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rival to it, owes more than a little to the great 
Reformer's convictions. Scholarship in the service of 
practical piety-that is the formula which has the 
authentic Lutheran ring to it, and which has always 
characterized Anglicanism at its best. 

Fourth, and closely linked to this, there is the 
emphasis on the importance of a learned ministry. 
This appeared as early as the Wittenberg Articles of 
1536,which contain an elaborate scheme for theo
logical education, and this has remained a goal of the 
Anglican Church ever since. We have to confess, I 
think, that the Lutherans have been more successful in 
attaining this goal than we have, and I would even go 
so far as to say that the threatened loss of this tradition 
at the present time is perhaps the most worrying 
aspect of the current malaise in Anglican life, but the 
fact that this can be felt is in no small measure due to 
the Doctor of Wittenberg, who held out both in his 
teaching and in his example, a model for ministry very 
different from that which had gone before, and which 
in the end was to create a Protestant ethos quite clearly 
distinct from that of Rome. 

We in England owe a greater debt to Luther and his 
followers than we perhaps realize. As Anglicans and 
Lutherans begin to grow closer once again, we should 
pray that these fundamental aspects of our historic 
relationship may come to the centre of the theological 
agenda, so that both sides in the dialogue may be re
freshed, renewed and reunited in the grandeur of the 
vision bequeathed to us by Martin Luther, that servant 
of Christ whom God was pleased to use so mightily for 
the upbuilding and extension of his church. 
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The Spirit of Capitalism and its 
Effect in the Churches 

DAVID T. W/LLlAMS 

At the start of the century Max Weber published his 
famous essay, 'The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism'. 1 This was an attempt to show that the 
values inculcated by Protestantism, especially Calvin
ism and the pietistic churches, were those necessary 
for the growth of capitalism. Without the assurance of 
salvation provided by the Catholic sacraments, evi
dence of regeneration could be seen, according to 
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Weber, only in prosperity. This naturally led to a life
style of industry and frugality, which then comple
mented the ethos of capitalism. Thus the growth of 
capitalism was supported by the values and world view 
of Protestantism. 

Max Weber's thesis cannot be taken as proven, and 
still engenders considerable debate, more of an aca
demic nature in recent years due to the decline of 
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Protestantism, particularly of the kind that Weber 
knew. It must be subject to considerable qualifications. 
It is also an academic question in that capitalism, if it 
was indeed encouraged by a Christian ethos, no longer 
needs to be supported by it. It seems to have been 
incredibly successful in producing prosperity; thus the 
materialism which is so much a part of the modern 
world, especially in the West, provides a sufficient ideo
logical base for its own continued existence. At the 
same time, it is fed by the desire for freedom also so 
much in vogue. What must be accepted is that the 
adoption of any economic system depends on the 
world-view and values of the people in question. If 
these are not sympathetic to the system, then it will not 
work, but if they are, the system is likely to become 
rapidly dominant. Certainly it would seem that the 
world was ready for the capitalist ethos. A recent 
example of this is the sudden collapse of socialism in 
Eastern Europe. It became impossible for the state to 
keep the system going in the face of the desires of the 
people. A large part of the pressure was, of course, 
due to the attraction of the very evident prosperity in 
close proximity, on the other side of the now defunct 
Iron Curtain. The materialistic base which was indeed 
encouraged by the dialectical materialism of Marxist
Leninism actually caused its collapse, as it was per
ceived that greater material prosperity could be 
achieved by a different economic system. Whether 
with a change of system the hoped-for prosperity will 
materialize is highly questionable, as the world is a very 
different place from that which enabled the economic 
boom in the West. There is no longer the possibility of 
abundant cheap resources; for eastern Europe there is 
no legacy of colonialism. 

It will be interesting to see whether this acceptance 
of the capitalist ethos will be repeated elsewhere, par
ticularly in China, the other bastion of communism. 
Despite some moves towards free enterprise in China, 
there is a stronger feeling of community which 
opposes the intense individualism which is a necessary 
component of capitalism. At the same time there has 
been a deliberate isolation from the influence of west
ern values which have arguably been so effective in 
Japan, Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore. (It must be 
noted, however, that the Japanese economic success 
may be explained not by the adoption of western indi
vidualism but by national pride after their defeat in 
World War 2). 2 It remains to be seen whether the influ
ence of these 'successes' will now be effective on main
land China as it is more open to the outside world. It 
is worth noting that Weber's assessment of a more 
ancient China was that although the attitudes of 
industry and frugality were present, full capitalism was 
prevented by other factors such as bureaucracy and 
'above all it has been handicapped by the attitude 

rooted in the Chinese "ethos" ... basically, by the 
lack of spiritual foundations'. 3 

Nevertheless, here as well, the influence of a differ
ent ethos, undergirded by the confidence of success, 
could well be irresistible. The world would then face 
the prospect of a capitalist China. In this case the 
economic consequences would be enormous. As 
Berryman4 says, there is no room for another Taiwan, 
and if this is so, due to the limitation of the world, there 
is certainly no room for another America, especially 
one the size of China. After all, with only 6% of the 
world population, America already absorbs 40% of its 
resources. 

Even in Africa, despite a very different world view, 
capitalist enterprise is booming, and this is despite the 
African desire for equilibrium within the community, 
which has in the past led to an antipathy to the con
cept of working for individual benefit. 5 In South Africa, 
one has only to look at the growth of the taxi-cab 
industry to see this. Of course, the apartheid policy of 
the previous government had contributed greatly to 
this individualism, particularly in the destruction of 
community spirit by migrant labour practices. How
ever, again, the sight of capitalist success in 'white' 
South Africa, and the all pervasive American influence 
will also be significant. 

In brief, there is a strong possibility that capitalist 
practice, with its associated ethos, will become com
pletely dominant throughout the world. This may 
indeed, at least initially, have been encouraged by a 
Christian, or at least a Protestant ethic, but whether or 
not this is true, it does give rise to another question in 
the modern context; as Newton pointed out in a differ
ent situation, every action has its reaction. The ques
tion is what effect the capitalist ethos is likely to have 
on the church. There is already, in the development of 
liberation theology, a strong Christian reaction against 
capitalism, particularly what is seen as its imperialistic 
oppression. This reaction is predominantly to the 
poverty that it sees as caused by capitalist practices. 
The very obvious success and prosperity of the capital
ist world is attributed to the exploitation of both human 
and natural resources. Thus in their reflection on the 
cause of that poverty exponents of liberation theology 
believe that the capitalist ethos itself must be rejected 
by Christians. Such an assessment would be strength
ened by a perception that capitalism has a negative 
effect on the church. 

The Spirit 0/ Capitalism 

The way in which capitalism acts in the modern world 
is very complex, but the essential ideas which under
gird it can be very briefly expressed. At the heart of 
it is the value placed upon individual freedom, that 
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people act, and should act, with as little external con
straint as possible. 

Firstly, all people must act for their own individual 
benefit. All actions are carried out, all agreements 
made, in order to achieve the greatest personal profit, 
thus from a motive of self-interest. The belief is that if 
all operate in this way, the whole community will 
benefit. 

Secondly, to complement this, there has to be com
petition between people. Such competition affects the 
setting of prices and wages, the so-called 'market', 
which Adam Smith called the 'invisible hand'. This will 
ensure that prices and supply are correct; all benefit 
from transactions and prosperity increases. It also 
keeps the quality of goods high and prevents excessive 
prices. Or so it is believed; in practice cartels and 
monopolies develop. However, if the price of goods 
then becomes unrealistic, the other enterprises natur
ally develop in competition with it, as long as outside 
influence, such as that by government, does not seek 
to control the free operation of the market. 

Thirdly, again to complement these, the belief is 
that property may be absolutely owned and used, or 
abused, entirely at the desire of the owner. Profit from 
work or enterprise belongs entirely to the owner. 

Compatibility with Christianity 

It must be noted that there is a not insubstantial body 
of Christian opinion which sees free market capitalism 
and Christianity as two sides of the same coin. Thus 
Griffiths sees them as completely compatible.6 In a 
way reminiscent of Weber, it is argued that Christianity 
leads to economic growth; for example, Adeney 
records the positive economic results of the conversion 
of a Mexican village. 7 Indeed for right wing Christian
ity,8 anything with a tendency to socialism must be 
antiChrist. Two very brief comments are perhaps in 
order here. 

Firstly it must be asked how much the values of the 
American dream have simply been accepted as Chris
tian. This is similar to the mistake of many of the early 
missionaries, who believed that conversion to Chris
tianity also involved an adoption of the lifestyle and 
social values (e.g. wearing trousers) of the missionaries. 
It must be asked how Christian that American dream 
really is. 

Secondly, very vocal in its advocacy of capitalism is 
the teaching known as Reconstructionism, manifesting 
in South Africa as the Gospel Defence League. This 
teaching urges subjection to biblical law as the founda
tion of a Christian state, and says that society must 
be run according to what is laid down in the Bible, 
especially in the Old Testament. Followers of this 
teaching see this as totally consistent with capitalism. 
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Now on the one hand it must be asked how far the Old 
Testament can simply be accepted directly into a differ· 
ent time and situation, particularly in the light of the 
attitude of Jesus, Paul and the rest of the early church 
(e.g. Acts 15) to the Old Testament Law. On the other 
hand, and more fundamentally, the adoption of the 
Old Testament Law is the acceptance of a form of 
governmental control and will restrict free enterprise, 
the essence of capitalism. What is advocated is exactly 
what is being rejected in the next breath. It was laugh· 
able when the Gospel Defence League once called for 
socialist ideas to be banned, which is a direct infringe· 
ment of individual liberty, in effect a form of social· 
ism. 

In fact even this very vocal brand of Christianity 
may actually find problems with the undiluted capitalist 
spirit; its followers too may really find Christianity and 
capitalism essentially incompatible. Perhaps a corn· 
ment on this may be found in the writings of Novak, a 
strong advocate of free enterprise capitalism. He 
writes in support of the ideal of competition, one of 
the pillars of capitalism, suggesting that it is good as it 
encourages reliance on others.9 It is certainly strange 
to see a socialist ideal put forward as a reason for 
capitalism; reliance on others rather undercuts the 
capitalist ethos. Essentially Novak is having difficulty 
reconciling capitalism which an ideal which is thor
oughly Christian. 

Thus many Christians write openly condemning the 
spirit of capitalism as non-Christian. Bonino says this 
explicitly.1o Rauschenbusch, well-known for his ad
vocacy of Christian SOcialism, wrote, 'If we can trust 
the Bible, God is against capitalism, its method, spirit 
and results.' 11 A more modern opinion is that of R. 
Foster in his very popular Celebration of Discipline. 12 

'The biblical injunctions against the exploitations of the 
poor and the accumulation of wealth are clear and 
straightforward. ' 

Here Foster is specifically questioning one of the 
pillars of capitalism, the right to property. Not surpris
ingly his sentiment finds an echo in the American 
Mennonite, P. B. Yoder,13 who castigates the desire to 
accumulate as non-Christian. According to a South 
African comment,14 money has replaced God in its 
society. This highlights the materialism in the western 
world which cannot simply be accepted by Christians. 
It is however a trend which will be aggravated by 
capitalism rather than by a more socialist system. In 
this regard it is noteworthy that Heilbroner remarks 
that the whole concept of working just for material 
gain was a blasphemous idea in the Middle Ages, 
before modern capitalism developed. 15 

As regards competition, Michael Novak's apology 
has already been noted. More directly, W. L. 
Owensby16 records the opinion of Robert McAfee 
Brown that capitalism can hardly be right when it 
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results in the destruction of so many people. Here he is 
reacting, as does liberation theology, to the plight of 
those who lose the battles inherent in capitalism. He 
and others who share his views are reacting to the 
common perception that the freedom and competition 
of capitalism naturally permits, and even encourages, 
the exploitation of people and the environment, and 
so positively causes poverty.17 It was such an opinion 
that led to the growth of socialism. It might also be 
noted that the roots of nationalism and racism lie in the 
ideas of competition, albeit on a group rather than an 
individual basis. 

It is the third pillar, motivation by self-interest, 
which has occasioned perhaps the greatest Christian 
protest. C. Sugden18 is typical in identifying this simply 
as greed. Such a motive is openly admitted. Keynes, 
hardly a Christian source, writes that 'avarice usury 
and precaution must be our gods for a little longer 
still',19 and so explicitly rejects the idea that such a 
motive can be really acceptable, even to him. Such an 
attitude strikes at the very heart of the gospel of grace, 
where God is fundamentally seen as giving without 
demanding from those who accept the gift. A. Storkey 
thus points out that the essence of Christianity is in 
giving, not in seeking to acquire. Motivation by self
interest can hardly be acceptable to a Christian, who 
should follow the teachings and example of Jesus, who 
rather than advocating self-interest, urged love and 
care for others, and even self-sacrifice for the weak, 
expecting nothing in return. 

The Effect in the Churches 

If capitalism is to be questioned economically, it must 
be doubly questioned from a Christian perspective. Not 
only is it seen to harm humanity in general, but it is 
particularly harmful to the Christian church. 

As in economics, Adam Smith considered com
petition in religion to be a good thing. 21 'He supported 
the hundreds of religiOUS sects competing with one 
another in the salvation market.' Thus he assumes the 
need of a multiplicity of churches and denominations. 
This presupposes the splitting up of churches, which 
has been a feature of Protestant Christianity since the 
Reformation and is particularly evident in Southern 
Africa, where more than 6,000 independent denomi
nations exist. This is not the peaceful establishment of 
daughter churches by a mother but usually involves dis
putes so severe that the opposing parties separate. 
These can basically be on two issues. Firstly there can 
be a dispute over leadership, as for example where 
dissatisfaction with continued white leadership and 
perceived subjugation of aspirant black leaders can 
lead to the latter forming an independent church. Here 
no doctrinal issues are involved, but it is sad when 

Christians cannot find a way to resolve personal dis
putes. The strength of feeling on this issue can be seen 
in the facts that despite the desire in African society for 
harmony, there have been so many divisions to form 
new churches. This is perhaps also an indication of the 
influence of a more capitalist and individualist spirit. 
Secondly divisions can take place because of differ
ences in doctrine such as over the Charismatic issue or 
the teaching of predestination and its associated ideas. 
The tragedy here is that instead of a determination to 
produce a synthesis, a split occurs, with the probability 
that each side will effectively overemphasize one 
aspect of truth, carrying the risk of outright heresy. 
There is of course a need to expel heretics (cf. 2 In. 
10), but this should be a last resort. 

After all, divisions result in duplication, and this 
inevitably is wasteful. How many towns attempt to sup
port several small, struggling, free churches, each with 
its minister and under-utilized building? Division has led 
to weakness and waste, the latter particularly culpable 
when the establishment of churches in areas where 
there are none, and even material poverty elsewhere 
demands the input of funds which are squandered on 
squabbles within the church. Likewise, to produce their 
ministers and ensure that they are effectively trained in 
their own brands of doctrine, there is a multiplicity of 
colleges, each with its own buildings, which require 
maintenance, each requiring highly qualified staff to 
teach a handful of students, all with libraries stocked 
with expensive books, and so on. What is particularly 
sad is to find out how few church members actually 
know what separates them from their neighbours 
down the road. 

Usually the answer to this question lies in their 
upbringing; people have inherited their denomina
tional affiliation from their parents. Significantly, in the 
context of inheritance, it may be suggested that much 
of the economic damage done by the capitalist system 
is due to wealth, power and privilege being inherited 
from parents, which has given some an unfair advan
tage in life over those who are less fortunate. If all 
started on equal terms, there would be far less oppor
tunity for structural oppression. (The practice of the 
biblical Jubilee would go a long way to solve this 
problem.) 

Then each church, in order to compete, must 
attract members and adherents. If it does not do this 
effectively, it will die, just as a business without custom
ers has a short life expectancy. An emphasis on 
recruitment naturally leads to what is often referred to 
as 'sheep-stealing', where members move from one 
church to another. This is a practice which can hardly 
lead to a strong effective church because members 
may suddenly leave; at the same time it is unlikely to 
lead to strong Christians, rather to those who are 
unsettled and made insecure by their moving. Changes 

EVANGEL Summer J 997 53 



WORLD VIEW · • • WORLD VIEW · • • WORLD VIEW 

in membership are always disruptive for both giving 
and receiving churches. More importantly, this will 
mean in practice that rather than preach the uncom
promising message of Christ, which can often be 
unpopular, as it was in his own day, the preaching has 
got to be what the people want to hear. Fundamentally 
this will mean that the preaching will not be prophetic, 
with a demand for change, but will reinforce attitudes 
and ideas which are already present. Thus Robert 
Schuller, downplaying sin and seeking to boost the self
image of his hearers, is extraordinarily popular; he is, 
of course, simply reflecting the capitalist ethos.22 

It is likely that such preaching cultivates the baser 
desires of humanity. Again, it is hardly surprising that 
churches offering formulae for instant prosperity are 
attractive, or that churches using a form of 'service' 
that provides emotional uplift are popular. At the same 
time, churches which preach the need of social action 
so often face declining congregations.23 Not to be 
overlooked here is the attractiveness of a healing min
iStry. Such aspects are, with qualification, valid, but 
often at the cost of other aspects of truth which do not 
meet with such instant approval. 

Again, in order to be attractive to prospective 
members (and contributors), large amounts of time, 
effort and money have to be put into the development 
of attractive programmes, and, of course, attractive 
facilities. Now to some extent this is valid but it must be 
asked whether it is right to use so much in the light of 
such need elsewhere. Are resources being used to the 
glory of God, or because of the need to compete? 

The ultimate result of this process is that because of 
the need for large amounts of money, churches are 
able to survive only in affluent centres. In other places 
the population is not rich enough to support a church 
of this nature without charity from wealthier areas. 
Does this not indicate that this sort of church is wrong? 
Rather, as with the Latin American 'base com
munities', a church can develop which is inexpensive 
to run, and supportable by the community. If this is 
possible there, would not such a church be right also in 
the affluent city, better reflecting the ethic of Jesus, 
and freeing money for the vast needs elsewhere? A 
church after all should not mirror society, but challenge 
it. 

As already noted, closely allied to competition is 
the idea that the best motivation is self-interest. The 
immediate result of a church following such a policy 
will be that that it will put its efforts into areas which 
will be most profitable for itself. There must then be a 
neglect of those who cannot benefit the church. Just as 
in the economic sphere, the operation of the market is 
likely to produce a lack of sensitivity to the weak.24 

The tendency will be to seek to serve the rich and 
powerful rather than the poor and weak in society, 
who could be said to need the help of the church far 
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more. Such an attitude is soundly condemned in the 
Bible, for example in James 2: H. It is hardly surprising 
that the work that Mother Theresa is doing in Calcutta 
is not being done by an independent Protestant 
church. It can well be viewed as 'pointless' as it does 
little, at least directly, to build up the church, so it 
would not be done by a group which is governed by 
self-interest. 

The motivation of self-interest may also apply to 
'professional' Christians, and can well affect the work 
that they are doing. Naturally this can be at a very 
blatant material level, where ministers and other work
ers consider the financial packages offered by various 
churches or other organizations, perhaps rationalizing 
that God leads them in that way. Perhaps more subtly, 
the temptation is to put effort into areas where the 
reward is greater, so where work may be seen as more 
strategic, where numbers are higher, or where the 
target group is potentially more effective. Jesus how
ever came to an insignificant minor province, not to 
the heart of the Roman Empire, and even there con
centrated on those with little apparent influence. Since 
then God has called people such as WiIliam Booth, 
Wesley and so many others to submerge themselves in 
work which would initially seem to be wasteful and 
ineffective. And yet God's way proved effective. 

A result of this attitude has been seen in the declin
ing interest in missionary work. Contrary to the self
giving of those like Albert Schweitzer, missionary work 
can often be seen as waste of talents that could be 
better used at home. Moreover those who do make it 
to a mission field are often motivated by a thirst for 
adventure and experience for themselves rather than 
by a desire to serve. It is hardly surprising that the 
number of people from the western world offering for 
missionary service on a long term or life career basis is 
steadily decreasing. At the same time however, the 
number of people offering to serve for just a year or 
two is increasing; this is a phenomenon which even 
occurs at the same time as the number of committed 
Christians is declining, but which, indeed like that 
decline itself, is readily explicable from a market per
spective; the motivation for missionary work can be 
that of a desire for adventure and an enriching experi
ence, which can be met in a short period. At the same 
time, while this can be seen as a response to a con
science that is troubled by third world need, one won
ders, as with some financial giving, whether this is a 
salve to that conscience rather than a real sacrifice. 
While short term missionaries can make a valid con
tribution, it must be questioned how far such work can 
be really effective when it allows no time for the long
term efforts of learning the language and culture. 

A side issue here, also a result of capitalism, 
although its result rather than its ethos, is that so much 
modern missionary work is ineffective because of the 
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tremendous economic gap between the affluent west
erner and the people of the third world, which greatly 
hinders the attempt to communicate.25 It is also 
extremely relevant that missions are frequently coupled 
with colonial expansion which was carried out from a 
capitalist motive and which is perceived as a cause 
of poverty. Thus missions are viewed with, at best, 
suspicion. 26 

It must also be asked how far the ethos behind the 
'church growth' school and techniques for promoting 
growth in churches can be linked not so much to a 
desire to serve but rather to a thirst for effectiveness, to 
a desire to be as strategic as possible. There will be a 
linking of effort to results.27 This has given rise to such 
ideas as the homogenous church principle where it is 
argued that a church which is composed of people of 
one race, culture and social background is more likely 
to be attractive to people coming in and so will grow 
faster than a mixed church. It must be asked however 
if such churches are really what God wants in so far as 
in him there is no longer 'Jew or Greek, slave or free' 
(Gal. 2:28) and where social distinctions should fall 
away. It is, however, interesting that often those who 
argue against the homogenous church principle do so 
not on the grounds of what is right, but from the belief 
that mixed churches are stronger,28 an attitude itself 
surely influenced by the 'capitalist spirit'. 

The question of what is right raises a further issue 
arising from the priority of self-interest as a motive for 
conduct, coupled with the rejection of any exterior 
authority such as is present in a socialist system. Moral 
decisions tend to be made on the basis of what is ex
pedient, or what is seen to be of greater benefit to 
most people, and not what is in accordance with any 
exterior moral code such as the Ten Commandments. 
Obviously this leads to situational ethics, and, as has 
happened in many western countries, leads also to 
permissiveness and a lowering of overall moral stan
dards. Unfortunately this has been a feature also within 
churches, influenced not only by the practices of those 
without, but also by the spirit that has brought them 
about. 

The third pillar of the spirit of capitalism is the 
belief in absolute ownership. The belief in the right to 
possession manifests itself in various ways which influ
ence the church. Firstly, and perhaps most fundamen
tally, capitalism functions on the basis of exchange, so 
that the right of possession of anything is surrendered 
on the payment of a price. The coroIlary of this is that 
if a price is not seen to be paid, there is doubt about 
the validity of possession. Because of the idea of 
ownership, the essence of capitalist procedure lies in 
exchange. 

However, Jesus advocated giving to those who 
could not repay (Lk. 14: 14), an attitude totally oppo
site to that of the spirit of capitalism which will give 

only because of the return expected. Various theories 
of the atonement do include the idea that the cost was 
in fact paid on the cross of Christ, but there is a very 
deep desire on the part of many to try to earn salvation 
or standing with God. At the same time there tends to 
be a lack of assurance in believers who do not feel 
that they are really 'saved' if they have not paid any
thing. 

This is of course also materialistic. This is a pre
valent attitude in modern western society and contri
butes to capitalism. Under its influence, salvation is 
often viewed as a thing, like a ticket, which has to be 
owned, and so which has to be paid for. Even where 
the idea of salvation by works is rejected, and faith 
emphasized, this faith tends to be viewed almost as a 
material thing which has to be possessed. Faith is 
quantified, rather than being seen as a relationship to 
God, resulting in conformity to him, a faithfulness to 
God as a response to his faithfulness. An emphasis on 
relationship should, of course, be characteristic of a 
socialist outlook, the antithesis of capitalism, an atti
tude which depends on awareness of, and care for, 
others. 

Seeing faith in quasi-material terms can and does 
lead to significant results. If it is viewed as an object to 
be possessed, there is a natural desire to want more, 
and so services can be designed to increase faith, 
usuaIly by their emotional nature. Then response to 
prayer can be seen as dependent upon the quantity of 
faith (a fee for action?), so that failure to receive is 
perceived as being caused by a lack of sufficient faith. 
Faith viewed in relational terms means however an 
awareness of the will of God, so that prayer can be in 
accordance with what God wants, and in this way will 
be effective. Thus mountains can indeed be rooted up 
(Mk. 11:25), not if enough faith is accumulated, but if 
it is indeed the will of God to do so. Without this under
standing, faith is surely presumption, and becomes 
almost magic, an attempt to force God. This is an 
abuse of faith, but, it must be pOinted out, it is of 
course acceptable if faith is seen as an absolute 
personal possession, in accordance with the ethos of 
capitalism. 

When faith is thought of as a possession, there will 
also always be a lack of assurance that enough faith is 
possessed. Seeing faith as a relationship to God, 
although, like any other relationship, it will need 
to be developed, can be very reassuring. It is still a 
relationship, and so salvic, no matter how weak and 
tenuous. 

Contributing to the lack of assurance that is such a 
common experience for modern western Christians, is 
the fact that the benefits of faith are largely intangible 
or to be received in the future. This lack of assurance is 
partly due to the modern scientific world view whereby 
only what can be demonstrated empirically can be 
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accepted. Nevertheless also contributing to this prob
lem is the fact that the capitalist system does not oper
ate on the level of trust and verbal promises but 
demands proof of transaction, usually written. What a 
contrast to the faith of Abraham who did not distrust, 
even without objective proof (Rom. 4:20) and whose 
faith was then 'reckoned to him as righteousness' 
(Rom. 3:22). 

It is also not without significance that interest in the 
afterlife has declined in modern Christianity just 
because people are interested in what can be received 
immediately. They are not interested in a Christianity 
whose major benefits lie in the future. Nevertheless this 
emphasis on the present is perhaps a healthy reaction 
to a view which, placing all the benefits of faith in the 
world to come, results in a lack of involvement in the 
present, such as in social issues. 

The modern desire is rather to see direct results of 
faith and salvation in the present. In Weber's time this 
prompted the Work Ethic; in modern society it helps to 
explain the attraction of the prosperity teaching, in 
which the Christian is believed to have a right to claim 
immediate wealth, so that faith can be measured by 
possessions. It is significant that this teaching is highly 
individualistic as well as materialistic, so much in sym
pathy with the spirit of capitalism. Interestingly, pros
perity teaching has been characterized as having an 
over-realized eschatology, seeing all the effects of faith 
in the present. 29 

The emphasis on the present also relates strongly 
to the importance of borrowing and credit in the mod
ern capitalist system, a system significantly not per
mitted in Judaism or the medieval church. It is also 
very significant that a major part of the problem of 
poverty in the third world is due to the interest charges 
on debts to western banks. These now form a major 
proportion of the Gross National Product of many 
countries, and are sucking wealth from them into the 
already inflated western economies. The essential idea 
of credit is, of course, to have now in the hope (or 
perhaps rather 'presumption') of being able to pay 
back in the future. In fact what the prosperity teaching 
is doing is making promises which are indeed valid and 
correct, but only in an eschatological perspective. 
Health and wealth are the rights of a Christian, but 
only definitely in the new creation. God may give them 
now, but only as a foretaste, and certainly not as a 
present right. Claiming them is correct, but demanding 
them now is not only a form of magic, but also of 
presumption. 

A further result of the ethos of ownership is that the 
rights of all to ownership of their property should be 
respected. Such may well be accepted as biblical in 
view of the Old Testament prohibition of stealing. But 
there are reservations; the early church practised a 
form of communalism, and the demands of the year of 
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Jubilee are found in the Old Testament. What may also 
be observed is that in the secular world the right to 
property has resulted in the growth of the security 
industry and the military, with their associated waste. 
In some situations also, the protection of the rich 
has led to the repression of the poor. From a religious 
perspective, absolute property rights have resulted in 
another common feature of modern society, mainly, 
and significantly, in the West, where the influence of 
the spirit of capitalism is greatest. If the physical prop· 
erty of others is to be respected and not to be stolen, 
it would seem to follow that this applies also to their 
spiritual property. Thus there is an acceptance of 
pluralism and tolerance, the right of all to their own 
benefits, that these must be respected and not stolen 
from them in an attempt to convert to a different 
faith. 

Rather than a belief in absolute property rights, 
many Christians rather see possessions as held in 
stewardship from God. Naturally such a looser view of 
property as something to be held as a right only when 
used for the good of all, is not so conducive to the 
acceptance of all religions as of equal validity. More
over, unlike absolute ownership, stewardship does not 
imply a right to abuse; it can well be argued that a 
'false' religion is actually an abuse of the spiritual. 

Pluralism is of, course, an aspect of the emphasis 
on the individual which is such a strong feature of west
ern society and which lends itself so readily to the spirit 
of capitalism. Without the spirit of capitalism however, 
an emphasis on the individual can give an awareness 
of the needs of others so can lead rather to a desire 
to give and to share, whether material things or a 
religious faith, an attitude much more in keeping with 
Christianity . 

Conclusion 

It would therefore seem that the influence of the spirit 
of capitalism on the practice of Christianity leads to a 
variety of effects which can hardly be seen as beneficial 
to the churches, but will rather result in their weaken
ing and, if unchecked, ultimately to their destruction. 
A Christian can then hardly advocate the ideas of 
capitalism as good for the church, and so must 
seriously question whether they form an acceptable 
paradigm in the economic sphere. Rather than sug
gest, with Weber, that Christianity leads naturally to 
capitalism, it must be asked what it does lead to. There 
is the need for an economic system more compatible 
with Christianity, such that its influence would not be 
detrimental to the faith. The obvious choice is a form 
of SOcialism, but the socialist experiment, despite the 
very valid reasons for its adoption has also largely 
failed. 
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Despite the temporary triumph of Marxist
Leninism in Eastern Europe, the short-comings of that 
system in turn also become apparent in the endemic 
drabness, shortages, inefficiency, indolence and lack of 
motivation that resulted from it. There was a constant 
problem of corruption, and the high cost of the neces
sary bureaucracy, all of which could be said to have 
contributed to poverty. Above all there was the lack of 
personal freedom, a restriction necessary for the sys
tem to work at all, and so a totalitarian oppression of 
most of the population. 

It can however be suggested that the failure of 
humanistic socialism was that it was based upon an 
incorrect set of assumptions. The ideal of working for 
society as a whole, and of sharing equally with others 
in general remained just an ideal. Capitalist self
motivation comes much more naturally to people. In 
short, before socialism can work successfully in a 
human society, the people of that society must be 
changed themselves; basically the problem is religiOUS. 
In fact, just as capitalism is totally dependent on re
sources from outside, socialism also needs the injection 
of something from without, in this case a more 
adequate ideology than the dialectical materialism of 
Marxist-Leninism. This can be supplied by a wide
spread Christian conviction, as it was in the New 
Testament church (Acts 4:32); this would also mitigate 
the extreme selfishness and greed of capitalism and 
prevent both the excessive exploitation of the poor 
and the growing gap between rich and poor that the 
unrestrained spirit of capitalism generates. Christianity 
can supply both a motivation to work and also to 
share, a base for real justice, in the love for others 
which should be a natural result of the follOWing of 
Jesus. Such love does not come naturally to people, 
but occurs as a result of a commitment to Jesus. 

It is clear that an economic society cannot survive 
guided simply by the spirit of capitalism, although it is 
unlikely that its decline will be as rapid as that envis
aged by the founders of communism. Change must 
occur, indeed is occurring: the question is how much 
damage to the environment and to humanity as a 
whole will take place before it is replaced by something 
far less destructive. It would be far better if society took 
action early and avoided the trouble that is inevitable if 
such action is ignored. Such action can be motivated 
by a Christian world-view. 

The danger is that rather than serving to moderate 
the effects of the spirit of capitalism, Christianity itself 
is damaged by it and so loses its effectiveness. The 
churches, as well as society, must recognize the danger 
that they themselves will be destroyed by the influence 
of that same spirit and must act to prevent a further 
deterioration. They should not after all be guided by 
that spirit but by the Holy Spirit of God. Moreover, 

they would then be in a position to gUide society as a 
whole into a better and more just order, free from that 
destructive spirit. The challenge for the churches is to 
ensure that their Christianity is not just a superficial 
veneer, not diluted, even atrophied, by foreign ele
ments and ideologies, but a deep commitment that 
changes the lifestyle and the very motivation of each 
Christian. 
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Models for Scripture 
John Goldinhay 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, and Paternoster, 
Carlisle, 1994, 420pp, £15.99, paperback, 
ISBN 0-85364-638-4 

What is Scripture? 
Wilfred Cantwell Smith 
SCM, London, 1993, 352pp, £17.50, paperback, 
ISBN 0-334-02536-2 

The concept of Scripture is one which is of constantly 
recurring interest, and recent years have seen a spate 
of publications on the subject. Many of these are con
cerned with the classical questions surrounding the for
mation of the canon as we now know it, but there has 
been a remarkable growth of interest in the theological 
significance of the canon itself. Add to this the ongoing 
issues of divine inspiration and inerrancy, as well as the 
question of revelation in other religions and cultures, 
and the scholarly world is well provided with material 
to chew on! 
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These two books approach their subject in very 
different ways, but they complement each other 
quite well. John Goldingay is concerned with Christian 
Scripture-its origin, meaning and authority for the 
church today. His own background is in Old Testament 
studies, and this is apparent throughout. For example, 
he continually refers to the Rrst and Second Testa· 
ments, instead of to the Old and New, which sounds 
very much like a scholar's determination to ensure that 
his readers do not think that his own area of expertise 
is somehow inferior or out of date! It does however, 
suffer from the inconvenience that Rrst and Second 
imply a sequence which Old and New do not-is there 
a Third Testament? In our New Age culture, that is not 
just an idle question! 

Goldinhay's approach is inductive throughout, 
another feature which reflects his own training in Bib
lical Studies. He begins with words like inspiration, 
revelation and canon, and goes on from there to dis
cuss the pros and cons of each in some detail before 
relating them to the text and coming to some conclu
sion about their appropriateness for today. The in
attentive reader may therefore be misled by his con-


