.	He	did	say	you	can’t
serve	two	masters—God	and	Mammon.	He	did	tell	us	to	treasure	God,	not	the
finite.

”Do	not	store	up	for	yourselves	treasures	on	earth	where	moth	and	rust
consume	and	where	thieves	break	in	and	steal;	but	store	up	for	yourselves
treasures	in	heaven	where	neither	moth	nor	rust	consume	and	where	thieves
do	not	break	in	and	steal.”



—Matthew	6:19-21

As	Marcus	Borg	said	in	A	New	Vision,	“	One	may	treasure	the	finite	or	one
may	treasure	God—center	in	Spirit	above	all	else.”
After	losing	everything,	my	journey	became	one	of	discovering	how	to	have

my	life	reflect	love	for	God	and	creation.	Gradually	my	actions	became	more
aligned	with	my	values.	I	discovered	the	truth	of	graceful	simplicity	having	a
few	pairs	of	shoes,	not	70;	a	few	blouses,	not	a	hundred;	books	that	are	read
instead	of	lining	the	shelves.	Through	this	process	I	reclaimed	the	most	precious
gift	God	gave	me—the	hours	of	my	life—and	I	could	begin	to	discover	how	God
wanted	those	hours	used.	In	defining	how	much	was	enough	for	me	I	found	time
for	serving,	reading,	watching	sunsets,	singing,	going	for	a	walk	with	friends,
enjoying	a	concert	and	listening	in	silent	prayer.	In	short,	a	life	of	immeasurable
wealth.
I	still	consume.	We	all	consume.	The	critical	step	is	to	move	from	being

conspicuous	consumers	to	being	conscious	consumers.
Discovering	what	was	enough	for	me	allowed	me	to	make	that	shift.	Our	task

now	is	to	return	to	a	life	based	on	feeding	the	hungry,	clothing	the	poor,	raising
healthy	loving	children,	and	stewarding	and	preserving	creation.	Perhaps	then
each	act	of	consumption	will	become	a	hymn	of	thanksgiving.	And	the	following
pledge	will	be	our	prayer

I	pledge	to	discover	how	much	is	enough	for	me	to	be	truly	fulfilled,
neither	rich	nor	poor,	and	to	consume	only	that.

I	pledge	to	be	part	of	the	discovery	of	how	much	would	be	enough
for	everyone—not	only	to	survive	but	to	thrive—and	to	find	ways	for
them	to	have	access	to	that.

Through	 this	 commitment	 to	 restraint	 and	 justice,	 I	 am	 living	 the
teachings	of	Jesus,	healing	my	life	and	am	part	of	the	healing	of	the
world.



Money

by	William	Stringfellow

William	Stringfellow	does	not	easily	fit	into	any	one	category.	That
he	was	a	prophet,	however,	does	seem	clear.	Educated	at	Harvard
Law	School	he	served	as	a	street	lawyer	in	East	Harlem,	New	York
City.	Yet	he	did	not	see	himself	primarily	as	a	lawyer	or	social
activist.	During	the	eminent	theologian	Karl	Barth’s	visit	to	the
United	States,	Stringfellow	was	one	of	eight	theologians	chosen	to
question	and	dialogue	with	Barth.	Yet	he	did	not	see	himself
primarily	as	a	theologian.	And	author	of	sixteen	books,	he	did	not
see	himself	primarily	as	an	author.	His	vocation,	according	to
editor	Kellermann,	was,	“to	be	William	Stringfellow,	nothing	more
and	nothing	less.	He	understood	all	human	beings	to	enjoy	a
comparable	vocation:	to	be	who	they	were	called	in	the	Word	of
God	to	be…to	offer	their	gifts	renewed.”

All	of	us	struggle	with	the	place	of	money	in	our	lives.	There	are
no	easy	answers.	Yet	whether	rich	or	poor,	by	either	American	or
global	standards,	money	is	surely	one	of	our	culture’s	most
prevalent	and	powerful	idols:	promising	that	which	it	cannot
finally	deliver.	Ultimately,	the	issue	is	“whether	a	person	trusts
money	more	than	God.”	Stringfellow	closes	his	article	with	the
liberating	notion	that	freedom	from	the	idolatry	of	money	comes
through	seeing	money	as	a	sacrament.	He	says	that	all	of	life,
including	money,	is	a	great	and	wonderful	gift;	saints	are	simply
those	who	recognize	that	the	only	way	to	“honor	such	a	gift	is	to
give	it	away.”

∞
Idolatry,	whatever	its	object,	represents	the	enshrinement	of	any	other	person

or	thing	in	the	very	place	of	God.	Idolatry	embraces	some	person	or	thing,
instead	of	God,	as	the	source	and	rationalization	of	the	moral	significance	of	this



life	in	the	world	for,	at	least,	the	idolater,	though	not,	necessarily,	for	anybody
else	at	all.	Thus	human	beings,	as	idolaters,	have	from	time	to	time	worshipped
stones	and	snakes	and	suns	and	fire	and	thunder;	their	own	dreams	and
hallucinations,	images	of	themselves	and	of	their	progenitors;	they	have	had	all
the	Caesars,	ancient	and	modern,	as	idols;	others	have	fancied	sex	as	a	god;	for
many,	race	is	an	idol;	some	worship	science,	some	idolize	superstition.	Within
that	pantheon,	money	is	a	most	conspicuous	idol.
The	idolatry	of	money	means	that	the	moral	worth	of	a	person	is	judged	in

terms	of	the	amount	of	money	possessed	or	controlled.	The	acquisition	and
accumulation	of	money	in	itself	is	considered	evidence	of	virtue.	It	does	not	so
much	matter	how	money	is	acquired—by	work	or	invention,	through	inheritance
or	marriage,	by	luck	or	theft—the	main	thing	is	to	get	some.	The	corollary	of
this	doctrine,	of	course,	is	that	those	without	money	are	morally	inferior—weak,
or	indolent,	or	otherwise	less	worthy	as	human	beings.	Where	money	is	an	idol,
to	be	poor	is	a	sin.
This	is	an	obscene	idea	of	justification,	directly	in	contradiction	with	the

Bible.	In	the	gospel	none	are	saved	by	any	works	of	their	own,	least	of	all	by	the
mere	acquisition	of	money.	In	fact,	the	New	Testament	is	redundant	in	citing	the
possession	of	riches	as	an	impediment	to	salvation	when	money	is	regarded
idolatrously.	At	the	same	time,	the	notion	of	justification	by	acquisition	of
money	is	empirically	absurd,	for	it	oversimplifies	the	relationship	of	the
prosperous	and	the	poor	and	overlooks	the	dependence	of	the	rich	upon	the	poor
for	their	wealth.	In	this	world	human	beings	live	at	each	other’s	expense,	and	the
affluence	of	the	few	is	proximately	related	to,	and	supported	by,	the	poverty	of
the	many.
This	interdependence	of	rich	and	poor	is	something	Americans	are	tempted	to

overlook,	since	so	many	Americans	are	in	fact	prosperous,	but	it	is	true	today	as
it	was	in	earlier	times:	the	vast	multitudes	of	people	on	the	face	of	the	earth	are
consigned	to	poverty	for	their	whole	lives,	without	any	serious	prospect
whatever	of	changing	their	conditions.	Their	hardships	in	great	measure	make
possible	the	comfort	of	those	who	are	not	poor;	their	poverty	maintains	the
luxury	of	others;	their	deprivation	purchases	the	abundance	most	Americans	take
for	granted.
That	leaves	prosperous	Americans	with	frightful	questions	to	ask	and

confront,	even	in	customs	or	circumstances	that	are	regarded	as	trivial	or
straightforward	or	settled.	Where,	for	instance,	do	the	profits	that	enable	great



corporations	to	make	large	contributions	to	universities	and	churches	and	charity
come	from?	Do	they	come	from	the	servitude	of	Latin	American	peasants
working	plantations	on	seventy-two-hour	weekly	shifts	for	gross	annual	incomes
of	less	than	a	hundred	dollars?	Do	they	depend	upon	the	availability	of	black
child	labor	in	South	Africa	and	Rhodesia?	Are	such	private	beneficences	in	fact
the	real	earnings	of	some	of	the	poor	of	the	world?
To	affirm	that	we	live	in	this	world	at	each	other’s	expense	is	a	confession	of

the	truth	of	the	Fall	rather	than	an	assertion	of	economic	doctrine	or	a	precise
empirical	statement.	It	is	not	that	there	is	in	every	transaction	a	direct	one-for-
one	cause	and	effect	relationship,	either	individually	or	institutionally,	between
the	lot	of	the	poor	and	the	circumstances	of	those	who	are	not	poor.	It	is	not	that
the	wealthy	are	wicked	or	that	the	fact	of	malice	is	implicit	in	affluence.	It	is,
rather,	theologically	speaking,	that	all	human	and	institutional	relationships	are
profoundly	distorted	and	so	entangled	that	no	person	or	principality	in	this	world
is	innocent	of	involvement	in	the	existence	of	all	other	persons	and	all
institutions.…
The	idolatry	of	money	has	its	most	grotesque	form	as	a	doctrine	of

immortality.	Money	is,	then,	not	only	evidence	of	the	present	moral	worth	of	a
person	but	also	the	way	in	which	a	life	gains	moral	worth	after	death.	If	someone
leaves	a	substantial	estate,	death	is	cheated	of	victory	for	a	while,	if	not
ultimately	defeated,	because	the	money	left	will	sustain	the	memory	of	the
person	and	of	the	fortune.	The	poor	just	die	and	are	at	once	forgotten.	It	is
supposed	important	to	amass	money	not	for	its	use	in	life	but	as	a	monument	in
death.	Money	thus	becomes	the	measure	of	a	person’s	moral	excellence	while
alive	and	the	means	to	purchase	a	certain	survival	of	death.	Money	makes	people
not	only	moral	but	immortal;	that	is	the	most	profound	and	popular	idolatry	of
money.
To	the	Christian	conscience,	all	ideas	of	immortality—along	with	all	notions

of	self	justification	including	that	of	the	mere	acquisition	of	money	or	other
property—are	anathema.	The	gospel	of	Jesus	Christ	is	not	concerned	with
immortality	but	with	the	resurrection	from	death;	not	with	the	survival	of	death
either	in	some	“afterlife”	or	in	the	memorialization	of	life	after	death.	The	gospel
is,	instead,	distinguished	by	the	transcendence	of	the	power	of	death	here	and
now	within	the	precincts	of	life	in	this	world.	The	gospel	discerns	and	exposes
all	forms	of	idolatry	as	the	worship	of	death,	and	thus,	the	gospel	recognizes	and
publicizes	the	idolatry	of	money	or	property	in	any	form	as	both	false	and	futile.
False	because	where	money	is	an	idol—that	is,	where	money	is	thought	to



impute	great	or	even	ultimate	moral	significance	to	the	one	who	holds	it—it
preempts	the	place	of	God;	futile	because	money,	and	everything	whatsoever
that	money	can	buy	or	build	or	do,	along	with	those	who	lust	after	or	gain
money,	dies.	Where	money	is	beheld	as	an	idol,	in	truth	the	idol	that	is	secreted
in	such	worship	is	death.	The	gospel	is	about	resurrection	and	it	is	that	which
unmasks	the	fraudulent	association	of	all	promissory	doctrines	of	immortality
with	idolatry	in	one	or	another	fashion.	The	gospel,	in	other	words,	has	to	do
with	the	readily	available	power	of	God’s	grace	to	emancipate	human	beings	in
this	life	from	all	idols	of	death,	even	money—and	even	in	America.
It	is	the	freedom	from	idolatry	of	money	that	Christ	offers	the	rich	young	man

in	the	parable.	Remember,	it	is	not	that	money	is	inherently	evil	or	that	the
possession	of	money	as	such	is	sin.	The	issue	for	the	Christian	(and	ultimately,
for	everyone)	is	whether	a	person	trusts	money	more	than	God	and	comes	to	rely
on	money	rather	than	on	grace	for	the	assurance	of	moral	significance,	both	as
an	individual	and	in	relationship	with	the	whole	of	humanity.
As	a	Christian	I	am	aware—with	more	intimate	knowledge	and,	therefore,

with	even	greater	anguish	than	those	outside	the	church—that	the	churches	in
American	society	nowadays	are	so	much	in	the	position	of	that	rich	young	man
in	the	parable	that	they	are	rarely	in	a	position	to	preach	to	prosperous
Americans,	much	less	to	the	needy.	Even	where	the	churches	are	not	engaged	in
deliberate	idolatry	of	money,	the	overwhelming	share	of	the	resources	in	money
and	other	property	inherited	by	and	given	to	the	trust	of	the	churches	ends	up
being	utilized	just	for	the	upkeep	of	the	ecclesiastical	establishment.	Appeals	are
still	being	made	that	to	give	money	to	the	churches	is	equivalent	to	giving
money	to	God.	Of	course	anyone	who	cares	to,	or	who	is	free	to	do	so,	can	see
through	such	a	claim:	it	is	just	a	modern…sale	of	indulgences,	an	abuse	against
which	there	is	a	venerable	history	of	protest	beginning	with	Jesus	himself	when
he	evicted	the	moneychangers	from	the	temple.
Freedom	from	idolatry	of	money,	for	a	Christian,	means	that	money	becomes

useful	only	as	a	sacrament—as	a	sign	of	the	restoration	of	life	wrought	in	this
world	by	Christ.	The	sacramental	use	of	money	has	little	to	do	with	supporting
the	church	after	the	manner	of	contributing	to	conventional	charities	and	even
less	with	the	self-styled	stewardship	that	solicits	funds	mainly	for	the
maintenance	of	ecclesiastical	salaries	and	the	housekeeping	of	churchly
properties.	The	church	and	the	church’s	mission	do	not	represent	another	charity
to	be	subsidized	as	a	necessary	or	convenient	benevolence,	or	as	a	moral
obligation,	or	in	order	to	reassure	the	prosperous	that	they	are	either	generous	or



righteous.	Appeals	for	church	support	as	charity	or	for	maintenance	commonly
end	up	abetting	the	idolatry	of	money.
Such	idolatry	is	regularly	dramatized	in	the	offertory,	where	it	is	regarded	as

“the	collection”	and	as	an	intermission	in	the	worship	of	the	people	of	the
congregation.	Actually,	the	offertory	is	integral	to	the	sacramental	existence	of
the	church,	a	way	of	representing	the	oblation	of	the	totality	of	life	to	God.	No
more	fitting	symbol	of	the	involvement	of	Christians	in	the	everyday	life	of	the
world	could	be	imagined,	in	American	society	at	least,	than	money,	for	nearly
every	relationship	in	personal	and	public	life	is	characterized	by	the	obtaining	or
spending	or	exchange	of	money.	If	then,	in	worship,	human	beings	offer
themselves	and	all	of	their	decisions,	actions,	and	words	to	God,	it	is	well	that
they	use	money	as	the	witness	to	that	offering.	Money	is,	thus,	used
sacramentally	within	the	church	and	not	contributed	as	to	some	charity	or	given
because	the	church,	as	such,	has	any	need	of	money.
The	sacramental	use	of	money	in	the	formal	and	gathered	worship	of	the

church	is	authenticated—as	are	all	other	churchly	sacramental	practices—in	the
sacramental	use	of	money	in	the	common	life	of	the	world.
No	end	of	ways	exist	in	which	money	can	be	so	appropriated	and	spent,	but,

whatever	the	concrete	circumstances,	the	consistent	mark	of	such	a	commitment
of	money	is	a	person’s	freedom	from	idolatry	of	money.	That	includes	not
simply	freedom	from	an	undue	affection	for	money	but,	much	more	than	that,
freedom	from	moral	dependence	upon	the	pursuit,	acquisition,	or	accumulation
of	money	for	the	sake	of	justifying	oneself	or	one’s	conduct	or	actions	or
opinions,	either	to	oneself	or	to	anybody	else.	It	means	the	freedom	to	have
money,	to	use	money,	to	spend	money	without	worshiping	money,	and	thus	it
means	the	freedom	to	do	without	money,	if	need	be,	or,	having	some,	to	give	it
away	to	anyone	who	seems	to	need	money	to	maintain	life	a	while	longer.
The	charity	of	Christians,	in	other	words,	in	the	use	of	money	sacramentally—

in	both	the	liturgy	and	in	the	world—has	no	serious	similarity	to	conventional
charity	but	is	always	a	specific	dramatization	of	the	members	of	the	Body	of
Christ	losing	their	life	in	order	that	the	world	be	given	life.	For	members	of	the
church,	therefore,	it	always	implies	a	particular	confession	that	their	money	is
not	their	own	because	their	lives	are	not	their	own	but,	by	the	example	of	God’s
own	love,	belong	to	the	world.
That	one’s	own	life	belongs	to	the	world,	that	one’s	money	and	possessions,

talents	and	time,	influence	and	wealth,	all	belong	to	the	whole	world	is,	I	trust,



why	the	saints	are	habitues	of	poverty	and	ministers	to	the	outcasts,	friends	of
the	humiliated	and,	commonly,	unpopular	themselves.	Contrary	to	many
legends,	the	saints	are	not	spooky	figures,	morally	superior,	abstentious,	pietistic.
They	are	seldom	remembered,	much	less	haloed.	In	truth,	all	human	beings	are
called	to	be	saints,	but	that	just	means	called	to	be	fully	human,	to	be	perfect—
that	is,	whole,	mature,	fulfilled.	The	saints	are	simply	those	men	and	women
who	relish	the	event	of	life	as	a	gift	and	who	realize	that	the	only	way	to	honor
such	a	gift	is	to	give	it	away.

From	Dissenter	in	a	Great	Society,	pp.	40-47.	Used	with	permission	of	the	trustees	of	William	Stringfellow.


