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     For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare [are] not fleshly but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ. And they will be ready to punish all disobedience, when your obedience is fulfilled. (2 Corinthians 10:3-6)

July-August 2009, Number 286

Copyright 2009 The Trinity Foundation Post Office Box 68, Unicoi, Tennessee 37692

Email: tjtrinityfound@aol.com  Website: www.trinityfoundation.org  Telephone: 423.743.0199  Fax: 423.743.2005 

 

Protestant Hostility toward Capitalism 

by Ronald Cooper 

 

Editor’s note: Dr. Ronald L. Cooper has lectured for The Trinity Foundation on the topics of “The Failure of Secular Economic Policy” and “Christian Economists: Do They Know What They Are Doing?” which can be downloaded from our website in Collection 1: Introduction to Christian Economics. With Washington bent on destroying our economy by constant intervention and regulation, we need more voices supporting the Biblical view of economics – laissez-faire capitalism. Instead, Protestants are attacking it. 

 

Pastors, seminary professors, and other “Protestant” writers have spilled plenty of ink to display their hostility toward capitalism. Much of their antipathy is based on supposed ethical grounds that capitalism promotes greed, selfishness, monopoly, and oppression of the poor. Even most evangelical conservatives supposedly defending free-market capitalism say there are times when government intervention is needed to promote economic stability and a more equal distribution of income and wealth. In a survey of Protestant and Roman Catholic seminaries, John Green and Kevin Schmiesing noted that about forty percent of responders support minimum salaries (wages) and forced income redistribution by government, i.e. fascism. Most of those calling for extensive government regulation were concentrated in mainline Protestant seminaries.1 What is lacking in most of these discussions and criticisms is an ethically neutral definition of capitalism. Beattina Greaves gives such a definition - capitalism is “the economic system based on private property, including private ownership of the factors of production.”2 

 

Craig Gay, professor of interdisciplinary studies at Regent University, attempted to summarize an evangelical debate on capitalism between the so-called “Christian left” and “Christian right.”3 The Christian left, according to Gay, defines capitalism as “a comprehensive system, encompassing economic, political and social realities globally, in which a relatively small elite exploits and oppresses the majority of mankind.”4 The evangelical right defines capitalism as “a system of production by private producers for a market, [that] represents an extraordinarily efficient method of producing wealth, and it has transformed the world largely for the better.”5 Note that both of these definitions have ethical connotations. The first defines capitalism with the imprecise negative connotations of “exploitation” and “oppression,” while the second defines it with the ambiguous positive connotation of “efficient.”6 Gay tries to maintain a middle ground between the two groups, and he criticizes them by saying,

 

both the left and right fail to appreciate fully the character of modern capitalism. The left fails to appreciate the ability of capitalism to create wealth and hence to alleviate material poverty, and the right fails to appreciate the ability of capitalism to dissolve traditional culture and hence to exacerbate spiritual poverty. It is not difficult to see, then, why a number of other evangelical intellectuals interested in issues of political economy have been concerned to try to steer a path between the extremes of left and right.7 

 

While both the Christian left and right provide some kind of definition of capitalism, Gay never does, and so his comments on the subject are incoherent.

 

Another book hostile to capitalism is Christians in the Marketplace Series: Biblical Principles and Economics: The Foundations,8 edited and authored by Richard Chewning, professor of Business Ethics at Baylor University. With few exceptions, the views expressed throughout by the various authors are as follows: 1) capitalism ignores the Biblical injunction about the poor; 2) capitalism often results in economic oppression of the poor due to monopoly power; 3) government intervention into the market economy is justified because of the fallen nature of man; 4) some societies are not ready for free markets; 5) God is concerned about poverty, so government welfare is justified; 6) whether government welfare is good or bad is an empirical question, and the Bible is silent on the issue; and 7) the Bible does not support any particular economic system.9 Most of the authors who define capitalism define it with negative connotations.10 

 

In a recent article, “Capitalism and Paganism–An Intimate Connection,” posted on an Episcopal website (www.virtueonline.org), Robert Sanders11 has a similar but somewhat more extensive criticism of capitalism. He argues that capitalism promotes paganism, and once the connection is seen the better Christians will be able to resist the pagan way of life. While Sanders does not define capitalism, he says it must have something to do with “giant world-wide corporations.” Corporations are pressured by stockholders to earn increasingly higher returns, which forces them to expand, flooding markets with “an ever-swelling river of products and services.” As a result, capitalist societies “grow relentlessly.” To maintain growth, corporations convince consumers to buy their goods and services by drowning them in a sea of direct advertising, but consumers are also strongly influenced by the indirect advertising of seeing their neighbors display more and more goods (institutional economist Thorsten Veblen called this “conspicuous consumption” in his Theory of the Leisure Class).12 

 

Sanders defines paganism as “the worship of natural powers and forces.” He says paganism today no longer worships such idols as the moon and stars; however, advertising is pagan because it appeals to the same set of worldly satisfactions, such as that offered to Jesus by the devil in the temptation in the wilderness. Sanders asserts that a moral breakdown in society has occurred due to advertising and the advent of television. He further asserts that almost all advertising appeals to fears, desires, and instincts, and not to legitimate needs or rational arguments. He however, neglects legitimate advertising, which lowers search costs for consumers by informing them about products and services.13 Instead of worshiping the old gods, people today “covertly” worship14 both materialism and other images, such as “precision bombing” of foreign capitals and “tough talk by a President onboard aircraft carriers with smartly dressed men and women in uniform.”15 Sanders implies that almost all advertising in any form is equivalent to pagan idols that influence individuals to buy things, and what is worse, to approve of unnecessary wars, people are transformed into quasi-robots or puppets, no longer having the mental capacity to make rational decisions.

 

We agree with Sanders that our society is in moral decline, but he erroneously attributes it to the negative influence of advertising. The deterioration is not due to advertising, but rather to the disappearing effects of the Protestant Reformation, described by Max Weber16 and other writers,17 that brought freedom and prosperity to the West.18 Reformed theology has been compromised and corrupted, the authority of the Bible has been attacked, and Rome is no longer seen as an enemy of the faith but as just another Christian denomination. Once the Bible and theology are corrupted, the deterioration continues in ethics and politics, and with significant negative economic impacts19 to all of society. The deterioration of society has been going on for a long time, and, contrary to what Sanders asserts, it has nothing to do with advertising. If capitalism is an unethical system, then this leaves either socialism or fascism. The Western nations, under the major influence of the RCC-S, have by and large adopted the system of fascism, whereby legal title on property is private, but the state controls its use for the “common good.”20 

 

Temporarily setting aside his discussion of advertising, Sanders adds a new dimension to his argument by suspecting an “intimate” connection between war, capitalism, and paganism. He says war is endemic to all societies, capitalist or not, because of the pagan passion in “every human heart and society.” Apparently society (fallacy of collectivism), as well as individuals, has pagan passions that lead to war. Next, Sanders modifies his previous statement about war, capitalism, and paganism by saying capitalism itself causes war because large corporations “in their quest for profits have to move overseas for raw materials, cheap labor, and markets. They use their own governments to coerce developing countries to obey “capitalist rules.” Sanders neither defines capitalism, nor does he tell us what “capitalist rules” are. Returning to advertising, Sanders says advertising, both direct and indirect, has a controlling influence upon consumers not only to purchase more products, but also to support political leaders in wars, all the while using the language of Marx’s dialectic.21 

 

In his article Sanders neither explicitly mentions Marxian dialectic nor Marxian economic theory;22 however, many of his propositions are very similar to Marx and Engels’ 1848 Communist Manifesto. In their Communist Manifesto, Mark and Engels wrote

 

1) The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country.

2) Meantime the markets kept ever growing, the demand ever rising. Even manufacture no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolutionized industrial production. The place of manufacture was taken by the giant, Modern Industry, the place of the industrial middle class, by industrial millionaires, the leaders of whole industrial armies, and the modern bourgeois.

3) The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilized nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the productions of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations.

4) The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away with the scattered state of the population, of the means of production, and of property. It has agglomerated production, and has concentrated property in a few hands. The necessary consequence of this was political centralization.

5) Owing to the extensive use of machinery and to division of labor, the work of the proletarians has lost all individual character, and consequently, all charm for the workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine, and it is only the most simple, most monotonous, and most easily acquired knack, that is required of him.23 

 

Sanders adopts the Marxian world consisting of two classes of people—1) the industrialists and political leaders (bourgeoisie), and 2) the workers (proletariat), the former having total control of profit created by the latter. In his PhD thesis written in the early 1980s24, Sanders uses even more explicit Marxian language, including the revolution of the workers (the proletariat), and adopting Marx’s term “surplus value” for profit.

 

In his thesis Sanders also attempts to merge the Marxian dialectic of social history with the theology of Neo-orthodox theologian, Karl Barth. Ironically, Barth was opposed to the fascism of the Nazis but favored socialism. Under fascism persons have legal title to property, but its use is controlled by government. Fascism leads to de facto socialism as government tightens and extends its controls over private property rights. In contrast to Sanders, the private ownership and control of property is based on the Ten Commandments. For example, the Eighth Commandment prohibits all forms of theft, and the Sixth Commandment forbids every form of coercion and violence between contracting parties.25 The Bible justifies civil government with circumscribed limits, ruling out both fascism and socialism.26 

 

Using the Marxian dialectic, Sanders says capitalism has gone through stages from small firms to the current giant world corporations that we have today, which he calls “monopoly capitalism,” fitting nicely into Barth’s theory of “class struggle” and his own rejection of capitalism.27 However, Sanders seems to have left out some important history from his analysis. For example, previous to the major influence of the Puritans in England, most industries were controlled by monopoly guilds, and under the Roman Catholic Stuarts government sponsored large monopolies “which controlled the supply of materials.... With the rise to power of the Puritans all this changed. The industrial monopolies were abolished by the Long Parliament and under Cromwell the power of the guilds was largely broken.”28 

 

Sanders, following Barth, disagrees with the Biblical view of private property, as the following indicates:

 

the earth is given by God to the whole of humanity. By creation, it "belongs" to everyone… Private property is not a right of nature; it belongs, if anywhere, to the covenant. This "right" can and has been used to trample on people…When it functions as a form of oppression, it must be redistributed or socially controlled in ways that enhance life.29 

 

Sanders’ collectivist views on property rights differ little from that of other Protestant critics and the various popes of the Roman Catholic Church-State (RCC-S),30 who reject laissez-faire capitalism. One difference between Sanders’ opinion and that of the RCC-S is that he is indifferent between socialism and fascism, while most of the popes have rejected socialism and chosen fascism instead.31 

 

Sanders and the liberation theologians32 use Latin America as a classic example of the oppressive effects of capitalism on the poor and disadvantaged. He agrees with liberation theology that it is acceptable to use force to overthrow governments to eliminate the oppression of the poor in Latin America, as well as anywhere else. After the revolution, it does not seem to matter to Sanders whether property is privately owned with government controls (fascism) or publicly owned (socialism).

 

Christian economists, Paul Morgan and Edd Noell have analyzed liberation theology, which defines capitalism as a system that allows a few to exploit the workers, pitting one class against another.33 Morgan and Noell point out that what is mis-named capitalism in Latin American countries is in reality a system of massive government controls over property rights, “a myriad of legal hurdles blocking access to land ownership and business ownership, concentrated political power in some cases, and markets that [are] throttled through price controls [and] trade restrictions.”34 The poor are oppressed in these countries, but they are oppressed by the power of the state. They characterize Latin American countries as modern forms of mercantilism, but I would describe these countries as fascist rather than mercantilist systems.35 

 

Sanders attaches an extreme negative connotation to the economic activity of searching for profits by giant corporations because it leads to coercion and war. However, in a Biblical economic system profits are legitimately sought subject to the moral laws of God. Sanders, like most critics of capitalism, fails to recognize that economics is a descriptive science, while ethics and politics are prescriptive sciences, and therefore deriving ethical or political propositions from economic propositions is to commit the “is” - “ought” fallacy, as first demonstrated by the philosopher David Hume.36 Sanders mixes ethical, political and economic propositions together, producing confusion and gibberish. He also fails to recognize that ethics, the lower science, precedes economics and politics, the higher sciences. Ethics is the lower science because it can be considered without reference to either economics or politics, but the latter cannot be discussed without the application of ethics. Sanders has the order reversed.37 

 

A further implication of Sanders’ condemnation of search for profits is that he de facto condemns voluntary economic exchange between individuals in industrial countries and those in less developed countries. Sanders thinks in terms of collectives, e.g., classes, so he fails to see that only individuals participate in economic exchange, each person expecting to profit or benefit from the exchange. Otherwise, there would be no rational reason for an exchange to take place. In the economic theory of Aristotle, the only morally acceptable economic exchange between individuals is that based on an objective proportional equality between the goods being exchanged that is established by money.38 The Roman Catholic philosopher, Thomas Aquinas, also held this view of economic exchange.39 Contrary to Sanders, Aristotle, and Aquinas, voluntary economic exchange (reflecting the economic axiom of choice) under the ethical principles of private property and contracts is capitalism, and the law of comparative cost,40 at least in principle, allows every able bodied person from every country to participate and benefit from trade. Economic theory, and in particular, voluntary economic exchange, is one of the tools God gave man to carry out his dominion mandate.41 Without voluntary economic exchange of property, i.e., the right to exchange legal titles to property,42 it is impossible to raise people out of poverty. Sanders is clueless.

 

Because Christians are also members of political societies, Sanders believes they are called to favor the poor and weak members of society. Churches are to play a role in helping the mentally and physically disabled, but this covers only a small fraction of the population. Most people do not need charity, but they do need a “decent education with smaller classes…jobs with a living wage, and good working conditions.”43 Although he does not specify who should provide these things, we infer that he believes it should be by government coercion because he says everybody has a right to a “living wage,” a modern carryover from the idea of a “just wage” from the monopoly guilds in the medieval period,44 under the authority of the RCC-S.45 

 

Laissez-faire capitalism, is the economic “system in which individuals and groups are free to own private property of all sorts and to dispose of it as they see fit. It is the economic counterpart to the political system of limited government in which the only functions of government are the punishment of evil doers, that is criminals, and the praise of the good (See Romans 13).”46 In order to punish criminals and praise the good, the state provides judges to settle disputes between third parties, and thereby keeps the peace and maintains order. The state is forbidden by God to involve itself in social programs or to regulate the economy because to do so destroys its role as an impartial administrator of public justice.47 

 

Sanders gives no credit to the Protestant Reformation in generating freedom and prosperity in the West; rather he, like various Roman Catholic writers, pines for the days when the Roman Catholic church was in charge. In an essay on his website, Sanders says, 

 

Prior to the sixteenth century, Catholic Europe universally believed that economic activities expressed personal relations between people. They were subject to the laws of God and their goal was ultimately religious, the salvation of society and the individual. After the seventeenth century, economics and religion were torn apart into separate spheres. There were two major results. First, economics was emancipated from religious control. It became impersonal, the operation of an "invisible hand," or of mathematical laws. Secondly, what had previously been vices, lending money at interest, consumption beyond one's station in life, and unlimited expansion of wealth, became virtues.48 

 

Believing that economics should be subject to religious control, Sanders again confuses ethics, a prescriptive science, with economics, a descriptive science. His statement that economics has wrongly become a mathematical science is a valid criticism of modern economics, but not for the reason he has stated. Modern economics relies on empirical methods that are used in the physical sciences, which is inappropriate for explaining human behavior.49 Economics is a deductive science, and its axioms are found in Scripture.50 Regarding his comments about the importance of personal relations during the Medieval period, one only has to read Foxe’s Book of Martyrs to realize that the Church of Rome, the Second Beast of Revelation, ruled with an iron hand, murdered millions of Protestants, and tried to keep the Bible out of the hands of the common people to see how absurd this statement is.51 

 

Contrary to the views of Sanders and most Protestant and Roman Catholic theologians and writers, it was the preaching and wide acceptance of the Gospel that brought the West from poverty to prosperity, changing institutions to conform to Biblical ethical principles, such as honesty, hard work, saving for the future, and the education of children. It was the doctrines of the Reformation called Calvinism that generated political and economic freedom in the West. According to Boettner,

 

It is a matter of supreme importance what doctrines they believe, what principles they adopt: for these must serve as the basis upon which the superstructure of their lives and their government rests. [It was Calvinism that] taught the natural equality of men, [crusading] against those artificial distinctions which raise some men above others. Calvinism has been the chief source of modern republican government. Calvinism and republicanism are related to each other as cause and effect.... Calvinism has proven itself incomparably the greatest evangelizing force in the world.52 

 

One of the most important teachings of the Reformed Faith is the sovereignty of God and the importance of the individual. Each member of the church votes with full equality with the pastor, while in Romanism and Arminianism the power is almost exclusively in the hands of the clergy. Calvinism also focuses on the importance of learning for every person, and countless Protestants sacrificed to educate their children. Rather than building useless cathedrals, Calvinists built schools, colleges and universities. Calvinists founded Harvard, Yale, and Princeton universities.53 Again quoting Boettner, “Every impartial historian will admit that it was the Protestant revolt against Rome which gave the modern world its first taste of genuine religious and civil liberty, and that the nations which have achieved and enjoyed the greatest freedom have been those which were most fully brought under the influence of Calvinism.”54 

 

Sanders is correct when he says the US possibly has involved itself in unnecessary wars because of leaders with various intuitive visions for the world, but he overlooks the fact that this deterioration of Western Civilization has been going on for the last two centuries, with the gradual rejection of the Biblical theology of the Reformation and the widespread acceptance of the Gospel that created it.55 As John Robbins points out, “One result of the growing rejection of Christian theology in the West…was that the twentieth century was the bloodiest century in recorded history,”56 with hundreds of millions of people murdered by their own governments and by legalized murder [mainly abortion]. Barring a new Protestant revival or the return of the Lord, the 21st century will most likely be a “new Dark age of slavery, brutality, and war.”57 

 

Sanders and other critics of capitalism do not mention the fact that most countries of the world still live in poverty, disease and war, due to an absence of capitalism. Capitalism, based on Christian ethics and politics, is the only way people can move from bondage and poverty to freedom and prosperity. Sanders, like other Christian leftists, such as Ron Sider (Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger. InterVarsity Press, various editions),58 blame industrial countries for the poor condition of developing countries. Sanders is right that the world is becoming more pagan, but it has nothing to do with advertising or Barth’s “class struggle,” but rather with the moral deterioration due to the loss of Christian theology from the Protestant Reformation. Because Sanders fails to define capitalism, his charge that it is paganism is unintelligible.

 

Another unfortunate conclusion that Sanders makes, although he seems unaware of it, is the fact that under socialism or fascism government controls the factors of production, which include labor. Because the state controls labor there is no freedom for the individual in either socialism or fascism. Sanders, like other critics of capitalism, de facto favors slavery over freedom for men.59 

 

Other than Scripture, a good place to start for Sanders and other critics is to read Freedom and Capitalism, by John Robbins. Laissez faire capitalism, a republican form of government with limited powers, private property rights, and freedom for individuals to pursue their talents under the umbrella of Christian ethics (i.e., the 10 Commandments), following the preaching and widespread acceptance of the Gospel, are what is necessary to carry out God’s dominion mandate and bring prosperity to people in all nations of the world. Capitalism without both Christian ethics and politics is impossible.
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