


INFLATION, 
RTALK, 

THOMAS E. MEROLD ROBIN DAVID G. 
LUDWIG WESTPHAL KLAY MYERS 

VAN \NYLEN LI BRARY 

OCT 1 8 2001 
Judson Press ti Valley Forge 

Hope College 
Hrn'and, Michigan 



INFLATION, POORTA LK. AND THE GOSPEL 

Copyright e 1981 
Judson Press, Valley Forge. PA 19481 

All rights reserved. No pan of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmincd in any form or by any means, electronic. 
mechanical. phOlocopying. reoording. or otherwise. without the prior permission 
of the copyright owner. except for brief quotations included in a review o f the 
book. 

Unless othe rwise indicated. Bible quotations in this volume are from Tlie New 
English Bi/Jle, Copyright C The Delegates of the Oxford University Press and The 
Syndics of the Cambridge University Press. 1961. 1970 . 

Other versio ns of the Bible quoted in this book are: 
Today's English Version. the Good News Bible--Old Testament: Copyright C 
American Bible Society , 1976; New Testament Copyright @ American Bible 
Society 1966, 1971, 1976. 

The Re vised Standard Version of the Bible copyrighted 1946. 1952 t!.'l 1971, 
1973 by lhe Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the 
Churche.~ of Christ in the U.S.A .. and used by permission. 

The Holy Bible, King James Version . 

Library uf Congress Cataloging In Publication Data 

Main entry under title: 

Inflation. poortalk, and the Gospel. 

Includes bibliographical references and index . 
I. Finance, Personal. 2. Inflation (Finance) 

3. Christianity and economics. I. Ludwig, Thomas E. 
HG179.1486 332.024 '02 81-8248 
ISBN 0-8 170-0942-6 AACR2 

The name f UDSON PRESS is registered as a trademark in the U.S. Patent Office. 
Printed in the U.S.A. @ 

___ contents ____ _ 
Preface..................................................................... 5 
Introduction........ ...................................................... 7 
Part I-People in the Pinch......................................... 9 
Chapters 

1 How Does Inflation Hit Us?............................... 11 
2 How Did We Get into This Mess?....................... 21 
3 Why Does It Hurt So Much?.............................. 33 

Part 2-Resl>()nsible Resl>()nses...... ....................... ..... .... 45 
Chapters 

4 Where Do We Look for Guidelines?.................... 47 
S Changing Our Attitudes......... . ...... ............. .. . . . . .. 59 
6 Changing Our Behavior. ...... ...... .. ............ ... ....... . . 69 

Part 3-Looking to the Future.................................. .... 87 
Chapters 

7 What Is Ahead for Us?...................................... 89 
8 Seeing the Light Through Inflation's Gloom.. ......... 101 

Notes....................................................................... 105 
Sources of Charts and Graphs.. .......................... ... .. ..... 109 
Index....................................................................... . 111 



____ Preface ___ _ _ 
Some books ask to be written. This is one of them. Its genesis 
occurred when Dave Myers, weary of commiserating "poortalk" by 
middle-class folk, pondered how certain principles from psycholog
ical research might explain people's economic frustrations amidst 
rising affluence. Dave shared his thoughts with me and together we 
organized them into a magazine piece. 

The resulting article ("Let's Cut the Poortalk," Saturday 
Review, October 28, 1978) and a companion piece ("How 
Christians Can Cope with Inflation," Christian Century, May 30, 
1979) evoked many responses, among which was an invitation to 
write this book. 

As research psychologists we could speak with but limited 
authority on economic and philosophicaVtheological matters. So 
we obtained the collaboration of twe friends,. Robin Klay, an 
economist with experience in Third World countries, and Merold 
Westphal, a philosopher experienced in conducting workshops on 
simple living and the global future. 

After formulating the book's organization, we each drafted 
chapters in our areas of competence. We then discussed each 
chapter and edited the manuscript to a more unified style. 

The resulting book has benefited from critiques by several of 
our friends-Carol Myers, Barrie Richardson, Gerard Van Heest, 
and Carol Westphal. Karen Alderink's professional manuscript 
preparation skills greatly facilitated the editing of successive drafts. 
To Hope College, which supported our collaboration with a faculty 
grant, and to each one of these people, we owe our thanks. 

Tom Ludwig- January, 1981 
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__ Introduction....____ 
What Is the Problem? 

The uncertainties of our time have generated as much inflation in 
rhetoric and doomsaying as in prices. Economic "thrillers" such as 
Howard Ruffs How to Prosper During the Coming Bad Years have 
sent some people scurrying for cover, expecting the sky to fall. The 
news media assail us with daily reports of high inflation, rising taxes, 
and persistent unemployment. Respected public figures are 
beginning to wonder whether the "good old days" of American 
prosperity are almost over. And even if our rising prosperity 
continues, some people question how long the natural environment 

(

can sustain economic growth. 
No wonder Americans are worried and frustrated. The easy 

answers and quick solutions we have come to expect are no longer 
available. In one sense this is fortunate, for it prompts us to take a 
hard look at the personal and national issues confronting us. 

During this period of our history Christians have two reasons t<r. 1 
be informed and ~e: On the one hand, the economic pressures iV 
our soctetymay 6e working against the biblical norms of justice and 
charity. On the other hand, Christians may be in a unique positio1Q:., 
to serve as models of successful adaptation to the new economic 
realities. 

To help Christians meet these challenges, we have brought 
together insights from economics, psychology, philosophy, and 
biblical theology to answer two questions: (1) What impact does the 
current economic situation have on us as individuals and on our 
world? (2) How might Christians respond to the situation in ways 
that are both biblically sound and beneficial to themselves and other 
people? 
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8 Inflation, Poortalk, and the Gospel 

Plan of the Book 

Chapter 1 examines the personal financial impact of inflation and 
related economic ailments. Who suffers most from inflation? Do 
the rich get richer and the poor get poorer? You will find some 
answers here. 

Chapter 2 describes the present state of our economy and how 
it got that way. We will see that while the complex pattern of 
inflation, slow productivity growth, and high energy prices warrants 
analysis and action, it does not call for national panic or a 
"grab-it-while-you-can" personal response. 

Chapter 3 analyzes the psychological impact of inflation. We 
will examine a number of psychological forces that combine to make 
us feel worse than necessary about our economic situation. 

The net result of these economic and psychological pressures is 
a temptation to turn inward, focusing so intently on our own 
pocketbooks that we are blinded to the needs of others. But 
Christians who understand these economic and psychological forces 
will realize the need for personal and societal action. Where do we 
turn for help in choosing responsible and appropriate actions? 
Chapter 4 offers biblical guidelines. 

Chapter 5 applies those guidelines to our attitudes and provides 
suggestions for changing the way we think about possessions, about 
happiness, and about success. 

Chapter 6 explores the implications of the biblical guidelines 
for our behavior now. We can do some things to free ourselves from 
grasping consumerism and to reach out to those whose needs are 
greater than ours. 

Biblical principles apply in times of prosperity and in times of 
economic adversity. Chapter 7 spins out optimistic and pessimistic 
visions of our economic future and discusses ways in which 
Christians could live responsibly in each of these settings. 

Finally , chapter 8 reminds us why we can live lives of joyful 
celebration as we work for a more just society. 

People 
. in the Pinc 

Part 1 
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How Does 
_ ___ Inflation Hit Us~--_ 

We are living in a difficult period. Across the country, people are 
feeling the pinch of persistent inflation. The ta)k is of cutting back, 
retrenching, trimming budgets; all around us economic conditions 
are causing physical hardship and emotional stress. But economic 
changes seldom affect everyone equally. Inflation is a case in point: 
While some people suffer from inflation, others actually profit from 
it. 

Who Are the Winners and Losers? 
Personal Income 

One way to see who is winning and who is losing the battle with 
inflation is to look at changes in the buying power of different 
occupational groups over the last decade. 1 From 1967 to 1978 the 
cost ofliving doubled; that is, the consumer price index went up 100 
percent. The rising incomes of some groups-police officers, 
physicians, and construction workers- have almost exactly 
matched the rise in prices. Other groups, such as unionized factory 
workers and truck drivers, have managed to raise their incomes 
substantially faster than inflation. Steelworkers' pay went up 165 
percent; autoworkers', 146 percent; and truckers' , 122 percent. 

Who, then, are the losers? In terms of income growth, certain 
professional and occupational groups have clearly lost ground. 
Librarians' income rose only 63 percent, while college professors, 
with a 76 percent increase, have also fallen behind. Even United 
States senators with 1978 salaries of $57 ,000 plus expenses managed 
to raise their incomes only 90 percent. 

Welfare recipients have also been losers. While living costs 
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12 Inflation, Poortalk, and the Gospel 

were doubling, their average benefits rose only 62 percent. Other 
groups receiving checks from government treasuries have done 
much better. The average Social Security benefit rose 210 percent 
between 1967 and 1978. 2 Retirees on military and federal civil 
service pensions also made substantial gains. Although federal 
pensions were once relatively low, now, according to benefits 
specialist Arch Patton, upper-level federal employees who retired 
at age sixty-five in 1970 are receiving pensions almost double the 
combined totals of pension and Social Security benefits for 
nongovemment workers. 3 But government clerks and secretaries 
are worse off now than in 1967 :'Their incomes have increased only 
89 percent in contrast to the 113 percent their bosses have received. 

Of course, no one would argue that the relative wage structure 
in 1967 was fair to all occupational groups. Indeed, it is possible that 
some of the relative changes since then may have compensated for 
past economic imbalances. For example, coal miners working in 
hazardous conditions may have deserved their 158 percent increase 
in pay. But on the whole the societal adjustment to inflation has 
redistributed wealth from less powerful individuals (e.g., non
unionized librarians) to highly organized and powerful occupation
al groups. 

Total Aneta 

Inflation's impact can also be seen in changes in the real value 
of assets for each economic class in our society. Joseph Minarik of 
the Brookings Institute argues that, proportionately, those who 
"suffer" most from inflation are the wealthy.5 Wealthy individuals 
tend to have more of their assets in stocks and bonds. Since stock 
prices tend to decline during high inflation, the real value of many 
paper fortunes has dropped considerably. For example, although 
the dollar value of Harvard University's endowment rose 34 percent 
between 1967 and 1978, each of those dollars is now worth less than 
half a 1967 dollar. Thus, the real value of Harvard's assets declined 
by a third. 

Minarik claims that, in terms of total assets, middle-class 
homeowners have profited most from the years of inflation, because 
the value of their homes has risen faster than inflation. Moreover, 
each year of inflation decreases the percentage of their total income 
that must be set aside for their fixed mortgage payment. The 
$112-a-month mortgage that one of the authors began paying in 
1969 was a 20 percent bite of his monthly take-home pay then; today 
it is but a 7 percent nibble. 
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But this is only part of the story. On the one hand, it is difficult 
to feel pity for the millionaires whose assets have dropped in real 
value. They may feel the loss, but their remaining wealth is 
sufficient to cushion inflation's impact. On the other band, even 
though the real income of some poor people has kept pace with 
inflation, the poor are especially hurt whenever the cost of basic 
necessities such as food, housing, and heat rises faster than overall 
inflation. The poor can least afford these increases because their 
disposable income is less "disposable"; a higher proportion of it was 
already going to such expenses, leaving less surplus to absorb the 
increases. In cities where strong rent control policies have slowed 
the rise in housing costs for the poor, a new crisis has developed: 
Landlords are converting their apartment buildings into condo
miniums or abandoning them, thus turning the problem of cost into 
one of unavailability. 

lnflatlon's Impact on Opportunities 

It is a truism that inflation hurts people on low fixed incomes. But 
inflation does more than merely sap their buying power; it has an 
insidious effect on the opportunities open to them. For years the 
standard of living for the poor had been increasing as a result of the 
" trickle-down effect": the expanding economic "pie" meant new 
jobs for some of the poor and new social programs for others, 
without decreasing the share of the pie that other groups received. 
But the combination of rapid inflation and slow economic growth 
has kept the pie from expanding. At least for the next several years , 
argues economist Lester Thurow, we will be in a "zero-sum" 
economy; every gain in income or opportunities by one group will 
mean a corresponding loss by some other group. 6 

Inflation also undermines opportunities for the poor by 
weakening public education. The cost of everything from textbooks 
and supplies to teachers' salaries is rising rapidly while inflation
burdened taxpayers vote down millage increases and threaten to cut 
existing revenues. As the quality of the public schools declines 
(beginning with the loss of such " luxuries" as art and music 
programs), middle-class parents transfer their children to private 
schools. Since those parents are now even less likely to vote for 
increased school truces, the quality of education drops even further. 
The loss of some of the bright, motivated students lowers teacher 
morale and the opportunities for academic competition. As Fred 
Hechinger argues, " Eventually the public schools will be left with 
only the poorest and the most deprived, as they were before the 
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process of educational democratization began a century ago. More 
is involved: At stake is the difference between a fl uid and a stratified 
society."' 

Inflation's Impact on Our Taxes 
Federal Taxes 

The federal income tax is "progressive" in the sense that 
people with higher incomes pay a higher proportion of their 
incomes in ta:xes than do people with lower incomes. This means 
that inflation can directly increase our income tax burden through 
" tax-bracket creep." If the cost of living goes up 8 percent and our 
salary also increases by 8 percent, we may actually lose because our 
income taxes will increase more than 8 percent if we move into a 
higher tax bracket. 

Some economists refer to the increased revenue generated by 
bracket creep as "windfall taxes," or as government's "inflation 
dividend," since our elected representatives did not have to vote for 
an increase in tax rates. "Why should the government gain from 
inflation while the rest of us lose?" question many economists. They 
propose that tax rates be "indexed" to price increases so that wage 
increases that merely compensate for inflation would not cause an 
individual's tax burden to rise as well.8 

Other economists argue that the problem is less severe than it 
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appears, because tax reforms enacted over the past two decades 
have compensated for bracket creep for many people; thus, the 
total tax revenues of the federal government actually have not 
increased substantially. 9 However, the tax breaks engineered 
through this political system have not benefited everyone equally; 
in general, the reforms have eased the tax burden of the poor and 
the very rich, but have done little to help middle-income families. 

Inflation's impact on the Social Security payroll tax has been 
substantial (see Figure 1.1). If the amount contributed by the 
employer is also considered, the total tax constitutes over 12 percent 
of earnings, our largest single tax. Since Social Security benefits are 
now indexed to the rate of inflation, each rise in the consumer price 
index brings a corresponding increase in benefits, thus assuring 
further increases in the payroll tax on today's workers. The problem 
is compounded by the fact that our society is growing older; the 
number of people drawing Social Security benefits is growing much 
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faster than the number of workers. As proportionately fewer 
workers fund benefits for more and more retirees, the payroll tax 
burden will grow. 

State and Local Taxes 

But even with "bracket creep" and increased Social Security 
taxes, the total tax burden the federal government imposed on us 
grew rather slowly over the 1970s. Why, then, are Americans so 
upset about taxes? The answer seems to lie in the rapidly increasing 
burden of state and local taxes, 10 which have risen faster than 
federal taxes in recent years (see Figure 1.2). Also, in contrast to 
federal taxes, which are silently deducted from our paychecks, local 
taxes are highly visible. They are added to the cost of our purchases 
or must be paid in cash at city hall. The federal income tax is 
progressive, but most local property taxes do not reflect the 
individual's ability to pay, nor are they closely related to the benefits 
(such as fire and police protection) received by the property owners. 
Furthermore, increased house values are for most homeowners 
merely a paper profit, the actual effect of which is to create higher 
property taxes. 

Inflation's Impact on Morale and Morality 

Inflation in the 1970s took a toll on the average person's 
psychological well-being. Ironically, the emotional toll far exceed
ed the actual economic changes. Even though, objectively 
speaking, middle-class individuals (especially homeowners) have 
"suffered" less from inflation than other groups, findings from 
national surveys indicate that the middle class feels most adversely 
affected . The middle class seems to believe that the poor are well 
served by government assistance, while the rich have sufficient 
assets and tax advantages to profit regardless of the economic 
climate. 

A pair of surveys conducted in 1976 and 1978 by Avraham 
Shama lends support to this notion.11 Contrary to conventional 
wisdom and liberal economic theory, the young, professional, 
educated, white, moderately affluent people felt hurt the worst. 
Apparently the years of prosperity convinced these people that 
rapidly rising affluence was their birthright; when they were forced 
to cut back, their high expectations made them feel the sharpest 
loss. The poor seem to feel l~ss hurt by inflation because the 
American dream was never as real to them. 

The low morale of the middle cla~s may also be due to 
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economic uncertainties . According to Richard Curtin of the 
University of Michigan Survey Research Center, sharply fluctuat
ing wages and prices make people feel insecure and make it bard for 
them to plan for the future. 11 People wonder, "How can we save for 
our children's education or our retirement when we don't even 
know how much money we'll need then?" Uncertainty postpones 
the necessary adjustments to the new economic realities and thus 
prolongs the psychological trauma. The poor may feel this trauma 
less, because they experience less uncertainty. Since they have few 
assets, the highly variable yields from investments do not affect 
their future plans. 

F1GuRE 1.3. Rapid Inflation puts us Into a race with prices. This 
can lead to lower morale and greater uncertainty about the 
future. 

Drawing by Geo. Price; ~ 1972 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 

Inflation also has an impact on the middle class's perception of 
independence and freedom of choice. Middle-class people used to 
feel more in control of their lives and more able to manipulate the 
environment to get what they wanted. Good, hard work brought 
guaranteed rewards. Planning for the future is a classic middle-class 
preoccupation, made possible by the sense of security that 
prosperity brings. 

Inflation has weakened this sense of control. "I don't know 
what's going to happen next week, let alone next year," complains a 
Boston carpenter. " It doesn't seem to matter how hard you work 
anymore; you can't keep up with these prices." A California couple 
moans, "It seems like we're always having to work harder and 
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harder just to stay where we are." The traditional qualities of 
integrity and hard work no longer produce guaranteed affluence. 
Many people believe that saving money, the traditional means of 
increasing one's future options, no longer makes sense. As F. 
Harvey Popell argues, "Why save for a rainy day when one's savings 
won't buy an umbrella when needed? ... Why be scrupulously 
honest and keep one's shoulder to the wheel seeking Jong-term 
personal growth when there is no long term on the horizon?"13 

An outgrowth of this loss of control is to shorten our horizons 
for making plans. The uncertainty about prices next year leads 
people to spend now. The uncertainty about future yields leads 
investors to channel funds into inflation hedges rather than 
productive investments. This phenomenon of shortened horizons 
may be new for the middle class, but the poor have been 
experiencing it all along as one aspect of the cycle of poverty. The 
poor have literally been forced to eat their planting seed or burn 
their cabin floorboards to survive today rather than plan for 
tomorrow. 

Inflation may be eroding our morality as well as our morale. 
The middle-class perception that we are simultaneously being 
cheated out of our deserved prosperity and losing control over our 
future has implications for generosity and charitable contributions. 
As middle-class families see themselves drowning in a pool of red 
ink, they may justify keeping a tighter grip on their purse strings. 
The tax-revolt fever that has swept the country illustrates the 
decreased willingness of people in the pinch to bear one another's 
economic burdens. 

All of us are feeling inflation's squeeze. We see it at work, at 
the supermarket, at the gas pump, at the car dealership . But to 
understand why we are in inflation's grasp, we need to look at the 
broader economic forces that cause inflation. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

1. Has inflation eroded your family's standard of living? If so, in 
what specific ways have you been forced to cut back? How do 
you feel about those changes? What impact has inflation had on 
the churches, schools, and other organizations in your 
community? 

2. Is the present distribution of wealth in our country just? Do the 
incomes of the various occupational groups reflect their 
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contributions to society? What, if anything, should our society 
be doing to ease the burden on those who have been hurt most by 
inflation? 

3. Inflation provokes us to question the prudence of the traditional 
virtues of saving money, hard work, and honesty. What are the 
implications for us as individuals and for society? 

4. What would happen if economic stagnation became permanent? 
Should some people be forced to accept a smaller slice of the 
income "pie" or the opportunities "pie" so that others can have a 
larger share? Would you be willing to make such a sacrifice? 

5. Have you responded to inflation by choosing to reduce your 
charitable contributions, either in dollar amounts or as a 
percentage of your income? If times get worse, do you think 
Americans will draw together and dig more deeply to help one 
another? Or will they become more concerned with their own 
financial survival and less open to the needs of others? 

6. Why do all of us, including those who are net gainers in 
inflationary periods, feel hurt by inflation? 
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ffow Did 
We Get into This 
~~----Mess~---~~-
What Has Cone Wrong?* 

How did we get into this "mess"? Why has the American dream of 
ever-increasing prosperity lost its luster for many people? What 
could have prompted Federal Reserve Board Chairman Paul 
Volcker to predict that "the American standard of living [has] to 
decline"?1 

Slmpllstlc Answers 

Are our problems the result of high taxes? Many of those who 
read the current economic situation as a "crisis leading to disaster" 
blame the increasing burden of government. But neither historical 
trends nor international comparisons support this simple diagnosis. 

Since World War II, the share of the American gross national 
product going to finance all levels of government has indeed risen 
slowly but steadily to about 30 percent of our national income. 
However, since the upward trend existed prior to recent slower 
economic growth, tax increases alone cannot explain our economy's 
current doldrums. Our taxes may seem high, but, except for Japan, 
they are the lowest among the major Western industrialized nations 
(see Figure 2.1). Not only is the financial burden of gov.errunent in 
the United States comparatively light, but it also remained 
relatively constant during the 1970s, while the burden in most other 

*This chapter presents a simplified analysis of the economic situation. At points 
we felt the need to make qualifying statements or to alert the reader to some of the 
complexities in the situation. Where we felt these parenthetical comments would 
confuse the reader or detract from the flow of the analysis, we placed our comments 
in the notes at the end of the book. The economic statistics on which we based our 
analysis can be found in Historical Statistics of the United States and Statistical 
Abstract of the United States. 
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countries markedly increased. For instance, in Sweden the share of 
tax revenues rose from 41 percent to over half of total income 
between 1970 and 1976. 2 
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Are our problems caused by the welfare burden? Given the 
relatively mild increase in the proportion of our national income 
going to taxes, it makes little sense to suggest that our economic 
woes are caused by rising welfare rolls. Family incomes in this 
country are unequally distributed both before and after taxes. The 
poorest 30 percent of the American population receives (after taxes 
and income redistribution) only 9 percent of total national income. 
Among Western industrialized nations, only in France are the poor 
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so much worse off than the rich. And the equalizing power of the 
United States tax and welfare system is no more than average when 
compared with other countries. Granted, all industrialized 
countries may be suffering slower economic growth because of 
income redistribution via the tax and welfare system. 3 But since 
taxing the affluent to provide for the poor is not new, it cannot 
account for the extent of our recent economic ailments. 

So what is wrong with the economy? Economists believe our 
basic problem is that inflation has become deeply ingrained in our 
economy at the same time that we are experiencing a drop in the 
growth of productivity. When inflation and slow growth are 
combined with uncertainties in the price and availability of energy, 
we all feel the pinch . 

Inflation-A Complex Problem 

The 1980s began with a painful recession. Recession is not new. 
What is new is the recent experience of high and accelerating rates 
of inflation coupled with sluggish economic growth. Inflation (as 
measured by the consumer price index) averaged an annual 6.7 
percent in the nation during the 1970s. In contrast, during the 1950s 
and 1960s, prices inched up at an average of less than 2 percent per 
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year (see Figure 2.2). Thjs new inflation is a worldwide problem. 
The only major Western industrialized country with lower inflation 
during the 1970s was Germany, with an average inflation rate of 5 .6 
percent. In Japan, inflation averaged 9.8 percent. 

Economists now speak of pnces ·•ratcheting upward." It used 
to be that economic downturns sufficiently cooled off the economy 
to reduce inflation. Prior to the 1930s, inflation alternated with 
periods of deflation in which prices sank as far as they had 
previously risen. But despite occasional recessions , the general 
price level has not gone down since the 1930s. Recent recessions 
have done no more than slow the pace of inflation; when business 
improved during the subsequent upswings, inflation moved upward 
from where it had leveled off. 

What causes inflation? Why will it not go away? Economists 
disagree about the relative importance of any one cause, but they 
agree that inflation results from many interrelated factors. 

External Shocks 

Outside shocks to our economy, such as price hikes in imported 
raw materials, can initiate inflationary spurts. In earlier periods 
such price jolts did not generate sustained, economy-wide inflation. 
Changes in the prices of certain goods merely led buyers away from 
more expensive items to less expensive ones. Such adjustments 
were at times painful to consumers and to those left jobless by the 
shift in buying patterns, but they did not increase the overall rate of 
inflation. Today the situation is different. The main external shocks 
to the economy have come from a steady string of oil price hikes. 
When shortages create higher food prices, the prices usually drop 
after the next harvest , but oil prices show no signs of coming down 
or even leveling off. Since our way of life is based on high energy 
use, it is difficult to cut energy consumption dramatically, and as yet 
no cheap substitute for oil is available. Moreover, rising energy 
costs affect the entire economy and thus increase the overall rate of 
inflation. 

Deficit Spending 

Of course, a rise in the price of one item, even oil, would not 
necessarily lead to high inflation if everyone were on fixed incomes. 
On a fixed income, increased gas prices would leave consumers with 
no choice but to drive less or buy fewer steaks or other goods. 
Paying more for one item would mean buying less of other items; 
overall demand would drop enough to prevent overall inflation 
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from rising rapidly. But in our example, that would mean harder 
times for farmers or layoffs for auto workers. Such adjustments can 
be socially wrenching; so modern governments have used the 
devices of easy credit and increased public spending to provide the 
additional buying power required to sustain earlier purchasing 
patterns.4 This deficit spending contributes to inflation. 

Inflationary Psychology 

In the late sixties and early seventies many observers concluded 
that inflation was a cost worth paying to protect employment. 
Lately, however, inflation has become so painful that most 
observers now conclude that the cost is too high. As we bought off 
unemployment we created an inflation that generated expectations 
of further increases in prices and wages-all financed by liberal 
money policies and deficit spending. In the past consumers tended 
to respond to a rise in the cost of living by increasing savings and 
reducing consumption. And when people are not buying, prices 
stop rising. In 1979, however, consumers reacted to a decrease in 
the purchasing power of their earnings by spending more and saving 
less. This accelerated the rate of inflation. 

Furthermore, workers once were presumed subject to 
"monetary illusion"; that is, they misperceived a rise in wage rates 
as an improvement, even though prices rose, too. If this ever was 
true of workers, it seems no longer to hold during periods of rapid 
inflation. Workers who bargain for wage increases, managers who 
set prices, and institutions that finance spending by both parties 
increasingly incorporate into their contracts expectations of high 
and rising inflation. Most of us want new contracts that will 
compensate for future as well as past inflation. When participants in 
the economy compete to protect their share of the inflated pie, an 
initially low rate of inflation can accelerate. This seems, indeed, to 
be what has happened in recent years. Now that 60 percent of 
American workers are partially protected by cost-of-living escala
tors in their contracts, inflation is chasing its own tail. 

Borrow and Buy 

Several attention-getting best-sellers are promising riches, or 
at least some financial security, to those who bet on inflation. One 
book cover proclaims that all we need do is invert the old "A penny 
saved is a penny earned" wisdom. The advice is "borrow and buy," 
since lenders and savers always lose during inflation. We are 
advised to purchase durables, collectibles, and precious metals. 
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Is this good advice? From an economic standpoint , our political 
and economic institutions may now be generating the will and the 
mechanisms to halt rapid inflation. If so, those who follow popular 
advice about how to invest in inflation will lose relative to those who 
put their money into more productive investments. Thus, those who 
put all their savings plus additional costly financing into the housing 
market or gold may end up worse off when houses do not sell or gold 
prices 'fall from an inflated high. 

Can we stop inflation? Escalating inflation will continue unless 
our expectations of future price rises can be altered. If everyone 
anticipates high and rising inflation, they will act in ways that make 
the prophecy self-fulfilling. When everyone borrows and spends 
now in the expectation that prices will continue to rise, the tide 
cannot be easily checked unless government restricts the money 
available for borrowing and spending. 

This is the position that most economic policymakers are now 
adopting. As this book was being written in the summer of 1980, 
housing prices (which increased 10.9 percent yearly between 1975 
and 1979) met a lull. The lull was a direct result of a more restrictive 
money policy and credit controls. Since durable assets such as 
housing and precious metals are the scene of intense speculative 
fever in an inflationary economy, we may be seeing the first signs of 
a break in inflationary psychology. If some of those who literally 
banked on rising prices start to lose, then people will hesitate to 
speculate in ways that aggravate inflation; and some of those who 
bet on falling prices will now come out ahead of those who bet on 
inflation. It is easy to see why people resort to an individualistic, 
" looking out for Number One" strategy when they feel threatened 
by the economic future. It makes sense for all of us to try to 
maximize our gains and minimize our losses. But our individual 
gains may have broader social consequences. For example, if there 
is a rush to buy gold and silver, we will wind up wastefully devoting 
resources to their storage and protection, while diverting savings 
from more productive investments in industry. 

What about barter? Both today and in the past some people 
have sought refuge from an unstable monetary system by resorting 
to barter. Doctors, lawyers, and plumbers agree to pay for one 
another's services by swapping. While this may protect the interest 
of some swappers, others lose when they cannot find high-quality 
services they wish to ."purchase" in spite of the high demand for 
their own services. Also, barter constitutes a reversal of hard-won 
economic progress over the centuries whereby money facilitated the 
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movement of surpluses over large distances to fill shortages. Thus, 
the results of barter could actually be an increase in inflation by 
reducing output. 

Neither barter nor investments in precious metals is an 
adequate solution for inflation. If we all attempted to follow 
currently popular advice on how to beat inflation, the result could 
be much worse inflation. 

Productlvlty-lnflatlon's Counterweight 

Productivity is a measure of an economy's strength and the chief 
source of rising material welfare for any population. In the 
twenty-five years after World War II, American worker productivi
ty (output per worker-hour) increased at about 3 percent a year. 
Over the 1970s, the annual productivity gain dwindled to about 1.5 
percent.5 This shrinking growth in productivity intensifies the 
inflation problem. If productivity were increasing rapidly, then 
producers would not have to pass on to consumers such a large share 
of increased costs of materials and labor. 6 Therefore, one way to 
fight inflation is to raise productivity. 

Why Has Productlvtty Growth Slowed? 

What is causing the productivity problem? Is it growth in the 
power of unions? No, the relative number of workers unionized has 
actually dropped slightly, from 23 percent in 1950 to 21 percent in 
the late 1970s. Is it lack of worker discipline? Contrary to popular 
belief, it has not been demonstrated. that overall discipline and 
attitudes toward work were significantly worse in the latter half of 
the seventies than in earlier periods. The chief determinants of 
productivity growth have always been improvements not in the 
workers' attitudes but in the equipment they use and in their 
training and education. 

So where lies the problem? Is it simply that pollution-control 
and safety requirements sap funds that would otherwise be invested 
in new manufacturing equipment? That may be part of the problem, 
but that burden has actually declined in recent years from 5.8 
percent of total investment in 1975 to 4.3 percent in 1979.7 Has 
productivity dropped because less money is being spent on research 
and development (R & D) of new, more labor-efficient machines 
and processes? Apparently not. Although the share of the United 
States gross national product spent on R & D has declined, this 
decline was limited to the public sector; R & D expenditures have 
not fallen in private industry. Consequently, none of the 
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possibilities--unionization, worker laziness, safety and pollution
control costs, decreased R & D-satisfactorily explain the recent 
decline in productivity growth. 

Shortened Horizons 

A more likely explanation of the productivity problem is the 
combined effect of environmental and safety laws plus inflation 
itself. Swiftly rising, highly variable prices reduce productivity 
growth by promoting investment in shorter-lived assets. However, 
these investments (such as new equipment that uses no technologi
cal advances) generally contribute less to productivity than do 
longer-lived assets (such as industrial complexes using new 
technologies and producing for new markets). This emphasis on the 
short .run is accentuated when environmental and safety require
ments are becoming stricter. For instance, chemical companies may 
hesitate to expand for fear that their currently up-to-date waste 
disposal systems may later be judged criminally inadequate. Why 
copunit ourselves to long-term investments if inflation, new 
regulations, and increased legal liabilities are likely to diminish the 
prospects for a good return? With these uncertainties, it is 
understandable that both producers and consumers prefer to 
operate within a short time horizon over which changes are more 
predictable and manageable. 

There are other explanations for declining productivity: (1) the 
increased share of young, inexperienced workers (the "baby boom" 
generation) in the labor force; (2) a gradual shift in consumer 
spending from manufactured goods to services such as medical care 
in which productivity gains are harder to come by; (3) skyrocketing 
oil prices that have led businesses to invest more in increased energy 
efficiency than in increased labor productivity. 

Of course, part of the "productivity problem" may be one of 
definition. Productivity statistics reflect increases in marketed 
output per worker-hour, not improvements in worker safety or in 
air and water quality. If environmental and safety concerns have 
lowered productivity growth as traditionally measured, perhaps 
that is a cost we should bear gladly. 8 

Why Us? Some Perspectives 

Although we clearly have a problem, our economic condition does 
not warrant a national panic. A moment's reflection. on compari
sons with earlier generations and with other countries may convince 
us that now is not the time for a retreat into isolationism. 
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Are We Really "Suffering" More than In the Past? 

Over the entire period between 1950 and 1980, disposable 
(after inflation and taxes) incomes per person were rising at an 
average of about 2.2 percent per year (see Figure 2.3). However, 
during the late 1970's incomes grew only 1.4 percent per year and 
actually fell slightly in 1980. If this lower growth were to persist, 
disposable incomes would double only every fifty years instead of 
every thirty-two years; so in one sense we are not doing as well. But 
in another sense we are suffering very little. The average American 
is still at or very close to the highest peak of affluence attained in our 
history. 9 The yelps of agony over the 1980 loss in buying power are, 
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F1ouRe 2.3. America's rising prosperity: disposable income per 
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in the historical perspective portrayed in Figure 2.3, "much ado 
about nothing." In spite of inflation, the economy has showered 
dollars on the average person faster than it has robbed those dollars 
of value. 

Are We " Suffering" More than Other Industrialized Nations? 

Many people believe that the United States once enjoyed a 
much higher growth rate than other industrialized countries and 
that now it is falling inexorably behind, perhaps because American 
workers are sloughing off when compared to still disciplined 
German and Japanese workers. Again, a quick look at the historical 
facts does not support this impression. During a whole century 
beginning in 1870, growth rates (in per capita GNP) were highly 
similar for the United States, Germany, France, Italy, and Canada. 
Thus, our country did not experience exceptional growth. Nor is it 

. now alone in experiencing a decline in growth. During the 
seventies, even Japan's rate of growth fell to 3. 8 percent (compared 
to 9.9 percent in the sixties). Growth rates in all industrialized 
countries have recently slowed. 

Are We "Suffering" More than the Developing Nations? 

Some suggest that chronic high inflation and economic 
stagnation are inevitable in mature industrial societies on the brink 
of deterioration. But our economic ills have not been balanced by 
boundless prosperity in less developed or newly industrialized 
nations. _In spite of some remarkable increases in productivity and 
some sharply declining birthrates, many Third World economies 
are losing ground. Trapped between skyrocketing energy costs and 
inflated prices on goods imported from the West, they are forced to 
use scarce capital to pay foreign bills rather than expand their own 
industrial and food production. 

Then Why All the Fuss? 

The American economy is clearly facing some serious 
problems. But our perceived suffering is way out of proportion with 
our actual deprivations. The media may have contributed to our 
panic by showing us, week after week, shoppers recoiling in horror 
from the price tags on their purchases. The government's consumer. 
price index may have contributed to our perceptions by overesti
mating inflation's impact on the average family, since most families 
do not buy a house or car every year and most families have 
substituted less expensive but equally satisfying goods for the 
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products whose prices have inflated the fastest. The legions of 
doomsayers may have contributed by misreading cyclical fluctua
tions in the economy as signs of impending disaster. 

Regardless of the reasons for our economic masochism, the 
fact remains that we are feeling the pinch. What will happen if things 
get worse? The possibility exists that real suffering could increase, 
both in the United States and around the world. How would we 
respond? To answer that question we need first to examine the ways 
in which inflation affects our emotions and our expectations for the 
future. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

l. There is nothing new about self-interested behavior. Harnessed 
in the right way, it can provide needed incentives for productive 
activity that serves all of society. But self-interest can turn from a 
social servant into a destabilizing force. How does inflation 
contribute to this process? 

2. Why do so many people have the impression that we in the 
United States have worse inflation and lower productivity than 
the rest of the world? 

3. Why do we find the simplest diagnosis of our economic 
difficulties (for instance, high taxes, OPEC prices, irresponsible 
unions) so attractive? 

4. Most industrialized nations have had to do battle in the last few 
years with both recession and inflationary pressures. Yet 
shortsightedness both here and abroad causes each nation to feel 
that it is being asked to sacrifice too much. The popular ways of 
shifting the burdens include raising tariffs and cutting foreign 
aid. How can we fight this sort of "beggar-thy-neighbor," 
individualistic approach to our common dilemma? 

3 

Why Does 
It Hurt 

- ---'-'So Much?_. _ _ 
We all feel inflation's fiscal impact. It does not take an economist to 
recognize that dollars buy less, or an accountant to realize that 
higher tax brackets take a proportionately larger bite out of our 
inflated incomes. But inflation also has a less obvious psychological 
impact. Consider this pair of facts: (1) People at all income levels 
except the top think that just 10 to 20 percent more income would 
bring more happiness. 1 (2) Even with our recent loss in buying 
power, the average American today enjoys a real disposable income 
(corrected for inflation and taxes) that is, as we have seen, 50 
percent higher than in the 1950s. Our incomes have grown much 
faster than would have been needed to maintain a 1950 standard of 
living (see Figure 3.1). We have more cars, more color television 
sets, and more of all the outward signs of wealth than ever before. 
Since we believe that money increases happiness and since we do, in 
fact, have more money today than a few decades ago, we must be 
happier, right? 

Wrong. We today are no more likely than those Americans of 
the 1950s to report feeling happy and satisfied with our lives. In 
1957, for example, 35 percent reported themselves " very happy. " 
By 1980, when our affluence had increased more than 50 percent, 
how many now declared themselves "very happy"? Only 33 
percent! As Figure 3.2 shows, while Americans' affluence has risen 
dramatically, happiness has not. In fact, if we listen closely to the 
conversations around us, it appears that discontent has multiplied. 
"As people's spending outstrips their income, they feel and 
proclaim that they are underpaid, defeated by inflation and truces, 
and incapable of affording their family's needs. Workers complain 
they cannot make ends meet on their inadequate salaries. Friends 
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grouse to one another about rising costs and find bittersweet 
pleasure in itemizing [everything] they cannot afford. People living 
in lavish homes bemoan the cost of trivial items. " 2 To paraphrase 
Sir Winston Churchill, it seems that never have so many people 
been so unthankful for so much. We have coined a word for this 
commiserating: poortalk. 
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F IGURE 3.1. Has inflation defeated us? Here is a comparison of 
actual per capita personal Income since 1950 with a projection 
adjusted for the annual rate of inflation. The gap between the 
lines reflects the growth of our prosperity over and above 
compensation for inflation. 
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has doubled since the 1950s, but self-reported happiness has 
not increased. 
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When we affluent people succumb to poortalk, we reveal our 
insensitivity to the truly impoverished. It is the same type of 
insensitivity that is revealed when a slightly overweight person 
engages in self-pitying "fat talk," when an A student bemoans a 
mere B (thus demeaning the B that for many others is a significant 
achievement), or when a reasonably healthy person utters "sick 
talk," blithely forgetting the true agonies of those mortally ill. In 
each case, someone is taking for granted his or her "right" to be 
slender, academically superior, healthy, or without overdue bills. 

Why all the poortalk? Why bas the growth ofour prosperity not 
been matched by an increase in our satisfaction with life? Several 
psychological principles combine to make us feel worse about our 
lot in life than is necessary. Becoming aware of these principles can 
help us understand the emotions that accompany our economic 
fluctuations. 

Rl•lng Expectations 

The first principle is the adaptation-level phenomenon. Although 
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research on this topic is relatively recent, the idea dates back to the 
ancient Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. The basic point is that 
success and failure, satisfaction and dissatisfaction, are relative to 
our prior experience. If our achievements fall below the neutral 
point defined by our prior experience, we feel dissatisfied and 
frustrated. If our achievements rise about those expectations, we 
experience success and satisfaction. 

If. however, the improvements persist, we adapt to them. Our 
experience is recalibrated so that the color television that was 
formerly positive and pleasure-producing becomes merely neutral, 
and what was formerly neutral becomes negative. Psychologists 
Philip Brickman and Donald Campbell have noted that this 
principle, which is well grounded in research, predicts that 
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F1GuAe 3.3. The adaptation-level phenomenon at work. The 
present looks pale in comparison to our memories of the 
"good old days." 

Drawing by G. Kerlin; © 1978 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 
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humanity will never create a social paradise on earth. Once 
achieved, our utopia would soon be subject to recalibration so that 
we would again feel sometimes pleased, sometimes deprived, and 
sometimes neutral. Increased material goods, leisure time, or social 
prestige will give pleasure only initially. "Even as we contemplate 
our satisfaction with a given accomplishment, the satisfaction 
fades," note Brickman and Campbell, " to be replaced finally by a 
new indifference and a new level of striving. " 3 The result is 
poortalk. 

This is why, despite the increase in real income during the past 
several decades, the average American today reports no greater 
feeling of general happiness and satisfaction than he or she did 
twenty years ago. Moreover, cross-national surveys on rich and 
poor nations reveal few striking differences in self-reported 
happiness. 4 Egyptians are as happy as West Germans; Costa Ricans 
are as happy as Americans. "Poverty," said Plato, "consists not in 
the decrease of one's possessions but in the increase of one's greed." 
Assuming that inequality of wealth persists, there is a real sense in 
which we shall "have the poor among [us] always" (Mark 14:7). The 
poor remain poor partly because the criteria for poverty are 
continually redefined. 

The principle of adaptation was plainly evident in the high 
suicide rate among people who lost their wealth during the 
depression. A temporary infusion of wealth can leave one feeling 
worse than if it had never come. For this reason, Christmas-basket 
charity may be counterproductive, making the recipient family 
more acutely aware of its poverty the other 364 days of the year 
while doing nothing to relieve the impoverished state. 

A recent study of state lottery winners also illustrates the 
principle. Researchers at Northwestern University and the 
University of Massachusetts found that people felt good about 
winning the lottery. Theytypically said that it was one of the best 
things ever to happen to them. Yet their reported happiness did not 
increase. In fact, everyday activities like reading or eating breakfast 
became less pleasurable. It seemed that winning the lottery was 
such a high point that life's ordinary pleasures paled by 
comparison. 5 The phenomenon cuts both ways: Paraplegics, the 
blind, and other severely handicapped people generally adapt to 
their situations and eventually recover a normal or near-normal 
level of life satisfaction. Human beings have an enormous adaptive 
capacity. Victims of traumatic accidents would surely exchange 
places with those of us who are not paralyzed, and most of us would 
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be delighted to win a state lottery. Yet, after a period of adjustment, 
none of these three groups departs appreciably from the others in 
moment-to-moment happiness. 

The adaptation-level phenomenon implies that a period of slow 
growth or no growth in prosperity would have negative psychologi
cal effects, at least in the short run. The rapidly rising prosperity of 
recent decades has become embedded in people's consciousness 
and in their expectations for the future. We have gotten it into our 
heads that our affluence should continue to increase. In one 
University of Michigan survey, nearly half of those who reported 
feeling satisfied with their present standard of living said that the 
absence of further increases would be "disappointing" or even 
"disturbing. " 6 

The adaptation-level principle , together with the fact that 
Americans most frequently mention their finances as their reason 
for being happy or unhappy, suggests that an end to economic 
growth would temporarily diminish happiness and satisfaction, 
even if the actual level of economic prosperity stayed the same. If 
we seek life satisfaction through material achievement, we will need 
a continually expanding level of affluence to maintain our old level 
of contentment. 

Comparing Ourselves to Others 

Whereas the adaptation-level phenomenon is rooted in changes in 
our own experience across time, the relative-deprivation principle is 
rooted in our comparison with other people. 1 The basic point is that 
success and failure , happiness and discontent, are also relative to 
what we observe others like ourselves experiencing. We evaluate 
our present experience not only in terms of some absolute internal 
standard of success or happiness, but also in relation to the rewards 
our peers receive. If our rewards surpass those received by 
comparable others, we are happy and contented; if our rewards fall 
below those received by our peers, we are indignant. A salary raise 
for a city's police officers will temporarily increase their morale, but 
it may deflate the morale of the fire fighters. 

This principle is not new. As Karl Marx observed, "A house 
may be large or small; as long as the surrounding houses are equally 
small it satisfies all social demands for a dwelling. But let a palace 
arise beside the little house, and it shrinks from a little house to a 
hut."' Pieter Sorokin, a sociologist in the early 1900s, argued that 
"poverty or wealth of a man is measured, not by what he has at 
present but by ... what others have. " 9 

Why Does It Hurt So Much? 

... 

TMf ~ 
NATIOWIL 

A~~~ i 
~0.000.000 J. 
"'-

.. 

_,_.. ... 

TME 
NA1'10NAL 8ANK 

)~ 
(1..~s 

Ft0uRE 3.4. The relative-deprivation principle at work. Expo
sure to other people's wealth undermines our satisfaction with 
our own lot in life. 

Drawing by Joseph Farris; Cl The New Yorker Magazine, Inc. 
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The relative-deprivation phenomenon has been supported by 
laboratory research and national surveys. In one survey of worker 
satisfaction, the workers in the deteriorated factory that had the 
worst pay and working conditions measured in the survey were not 
all that dissatisfied with their jobs. Conversely, workers in the 
best-paying factory were not as satisfied as expected. The 
researchers concluded that "it appeared that the constant exposure 
to the very high level (of affluence] which existed in this plant and 
community caused workers to shift the frame of reference against 
which they evaluated their [own) pay." 10 On a broader scale, 
Brickman and Campbell have suggested that Castro "may have 
raised the psychic well-being of the Cubans simply by getting rid of 
the rich tourists who came in numbers sufficient to constitute a very 
unfavorable comparison group. " 11 If so, then Castro made a serious 
mistake by allowing exiles in the United States to return for family 
visits in 1979. The well-dressed, affluent exiles carrying color 
television sets as gifts may have generated enough relative 
deprivation to help spark the 1980 wave of refugees. 

If human beings were perfectly objective, differences in the 
level of satisfaction would balance out. The lower half in any group 
would feel deprived, but the upper half would feel gratified. In 
reality most people in most groups feel deprived. At each income 
level Americans seem to want just about 25 percent more than they 
have, with only the extremely wealthy segment of society showing 
any sign of income satisfaction. The result? More poortalk. 

Evaluating Ourselves 

Two additional phenomena fuel the relative-deprivation experi- . 
ence. Recent psychological research has devoted considerable 
attention to a self-serving bias in our view of reality. 12 It is popularly 
believed that most of us suffer from the "I'm not OK- you're OK" 
problem of low self-esteem. As comedian Groucho Marx put it, "I'd 
never join any club that would accept a person like me." But the 
evidence now indicates that William Saroyan was much closer to the 
truth: "Every man is a good man in a bad world-as he himself 
knows."· 

Time and again, experiments have revealed that we take credit 
for our positive behaviors--"! donated money because I am a 
generous person"-while we blame our negative behaviors on 
external circumstanceS--"lt wasn't my fault. I yelled at you because 
of what you did." Likewise, after working on a problem, people 
generally accept credit if successful (attributing the achievement to 
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their ability and effort), yet attribute failure to such external factors 
as bad luck or the problem's inherent " impossibility." Students 
often exhibit the self-serving bias. Researchers have found that 
after receiving an examination grade, those who do well tend to 
accept personal credit by judging the exam as a valid measure of 
their competence. Those who do poorly are likely to criticize the 
exam as a poor indicator. Something or someone is always to blame. 
In experiments that require two people to cooperate in order to 
make money, most individuals blame their partner when the couple 
fails to cooperate. This illustrates a tendency evident in that first 
recorded excuse: "The woman you gave me ... " (Genesis 3:12). 

These findings are complemented by research that consistently 
reveals that, on a variety of dimensions, most people see themselves 
as better than average. For example, most see themselves as more 
ethical than their peers and as less prejudiced than others in their 
community. Most citizens view themselves as more concerned than 
their neighbors about assuring clean air and water and consuming 
less electricity. Such self-congratulation is not conducive to 
improved ethics or to further conservation efforts. 

Recently, the College Entrance Examination Board invited 
the million high school seniors who took its aptitude test to indicate 
"how you feel compared with other people your age in certain areas 
of ability." Judging from their responses, it appears that America's 
high school seniors are not suffering from inferiority feelings. In 
"leadership ability," 70 percent rated themselves as above average, 
2 percent as below average. Sixty percent viewed themselves as 
better than average in "athletic ability," but only 6 percent as below 
average. In "ability to get along with others," zero percent of the 
829,000 students who responded rated themselves below average, 
60 percent rated themselves in the top 10 percent, and 25 percent 
saw themselves among the top 1 percent !13 

These biased perceptions of our own abilities can lead to biased 
perceptions of our contributions to the success or failure of our 
groups. In a series of experiments, Barry Schlenker of the 
University of Florida bad people work together on a task. He then 
gave them false information that suggested that their group had 
done either well or poorly. In every one of these studies the 
members of successful groups claimed more responsibility for their 
group's performance than did members of the groups that 
supposedly failed. Likewise, most presented themselves as 
contributing more than the others in their group when the group did 
well; few said they contributed less. 14 Such self-deception can lead 
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people to expect greater-than-average rewards when their groups 
do well and less-than-average blame when they do poorly. 

The human tendency to see oneself as more deserving than 
others is surely a source of much discontent. When a company or an 
institution awards merit salary raises, at least half of the employees 
will receive only an average raise or less. Since few see themselves as 
average or below, many will feel that an injustice has been done. 
The shortest line of all would be composed of those who feel they 
are overpaid. If, as one survey revealed, 94 percent of college 
faculty think themselves better than their average colleague, then 
when merit raises are announced and half receive an average raise 
or less, many will feel an injustice has been done them. 

Note that a person's impression that he has been unjustly 
evaluated does not necessarily signify actual injustice. Even if God 
prescribed the salary increases according to his most perfect justice, 
many would still be upset unless their self-perceptions distributed 
themselves in conformity with the true distribution of employee 
excellence, which they surely would not. A fixed-percentage or 
fixed-increment salary increase does not resolve the problem. Many 
people may then feel that equal pay is, for them, inequitable, since 
they are more competent and committed than mpst of their 
colleagues. 

The resentment that accompanies high inflation-even in 
times when wage increases keep pace with prices-partly reflects 
the self-serving bias. Economist George Katona has observed that 
people tend to perceive their wage increases as the reward for their 
talent and effort, and thus they see price increases as cheating them 
of gains that are rightfully theirs. 1

' 

The dissatisfactions bred by self-serving pri~e are compounded 
by another psychological phenomenon, upward comparisons. 
Laboratory experiments indicate that when people are given the 
opportunity to compare themselves with various other people, they 
generally choose to measure themselves against those whose 
performance or rewards have been superior rather than inferior to 
their own. Similarly, highly educated privates in World War II, 
whose chances of promotion were very good, exhibited more 
discontent with their prospects for promotion than did their 
less-educated peers who actually stood less chance of being 
promoted. The reason? Apparently the well-educated soldiers 
chose to compare themselves not with their fellow privates, but with 
their educated peers who had become officers. ~6 

It seems that when climbing the ladder of social status, people 
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look up, not down; their attention is focused on where they are 
going, not on the position from where they have come. This 
phenomenon of upward comparisons presents problems for social 
planning, since it partially negates the benefits of governmental 
policies designed to upgrade the educational and occupational 
levels of the lower-income segments of society. As a family or 
employee group increases in affluence and social status, it elevates 
the comparison standards by which it evaluates its own achieve
ments. Paradoxically, this means that actual gains in income, 
possessions, or status may be offset by psychological losses 
stemming from the change in comparison group. Research suggests 
that "as blacks move up the economic and social scales, they 
become less satisfied ... , more militant ... , more alienated 
from the political system . . . , and more likely to take part in 
protest or riot activity . . . . " 11 Liberation movements, by raising 
their adherents' aspirations and expectations, may simultaneously 
stimulate increases in their actual achievements and in their 
perceived relative deprivation. Becoming a feminist is probably not 
initially going to alleviate a woman's frustration with her lot in life. 
In the short run, at least, she is as likely to feel more frustrated. 

Psychologists have found no upper bounds for the rising 
aspirations embodied in this principle. The ladder seems infinite ; so 
unless we renounce the climb, we will be forever comparing 
ourselves with others above us. We are like rats on a treadmill, 
requiring an ever-increasing level of income and social status just to 
feel neutral. 

This sounds a bit pessimistic. Is there any cause for optimism? 
Taking a cynical viewpoint, we can draw some consolation from the 
fact that the adaptation-level principle works in both directions: If 
economic pressures force us to adopt a simpler lifestyle, we will 
eventually adapt and recover life's balance of happiness, discon
tent, and neutrality. But this approach is more traumatic than 
necessary, since the preceding principles can also be harnessed to 
speed up the recalibration and smooth the transition during a period 
of economic change. Moreover, this cynical approach robs us of the 
motivation to use each period of economic change as a challenging 
opportunity to reexamine our economic attitudes and behavior. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

1. Do you ever hear "poortalk"? What are some examples? How 
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might the same concerns have been expressed without 
self-pitying poortalk? 

2. The average American does not report feeling happier now than 
in earlier, less prosperous times. How about you? Has your 
affluence increased? Has your happiness increased? 

3. Are there items that you once thought were luxuries but that you 
now take for granted? How would you feel if you were suddenly 
deprived of those items? 

4. Would your level of happiness and contentment with life change 
if your income dropped by 10 percent? How about 20 percent or 
50 percent? In what ways would your psychological well-being be 
affected? 

5. What do human beings need? What distinguishes a need from a 
want? Recall some of your recent purchases. Which were needs? 
Which were wants? 

6. What emotions can money or the lack of it produce in you? 

Responsible 
-esponse ... ___ ~ 

Part2 
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Where Do 
We Look for 

_ _ G_uidelines~---

We might well have concluded the first part of this book with the 
familiar closing words of Walter Cronkite, "And that's the way it is . 
. . . " For we have been reporters, not columnists. We have been 
describing our economic and psychological situation, not advocat
ing responses to it. Thus, the Christian faith we share has been in the 
background until now. Chapters 1 and 2 have not been shaped by a 
"Christian economics," and Chapter 3 is not the product of a 
"Christian psychology." 

Now we become columnists. Although the sciences describe 
our world, they cannot tell us how we ought to live. Should we, 
therefore, turn for guidance to the American way oflife? It offers us 
a fairly coherent combination of habits, attitudes, and values to 
shape our economic life. By comparison with our personal opinions, 
it has the objectivity and legitimacy that derive from overwhelming 
public support. But God is God and we are creatures, and this is no 
less true when we get together in large groups. 1 Just as each of us 
individually is subject to God's word of judgment, so is the 
American way of life; it is as much in need of salvation and 
deliverance as are the private lives of those who make it up. 

Therefore, as we turn now to the question of how we ought to 
respond to the present economic problems, we turn to our biblical 
faith for guidance. We believe that the biblical message applies to all 
aspects of our lives, including the economic; the Christian is not free 
to shape that life by secular principles. Stated in the language of the 
Law, we believe that our economic attitudes and behavior must be 
scrutinized by God's Word as revealed in the Bible. Stated in the 
language of the gospel, we believe that God's gracious covenant 
with us, culminated in Christ, brings wholeness and liberty to all of 
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human life, including our economic attitudes and behavior. The bad 
news of judgment and the good news of grace go hand in hand; 
hence Jesus' announcement: "Repent; for the kingdom of Heaven 
is upon you" (Matthew 4:17). 

Our proper response to the present economic situation is both 
inward and outward; it involves both our attitudes and our 
behavior. We want these responses to be responsible. For the 
Christian, responsibility is always evaluated in relation to God, the 
God who spoke in times past through prophets and apostles and, 
above all, through his Son, and who speaks to us today through the 
Bible. When we look at the responses with biblical spectacles, what 
are the responsible responses? What attitudes and behavior can 
withstand the scrutiny of the God revealed in the Bible? 

Two principles of biblical faith serve as criteria for judging our 
personal and national responses: the anti-materialism principle and 
the justice principle. 

Worship God Alone: The Anti-materialism Principle 

It may seem strange to begin with a negative principle: anti
materialism. Is it not better to state for what you are rather than 
against what you are? Indeed, the principle in question here could 
easily be given an affirmative title, such as the contentment 
principle ("Godliness with contentment is great gain" [1 Timothy 
6:6, KJiV]) or the simplicity principle ("Consider the li1ies . . . " 
[Matthew 6:28, KJV]) . But two factors argue for stating the 
principle negatively. First, it reminds us of the biblical element we 
are usually most disposed to forget: the bad news, the divine 
judgment that calls humanity to repentence. Second, the Bible itself 
expresses the principle in negative language. More often than 
praising contentment or simplicity, it warns against the terrible 
danger of an inordinate desire for wealth. 

Materialism is the idea that our life consists in the abundance of 
our possessions, that Jesus was wrong when he said, "Beware! Be 
on your guard against greed of every kind, for even when a man has 
more than enough, his wealth does not give him life" (Luke 12: 15). 
Jesus and Paul list greed alongside the sins of sexual immorality, 
robbery, murder, and drunkenness (Mark 7:21-22; 1 Corinthians 
6:9-10; Ephesians 5:5; Colossians 3:5), and Christian tradition has 
included it as one of the seven deadly sins. 2 Our own culture, by 
contrast, acknowledges only a single economic vice-stealing. 
"Greed" and "avarice'" have been replaced with approving talk 
about "consumerism" and the "American dream." Although the 
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American dream once signified deliverance from grinding poverty, 
the dream has been constantly recalibrated upward so that the greed 
that Jesus and earlier Christians saw as sin has now become part of 
the dream. 

The Bible's protests against trusting in riches are not unique. 
The traditional religious and philosophical wisdom of both East and 
West also counter greed with strong anti-materialism. Yet the 
biblical protests are distinctive. In opposition to those philosophies 
that view the material world as intrinsically evil and corrupt, biblical 
faith asserts that the physical creation is basically good, a good gift 
from the good God. Though all of God's gifts can be misused by 
human sinfulness, there is nothing wrong with material things as 
such. "For everything that God created is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected when it is taken with thanksgiving, since it is hallowed by 
God's own word and by prayer" (1 Timothy4:4-5). Similarly, in the 
Old Testament we read, "Go to it then, eat your food and enjoy it, 
and drink your wine with a cheerful heart; for already God has 
accepted what you have done" (Ecclesiastes 9:7). Thus, the 
anti-materialism prin'ciple does not require us to despise the gifts of 
God; it, rather, insists that we do not live by bread alone, that our 
lives do not consist of material affluence, and that material things 
must not preempt our worship of God. 

· A second distinctive aspect of biblical anti-materialism can be 
seen by comparing these passages from Plato's Republic and the 
book of Proverbs. First, hear Socrates' comments about the dangers 
of wealth: 

Here then, is a discovery of new evils, I said, against which the 
guardians will have to watch, or they will creep into the city 
unobserved. 

What evils? 
Wealth, I said, and poverty; the one is the parent of luxury and 

indolence, and the other of meanness and viciousness, and both of 
discontent. l 

Then listen to the sage's words in Proverbs 30:8-9-

... Give me neither poverty nor wealth, 
provide me only with the food I need. 
If I have too much, I shall deny thee 
and say, 'Who is the LoRD?' 
If I am reduced to poverty, I shall steal 
and blacken the name of my God. 

In both passages it is clear that the fear of wealth is not based on 
any romantic illusions about poverty, nor does either passage make 
the point that the wealth of some means the poverty of others. 
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Rather, both focus on the danger of wealth to the wealthy. 
But the passages also differ. For Plato wealth is dangerous 

because its by-products-luxury, indolence, and discontent-are 
harmful to both the individual and society. ln Proverbs, by contrast, 
the emphasis is directly on our relation to God. Wealth tempts us to 
deny God. The primary question is not "How can I be happy?" but 
rather "How can I remain faithful to God?" 

The same question lies at the heart of Deuteronomy 8. As the 
people are about to enter the Promised Land, Moses pleads with 
them, knowing bow problematic is the prosperity they are about to 
inherit. He reminds them that they were first made hungry and then 
fed with manna to learn that "man cannot live on bread alone but 
lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LoRD" (v. 3). 
Now God is bringing them to a rich land: " ... you will never live in 
poverty nor want for anything . . . . You will have plenty to eat and 
will bless the LoRD your God for the rich land that he has given you" 
(vv. 9-10). It is just this blessing that bothers Moses: 

Take care not to forget the Loao your God and do not fail to keep his 
commandments .... When you have plenty to eat and live in fine 
houses of your own building, when your herds and flocks increase, and 
your silver and gold and all your possessions increase too, do not 
become proud and forget the Loao your God .... Nor must you say 
to yourselves, "My own strength and energy have gained me this 
wealth," but remember the Loao your God ... (vv. 11-18). 

This sensitivity to the inherent rivalry between our aJlegiance 
to wealth and to God lies at the heart of Jesus' astonishingly 
negative attitude toward riches. In Luke 12 his warning against 
greed and the teaching that "a person's true life is not made up of 
the things he owns, no matter how rich he may be" (v. 15, TEV) is 
followed by the story of the rich fool whose preoccupation with 
financial security led to a total neglect of his relation to God. When 
the same problem steps out of the parable into real life in the person 
of the rich young ruler, Jesus' words are even stronger: "How hard 
it is for the wealthy to enter the kingdom of God I It is easier for a 
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter 
the kingdom of God" (Luke 18:24-25). Mark's version of this 
incident adds that the disciples were amazed that Jesus said this. But 
Jesus was only applying his teaching from the Sermon on the Mount 
that wealth (mammon) is a rival god. In an echo ofJ oshua's "choose 
here and now whom you will worship" (Joshua 24:15) Jesus insists 
upon a choice. "You cannot .. serve God and Money" (Matthew 
6:24). 
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FIGuRE 4.1. Our worship at the altar of materialism has been 
enthusiastic but misguided. 
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This stark statement is sandwiched between two others that 
amplify it. First, we are warned against storing up treasure on earth 
instead of in heaven, since "where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also" (v. 21). Since biblical religion is above aJl else a 
matter of the heart, anything that stands in the way of loving God 
with our whole heart is an idol. The jealous God of the Old 
Testament who will tolerate no rivalry from Baal here expresses his 
jealousy against money. Second, there is the warning against being 
anxious about material possessions and the invitation to consider 
instead the birds of the air and the lilies of the field ( vv. 25-34). Here 
the question is one of trust. On what do we ultimately rely, God or 
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money? This is the heart of the matter. Misplaced trust underlies 
misdirected desire. Only those who learn to trust and not be anxious 
about food , clothes, etc., will be able to avoid running after all these 
things, such as the heathen do, and to set their minds "on God's 
kingdom and his justice before everything else ... " ( v. 33). 

On this topic, Paul is as blunt as Jesus. He twice equates greed 
with idolatry (Ephesians 5:5; Colossians 3:5). The Pastoral Epistles 
give special attention to greed, as when Timothy is warned: 

Those who want to be rich fall into temptations and snares and many 
foolish harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and perdition. The 
love of money is the root of all evil things, and there are some who in 
reaching for it have wandered from the faith and spiked themselves on 
many thorny griefs . . . . Instruct those who are rich in this world's 
goods not to be proud, and not to fix their hopes on so uncertain a thing 
as money, but upon God, who endows us richly with all things to enjoy. 
Tell them to do good and to grow rich in noble actions, to be ready to 
give away and to share, and so acquire a treasure which will form a 
good foundation for the future. Thus they will grasp the life which is 
life indeed (1 Timothy 6:9-10, 17-19). 

It is especially important that a bishop be "no lover of money" and a 
deacon not given "to money-grubbing" (1 Timothy 3:3, 8; cf. Titus 
1:7). 

The Bible assumes that wealth's first danger is that it preempts 
our devotion to God, whereas Plato assumed wealth would 
interfere with self-fulfillment. Plato also assumed that vice and lack 
of fulfillment are due to ignorance, the remedy for which is good 
advice. The Bible, by contrast, commands. This difference between 
command and advice grows out of the earlier difference between 
placing God or ourselves in the center of the picture. Materialism, 
seen as a form of idolatry, is a violation of the first commandment. 
This is true whether by "first" we mean the first of the Ten 
Commandments-"You shall have no other gods before me" 
(Deuteronomy 5:7, RSV)-or the command that Jesus identifies as 
first and greatest- "Love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength" 
(Mark 12:30). 

Loving Our Neighbors: The Justice Principle 

If the anti-materialism principle is the economic dimension of the 
commandment to love the Lord our God with all our heart, the 
justice principle is the economic dimension of the commandment to 
love our neighbor as we love ourselves. In response to the question 
" Am I my brother's keeper?" the justice principle replies, " No , but 
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you are his ·brother." It requires that I evaluate how my attitudes 
and behavior affect others, particularly the poor. 

The biblical requirement that God's people care about the poor 
is grounded in the notion that God himself cares about them. For 
example, in Matthew 25 :31-46 Jesus portrays the final judgment as a 
division of sheep from goats. Those who receive the Father's 
blessing and are welcomed into his kingdom are those to whom the 
Son of man can say, "For when I was hungry, you gave me food; 
when thirsty, you gave me drink; when I was a stranger you took me 
into your home, when naked you clothed me; when I was ill you 
came to my help, when in prison you visited me" (vv. 35-36). Those 
who fail to meet this test are cursed and sent to "the eternal fire that 
is ready for the devil and his angels" (v. 41). 

Less familiar is another judgment scene from Psalm 82. God is 
presiding in the heavenly court to which he has called the gods for 
judgment. They are condemned to die as humans die for failing to 
uphold economic justice. They have not come to the aid of the 
weak, the orphan, the destitute, and the downtrodden, nor rescued 
the poor from the clutches of the wicked. 

Both of these pictures convey the same central idea: God does 
not tolerate neglect of the poor. Both also contain a secondary idea. 
Matthew 25 indicates that God identifies with the poor so strongly 
as to count our behavior toward them as behavior toward him. 
"And the king will answer, . . .'Anything you did [or did not do] for 
one of my brothers here, however humble, you did [or did not do] 
for me.' "(v. 40).4 In Psalm 82, as in so many biblical passages, God 
asks not what the poor have done to deserve their plight, but of 
whose wicked power they are victims. These two ideas go together. 
God identifies with the poor because he sees how they have been 
victimized, and he sees how they have been victimized because he 
identifies with them. 

The covenantal law of ancient Israel reveals the origin of God's 
concern for the poor. Israel is reminded that God delivered them 
from slavery in Eygpt not so they could take advantage of others, 
but to exhibit his justice in their life together. Israel's law 
constrained such activities as land ownership and use, moneylend
ing, and conditions of employment in order to head off poverty 
before it got started and to alleviate whatever poverty might 
nevertheless occur. The laws of Jubilee, tithing, gleaning, the 
Sabbatical year, and the prohibition of usury all recognized that if 
the economic process were left to itself the people would quickly be 
divided into "haves" and " have-nots" and that this is unacceptable. 
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These laws expressed God's claim on his people's economic life on 
behalf of the poor. 5 

Against this background of covenantal law the prophets ·. 
proclaim the judgment that overtakes first the Northern Kingdom 
and then the Southern Kingdom. Ancient Israel learned the hard 
way that God does not exempt his covenant people from his 
requirements of justice; he holds those who have received his law 
especially accountable for oppression or neglect of the poor, 
particularly the widows and orphans whose poverty is not their own 
fault. The prophet Amos, in particular, comes to mind in this 
context; but he is by no means alone. Sometimes the prophets 
protest taking advantage of the helpless. Thus Isaiah rebukes the 
leaders of the people: 

You have ravaged the vineyard, 
and the spoils of the poor are in your houses. 

Is it nothing to you that you crush my people 
and grind the faces of the poor? 

-Isaiah 3:14-15 

And Jeremiah denounces the king: 

Shame on the man who builds his house by unjust means 
and completes its roof-chambers by fraud, 
making his countrymen work without payment, 
giving them no wage for their labour! ... 

Think of your father: he ate and drank, 
dealt justly and fairly; all went well with him. 

He dispensed justice to the lowly and poor; 
did not this show he knew me? says the LoRD. 
But you have no eyes, no thought for anything but gain .... 6 

- Jeremiah 22:13-17 

On other occasions the prophets rebuke not overt oppression 
but indifference and neglect. In a surprising passage, Ezekiel says 
the sins of Jerusalem are even worse than those of Sodom. Rather 
than condemning Sodom for its infamous sexual excesses, Ezekiel 
proclaims: "This was the iniquity of your sister Sodom: she and her 
daughters llad pride of wealth and food in plenty, . . . and yet she 
never helped the poor and wretched. They grew haughty and did 
deeds abominable in my sight, and I made away with them, as you 
have seen" (Ezekiel 16:49-50). Amos is no more tolerant: 

Shame on you who live at ease in Zion ... ! 
You who loll on beds inlaid with ivory 

and sprawl over your couches, 
feasting on ·iambs from the flock 

and fatted calves, ... 
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you who drink wine by the bowlful 
and lard yourselves with the richest of oils, 

but are not grieved at the ruin of Joseph. 
- Amos 6:1, 4-6 
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The same dual response is found in the New Testament. James 
has a shrill word for those who have great possessions: 

Weep and wail over the miserable fate descending on you. Your riches 
have rotted .... You have piled up wealth in an age that is near its 
close. The wages you never paid to the men who mowed your fields are 
loud against you, and the outcry of the reapers has reached the ears of 
the Lord of Hosts. You have lived on earth in wanton luxury, fattening 
yourselves like cattle-and the day for slaughter has come. You have 
condemned the innocent and murdered him; he offers no resistance 
(James 5:1-6).7 

Today's prophets are as sharp-tongued as Isaiah, Ezekiel, 
Amos, and James. They argue that "those of us who live 
comfortably in the rich world cannot avoid the knowledge that our 
affluence is based on the misery of the desperately poor, " 8 that the 
spoils of the poor are indeed in our houses.* 

But perhaps we are being unfair to affluent Christians. Perhaps 
we have left something out. Does God not promise economic 
prosperity to the upright? And can we not, therefore, view our 
prosperity as a sign of his approval? . 

The answer to the first question is "Yes, but .... "The answer 
to the second question is simply no. There surely are passages where 
God promises material blessings to those who are faithful. (See, for 
example, Deuteronomy 6-8; 28; Leviticus 26; Psalms 72; 112.) The 
book of Proverbs is especially filled with the "peace and prosperity 
in righteousness" theme. But, this is primarily an Old Testament 
theme. The New Testament casts a new light on this theme with 
reminders that following Christ means taking up the cross. The 
disciples of Jesus are not promised anything better in this life than 
their Master received for his obedience. 

There is a second qualification to the yes that answers the 
question, "Does God not promise to prosper the righteous?" 
Righteousness is defined as faithfulness to the covenant, and the 
covenant law prominently features various expressions of the 

•However, some economists would dispute the notion that poor nations and poor 
persons are poor precisely because the rich are rich. Instead, they argue that most of 
the poor are poor primarily because they possess few of the resources that bring good 
market prices. This implies that the poor can best be helped out of poverty not by 
outright income grants nor by attempts to regulate prices, but rather by efforts to 
improve their resource base (e.g., land reform, education and assistance in 
development of new technologies) and their political power. 
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anti-materialism and justice principles. The promise of blessing does 
not · stand in conflict with the stem requirements of these two 
principles; rather, they are essential conditions for the reward of 
prosperity. Thus, the promise gives new prominence to the 
principles. And since the New Testament makes it clear that God's 
concern is not merely national but global, the justice principle takes 
on an even more dramatic meaning. The poor and oppressed whom 
we must not neglect no longer live simply "across the tracks" but 
also across the sea. 

What, then, about the second question: Is our prosperity a sign 
of God's approval? No, not necessarily. On this answer, the Old and 
New Testaments agree. As Ron Sider puts it, "the Bible does teach 
that God -rewards -obedience with prosperity. But it denies the 
converse. It is a heresy, particularly common in the West, to think 
that wealth and prosperity are always a sure sign of righteousness. 
They may be the result of sin and oppression as in the case of 
Israel. "9 Remember that when the prophets warned of God's 
judgment upon Israel's wealthy and powerful, the prophets pointed 
to their wealth as evidence of their disobedience rather than God's 
favor. 

The "heresy" involved in assuming wealth to be a sign of 
blessing rests on illogical thinking. Even if God prospers those who 
are faithful , it does not logically follow that " If I am prosperous, I 
must have been faithful. " Al Capone was prosperous, but for 
reasons other than his faithfulness to God. 

For ail of this my wealth may still be God's blessing on my 
obedience. But even if we are fully persuaded that we are not the 
beneficiaries of unjust world economic systems or of unethical 
business practices, we face the gentler though perhaps even more 
devastating words of 1 John 3:17-18--"But if a man has enough to 
live on, and yet when he sees his brother in need shuts up his heart 
against him, how can it be said that the divine love dwells in him? 
My children, love must not be a matter of words or talk; it must be 
genuine, and show itself in action." 

This latter theme is especially prominent in Jesus' teaching. 
Both in the Matthew 25 division of sheep and goats and in the 
parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31), people are 
held responsible for failing to help feed the hungry- not because 
they were in some direct way responsible for the plight of the poor, 
but simply because they were able to help and did not. Similarly, 
Jesus advised both the rich young ruler and the disciples to give to 
the poor (Luke 18:22; 12:33).10 
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All this indicates why seeking after wealth is a hindrance to 
giving God's kingdom highest priority. For God's kingdom not only 
requires that God alone be God in our lives, but also that we see the 
poor as God sees them- as our brothers and sisters in God's 
family-and, thus, that we neither oppress nor neglect them. It also 
becomes clearer why the new "covenant-kingdom" that Jesus 
brings can be described as good news to the poor (Luke 4: 18; 7:23). 
Being in God's kingdom not only requires the "haves" to share 
generously with the " have-nots," but it also frees the wealthy for 
"koinonia"- the fellowship of total sharing11- by teaching that our 
lives consist not in the abundance of our possessions but in the love 
of God and neighbor. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

1. Who are materialists? Those who have material abundance? Or 
those who so desire material prosperity that they step on people 
in their clamor to get more of it? 

2. What biblical themes underlie the idea that each nation's way of 
life stands under God's judgment and needs his salvati-0n? What 
are the practical implications of such a view? 

3. Why are the commandments to love God and neighbor so 
seldom given an economic interpretation in the preaching and 
teaching of the church? 

4. Do we really treat stealing as more serious than greed? If so, 
why? 

5. In what different ways is prosperity spiritually dangerous? 
6. Why does the Bible treat neglect of the poor on a par with 

actively oppressing them? 
7. What barriers have to be overcome if we are to hear the 

prophets' message addressed to us? 
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Changing Our 
__ ___..Attitudes ___ _ _ 
Why Change? 

The biblical guidelines described in the previous chapter help 
motivate and direct changes in our attitudes and behavior. These 
guidelines serve both as a mirror that allows us to see ourselves as 
we really are (James 1:23-25) and as a light that illuminates the path 
we ought to be taking (Psalm 119: 105). No matter which analogy we 
choose, most of us realize that our thoughts and actions are not in 
obedience with God's commands; we are not living up to the 
standards be has set for us. 

We need only look around us to see the physical and 
psychological consequences of our generation's economic attitudes. 
For decades America's prosperity has been the envy of much of the 
world; yet the way in which we have achieved our "economic 
blessings" has taken a toll on the quality of our environment, on the 
world's nonrenewable resources, on our relationships with other 
countries, and on our own personal values and family life. The 
dramatic growth in our standard of living bas brought with it a new 
creed: "More, further, quicker, richer. " 1 

We thought that living by this new creed would bring increased 
happiness and personal satisfaction with life. Instead , the rising 
expectations and unwise comparisons discussed in chapter 3 have 
combined to multiply economic discontent. In an anonymous 
editorial in the New York Times, 2 a thirty-year-old editor informed 
us that, although his yearly income was $30,000, be was in such 
severe financial distress that be had to draw upon his meager savings 
just to pay the bills for his family's "no-frills lifestyle." Because of 
rising "fixed" monthly expenses-including $30 for newspapers, 
$30 for dry cleaning, $200 for transportation (not including car 
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payments) , and $200 for past department store and credit card 
purchases-be could no longer afford to buy lamb chops or take 
exciting vacations. His lifestyle would be the envy of billions of 
people around the world; yet he feels frustrated and cheated: "I 
have earned the right to have more for myself and my family, to 
have what I earn get us more of what this city and country have to 
offer." Not only has poortalk's myopia blinded him to the needs of 
others, but it has also soured his enjoyment of the things that he 
has. 3 

We also thought that living by the new creed of "more, further , 
quicker, richer" would solve society's ills. Many have argued that 
rapid economic growth is the only way to alleviate poverty, that the 
"trickle-down effect" would eventually raise the standard of living 
for the poor in both America and the Third World countries.• While 
it is true that America's poor are generally well-off by global 
standards, decades of economic growth have not been a cure-all. 
Our worship at the altar of economic growth has been enthusiastic 
but misguided. Economic growth has many benefits, but of itself it 
produces neither economic justice nor happiness. 

Perhaps it is time to change our economic attitudes. Perhaps it 
is time to bring them into conformity with the biblical anti-materi
alism and justice principles, placing not wealth but God's will at the 
center of our lives. For Christians, obedience to God's commands is 
sufficient motivation for such a change. But fitting our lives into 
God's plan also benefits us. By changing our attitudes, we can 
maximize our personal happiness and contentment with life. Since 
our rising expectations and unwise comparisons make us feel worse 
than necessary about our economic condition, changing our 
attitudes and expectations can make us feel better about ourselves 
and more contented with our lifestyles, regardless of our actual 
income. 

Also, changing our economic attitudes can help us do our part 
to slow the reckless consumption of the earth's resources and the 
buildup of hazardous wastes. If we treat God's creation with respect 
and dignity, future generations may also be able to experience its 
beauty and life-sustaining abundance. s 

What Changes Should We Make? 

The "more, further, quicker, richer" attitude produced by decades 
of rapidly rising prosperity and amplified by our sins of pride and 
greed is deeply embedded in our consciousness and expectations, so 
deeply that a radical transformation is needed. We need a whole 
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new way of thinking and feeling; we need a " new mind ." Paul did 
not share our economic problems, but he was aware of the need for 
radical transformations: "Adapt yourselves no longer to the pattern 
of this present world, but let your minds be remade and your whole 
nature thus transformed. Then you will be able to discern the will of 
God, and to know what is good, acceptable , and perfect" (Romans 
12:2). 

But how are we to change such deeply embedded attitudes? 
Psychological research has demonstrated that attitudes, especially 
important ones, are surprisingly resistant to change, even in the face 
of contrary evidence. That resistance can be understood in 
theological terms. Some of our economic attitudes are rooted in the 
pride and greed of our sinful nature, and by ourselves we are 
powerless to overcome the sin that separates us from God. Thus, we 
cannot merely decide to change our attitudes and overnight expect 
to see a radical transformation. But with the help of the Spirit, who 
daily gives us power to overcome evil and live God's will, we can 
take the first steps down the long road to a new way of thinking. 

What are some of those steps? The first is to redefine what it 
means to be happy. Io national surveys when people are asked to 
rate their present happiness or satisfaction with life, they most often 
mention personal economic considerations as the reason for recent 
changes in their happiness or discontent. 6 Money in the pocket 
means happiness, while overdue bills mean unhappiness. This 
"money equals happiness" attitude is widely held and is reinforced 
by the media. Advertisements for everything from luxury cars to 
Caribbean vacations serve to whet our consumer appetites, and 
credit card companies assure us that the doors to the "good life" will 
open at the touch of "plastic money." 

But does money really bring happiness? If we analyze our 
present life satisfaction, pinpointing recent changes in wealth or 
possessions, what will we find? (Take another look at Figure 3.2 on 
page 35.) Most of us will discover that past fluctuations in income or 
material possessions have had only a transient impact on our 
happiness. "If you love money, you will never be satisfied; if you 
long to be rich, you will never get all you want. It is useless" 
(Ecclesiastes 5:10, TEV). It is fitting that the Declaration of 
Independence specifies only the pursuit of happiness as an 
inalienable right, since our elation over a raise in pay or an 
unexpected inheritance always fades into neutrality, only to be 
replaced by a new craving for an even higher level of income and 
possessions.7 We are like the child who races after soap bubbles in 
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the wind, only to see each one vanish just as it is grasped. 
This is the adaptation-level phenomenon at work, employed in 

the service of our sinful greed. But just becoming aware of this 
principle can help us gain mastery over it. Recognizing that our 
economic "wants" and "needs" are relative to our past experience 
can help diminish the pain that occurs when those "wants" cannot 
be afforded. Recognizing our past captivity to our material 
appetites can help us escape from that slavery now. If we know that 
our getting that newer home, taking that nicer vacation, owning that 

[1 

Pirfi;~=:~ 
" Are you satisfied now that you've reached the top, J.P., 

or wilt you strive to reach the tippy-top?" 

F1GuRE 5.1. Our elation over recent achievements soon fades 
into neutrality, to be replaced by a new level of'striving. 

Drawing by H. Martin; IC 1979 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc., 
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larger stereo system will ultimately leave us no happier than we are 
now, we may be freed for greater enjoyment of the pleasures we 
now have. 

As we seek to redefine our happiness not in terms of the growth 
of our income or possessions, nor in terms of some arbitrary level of 
material wealth, we would do weU to consider what Jesus said about 
happiness in his Sermon on the Mount:8 How happy are those who 
are humble, who are merciful, who are pure in heart, who work for 
peace. Rather than defining happiness as something reserved for 
the rich and powerful , Jesus proclaims that happiness belongs in a 
special way to those who are poor, who mourn, and who suffer for 
the gospel. This is not to say that grief, poverty, and pain are in 
themselves "blessed"; nowhere does the Bible teach a "Kick me 
again, God" masochism. The poor and the mourning are blessed 
precisely because the obstacles coming between them and God have 
been removed; the kingdom is theirs! The rich and powerful are 
tempted to depend on their own resources, while the poor and 
suffering acknowledge their dependence on God and are open to his 
gracious intervention. 

" Happy are those whose 
greatest desire is to do 
what God requires; 

God will satisfy them fully!" 
- Matthew 5:6, TEV 

Not only can we change our attitudes about happiness, but we 
can also redefine what we mean by "success." The American dream 
defines success in economic terms. The successful businessperson 
has a six-figure income. The successful movie actor has a 
million-doUar contract. The successful author lands huge advances. 
The manner in which income or possessions are acquired is almost 
irrelevant: the inventor of the "pet rock" contributed little to 
human weU-being; yet the money he earned labels him as a 
"success." 

Equating success with wealth is not without justification. Many 
of the wealthy are reaping the rewards of their competence and hard 
work. But there have always been equaUy dedicated individuals 
whose bard work has not produced economic rewards. As the 
Preacher of Ecclesiastes states: " ... Wise men do not always earn 
a living, intelligent men do not always get rich, and capable men do 
not always rise to high positions . .. " (Ecclesiastes 9:11, TEV). 
What makes this a problem is the degree to which our individual 
feelings of self-worth are intertwined with our notion of success. 
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Economic success somehow gives value and dignity to an otherwise 
ordinary life. To be rich is to be "somebody" ; the wealthy person 
has "made it" in a way that a poor man never could. The Preacher 
goes on to tell a story about a poor man who was so clever he could 
have saved his town from destruction, but no one listened to him 
because "no one thinks of a poor man as wise, or pays any attention 
to what he says" (Ecclesiastes 9:16, TEV). 

Such thinking illustrates what social psychologists now call "the 
just world hypothesis. " 9 Most people seem to assume that this is a 
just world, that people deserve what they get. From childhood we 
learn that rewards come to those who are good and punishments to 
those who are bad. From this it is but a short leap to assuming (as 
people in social-psychological experiments often do) that those who 
are rewarded must be good and those who are punished also must 
have deserved their fate. Job's three friends illustrated this "just 
world" thinking when they argued that his suffering was surely 
brought on by his own sin. While it is true that effort and wisdom are 
often rewarded, the just world assumption can also lead people to 
justify economic injustice and to assume mistakenly that the 
wealthy must merit their wealth. Thus, being wealthy gives the 
person power to influence the lives of others, to make his or her 
opinions known, to command effortlessly the respect of the 
community in a way that "lesser" individuals can only envy. 

But success is as elusive as happiness. Proverbs 23:4-5 (TEV) 
cautions: "Be wise enough not to wear yourself out trying to get 
rich. Your money can be gone in a flash, as if it had grown wings and 
flown away like an eagle." 

Tom Minnery tells a story about a sports hero who learned this 
lesson. After achieving superstardom with the Buffalo Bills football 
team, 0. J. Simpson was traded to the San Francisco 49ers and 
became a second-string player. 

One day he told a teammate: "Fame is a vapor, popularity an accident, 
and money takes wings." 

The friend asked where he'd heard that. 0. J. replied: " I was 
watching a late hockey game on TV one night, and all of a sudden a guy 
just said it. Brought me right out of my chair. I never forgot it. "'0 

A sudden increase in wealth or the status that wealth brings 
makes us feel successful, but the feeling gradually disappears if our 
level of income or status does not continue to increase. This is the 
adaptation-level principle at work again, and its power is evident 
even in the way we talk about success. For example, the most 
lln:pressive type of success is the "rags-to-riches" phenomenon, the 
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Ft0uRe 5.2. Getting off the treadmill is not easy. 

rapid (and often unexpected) rise from poverty to wealth. But what 
happens if the newly rich individual merely maintains that level of 
wealth? ls success, once earned, a permanent attribute? The answer 
seems to be negative. To maintain the feeling of success, the newly 
rich individual must strive for more riches. In the absence of new 
achievements, the perception of success fades into neutrality. All of 
us are on a "success treadmill"; we need a constantly increasing 
level of wealth and status to maintain our feeling of success. The 
only way to break the cycle, to insulate ourselves from fluctuations 
in our economic condition, is to get off the treadmill, to stop 
"chasing the wind" (Ecclesiastes 4:4) 

Redefining success means placing value on our hard work and 
achievements, regardless of whether we receive economic rewards. 
U we can view our labors as intrinsically of value to ourselves, or as 
contributing to the welfare of others, we may be freed from the need 
to evaluate our success or lack of it in economic terms. For example, 
child care workers and nursery school teachers often receive little 
more than the minimum wage. If they were to evaluate the 
importance of their job in terms of their salaries, they would 
conclude that the work they are doing has little value. However, if 
they were to move away from an economic definition of importance 
to one that reflects the challenging opportunities to shape young 
minds, these individuals might experience the satisfaction they 
deserve. This is not meant to commend a blind tolerance of 
economic injustice. Rather, we should distinguish carefu)ly 



66 Inflation, Poortalk, and the Gospel 

between those things that are within our power to change and those 
that are not. If the source of the perceived injustice is subject to our 
control, then we should struggle mightily to correct the problem. 
But if it lies outside our power, we should accept the situation with 
equanimity. 

Finally, redefining success means placing value on our present 
economic condition, even if it is not improving. Here a careful 
choice of comparison groups can help us. We can resist the tendency 
to measure ourselves against those who are higher on the ladder of 
success or who are moving up more rapidly than we are. Instead, we 
can choose to compare ourselves with those who are less fortunate. 

As Abraham Maslow noted:"( .... All you have to do is to go 
to a hospital and hear all the simple blessings that people never 
before realized were blessings-being able to urinate, to sleep on 
your side, to be able to swallow, to scratch an itch, etc.) Could 
exercises in deprivation educate us faster about all our blessings?" 11 

A research team led by Marshall Dermer put University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee women through imaginative exercises in 
deprivation. After viewing grim depictions of how bad life was in 
Milwaukee in 1900, or after imagining and writing about various 
personal tragedies , such as being burned and disfigured, the women 
expressed increased satisfaction with the quality of their own lives. 12 

Earlier generations were taught to perform such comparisons 
as a way of "counting one's blessings." Today we can gain the same 
benefit by means of selective exposure to comparison groups. Our 
fragile feelings of success are likely to vanish in situations where we 
are surrounded by other people's luxury and wealth. Since such 
settings emphasize the economic connotations of success, we can 
best nurture a different set of attitudes if we avoid those situations. 
On the other hand, we can go out of our way to confront true 
poverty, to drown our relative deprivations in the sea of real 
deprivation that exists for so many people. 

Discovering how relatively small our problems are can make us 
more sensitive to genuine deprivation. It can give us an appreciation 
of the extent to which some people's unmet needs-clean water, 
adequate nutrition, medical care--are things we take for granted. 
Realizing this will not only sensitize us to the suffering of the truly 
impoverished, but it will also help us develop an attitude of 
gratitude for what we have. And if we are genuinely grateful, we will 
be empowered to use our wealth individually and collectively to 
meet the needs of others. 

But we cannot just snap our fingers and expect to see radical 
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changes in our attitudes. The process of "remaking our minds" is 
long and challenging. That is why we need to make a point of finding 
others who have similar attitudes and values. Seeing them engaged 
in the same struggle can help reinforce our own efforts, and their 
successes can serve as models for the changes we have yet to make. 
The mutual support in a community of concerned Christians can 
help all of us complete the transformation by not only changing the 
way we think, but also by changing the way we live . 

Questions for Further Consideration 

l. Is there anything wrong with our economic attitudes? Do we 
really need to change? 

2. When you were growing up, was there ever a drastic change in 
your family's income? How did your family respond? 

3. Will it really do any good to redefine intellectually the criteria for 
happiness and success? 

4. Do people deserve what they get? Are the rich wealthy because 
they are smart and work hard? Are the poor lazier and more 
irresponsible? 

5. How do you feel about your present income? ls it more or less 
than you deserve? 

6. Would exercises in deprivation help change your attitudes? If so, 
would the attitude change be permanent, or would you have to 
keep repeating the exercise? 

7. Can simpler living be imposed on people, or must it be 
voluntary? How would you feel if your employer introduced a 
"simpler living" pay scale that included 10 percent pay cuts for 
everyone, with the money going to a worthy cause? Would this 
approach work? 
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Changing Our 
_ _ __ Behavior ___ _ _ 
Changed behavior is as important as changed attitudes for a 
responsible response to the economic situation. The biblical 
emphasis on the heart makes it impossible for us to ignore attitudes, 
but we must be careful not to misinterpret this emphasis. The Bible 
refuses to separate the inner and outer dimensions of life and give 
primacy to the inner. Thus, we draw conclusions that Scripture does 
not support when we say that our economic behavior is not really 
important as long as we have the right attitude toward wealth. For 
all its emphasis on the heart, the Bible keeps calling us to action. 
James reminds us that faith without works is dead (James2:17; cf. 1 
John 3:18). Far from disagreeing, Paul says he is called "to lead to 
faith and obedience" those who have heard the call and belong to 
Jesus (Romans 1:5-6), and he fills his epistles with guidance as to 
what that obedience entails. And Jesus tells his disciples, " 'You are 
my friends, if you do what I command you'" (John 15:14). He even 
incorporates this idea into the Great Commission. He sends his 
disciples forth not to make mere converts, but disciples like 
themselves. This Great Commission also includes the charge to 
"teach them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Matthew 
28:19). 

There is a psychological as weU as a theological reason why 
obedience and faith go together: Our behavior shapes our attitudes 
as much as our attitudes shape our behavior. When we act , we 
amplify the idea lying behind what we have done. This is one of the 
most interesting and extensively documented discoveries of recent 
social-psychological research, and it has direct implications for the 
Christian life. Behavior contrary to biblical principles will 
contaminate the heart by generating attitudes consistent with that 
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behavior. In experiments, people who harm someone-by deliver
ing electric shocks, for example-tend to express disdain for their 
victim. Evil acts shape the self. But, happily, the opposite is equally 
true. Doing the deeds of love for God and neighbor can amplify 
loving attitudes. 1 Jesus knew this principle and applied it to our 
economic life when he said, "For where your treasure is, there will 
your heart be also" (Matthew 6:21). We often read this as if Jesus 
had said that our treasure would be where our heart is. While it may 
be true that we can check up on our attitudes by taking a hard look at 
our budgetary behavior, Jesus is suggesting that we can also change 
our heart's attachments by redirecting our investments from 
financial security to the work of his kingdom. 

If attitudes and behavior are the inner and outer dimensions of 
life, we can also distinguish the inward-directed from the 
outward-directed aspects of behavior itself. Behavioral changes can 
be oriented toward changing ourselves or toward working with 
others to change the world in which we live. Remembering that 
Jesus spoke rather harshly of those who worry about the faults of 
others before tending to their own (Matthew 7:3-5), we would do 
well to look first at changing our own behavior. 

Action Toward Changing Ourselves 

Perhaps the place to begin in changing ourselves is with learning 
activities. Thanks to the media we have a steady supply of data 
about the state of the American economy; but many Christians have 
a surprisingly shallow grasp of biblical teaching about wealth and 
poverty, and only a vague image of those large portions of the 
world's population that do not share the luxury of our middle-class 
economic anxieties. Many ministers are reluctant to preach about 
money and stewardship, perhaps from the honorable but misguided 
motive ofnot wishing to seem preoccupied with money. All of us are 
more comfortable thinking as little as possible about the world's 
really poor people, a point nicely illustrated by the following 
incident. During the Sahel famine of the early seventies a national 
news magazine had a cover picture of a malriourished African child 
with a bloated belly signifying kwashiorkor. Out of curiosity a 
receptionist saw to it that the waiting room copy was regularly 
placed cover up on the table. Probably no one consciously turned 
the magazine over, saying, "I do not wish to see this picture." But 
whenever the receptionist returned to check, she found it turned 
over and, thus, out of sight. An important feature of our whole 
society is revealed in this little incident. 
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Leaming Activities 

We need to take steps, then, to increase both our biblical 
knowledge and our global knowledge. Right reading is itself a 
responsible response to the present economic crisis. With regard to 
our biblical knowledge, a good place to start is with the Bible itself. 
One young man was told that God says we should care about the 
poor. To find out if this was so, be read the Bible from cover to 
cover; each time he came to some teaching about wealth or poverty, 
be wrote it down on a slip of paper. His whole outlook on life was 
changed by his discovering for himself the anti-materialism and 
justice principles. 

The same is true on the global front. There is a " wealth" of 
books about poverty in the United States and especially in the Third 
World, where the depth and breadth of poverty are greatest. 
Anyone who wants to learn about the plight of the poor and bow 
they are affected by our consumption patterns , corporate 
investment practices, and governmental policies will be over
whelmed with a large and growing literature. 

For starters, we recommend two highly readable books written 
from a Christian perspective. Arthur Simon's Bread for the World 
gives a picture of poverty and hunger both in the United States and 
abroad. He shows in detail how the trade, aid, investment, military, 
and environmental policies of the "haves" affect the daily lives of 
the "have-nots." Ronald Sider's Rich Christians in an Age of 
Hunger focuses on the concept of structural evil to emphasize that 
the political and economic practices that perpetuate poverty are, for 
the most part, legal and taken for granted. But his careful study of 
biblicaf teaching on wealth and poverty shows that the God of the 
Exodus, the Exile, and the incarnation is opposed to those who 
practice "mischief under cover of law" (Psalm 94:20). Both books 
make suggestions about Christian responses to the plight of the poor 
and give guidance for further reading. 

We also recommend several other books on international 
poverty written by economists. The Rich Nations and the Poor 
Nations by Barbara Ward, The Widening Gap: Development in the 
19"/0s edited by Barbara Ward and others, The Challenge of World 
Poverty and Asian Drama: An Inquiry into the Poverty of Nations by 
Gunnar Myrdal, and The Nature of Mass Poverty by John K. 
Galbraith all contain helpful insights. 

We suggest the foUowing threefold rationale to motivate and 
give direction to this reading: (1) Knowing about the poor is a 
prerequisite to caring about them and helping them. The bibli~ 
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justice principle calls upon us to learn about the Lazaruses outside 
our door. (2) The biblical anti-materialism principle calls upon us to 
be less attached to our wealth and less anxious about it. Since our 
tendency to compare ourselves with those who are an economic step 
ahead breeds dissatisfaction, reversing this habit by reading about 
those less fortunate can help us begin to replace wealth addiction 
with compassion and gratitude. (3) Learning about the poor is not 
the kind of learning that is done for its own sake, as if it were enough 
to know about poverty and be against it. R ather, it is intended to 
lead to other kinds of activity and to give meaning and purpose to 
those actions. 

Leaming about poverty is one thing. Getting to know the poor 
is ano ther. Statistical and analytical accounts of poverty and its 
causes need to be joined with a more concrete, personal kind of 
learning. Senator Ernest F. Hollings of South Carolina tells what 
this kind of learning meant to him: 

I was a victim of hunger myopia. I didn't really see hunger until I 
visited some families in a Charleston, South Carolina slum. Before we 
had gone a block, I was miserable. I began to understand that hunger is 
real, that it exists in hundreds of humans in my own home city. I saw 
what all America needs to see. The hungry are not able-bodied men, 
sitting around drunk and lazy on welfare. They are children. They are 
abandoned women, or the crippled, or the aged.2 

Bridging the barrier of economic segregation and becoming 
acquainted with the poor near our own homes might do more to 
help us understand what Jesus and the prophets were talking about 
than anything else we could do. 

Firsthand knowledge of Third World poverty is also a very real 
possibility for many. For example, those who can afford a 
Caribbean vacation could also afford to spend some time getting 
acquainted with the islands' poor. To see the large, fertile plain in 
Jamaica where sugar is grown for export and then to talk with the 
desperately poor cane cutters, to see the miles upon miles of urban 
shantytowns and then to talk with some of the residents who have no 
work at all-this is to have on a global scale the kind of experience 
Senator Hollings talks about on a national scale. 

We can almost have this kind of experience without stepping 
outside our house. After reading Child of the Dark (Carolina M. De 
Jesus), the journal of a Brazilian ghetto mother, we come away . 
almost knowing what it ·is like to have our daughter say, ''Mama, seII 
me to Dona Julita, because she has delicious food" (p. 42). We can 
meet other anguished parents of those same Brazilian shantytowns 
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with Walter Stanley Mooneyham of World Vision by reading bis 
What Do You Say to a Hungry World? We can meet Pitung, resident 
of a virtually identical shantytown halfway around the world in 
Indonesia, and nearby in the Philippines we can meet Jose and learn 
why he is angry about the plight of landless peasants in an economy 
oriented to export for profit. Closer to home we can meet Alberto, a 
cane cutter in the Dominican Republic who works harder than we 
have ever thought of working, but who lives in desper ate poverty 
while the American company he works for makes handsome profits 
from his labor. 3 

In summary, we suggest three kinds of learning activities as an 
initial response to our present economic situation: (1) careful study 
of biblical teaching about wealth and poverty; (2) reading about 
poverty, its scope, its causes, and its consequences; (3) getting 
personally acquainted with the poor, in person and through books 
and other media. 

Since an important function of these learning activities is to 
reshape our attitudes about both the poor and our possessions, they 
should not themselves be turned into a new kind of possession. The 
task is not to stockpile more and more knowledge in ever larger 
intellectual barns. If we do this, our knowledge is likely to sour into 
sullenness, despair' and the guilt that breeds resentment rather than 
repentance. In addition, the attitude changes that begin to take root 
will be choked by more deeply rooted patterns of behavior. Given 
the already mentioned priority of behavior over attitudes, we need 
to find a new avenue of behavioral change that will put our 
knowledge to work and nourish the emerging attitudes it is shaping. 
Given the decision to deal with our own lives first, we are brought to 
a question given increasing attention among Christians today: 
Should we deliberately alter our lifestyles in the direction of living 
more simply? 

Lifestyle Changes 

Simpler living is a challenge directed toward our behavior as 
consumers. It means, quite simply, consuming less. It means 
rediscovering the distinction between what we need and what we 
want; it means taking positive steps to repudiate the philosophy 
underlying the ad for a certain fabric softener that Mrs. America, 
the perfect homemaker, finds to be a "necessary luxury." It means 
trying to act out the distinction between needs and wants in the light 
of the biblical anti-materialism and justice principles. It means 
praying to be pruned. (Try reading John 15:1-2 in this light.) 
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Simplifying our lifestyles is something similar to cleaning a 
garage or basement. That is a task that is never completed once and 
for all. In most of our lives it is a job we must come back to again and 
again, though ideally it is more nearly the constant activity of not 
letting things get out of control. This cleaning involves both getting 
rid of the junk that does not belong there and putting the things that 
do belong in their proper places. When this is done, there is room in 
the cleaned-out space for the things and activities it was Intended to 
house. Simpler living is a way of uncluttering our lives so as to make 
room for God and neighbor, including our own families. 

Another helpful image is that of stepping off the treadmill. The 
psychology of poortaJk has shown us that we are consumed by the 
consumer ethic, that the attempt to fill the emptiness in our lives 
with possessions is self-defeating. Since each new level of affluence 
becomes the basis for desiring still more and comparing ourselves 
with those still a notch higher, we are like rats on a treadmill, 
exerting great quantities of energy but getting nowhere. As William 
Stringfellow bas perceptively put it, the poverty that comes to 
expression in poortalk is a new poverty whose earmarks are not 
malnutrition or inadequate housing, but the spiritual and psycho
logical exhaustion that come from preoccupation with keeping up 
and getting ahead. 4 

A pastor in our town recently gave expression to ideas like this 
in his prayer. He asked God to help us to be less attached to our 
possessions so that we might "travel lightly" through the world in 
the service of God's kingdom. O ne member of the congregation was 
especially offended by this reference. After referring to the 
depression, she said that having money in the bank was the most 
satisfying experience of her life. One does not have to deny that 
there was genuine suffering during the depression to hear a real 
tragedy in those words on the lips of a Christian. They express a sad 
commentary on both her understanding of her faith and on the 
Christian teaching to which she had been exposed for years. 

Before we pray too· quickJy, "Lord, I thank thee that I am not 
like that woman," let us hear the words of our Lord. Let those who 
have never taken greater pleasure in their material blessings than in 
their spiritual ones cast the first stones. If changing our behavior as 
consumers is to be serious and sustained, and if it is to be something 
more than a "simpler-than-thou" ego trip, we will all need help. 
One of our most basic needs will be a clear understanding of just 
what we are up to. Sin~ we do not want to deny the goodness of 
creation, we cannot embrace an asceticism that treats material 
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F1GuRe 6.1. "Simpler than thou." 

objects as intrinsically evil. And if that is not our rationale, what will 
be? 

We suggest the following fourfold rationale: 
1. Obedient celebration. God has endowed us richly with all 

things to· enjoy, but at the same time warned us about the danger of 
wealth. Simpler living for affluent Christians means trying to take 
both of these facts seriously. It involves the celebrative enjoyment 
of the good things God has given us without letting the gifts replace 
the giver in our hearts. At the same time it means celebrating all the 
gifts God has given us, not just the material gifts our culture has 
tended to make preeminent. The anti-materialism principle (but not 
hostility to posse~sions as such) is at work here. 
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2. Solidarity and sharing with the poor. "The rich must live 
more simply so that the poor may simply live. " There are two 
dimensions to this. In choosing to live more nearly as the poor are 
compelled to live, ·we make a gesture of solidarity with those who 
have no choice about their lifestyle. This can become more than an 
empty gesture, for at the same time we can free more of our 
financial resources to share with those whose needs are truly 
desperate. In times of economic crisis church giving tends to suffer, 
especially for benevolences. As the needs of the truly poor 
intensify, available help diminishes. Simpler living is a way of 
sharing more, even in times when inflation and taxes tempt us to 
think only of ourselves. The justice principle is at work here. 

3. Authentic witness. By doing what our Lord has taught, we 
give witness in the church and in the world that he is indeed our 
Lord. This gives integrity both to evangelistic proclamation and to 
any political action to which we may be led . In terms of evangelism, 
"it is impossible with integrity to proclaim Christ's salvation if he 
has evidently not saved us from greed, or his lordship if we are not 
good stewards of our possessions, or his love if we close our hearts 
against the needy."' In terms of politics, our advocacy of a society 
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F1ouAe 6.2. "We decided we'd denied ourselves color long 
enou~h-but that no one who's sensitive to the plight of the 
worlds poor should go beyond a 21-inch set." 

Drawing by Albert A. Bell, Jr. 
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freed from the idolatry and injustice of the Global Shopping Center 
gains authenticity from our behavior. We can anticipate in our own 
action something of what the new order would be like, for it is clear 
that in a just global society 6 percent of the people cannot continue 
to consume between 30 percent and 40 percent of the world's 
increasingly scarce resources of food and energy. 

4. Personal freedom. The move toward sunpler living can 
finally be seen as "an act of self-defense against the mind- and 
body-polluting effects of over-consumption" and as "an act of 
withdrawal from the achievement-neurosis of our high-pressure, 
materialist societies. " 6 It is a declaration of independence from the 
magic spell Madison A venue opportunists would cast over us, luring 
us with a life of ease and plenty, if only we leave all the decisions to 
them. The magic words that break the spell are a quiet but forceful 
"No, thank you" in reply to their constant and often frenzied 
propaganda. In fulfi llment of Jesus' promise that those who lose 
their lives will find them, we discover that in taking concrete steps 
toward more responsible levels of consumption we regain control of 
our lives, winning freedom from the mental pollution and mind 
control that are part of the consumer treadmill. 

One of the concrete steps we can take is to change the way we 
talk about our economic situation. How we talk affects what we 
think and feel. Too much poortalk sours our thinking and spoils our 
enjoyment of life. Thus, one action that all of us can profitably take 
is to alter our conversational patterns. We can cut the poortalk, and 
by so doing gain a truer perspective on our own situation. Consider 
some practical examples of how middle-class people might cut the 
poortalk: 

" I need that" could become " I want that." 
" I am underpaid" could become " I spend more than I make." 
"I am poor" could become "My wants exceed my income." 

And perhaps the most fainiliar middle-class statement of all, " I 
can't afford it," could become "I choose to spend my money on 
other things." This last example acknowledges the fact that most of 
us could afford almost any reasonable item, if we made it a top 
priority. The fact is, we have other priorities on which we choose to 
spend our limited income. The choice is ours. 

Simpler living is not easy, and it involves more than just 
changing the way we talk. It involves the breaking of long-estab
lished habits, strongly supported by our social environment. This is 
painful. At the same time it is joyful, for it involves celebration, the 
blessedness of giving-which exceeds that of receiving (Acts 
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20:35}-the integrity of authentic witness, and the regaining of 
persoual freeaom. Since joys are doubled and sorrows halved when 
they are shared, the path toward simpler living is one we need to 
walk with others. Members of families need to undertake the effort 
together, and single people need to find some "family" with whom 
to work. Elaine Amerson, who with her husband and two children 
lives and works with the poor in Evansville, Indiana, offers the 
following guidelines "for a family beginning to be aware of a need to 
simplify its lifestyle." Her first five suggestions deal with the need to 
learn from the Scriptures about God's concern for the poor and 
about the reality of poverty in our own community and worldwide. 
She then continues: 

6. Plan strategies as a family and then take a first step toward 
simplification. Then take another-and another. Don't expect change 
to occur overnight; patterns weren't established quickly and won't be 
broken instantly either. 

7. Emphasize the joyful life. Don't go on a "guilt trip." Look for 
ways to make the journey fun. 

8. Talk with others who are attempting to simplify their lifestyles. 
Read books and magazines that will keep you in touch with such 
persons and ideas. 

9. Become creative with interaction times, ooth as a family and with 
other families, persons, and groups. 

10. Celebrate your suc.cesses.' 

Point six is particularly important. While some have successfully 
adopted a "cold turkey" strategy, Elaine's slow-but-steady 
philosophy is likely to be more fruitful for most people. But where 
do we begin? 

Our diets may be the best place. Everything comes together 
here. There may be no place where inflation is more visible than in 
the weekly trip to the supermarket. At the same time, our 
overconsumption of food and the desperate needs of a hungry world 
are becoming increasingly clear. One mother describes her family's 
efforts this way: 

We fight the junk-food battle constantly (and we win some and Jose 
some), avoid processed foods and try to limit intake. We've joined a 
food cooperative, and we eat lots of soup and few desserts. We have 
also tried meat cutbacks, substituting alternative protein sources lower 
on the food chain. About twice a week I try to serve a delectable and 
colorful meatless meal. One evening I enthusiastically presented ... a 
gourmet delight- zucchini souffle. Our seven-year-old son sniffed and 
poked at his portion while I cheerily asked if someone could explain 
why we were having a meatless meal. Said he, with a heavy sigh, 
"Cause this is what the poor people have to eat?"' 
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An indispensable resource to many families trying to simplify their 
diets is Doris Longacre's More-With-Less cookbook. 

Where next? 
Transportation. Fewer cars? Smaller cars? More bikes and 

walking? Bus or subway? 
Clothing. Do we depend on an artificial image? Do we need to 

let "them" dictate new purchases by arbitrary style changes? 
Secondhand shops? 

Housing. Do we truly need all the house we can , in traditional 
terms, afford? 

Leisure time, vacations, entertainment. Does genuine rest and 
recreation really require all the expensive toys that luxury industries 
have made available to us? 

Books. This comes too close to home for us. Next. 
Heating. Lower thermostat, warmer clothes? Is air condition

ing necessary? 
There are surely other budget areas and other questions to be 

explored. These are only intended as samples. For more extended 
discussion of the biblical rationale for simpler living and practical 
suggestions for implementing it, we recommend: 

Adam Daniel Finnerty, No More Plastic Jesus (the story of the 
Shakertown pledge) 

Arthur G. Gish, Beyond the Rat Race 
Ronald J. Sider, ed., Living More Simply 
John V. Taylor, Enough Is Enough 
Simple living need not be sloppy living. It need not be tacky or 

boorish, devoid of the uplifting power of art, music, and literature. 
Nor need it mean wearing bib overalls and flannel shirts from a 
secondhand clothing store. Rather, as we simplify our lives we 
should strive to enrich them further not with dollars but with 
beauty. But in this area of our budgets as well as in every area we 
need to ask: Do we really need to own something, to possess it 
totally, in order to appreciate its beauty or enjoy its benefits? If, for 
example, we made more frequent visits to museums or borrowed art 
objects from our local library, could this enrich our lives without 
depriving others of the benefits of those objects? Or, if we are 
concerned about supporting the work of artists, could we purchase 
and then donate art objects to our local library or contribute the 
purchase price to a library or museum? 

One final suggestion: It may look as if the exhaustion of the 
consumer treadmill is being traded in for the exhaustion of having to 
ask with every purchase, "Do we really need it?" There is an easy 
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way to avoid this. It is called the graduated tithe. Instead of setting 
aside 10 percent of its income for the work of the Lord, including 
helping the poor, a family can set a higher percentage. When this is 
paid out first, like withholding tax, there is no choice but to find a 
way to live on what is left. Instead of agonizing over every particular 
decision, the task is just to adjust the overall budget to the available 
resources. This method also has the advantage of leaving the choice 
of which budget categories are to be pruned up to each family's 
individual preference. Since each family's circumstances are 
unique, no single set of guidelines for simplifying would be 
appropriate for everyone. 

If a family accepts the challenge of the graduated tithe, Elaine 
Amerson's slow-but-steady strategy is important. A small increase, 
successfully handled and celebrated, will encourage the family to try 
another increase and then, perhaps, another. The larger a family's 
income, the greater the increase that should be possible. In this way 
we can learn to give unto God as we give unto Caesar; i.e., the larger 
the income, the larger the percentage we give to God. There is, of 
course, one tremendous difference. In God's case it is voluntary. 
Instead of a fate or destiny over which we feel we have almost no 
control, it is an exercise of our freedom as God's grateful children. 
That is why there can be joy in giving until it really pinches or, to use 
an older but not outmoded terminology, in sacrificial giving. 

Action Toward Changing Our World 

As our knowledge of biblical and global reality increases and as we 
take steps to bring our life as consumers into greater conformity 
with the faith we profess, we will find ourselves increasingly out of 
tune with our society. Changing ourselves is not enough; we will 
want to change the world in which we. live. We will see that public 
policy and the plight of the poor are intimately linked, and we will 
find our political priorities beginning to change. As one world 
hunger group has said, "Each year Congress routinely chops about 
$200 million or more from an amount that has originally been 
recommended by its committees for development aid. Thus, in one 
vote Congress can wipe out the value of all contributions for church 
relief agencies for an entire year. In church we give to relieve 
hunger. By our silence on public policy we lock people more deeply 
into hunger .... No matter what else we do, if we neglect public 
policy, hunger increases. " 9 

What kinds of public policy issues have a bearing on pov.erty, 
on who gets to eat and who does not? On the domestic front, the 
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F1GuAe 6.3. "It says here that the simple lifestyle is the latest fad in America." 

Drawing by Albert A. Bell, Jr. 

most obvious issues are those of agricultural and domestic 
assistance policies. Internationally speaking, trade and aid policies 
have an equally clear impact. 

But other, less obvious connections are just as important. Does 
our foreign policy support regimes that promote the interests of the 
already wealthy elites in the poor countries of the world or those 
committed to the progress of the needy? Exactly the same question 
can be asked about the impact of our investments abroad, both 
through ,multinational corporations and through such agencies as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, in which we 
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have a large voice. Then there is the question of military spending 
that now consumes nearly one billion dollars worldwide per 
day-money that could be used to alleviate human misery. As 
former president Eisenhower said, " 'Every gun that is made, every 
warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a 
theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and 
are not clothed.' " 10 

Our local congressman sends out a questionnaire from time to 
time asking the constituents what their highest political priorities 
are. Prominent among the suggested candidates are items appealing 
to our economic self-interest: taxes, inflation, government regula
tion. Conspicuously absent are the themes that would emerge from 
trying to shape political life by the anti-materialism and justice 
principles. What would be the impact if increasing numbers of 
Christian constituents (of which there are many) would fi ll in the 
"Other" blank with the message that they were less interested in 
imp.roving their already affluent positions than in working to deal 
with real poverty both at home and abroad? 

This question immediately brings two other questions to mind: 
(1) What is the point of all this, since I am just one little voice crying 
in the wilderness? (2) How would I ever be knowledgeable enough 
to back up my beliefs with specific suggestions? 

Let us consider the second question first. Fortunately there are 
organized groups of Christians whose reason for being is to solve 
just this problem. Through analysis of the issues they help us see the 
impact of political decisions that are being made on the neediest 
people here and overseas, and through newsletters they call their 
members' attention to which bills are under debate, which policies 
are being formed, and which government officials need to be 
contacted. Two such groups are BREAD FOR THE WORLD (32 
Union Square East, New York, NY 10003) and IMPACT (110 
Maryland Avenue, N.E., Washington, DC 20002). Standing on a 
broad ecumenical base, they seek to provide the tools for Christian 
citizenship grounded in neither a conservative nor a liberal political 
philosophy, but in the biblical principle of being as concerned about 
our neighbor's well-being as about our own. 

Groups such as these provide one answer to the first question as 
well. Because they coordinate activities at the national, state, and 
congressional district levels, individuals who participate can be sure 
that their voice is not being raised alone. In the age of special 
interest lobbies, there is a great need for such lobbies on behalf of 
those who otherwise have little or no voice at all in the decisions that 
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are sometimes quite literally matters of life and death for them. 
However, there is an even more important answer to the 

question about the effectiveness of raising a lonely voice. Even 
though there are ways of joining with other Christians to raise a 
united voice, there is no guarantee that it will not be drowned out by 
larger and louder voices of self-interested groups (including, sadly, 
Christians who have given in to the "politics of resentment," 
seeking to pin the blame for our economic troubles on the poor at 
home and abroad). But Christ bas called us to faithful obedience, 
not to success in the sense of effectiveness. In the process of feeding 
the hungry, Jesus and a nameless lad taught us the spirit that needs 
to pervade our political activity. In spite o f Andrew's objection 
(" ... but what is that among so many?") the lad was willing to give 
his five loaves and two fish to Jesus and trust him for the rest; and 
Jesus fed the five thousand (John 6:1-14). Ifwe could free ourselves 
from Andrew's calculating spirit and offer our political loaves and 
fish to Christ in childlike trust, perhaps we would see miracles in our 
own time as well. In any case , Jesus never asks that we do more than 
we can. But he does ask that we do no less. To offer to Christ the gift 
of our citizenship means simply that we put it in the service of his 
kingdom and its righteousness rather than our own kingdom and its 
security. 

Action Toward Changing Our Church 

One reason we are likely to find so much need for change in our 
individual and family lives is that our churches have not beard and 
proclaimed the gospel on these issues as faithfully as on some 
others. As we ponder the implications of the biblical principles, it 
will be clear that changes are needed not only in our political 
institutions but in our religious institutions as well. This will be true 
on at least three levels, each of which involves the principle that the 
Christian life cannot be lived privately. It is a corporate life. 

Learning Activities 

First, there is the twofold task of biblical and global learning 
that we see as the basis for lifestyle and lobbying activities. The 
church teaches through its preaching, through its liturgy, and 
through its various Christian education programs. These need to be 
examined to see whether they are faithful to the whole counsel of 
God; in particular, whether they are giving sufficient attention to 
teaching the biblical witness we have been calling the anti-materi
alism and justice principles. The task of the Christian education 



84 Inflation, Poortalk, and the Gospel 

program of a church is not simply to get people into the church and 
to keep them there; it is to make them disciples of Christ, teaching 
them to observe all that Jesus commanded. 

Lifestyle Changes 

If the first avenue of changed behavior involves the Christian 
education committee of the local church, the second involves the 
parish life, stewardship, and property committees. Given the 
pressures of our society, no individual and no family can make 
significant lifestyle simplifications alone. Support and encourage
ment are absolutely essential. Helping to organize the sharing and 
support groups that are needed here can be a task of the parish life 
committee. Meanwhile the stewardship committee can try to keep 
the financial life of the congregation from degenerating into fund 
raising and bill paying by making it an act of worship and serious 
discipleship. Building on the work the Christian education 
committee is doing in teaching what the Bible has to say about 
wealth and poverty, the stewardship committee can challenge the 
congregation to tithing (and graduated tithing) as an act of obedient 
celebration, solidarity with the poor, authentic witness, and 
personal freedom. Finally, the property committee (together with 
the stewardship committee) can take a long, hard look at the 
church's own corporate lifestyle. How much of the church's budget 
consists of prestige expenditures, made for the purpose of keeping 
up with or ahead of the ecclesiastical Joneses? Where can the local 
congregation simplify its own lifestyle? Why does the church pay its 
utility bills first and its benevolences only if the budget is met, when 
it teaches its members to give to God first and not make his kingdom 
depend on what is left over at the end of the month? 

Lobbying Activities 

Bringing political activity to the congregational level raises 
theological and legal questions about the separation of church and 
state. These questions cannot be ignored. But there are other 
difficult questions that also need to be asked. Why are most 
congregations so much less squeamish about singing hymns of 
praise to America's greatness than they are about voicing prophetic 
criticism of America's lifestyle? How much of the church's political 
inactivity is the result of a desire to keep peace by avoiding 
controversial issues and by avoiding any challenge to the 
congregation's own economic comfort? Are there times when 
speaking out on matters of public policy is not a matter of partisan 
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politics but of Christian principle? It might well be the task of the 
Christian action or social justice committee to grapple with these 
questions. Whatever answers the committee gives, it will be 
important to keep in mind that corporate action is not the only way a 
congregation can be politically involved. Just as it can provide a 
fellowship of support for lifestyle changes that occur primarily at the 
individual and family levels, so it can provide a context of 
encouragement for personal political activity. l t can organize local 
chapters of groups like Bread for the World and Impact. It can hold 
a "town meeting" type forum between the congregation and 
candidates for public office. 

No doubt few churches have exactly the committee structure 
presupposed by the preceding paragraphs. We do not know any that 
does. But that is not the point. We have two reasons for talking 
about congregational change in terms of its committee structure. 
First, a congregation's concern to be more just and less materialistic 
needs to become " institutionalized." For all their problems, 
institutional structures are the only way to give relative permanence 
to a group's shared values. Second, the laity need to take the lead in 
these matters. Most of our clergy have had little or nothing in their 
seminary training to prepare them for prophetic leadership, and 
their political instincts often encourage them not to rock the boat. 
But if parishioners show they are willing to take the initiative, many 
pastors will prove to be invaluable resources. 

In moments when it all seems a bit overwhelming, think about 
the Eastminster Presbyterian Church in Wichita, Kansas. They had 
a $525,000 building program under way when Guatemala was 
devastated by an earthquake in early 1976. At a meeting of their 
board a lay person asked, " 'How can we set out to buy an 
ecclesiastical Cadillac when our brothers and sisters in Guatemala 
have just lost their little Volkswagen?' " After discussion the board 
took two bold steps. First , they reduced their own building program 
to $180,000, and then they sent their pastor and two elders to 
Guatemala to look for ways to help. Based on their report, the 
congregation borrowed $120,000 from a bank and with it rebuilt 
twenty-six churches and twenty-eight parsonages for the Christians 
in Guatemala. The Kansas church has kept in close contact with the 
Guatemalan church and recently pledged another $40 ,000 for a new 
seminary there. No doubt this has encouraged the church in 
Guatemala. But the pastor in Kansas insists that it has ''meant far 
more to Eastminster Presbyterian than to Guatemala," and he talks 
enthusiastically about the spiritual revitalization of his own 
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congregation.11 The gospel is good news-if we only believe it. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

1. Can you illustrate from your own experience the way behavior' 
shapes attitudes (for better or worse)? 

2. What do you know about poverty in your own community? What 
contacts have you had with poor people? 

3. Outside of your own family circle, what experiences have you 
had of the joy of sharing? 

4. What practical steps could we take towards declaring our 
independence from the magic spell of Madison Avenue? 

5. What lifestyle changes would be hardest for you? Which would 
be easiest? Does everyone need to make the same changes? 

6. How could your church modify its own lifestyle and exert 
political leadership? 

Looking 
.--------0 the Futur~---· 

Part3 
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What I~ 
_ ____.Ahead for Us?. ___ _ 
Predicting the future is risky business. Our national and global 
economies are so complex that economists have enough difficulty 
understanding and interpreting past events, let alone projecting 
future events. Changes in government policy, changes in interna
tional relations, changes in consumer attitudes and lifestyles all can 
occur rapidly enough to throw off even the most carefully plotted 
trend. Detroit's low projections for small-car sales in the late 1970s 
were based on car buyers' past preferences; the nation changed its 
preferences faster than the automakers could retool their products. 
Errors in crystal gazing are not restricted to business. In 1977, 
intelligence experts predicted that the Shah would rule Iran for at 
least ten more years. 

But in spite of the difficulties in projecting the future, 
predictions continue to be made. Economists are more willing to 
speculate about the short-term future, since the forces that have 
already been set in motion will roll along on their own inertia for the 
next few years, barring revolutionary changes in our economy. 
Most economists agree that the cost of oil and petroleum products 
will continue to increase, that the productivity problem will not 
disappear overnight, and that high inflation will continue well into 
the mid-1980s. 

No one predicts that the next few years will be easy. The 
transition to new sources of energy, the reversal of the productivity 
slide, and the continuing struggle with high inflation will strain our 
optimism. But then, what next? Is a new golden age of prosperity 
around the corner, or are we on the edge of a gaping abyss that will 
swallow our future? No one knows for sure, but both optimists and 
doomsayers can point to evidence supporting their point of view. 

89 
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Let us take a look at two very different visions of the future in order 
to ponder the implications of those contrasting scenarios for 
Christian faith and life. 

Scenarlo One: Unbounded Prosperity 

Some people believe our problems have almost run their course. 
Each of the problems-high inflation, bulging unemployment lines, 
low consumer confidence, slumps in productivity, shortages of 
energy and raw materials-has faced our nation in earlier years. 
None of these crises has been sufficient to derail our economic 
engine. Instead, we moved out of each of these economic cycles 
with new resources, new technology to use those resources, new 
knowledge of economic principles, and new confidence in our 
ability to use both the knowledge and the technology wisely. A 
classic example of the flexibility of the world economy comes from 
the late 1800s. Supply problems had produced a critical shortage in 
the chief liquid fuel, whale oil. The situation looked extremely 
bleak, but the development of kerosene as an alternative fuel 
changed the course of economic history. 

Is Continuous Prosperity Possible? 

The optimists assert that our ecoµoi:;ny has a <Jeep underlying 
strength that comes from a large, highly educated population of 
workers, a vast continent filled with natural resources, and millions 
of consumers accustomed to affluence. Our situation is certainly 
enviable compared to most other nations. 

The American industry has long had a reputation for 
innovation and technological sophistication. Although recently a 
few nations have caught up with and surpassed us in certain areas of 
technology, our colleges and universities are pumping out young 
scientists and engineers who will design the next generation of 
equipment. While it is true that some of our resources are being 
depleted, the optimists are not worried. Our future prosperity does 
not depend on our estimated reserves of currently important natural 
resources, but rather on American ingenuity. Economist Julian 
Simon argues, 

. . . because we find new lodes, invent better production 
methods, and discover new substitutes, the ultimate constraint upon 
our capacity to enjoy unlimited raw materials at acceptable prices is 
knowledge. And the souce of knowledge is the human mind. 
Ultimately, then, the key constraint is human imagination and the 
exercise of educated skills. 1 
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From this perspective, continued growth in affluence is not only 
possible but also increasingly likely as we discover more about 
nature and how to control it. 

What Would the Future Be Like? 

The year is 2010. The world's population has grown 50 
percent since 1980. Almost six billion people are alive today, but 
the threats of widespread famine have not materialized. New 
farming technologies and the Increased use of fertilizer have 
allowed farmers to keep up with the rising demand for grain, 
while biological discoveries have spawned a new "ocean 
farming" industry that now satlsfies a major chunk of the world's 
protein needs. 

Global per capita Income has more than doubled since 
1980, but the distribution of wealth Is changing more slowly. For 
every $10,000 earned by a family in America or western Europe, 
a family In Black Africa or South Asia still receives less than $300. 

Oil production has dropped steadily since the 1970s, but no 
one worries about It anymore. Energy is plentiful now (thanks 
mostly to the development of new, safer nuclear reactors using 
the fusion principle); so oil has become irrelevant as a fuel. 
Almost all the oil produced goes into fertilizer, and even there its 
use may soon be replaced by microorganisms that can tum 
municipal wastes into high quality fertilizer. 

Here in the United States things have never been better. It Is 
true that an economy car now costs $94,000; but since It Is 
electric the fuel costs are low, and the hardened plastic body 
makes the exterior as maintenance-free as the engine. A modest 
home costs $250,000; but since the average famlly's annual 
Income Is $160,000, housing is actually more affordable than It 
was at any time in the past fifty years. 

Our prosperity has grown stea9ily since the dark days of the 
early 1980s. It is true that we have had to give up a few things, 
such as long-distance vacations in the car, but everyone seems 
happy with the rise In our standard of living. Our values have not 
changed all that much; we still want the best and lots of It. But we 
Americans have also grown more sensitive to the needs of the 
poor around the world. For one thing, there are many more poor 
people than in 1980, since recent population growth has been 
entirely restricted to the less develc)peci countries. But we also 
know more now about how to work together with the "newly rich" 
countries to help less developed nations stand on their own. 
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Looking back on it now, it seems that one key element in the 
success of the Industrialized nations was our flexibility. When we 
ran out of one resource, we found something else that worked 
even better. For example, when we ran short of copper, we 
developed a fleet of communications satellites that eliminated 
the need for billions of miles of copper telephone lines. Another 
important element was our willingness to share some of our 
bounty with those less fortunate. That is the only way we could 
have weathered those food shortages without provoking a 
global confrontation between the rich and the poor. But now 
that food production has resumed its upward climb, and the 
world population is beginning to stabilize, the future for humanity 
once again looks bright. 

How Might Christians Respond? 

We hear the call of our Lord in times of prosperity as well as in 
times of adversity. But it is clear that there are dangers involved in 
an era of unchecked growth in prosperity. Affluent Christians n m 
the risk of casting aside the anti-materialism principle, putting 
money and possessions rather than God at the center of our lives. 
This grasping greediness-what Philip Slater calls "wealth addic
tion "- was traditionally regarded as one of the seven deadly sins. 2 It 
is dangerous not only because it can undermine our personal 
adjustment, but also because it threatens to evoke God's judgment 
for our rebellion against his commands. The greed that makes us 
pile up possessions is really a demonstration of our "unfaith," our 
lack of trust in God's ability to meet our needs. 

Christians also face the temptation to ignore the justice 
principle. We turn away from pictures of starving children and avoid 
the shrill clamor of prophetic voices from inside and outside the 
church , because it is somehow easier to enjoy our affluence if we can 
forget about those who do not share it. We can become so entwined 
in our own luxury that we hear the anguished cries of the suffering as 
threats to our lifestyle rather than as pleas for help. 

Yet the troubling questions refuse to go away. To what degree 
has our prosperity depended upon colonial relationships with the 
rest of the world? What have we given the poor countries in return 
for using their resources and their labor? Are some people starving 
so that we might maintain our rising standard of living? These are 
controversial questions, but they raise an even more fundamental 
issue: Regardless of whether our wealth has been acquired by just or 
unjust means, by what right can we refuse to share our bounty? 
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Christians can guard themselves against the temptations of 
pride and greed and selfishness while still joyfully celebrating God's 
good gifts. Here are four suggestions for doing so: 

1. We can continually acknowledge that God's goodness is the 
ultimate source of our prosperity. 

2. We can serve as role models for Christians and non-Chris
tians alike by demonstrating that lives of moderate consumption or 
"creative simplicity" are possible and desirable even in times of 
prosperity. 

3. We can go out of our way to confront true poverty so that 
none of us forgets that economic justice has not yet prevailed. 

4. We can join with other concerned individuals to urge 
governments and other institutions to work toward alleviating 
poverty and economic oppression throughout the world. 

Scenario Two: Running Out of Everything 

A growing chorus of environmentalists, economists, and scientists is 
challenging the assumptions of the previous scenario. Rather than 
seeing our current problems as temporary fluctuations in our 
long-term upward climb, some of these doomsayers hail them as 
signs of the end of an era, the last gasps of a dying industrial society, 
poisoned by its own excesses. 

For years, prophets of disaster have grabbed occasional 
headlines. But now respected, conscientious scientists and states
men are adding their voices to the dire predictions. The possibility 
of worldwide disaster gained considerable credibility in 1980 with 
the publication of the Global 2000 Study, a report prepared by the 
United States Council on Environmental Quality and the United 
States State Department. The three-year study concluded: 

If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be more crowded, 
more polluted, less stable ecologically, and more vulnerable to 
disruption than the world we live in now. Serious stresses involving 
population, resources, and environment are clearly visible ahead. 
Despite greater material output, the world's people will be poorer in 
many ways than they are today. 

For hundreds of millions of the desperately poor, the outlook for 
food and other necessities of life will be no better. For many it will be 
worse. Barring revolutionary advances in technology , life for most 
people on earth will be more precarious in 2000 than it is now-unless 
the nations of the world act decisively to alter current trends.3 

Mouths to Feed 

Even conservative estimates of population trends project a 50 
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percent increase by the tum of the century. The world's population 
will grow from four billion today to over six billion, with 92 percent 
of this growth occurring in the poorest countries. The earth 
certainly can bold six billion people, or even more, but these billions 
will not be distributed evenly across the habitable regions. The 
industrialized nations will grow by only 17 percent, while the 
populations of Africa and Latin America will double. Mexico City 
will burst at the seams with thirty million inhabitants, while Bombay 
and Calcutta will each reach twenty million.• 

The income gap between rich and poor nations is projected to 
become even larger. For every twenty-dollar increase in per-person 
incomes in the industrialized countries, the less developed nations 
will receive only one dollar.s This means that the poorer countries 
will be even less able to pay for the projected doubling in food prices 
over the next two decades. 

Why would food prices climb? In 1970, one hectare (about 2.5 
acres) supported 2.6 persons; by 2000, one hectare will have to 
support 4 persons or even more if urban sprawl and erosion 
continue to nibble away at existing cropland.6 This increase in food 
production would be possible only through the increased use of 
fertilizer and pesticides derived from oil. If oil prices rise , so will 
food costs. What is more, the increased use of fertilizer produces 
diminishing returns. Each extra pound of fertilizer produces fewer 
and fewer additional pounds of grain; at some point an additional 
pound of fertilizer would be required for each additional pound of 
grain (see Figure 7.1). 

. . What about the oC:eans? <::an we depend on their bounty to feed 
the extra mouths? Unfortunately, the world fish catch has probably 
reached its peak. Between 1969 and 1975 the world's fishing fleet 
grew by 50 percent, but the total fish catch did not increase at 
all. 7 

What about our technology? Will our scientific ingenuity 
ultimately solve our problems? Perhaps, but we seem to be reaching 
a point of diminishing returns in some technological investments as 
well as in agriculture. E ach year it takes more and more 
worker-hours and more and more money to produce each 
important advance. For example, the millions of dollars spent on 
cancer research have not produced as many scientific break
throughs as comparable sums did in the past. What is more , some 
argue that technology could not possibly be the solution, since it is 
part of the problem. Our dilemmas over pollution and toxic waste 
disposal are by-products of our technological sophistication. 
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F10uRE 7.1 . Diminishing returns In food production as fertilizer 
usage increases. Past increases in food production partly 
reflect increased fertilization. Further Increases in fertlllzer 
usage will produce less benefit. Thus, it Is unlikely that 
per-acre yields will continue to grow as they have in the past. 

Depleted Resources 
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One of the key elements in the rising prosperity of the western 
nations over the last century was cheap, readily available energy. 
The oil ·price hikes of the 1970s ended the era of cheap energy (see 
Figure 7 .2) and spurred conservation efforts around the world. But 
many experts believe that we have already used half of ail the 
world's reserves of oil and that the remainder of the easily accessible 
oil will be depleted early in the next century. Alternative energy 
sources hold promise for the next century, but for the next twenty to 
thirty years we can expect energy to be less readily available and 

more costly. 
Other important resources are also endangered. The world 

production of many minerals is falling. The easily accessible, high 
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quality ores are running out. New deposits are continually being 
discovered, but the deposits are in more remote locations, are lower 
in quality, and require more energy per unit produced. 

Our forests provide heating fuel and building materials for 
most of the world's population, but demand for wood has increased 
faster than trees can be planted. By one estimate, 40 percent of the 
existing forests in less developed countries will have disappeared by 
the turn of the century. 8 This and other strains on the air, the water, 
and the delicate balance of our fragile biosphere could make the 
earth much less hospitable to its human inhabitants. 

What Would the Future Be Like? 

The year is 2010. The earth Is teeming with llfe; more people 
are alive today than ever before-more than twice as many as 
there were just half a century ago. Yet the earth is dying a slow 
death from a thousand wounds. 

Hundreds of mllllons of Its inhabitants are starving, and 
millions more will suffer lifelong physical and Intellectual 
retardation from insufficient protein. Once-fertile farms and 
grasslands are dry and barren; each year an area the size of 
Maine has succumbed to the encroaching desert, helped 
along by overgrazing and overcultivating. 

Huge tracts of forest have vanished. Nearly 20 percent of all 
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the animal species a live In 1980 are now extinct-starved by the 
loss of their forest-based food supply or poisoned by the steady 
buildup of toxic wastes In the environment. 

Here in the United States we have been relatively sheltered 
from the worst effects of the global crisis. We have plenty to eat, 
even though beef has disappeared from the tables of everyone 
,except the very wealthy. Our diets are well balanced; but they 
do not have as much variety as In the past since shipping costs 
have pushed out-of-season vegetables and fruits out of our 
reach. 

Our prosperity has declined quite a bit from its peak in the 
late 1970s, but life In the United States is still good, especially 
considering the misery In so many other places. Sure, we have 
got some problems-decaying cities, polluted streams, high 
prices for everything-but we'll survive. The worst part Is the heat. 
The experts claim that air pollution p lus the loss of the forests In 
other countries have created a chemical "greenhouse" around 
the earth, and it Is getting hotter all the time. And now that air 
conditioners have been outlawed, you can Imagine how we are 
suffering. 

But most of us have good jobs, at least for now. The outlook 
for the future Is less cheery. The news reports say that shortages in 
raw materials and energy will close a lot of factories and that 
people will be forced to move back onto the farms. 

Looking back on it now, I om not sure that anything we could 
have done would have saved those animals or fed those 
starving children or kept me as well off as I was thirty years ago. 
But I wish someone would have told us what was In store for us so 
that at least we could have been prepared. 

How Might Christians Respond to This Dismal Scenario? 

Clearly the world faces some serious challenges stemming from 
the physical limits of our resources in the next decades, even if no 
social limits develop. In the event of wars, revolutions, or economic 
conflicts between rich and poor countries, even the scenario just 
described could tum out to be naively optimistic. Not only would 
millions starve in the poorer nations, but even rich Americans could 
see their standard of living collapse. 

Proverbs 30:8 says, " ... give me neither poverty nor wealth . 
... " It is easy to see the dangers of affluence. The dangers of 
poverty may be less obvious, but they are equally serious. Poor 
Christians risk falling into a depression not of the economy but of 
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the spirit. This hopelessness is dangerous, because it is really a 
symptom of an even more basic problem: the loss of trust in God's 
providence. Some Christians caught in this trap may give up on the 
world and tum to an otherworldly hope as an escape from the 
miseries of this life: Other Christians who have lost faith in God's 
ability or willingness to sustain them may become even more 
materialistic, putting their survival in the hands of their possessions 
rather than in God. 

The first of these responses denies the goodness of creation, 
while the second denies the goodness of the Creator. Both ignore 
the justice principle; Christians who turn inward, either to escape 
their problems or satisfy their materialism, will be less likely to 
share what they have with others. 

But impoverished Christians can guard themselves from the 
traps of despair and escapism while still celebrating God's good 
gifts. Here are four suggestions for doing so: 

1. We can seriously consider the possibility that our individual, 
national, or global economic problems could be God's judgment on 
wayward people, rather than evidence of God's powerlessness. 

2. We can use our forced separation from material luxuries as 
an opportunity to cultivate a healthy spirituality and rediscover 
life's ultimate meaning. 

3. We can still go out of our way to come in contact with those 
who are even less fortunate than we are. 

4. We can join forces with other individuals to work for 
economic justice in business, in government, and in society's other 
institutions. 

Questions for Further Consideration 

1. How optimistic are you about our economic future? Which of the 
scenarios seems most realistic? Why? 

2. Each generation of Americans has worked hard to ensure a 
better life for its children. Do you think that your children will be 
better or worse off than you are? How would you feel if your 
children had to settle for less than you have? 

3. Who would we blame if the dismal scenario comes about? Who 
would get the credit if our prosperity continues to grow? Who 
should get the credit? 

4. Some people have argued for "lifeboat ethics." That is, in order 
to protect the future of the world, we will need to "throw 
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overboard" some of the countries that have few resources but 
increasing numbers of hungry mouths. If we do not , they argue, 
we will all sink together. What do you think? 

5. ls it harder to live as a Christian in times of prosperity than in 
times of adversity? Why or why not? 
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Seeing the Light 
Through Inflation's 

_ _ _ _ Gloom._ __ 
Every old sailor has a favorite story about the wild storms at sea, 
where the ships drop so deeply into each wave's valley that the 
sailors lose sight of both where they are going and from where they 
have come. For a long moment the world consists of nothing more 
than the water swirling around the decks , until at last the lighthouse 
beacon appears over the crest of the wave. 

Today's Americans are a lot like those sailors: We measure our 
lives not by where we have been or where we are going, but by how 
we are doing compared to last year or even last month. We have a 
chronically short-term perspective. We see the economy swirling 
around our beads, but we are so mesmerized by its every dip and 
flutter that we are unable to see the years of blessings stretching out 
behind us or the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead of us. 

One of our goals in this book has been to call attention to the 
broader perspective-to see the light beaming through inflation's 
swirling gloom. The light we see comes not from a "pot of gold" at 
the end of inflation's rainbow, nor from a "pie-in-the-sky" vision of 
a future utopia. Rather, the source of our light is God's promise: 
Through the person and work of Jesus Christ, God has set in motion 
the redemption not only of individual persons but also of his entire 
creation, including the economic and social systems that control 
distribution of material goods. 

That means our reactions to the economic situation can be 
informed by our Christian faith. Faith provides both the motivation 
for change and the criterion to guide the changes. It also provides us 
with hope. By faith we are profoundly optimistic about the future, 
first because we are confident that God's kingdom will ultimately 
prevail and secondly because he has made us partners in the victory. 

101 
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But we are not blind. We live in a world that has been 
redeemed; yet evil persists. We worship in a church filled with saints 
who are yet sinners. There is a constant tension between the 
"already" and the "not yet ," between the present beginnings and 
the future fulfillments. 

The invasion of Normandy in 1944 was a turning point in World 
War II. In that one swift blow the Allies had "won the war." They 
had broken the backbone of the enemy, and victory was assured. 
The war was over- yet the killing went on. Likewise, God's 
kingdom of righteousness and justice has already invaded our 
world, and victory is already assured. Yet the full reality of the 
kingdom is still to come. 

But we do not have to wait for this final victory before we begin 
to change our attitudes, our lives, and our world. If what we are 
hoping for is God's kingdom of justice and peace, then we ought to 
be working now for justice and peace in this world. As Jurgen 
Moltmann asserts, "Peace with God means conflict with the world, 
for the goad of the promised future stabs inexorably into the flesh of 
every unfulfilled present." 1 

From this perspective, the failures of our present economic and 
social systems are not a cause for despair but an invitation for 
action. We can make a difference! Carl Braaten puts it this way: 
Those who catch a vision of the future kingdom are like advance 
explorers, dashing ahead, but then coming back to lead the way. 2 

This image of hope refuses to allow us to be content with the 
present; it incites us to begin the journey and gives comfort and 
encouragement when the way becomes difficult. 

Thus Martin Luther King could declare, "I have a dream." His 
dream was an eschatological hope that explodes into the present, 
penetrating every aspect of our existence and breaking down the 
barriers to the promised future. For those who catch the vision of 
the future age, it has begun already. It has begun among those who 
have linked life and destiny with Jesus Christ. "When anyone is 
united to Christ," writes Paul, "there is a new act of creation; the 
old order has gone, and a new order has already begun" (2 
Corinthians 5:17, alternate reading). 

This vision of a world liberated from economic injustice, 
oppression, and suffering is a vision that directs and gives hope to 
our work here on earth. To paraphrase Rubem Alves, the melody of 
the promised future enables us to dance even now.3 

Seeing the Light Through Inflation's Gloom 

Questions for Further Consideration 
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1. Why are people today so shortsighted? Is it because of the rapid 
changes in our society? Our disinterest in history? The media? 
Or other factors? 

2. In view of the dismal predictions that some have made, how can 
Christians be optimistic about the future? 

3. Can you think of any concrete examples in which a vision of hope 
compelled people to keep working in spite of difficult and 
discouraging circumstances? 

4. Has this book changed your perspective on wealth or your 
attitudes toward your own economic situation? If so, how? And 
what are you going to do about it? 
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