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Christianity and the market
How church leaders ignore the Christian
tradition of economic liberty
Samuel Gregg

W

hen it comes to the social sciences, many
consider that economics wins the prize
for having the most materialistic view of
human beings. One should not be surprised, then,
that some Christians regard the entire discipline of
economics with a certain suspicion. At the same
time, there are many Christian thinkers (or economists who also happen to be believing Christians)
who are quite happy to make use of economic research methods without necessarily assuming that
homo economicus constitutes the entirety of human
beings’ potential and destiny.
While all but the most economistic of thinkers
recognise that there are limits to what free market
economics can tell us about human action, it is not
unreasonable to expect serious Christians of all confessions interested in public policy to think through
policy proposals from the ‘economic’ perspective.
Contrary to popular mythology, orthodox Christianity has always valued and championed the power
of human reason, seeing in it a reflection—albeit
limited—of the divine Logos. From its origins in the
writings of Aristotle, economics has always been
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concerned with thinking through the logic of a range of choices
when it comes to the creation and distribution of material wealth.
Naturally, Christianity does not see economics as providing all
the answers to human dilemmas. Life is, after all, much more than
an exercise in maximising efficiency. But nor should Christians disdain the insights of economics into how flawed and limited human
beings, capable of great good and also great evil, might act when
faced with a range of incentives.
Reading through much contemporary Christian literature on
economic policy, however, can be a depressing exercise, not least
because it soon becomes apparent that many Christian leaders
have very limited knowledge of basic economic insights. In some
instances, this seemingly manifests itself in a certain pride about
their ignorance of such matters, or a tendency simply to dismiss
economic insights as irrelevant to the discussion. Such standpoints
would seem odd to great medieval scholars such as St Albert Magnus
and St Thomas Aquinas, who were among the first great Western
thinkers to state that the sciences required autonomy if they were to
function properly in their respective fields of research.
Then there is the widespread tendency—thankfully much,
much weaker now than in the heady days of the 1960s, 1970s, and
early 1980s—for some Christian leaders and thinkers to assume that
socialism is the most accurate reflection of the type of political economy mandated by the Christian Gospel. In this regard, the defeat of
communism and the collapse of liberation theology—the latter being very much the creation of middle-class intellectuals who studied
in German universities in the 1960s rather than any ‘indigenous’
Latin American phenomenon—destroyed many romantic illusions
among Christians.
Still, one has the sense that figures such as the current head of
the Anglican Communion, Archbishop Rowan Williams of Canterbury (who once described himself as a ‘hairy lefty’ on economic
matters), have never quite been able to bring themselves to admit
the deep moral and economic problems with socialism, or to ac-
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Most social justice activists from Christian churches
routinely ignore or attempt to downplay the significance of
Centesimus Annus.
knowledge the real moral and material benefits flowing
from the spread of free markets around the world.
Not all Christian leaders are like this. There were
plenty of Christians—Roman Catholic, Protestant,
and Orthodox—who greeted John Paul II’s 1991 social
encyclical Centesimus Annus, with a sigh of relief. Not
only did this encyclical affirm basic traditional Christian teaching about the social and economic value of
private property, limited government, profit, and free
exchange, but it also spoke positively of entrepreneurship and market economies.
Moreover, Centesimus Annus also severely criticised the cultural effects of state welfarism upon the social order. Not surprisingly, most social justice activists
from Christian churches routinely ignore or attempt to
downplay the significance of Centesimus Annus.
There is a certain irony in some Christians’ ambivalence about the free market economy, insofar as most
serious economic historians acknowledge that most
of the foundations of what we today call capitalism
were laid down by medieval and early modern Christian theologians. In his magisterial History of Economic
Analysis, Joseph Schumpeter carefully describes the decisive impact made by scholastic thinkers ranging from
St Thomas Aquinas to Cardinal Tommaso de Cajetan
(more famous for his memorial confrontation with
Martin Luther) in clarifying many of the concepts vital
to the workings of market economies. These include
the significance of subjective value in determining the
worth of economic goods and services, and the notion
that the just price is normally the market price.
These Christian scholastics also had much to say
about the role played by the division of labour in facilitating economic efficiency (centuries before Adam
Smith), provided the first detailed analysis and positive
evaluation of the working of money-markets, helped
to clarify the nature of money and banking, and also
articulated a much more positive view of business and
commerce than the rather negative attitude adopted
toward such pursuits by ancient thinkers of antiquity
such as Aristotle and Plato.
Another irony is that the people and events most
associated with synthesising the various ideas that
many regard as facilitating the development of modern
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capitalism—the Scottish Enlightenment—were never anti-Christian in nature or purpose. Indeed, many of the most important
Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, such as William Robertson and
Hugh Blair, were devout Christians and saw no necessary conflict
between the development of commercially market-orientated societies and Christian belief and practice. Adam Smith was most
likely a deist, but was not at all hostile to Christianity. The lateFrench Enlightenment, by contrast, was deeply anti-Christian and
culminated in the French Revolution’s terrorist acts against Christian clergy and faithful lay followers.
This, in turn, raises the question of why a significant number
of Christian leaders in the West today have such an animus against
markets and free enterprise more generally. One reason, it has to
be said, is ignorance. Leaving aside a lack of sometimes elementary knowledge of how business, commerce, and markets actually
work, many Christian leaders today would greet the above observations about the Christian contribution to the development of
modern capitalism with polite stares of incomprehension. They are
also much more likely simply to accept the fiction of Charles Dickens as capturing the essence of nineteenth-century capitalism than
the careful research of the Oxford-based Australian-born economic
historian Max Hartwell, which demonstrates that the Industrial
Revolution led to rapid increases in all criteria of material well-being, ranging from nutrition levels to life-spans.
A second reason is a more theological one—a reluctance (especially among self-identified ‘liberal Christians’) to accept the very
basic Christian insight that human beings are not angels. People
are human creatures marked by what the Catholic Church calls
‘original sin’—what Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI,
once called a type of radical disorder that is present in all human
beings, and which means that people, no matter how much they
strive to model themselves on Christ, will always be tempted by sin.
In Centesimus Annus, John Paul II suggested that a consequence of
this fact of human imperfection was the need for the social order
to address the reality that in many times and circumstances people
will pursue their self-interest.
By this, the late Pope did not mean that society should or
could be reduced to the pursuit of self-interest. Rather, he meant
that it could not be ignored and, as far as possible, its workings
should be integrated into a society’s social, political, and economic
arrangements. Again, many Christian leaders often refuse to pay
sufficient heed to this very Christian—and Smithian—observation
about the human condition.
A third reason is also theological—a failure to pay proper at-
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tention to the mandate that Scripture tells humanity we have been
given to be creative. Scholars such as Michael Novak refer to this as
the notion of ‘co-creativity’—not ‘co-creative’ in the sense of being
equal with God, but co-creative in the sense of co-operating with
God in unfolding the full potential of His creation. Environmentalists and others have argued that this Judeo-Christian motif lies at
the very roots of the capitalism they generally dislike because of its
alleged effects on the environment. In making this connection between Christianity and capitalism, the environmentalists are correct.
It is not, of course, a mandate for wanton destruction of the environment. Nor does the co-creativity theme morally justify anything
done in the name of free enterprise.
It does, however, make clear that humans are owed a high degree of economic liberty as a right (John Paul II even refers to this
as the ‘right of economic initiative’) because they are called to be
co-creators with God. Certainly rights-language is overused today,
and some Christians are especially guilty of this. Nonetheless, until
there is greater appreciation among Christians of this insight about
economic liberty as essential for human moral and material development, many of them will inevitably focus only on the distributional
side of the equation, and forget that unless wealth is created, distribution becomes a matter of how we divide up a rapidly diminishing
stock of resources.
It is not, of course, the case that the Christian faith and Church
does not have any role to play in the conditions of a free market
economy. The salvation of souls—a rather peripheral concern, it
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must be said, of most Christian social justice activists—remains an eternal role for the Church, regardless
of the economic system in which it is working. There
are also plenty of moral snares awaiting people in free
enterprise systems (as in any economic system). Thus
far, secular approaches to such matters have proved
rather inadequate at addressing these real problems,
not least because they almost always degenerate into
the promotion of politically correct causes through
the invariably incoherent ‘socially responsible’ investment movement. It would, however, help if some
Christian leaders acquired a better understanding of
the free economy, if only because it would help them
to minister to the vast majority of people who labour
in this economy every day to create the wealth we all
tend to take for granted. But as long as some Christian
leaders fail—wilfully or otherwise—to understand this
system, their capacity to engage the people working in
its midst will be marginal.
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