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"Economics" and "economy" aren't phrases that appear in the Scriptures, but a quick
glance at my NIV Exhaustive Concordance did produce 150 or so references to
"money", 150 more to "wealth", and 200 or so to the poor and "poverty". Those
statistics, and any thoughtful reading of the Pentateuch, the gospels, or indeed much
of the rest of the Bible, suggests that matters economic are of considerable importance
to the writers of Scripture - not, to be sure, all important, but a significant part of any
disciple's question: "how then shall we live?" The church, its theologians and
thinkers, have grappled ever since with the issues and challenges these everyday
realities pose for those who would follow God, revealed to us in Jesus Christ.

I want to talk today about how we as Christian people should think about economics,
as a discipline, and the way a modern economy works. How we might live what
might loosely - and perhaps a little dangerously - be called the economic dimensions
of our lives: buying, selling, working, borrowing, lending, and so on? Brian Smith
has already spoken. For much of my talk I think you will find us to be on similar
wavelengths. At the end though, I shall offer an alternative perspective on how we
should think about money and interest.

I'm going to argue that modern economics helps reinforce a temptation for
Christians to live, in vast areas of our lives, as if God does not exist2.

even us

But it didn't start out that way. The modern discipline of economics really began in
the UK in the 18th century. It was an outgrowth of philosophy, and began as an
attempt to make sense of (to describe) how things were, and why. why money? Why
trade? Why specialisation? why inflation? Why profits? Why innovation? And so on.
Adam Smith titled his famous book, An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes of the
Wealth of Nations, Enquiries of that sort are never free of context - in this case, an
industrialising UK, the increasing level of trade and specialisation, and with these the
tension between those inclined to see a large role for the state, and those inclined
rather to marvel at what was accomplished by individual effort.
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The central organising idea in this system of thought, or way of understanding, was a
simple one: as a first approximation, it appeared that it was safe to assume that in
matters to do with trade, business and so on, people will do what is in their own best
interests. In a sense though, the real leap was not assuming self-inteSest, as in
asserting and attempting to show that normally (not always) if people are pursuing
their own best interests that will also tend to produce good outcomes for the
community as well. Much of more-formal modem economics has been about
defining the sorts of circumstances under which this might be more or less true.

Within limits, the idea that people pursue their own interests is not tenibly
contentious. Faced with two identical supermarkets close at hand, for example, most
of us will sensibly choose the cheapest one. And in thinking about how best to
provide for ourselves and our families, most of us choose to specialise (work for
wages) and then trade, rather than trying to be self-sufficient peasant farmers. We
simply could not have even a small proportion of what we have today - we could not
be at this conference - without that trade and specialisation, which arose not because
of some central coordinating agency, but through people discovering needs and
opportunities and responding to them. Someone looking to set up a business will look
around and try to spot a gap in the market, where they can operate profitably by
meeting some apparent need/want of the community around them'.

This isn't some iron-clad law, but an observation that most people, most of the time,
faced with normal economic choices will not deliberately go out of their way to do
something not in their best interests. They didn't in ancient Israel (it seems to me the
Old Testament takes the pursuit of self-interest for granted - not praiseworthy, but a
fact of life nonetheless), they didn't in the first century Roman Empire, they didn't at
the height of the evangelical revival, and they don't in today's New Zealand. And
that is where economics started, with the relatively limited (so it seems now) ambition
of understanding how things work in the economic areas of life, and with it the ability
to say, with some moderate degree of confidence, "if x, they y". If, for example, a
famine hits, food prices will tend to rise; if rents are capped by law, then the supply of
rental housing is likely to fall. Understanding tendencies and directions is what we
look for from thinkers, researchers, and academics; it is how we calry knowledge
forward.

And people (understandably) want to use knowledge and understanding. If (a) we
realise that most people typically/sensibly do what is best for themselves in business,
in buying and selling etc, and (b) have a sense that in doing so, good outcomes
typically result, then it seems only reasonable to ask some questions. Are there rules
and restrictions that stand in the way of people pursuing their own best interests? Are
there restrictions that somehow prevent a rational pursuit of self-interest also working
in the best interests of society as a whole?

It isn't a case of economists glorifying

self-interest, or consciously suggesting that
everyone should be aggressively self-interested. For most, it is largely a case of
simply taking people as they are and trying to make the best of that; to get the best
results for society. If, for example, everyone was sacrificial and concemed primarily
Hence Adam Smith's famous dictum, that is not to benevolence of the butcher or the baker that we
owe the presence of food on the table, but to the sensible pursuit of a business opportunity by the
owners of those businesses.
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for others, monopolies might not matter much. But, as they are not then, for example,
competition will generally provide a good discipline on business, and work in the
interests of society as a whole.

it can be a slippery slope. It is very

easy to slide from observing that people
typically pursue their own best interests, and that market interactions typically
produce good outcomes (on a.verage, over time, for society as a whole), to simply
assuming that it is always so (good and powerful ideas are always simplified in their
application). It is easy to begin to stop caring as much about people as individuals, or
about the impact of my choices, or the policies I might support, on other people as
individuals.

But

Or we can drift from the undoubtedly true observation that market economies work,
and are far and away that best wealth producing systems yet known, to the implicit
assumption that "the mechanism", the "invisible hand" will take care of everyone.
And that if perhaps it doesn't, "well, one has to break a few eggs to make an
omelette". And to the simplistic notion that greed is no vice, but perhaps even a
social virtue. Consume now. Why wait. It's "win-win". You'll feel better, and there
are business opportunities for those who will sell you the goods, for those who might
lend you the money, and so on. It is easy for governments and media to come to
extol such dubious virtues, and for all of us - no matter what our faith - to be shaped
by those values.

It becomes all the easier to do because so much of economic life is now so impersonal
anyway. Unlike centuries past, we do not now mostly live in villages made up of
small farmers and sturdy independent tradespeople, all of whom we know and who
live close by. Instead most of us now live in cities, we purchase from anonymous
large chains, goods made by numerous large producers from across the globe, we deal
with huge banks (or, more often, only with their computers), and perhaps we even
work for the NZ arm of some major international company. Making sense of the
early stages of the drift towards this new world was part of the backdrop against
which the modem study of economics developed.

As a discipline, economics is powerful largely because it works. It does offers
powerful insights in how things and people will respond to changes, and as a practical
toolbox for analysing day-to-day issues, it is hugely helpful and valuable (I, for
example, couldn't do my job, without some "model" in my mind of how people
actually behave in notmal circumstances).
Indeed, economics offers such powerful insights in commercial and business matters
that the discipline has been in expansionary mode in recent decades; colonising other
disciplines in trying to understand marriage, the family, crime, punishment and so on.
Again, powerfully so. It is somewhat enlightening (at least for an economist!) to
think about lifelong marriage as a rational economic choice (two people willing to
invest in each other, and to specialise, knowing that both are in it for life). Or to think
about deterring crime in terms of raising the criminal's "expected cost of crime")4.

a

Though my personal favourite ascribes the low birth rate in the early 1940s to the very low level of
interest rates then prevailing, which discouraged births on the grounds that it would be harder to leave a
good bequest to several children when the return on savings was so low.

But appealing and instructive as these stories might be to the analyst, do we
want a
society in which people think about marriage in-cosrbenefit terms (in
which, if the
cost of getting out is relatively low, someone might reasonably deduce
that what is in
their own interest is also somehow in the interesls of the person they
are leaving, and
indeed in the interests of society as a whole. Or for potential criminals
- in the Board
room or on the streets - to be encouraged to think of crime as just
another economic
choice - do whatever you think you can get away with, if the expected
retum exceeds

the expected cost.

So a powerful analytical tool can begin to change us in ways that
reflects values far
removed from those of the Kingdom- It tends to happen particularly
to people
formally trained in economics - formal research done in the US finds
that the more
academic economics someone studies the more selfish, the less generous
to charities
and to others, someone is likely to be (by comparison with a p..i grorp
who studied
in.other disciplines). A salutary warning....buf not only to economics
students, as the
mindset becomes more pervasive, consiiously or not. And as with
all temptations,
perhaps it is the subtle and insidious ones that are harder
to resist, or even to
recognise.

In a formal sense, economics is value-free. It takes as given whatever
it is people are
seeking to pursue; it doesn't purport to answer the fundamental questions
about why
are we here, where are we going, and what is life for. But in praciice,
unless used by
people who are very sure of their own answers to those questions,
and of what those
answers mean - who have their own lodestar firmly established economics can shape
lives and societies. For there is no such thing as a value-free 1ife.

In fact, an economic framework for analysis is, in many ways, as brutally realistic
about how people are as the Bible encourages us to be. Humans
are fallen, and once
much beyond the narrow confines of the Amity it is rare for the
values of the kingdom
to dominate the interactions with the wider world of even devoted Christian
people;
scarcity is real, often enough survival is a challenge for many. The
difference is in
what we are encouraged to become to resist, andio be transformed,
or to relax and
go with the flow.

An economics mindset takes on, and disciplines and hamesses human behaviour,
but
it also reinforces the corrosion of the heart. It takes what the gospel regards uneasily
as facts of life, and promotes, exalts, and celebrates as virtuous
the relentless pursuit
of self-interest' The gospel is countercultural. It calls us away from these values,
towa.rds something higher and different. "Do nothing out of
vain conceit, but in
humility consider others better than yourselves. Each # yo, should look not
only to
your own interests, but also to the interests of others", *tit., paul
to the early church
at Philippi.

I was once inclined to think that a important reason for the triumph of an economics
mindset in so much of policy debate, and in particular in the way
in which issues are

framed in media and public discussion, has been the sharp decline
in churchgoing in
so much of the West. That decline has been more evideni thu.,
anlr,vhere peihaps in
that most secular of societies, European New Zealand. But I don,t
thint it really
explains very much - the paradigm is just as important, and the
leading edge work in
the discipline is done, in the heavily churchgoinf urrit.a States.

Perhaps instead we've all been too readily captured ourselves by the values and
nostrums of the market. Perhaps we too have failed to prepare ourselves and our
people for life in an increasingly impersonal modern economy. Perhaps we have
failed to maintain the central truth, that there is nothing neutral or value-free about
any dimension of our lives. We cannot justify things on the grounds of 'oeconomics
SayS", let alone "if it feels good, do it", or "if I can have it, I should have it". In all
our choices, always - and some of us have many more choices than others - we are
challenged to make them in the light of our commitment as baptised followers of
Christ. And it makes sense that we might have failed in this regard - for most people
in most of history there haven't been many choices to make (survival year to year was
the issue), and most economic life took place in small settled communities, where the
human dimensions of choice and economic behaviour were inescapable.

None of this of course is to exalt poverty. It is, in my view, no better than illness neither form part of God's vision for humanity, whether portrayed in the creation
stories, or in the consummation of all things pictured at the end of Revelation. As
health is good, material abundance is good. And yet there are risks all around us - as
poverty and sickness can induce enr,y and despair so unusual wealth (in particular) is
risky - it can engender a sense of pride, and self-sufficiency, an indifference to others
that tempts us to live as if God does not exist. It corrodes the soul.

As long ago as the

18th century John Wesley

better-known passages

wrote of some of this in one of his

:

I

fear wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has
decreased in the same pfoportion. Therefore I do not see how it is
possible in the nature of things for any period of revival of religion to
continue long. For religion must necessarily produce both industry and
frugality, and these cannot but produce riches. But as riches increase,
so will pride, anger, and love of the world in all its branches. How,
then, is it possible that Methodism, that is a religion of the heart, though
it flourishes now as gleen bay trees, should continue in this state? For
the Methodists in every place grow diligent and frugal; consequently
they increase in goods. Hence they proportionately increase in pride, in
anger, in the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of
life. So, although the form of religion remains, the spirit is swiftly
vanishing away. Is there no way to prevent this - the continued decay
of pure religion

How then shall we live, in an age when the choices are more numerous,

the

temptations perhaps greater, and when the prevailing mindset of our contemporaries
are so much yes sympathetic to the way of the kingdom?

There are very few absolutes on offer to us, and yet the Scriptures pose radical
challenges to any follower of Christ, in our use of time, our money, our lives.
Considerjust one verse (1 John 3:16-18):
This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for
us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers' If anyone has

material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on
him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children. love ,ot *ith
words or tongue but with actions and in truth.
There is, though, no textbook. The Bible is not a detailed owner's
have tended to get problematic when we've tried

to treatitas

-unrul,

u.rd things

one.

Two thoughts though perhaps can help to guide us. The first is from Scripture, the
challenge to seek first (and with our whole hearts) the kingdom of God, whiln should
provide us some context for shaping the way we interact with people, make choices,
spend, borrow and so on - we are called to do it all in the light of God.

And secondly, from St Augustine, who counselled, ,.Love and do as you please,,.
Which sounds easy, perhaps almost scandalous, until one begins to grow.r.i d..p..
into an awareness of what it means to love as God loved.
And so, we do not just assume that people will be okay, and that .,the market,, will
take care of things. Instead, we are called to be engaged, to care, to stand ready to
help, in costly ways if need be. We look out for our families and those near to us
1in
particular), we also think about what we do with our money and resources, about who
we deal with, and the implications of choices we make; we do not find our value in
our possessions, of in the instant gratification of our desires. Or more accurately, we

day by day set out on that road, knowing that often enough three steps forward will be
followed by at least two steps backs, and that perhaps at times *i'll tuk. a wrong
turning completely.

Would a world lived this way look so very different? In some ways yes and in some
ways no. The Bible doesn't enjoin us to ignore our own interests, or the responsibility
of providing for our families; it doesn't discourage trade, or discovery, or the new
opoportunities that wealth makes possible. But it does call us to faithfulness, stability,
sacrifice, and so on.

But we cannot afford to be naive - the gospel isn't. we cannot simply assume
heavenly virtues short of heaven, no matter how much we try to instili them in

ourselves and others. We are not that naive in our all-too-human church communities
(where we discipline the handling of money, hold leaders to account, provide
protocols for those dealing with children etc), and must not be so in our lives in the
wider world.

So,

in public life - whether as public offlcials or as voters - there is no point

advocating, say, the aboiition of the police on the assumption of some ideal Christian
world, or in advocating easy access to state resources on the assumption that no one
will abuse that generosity. But we do want to support those who celebrate sacrifice
and altruism, who refuse to be suckered by the siren song that says "whatever is, is
good". Greed may be a powerful force than sometimes prodr..s some social
benefits, but it is not good.
Reasonable Christian people will dispute how best public policy, even in its economic
dimensions, should be shaped, but we should be encouraging gor.rr-ents that stand

for, and reinforce, values ofjustice, sacrifice, peace, prosperity, and concern for the
weak and l.ulnerable.

In our workplace we are seen each day, and we challenged to in some way or another
live out our Christian life. Again, some of us have many more choices and much
more discretion than others, but all of us choose how we approach our work, and how
we are seen by those we work with. Ofben, however, there are no easy choices - we
arc part of a real world, and even "Christian companies" operate within the constraints
of the world - interdependence is a fact of life for almost all of us. How do we deal
with a company that claims (rightly in law) that its only priority is to maximise the
profits for its many and diverse shareholders, subject only to whatever constraints the
law imposes? Or, to get specific (with examples, rather than to pick on anyone) how
do we cope with working in an advertising agency that. with no subtlety or shame
whatever promotes a consumerist agenda ("you must have this", "have it now",
everyone like you really has this"), or being an administrator in a big public hospital
in which abortion is offered more or less on demand.
There are few - perhaps no - black and white answers. We have moved a long from a
peasant economy. Perhaps the beginning of wisdom in all aspects of our life is to
recognise the questions and the issues; to see nothing as neutral and indifferent, to see
that being human means not being bloodless cogs in some efficient machine ("the
economy") but as being responsible and accountable for our choices. Not paralysed
by fear or by guilt, by seeking, searching , scrutinising.

How then do we stand against the sometimes blatant, but more often subtle,
subversion of our values and our lives. Surely this is where the church community
becomes practically relevant for us. We need faithful teaching that challenges us head
and heart, we need to encouraged into prayer and worship, wo are comforted and yet
also confronted with our humanity and in our need for redemption in confession and
the
something
small groups
communion,

and in

we can find

support/challenge/listening ear for the joumey through our lives,

of

economic

dimensions and all.

We need one another and we need the living God, dwelling among us in the Holy
Spirit to challenge and confront us, and to comfort us when we struggle and fall. We
move gradually towards God, at times perhaps only becoming more aware that there
are issues to confront. Your choices may not be the same as mine; you
answers/responses may not be the same (probably won't if the New Testament and
church history are any guide at all), and yet we pursue together the answer to that
question: 'how then would God have us live?"
And now I wanted to turn specifically to some of the issues of money and credit that
Brian Smith has raised in his paper.
Throughout the Westem world debt has become a pervasive part of our lives in the
last 30 years or so, in away never before seen. In my professional life, I spend a lot of
time thinking about the consequences of all this debt; what it will mean for the
stability of the economy and financial system in future, what it will mean for the
ability of people to provide adequately for their retirements.

In some ways, this debt is an opportunity, a liberation - it allows people to buy their
own home who never could do so before; it gives people more flexibility in good
times, and in rougher times. But lets not forget, the word "mortgage" literally means
:bond of death". Debt is not something to be taken tightly. personally, thmugh some
combination of having a conservative, and reasonably austere upbringing, through
being a conservative central banker, and through my faith, I,ve J*uyr found
something offensive in the marketing drive that suggest ,,if you want a
holidaylboatlcarlhouse, just borrow have it now. It doesn't quite ring of th. kingdom
and its values.

More specifically though, Brian Smith argues, in essence, that we don,t charge a
neighbour interest when they borrow some sugar to finish their baking, and that
therefore are christians we should not charge interest on money.
There is a powerful tradition behind this. Indeed, if my sources are correct the very
first biblical reference to the poor enjoins the Israelites not to charge the poor interest
on loans (8x22.25).

However, I don't think the issue is quite that clear-cut. For me, the two issues
relevant here are not so much what is being lent (sugar, money, a house, a car are all
the same to my mind) as about:
o (practically), just how large and for how 1ong the loan is
o most importantly, the purpose of the loan.

Let's explore the sugar example.

If my neighbour asked for a cup of sugar and
brought me some sugar back tomorrow of course I wouldn't charge him interest.
But, equally, if he asked to borrow $10 today because he had no cash in his wallet
today, but would repay me tomorrow, I would also not charge him interest.
And here commonsense, neighbourliness, and sheer practicality all point in the same
direction. Why? Because the amounts involved are just too triviil to bother with.
Interest rates today are around 6 per cent per annum. An annual interest rate of 6 per
cent on $10 for one day, would involve an interest bill of one-sixth of a cent. Not
worth even calculating, let alone trying to collect! It is a bit like the practical reasons
why even banks pay interest daily, not hourly, on very large sums of money - it could
be done, but it is just not worth it.
As I see it though, the real distinction is why the money is being borrowed. There are
some circumstances in which we would, I hope, never lend money, whether at interest
or not. We would not lend money to someone who told us he was going to use the
money to finance a crime. We would not buy bonds issued by a brothel - although
what about those Sky City capital notes? As I've stressed throughout this talk, theie
is a moral dimension, recognised or not, in all our economic decisions.

At the other extreme, if a brother or sister is in need, the Bible enjoins us to lend
freely or to give, certainly expecting no interest - we have resources and another
close to us is in need. I, of course, cannot answer for you "who then is my brother or

sister", but no matter how much one downplays the Old Testament's injunctions, I
cannot see how one can escape from the notion that any lending to those in immediate

need should be free of interest. Outfits like the Kingdom Resources Trust et al
deserve our support and admiration.

/

But then things get harder. What of the Christian business person lookirag for more
capital to expand his or her multimillion dollar business. I can see no case in
economics or Christian theology for a Christian investor to lend interest-free: it is an
investment opportunity, and all the providers of capital (equity or debt) should
reasonably expect some return.

But the picture gets distinctly murkier in the middle. Getting into their first owned
home would be much simpler/cheaper for young Christian couples if those of us who
are older and who have financial resources lent to them interest-free. But one would
answer the same way for two young married lawyers with a household income of
$200000, looking to buy in Fendalton or Remuera, as for a 25 year old motor
mechanic with a young wife and new baby.
And while the interest-free proposition makes sense to me on a basic first house, do
we think the same way about the second or third larger house, the beach house, or the
investment property down the street. I'm not trying to be mischievous here, or to
evade the demands of our faith. I'd applaud any sustainable structure that did help
younger poorer people into housing - or the one-off generous assistance measures
specific to the situation (a church that built an extension onto a house for a poor
family having another child).

But I struggle to see interest-free as a general injunction to all Christians in all our
interactions, even just with each other, in the modern economy. There are simply too
many types of transactions and purposes - far beyond what the Old Testament writers
could envisage.

But of course none of this can be a warrant for any of us to sit comfortably by,
clinging tightly to our possessions. An absence of specific all-encompassing rules,
does not mean that following Christ has no implications for how we shall live, work,
invest and spend - what we do with what we have. The overarching challenge from
which we will, and should, never escape in this life is to truly love, God and our
fellow people. Love truly, and then do as you please, as St Augustine put it.
I look forward to the small group discussions to follow.

