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PART I What has Jerusalem to say to Babylon?

Some theologians and clergy like to keep themselves pure, and to argue that the most 
prophetic position on capitalism is disdain, indifference or rejection. But I think the real 
reason that the Church has hesitated to engage in this area is a lack of courage, arising from 
a feeling of ineptitude and ignorance. Like other specialisms, Economics uses jargon to 
frighten off the uninitiated (cf eschatological pneumatology!). Further, Economics has 
persuaded the world that it is the stuff of immutable laws of nature, and is therefore not up 
for debate. So here is a cheat sheet of devastating criticisms, to make you sound extremely 
au fait.  

Eve's Toxic Assumptions, or the 7 Deadly Sins of Capitalism (from forthcoming book)

1. Competition – in fact, there is a strong mathematical case in favour of co-operation 
as a primary strategy, given the rarity of zero-sum games in business (cf the Beautiful Mind 
film). Male 'fight or flight' physiology supports a commitment to competition, but this 
ignores female physiology ('tend and befriend'), and may be compounding a tendency 
towards sub-optimal outcomes.

2. Invisible Hand – an optimistic myth (unless you are Calvin), offering a re-assuring 
but inaccurate justification for self-interested behaviour. Order may arise from chaos, but 
there is no evidence to suggest that this tends towards the good. Rather, laissez-faire skews 
the market in favour of those with the most financial 'votes', maximising their own utility at 
the expense of society at large.

3. Utility, as the best way to measure the effectiveness and morality of the market, only 
works if the Invisible Hand exists. In fact, 'utility' is an empty concept – utility for what (see 
John Hughes). If individual utility-maximising behaviours won't produce a good outcome 
overall, a system based on utility cannot be effortlessly moral. And the idea that Economic 
Man is a rational agent, maximising his utility, is wildly optimistic and ignores all of the 
evidence from social science.

4. Agency Theory – assuming that workers need to be forcibly 'aligned' with the 
interests of the owners has unleashed a host of disastrous outcomes. Apart from negative 
Trade Union activity, it has used a negative reading of psychology (theologically, 
privileging the Original Sin motif) to generate HR policies that assume employee 
recalcitrance. In modern times, it has been used to support ubiquitous executive 
shareholding, leading to acute short-termism and market manipulation.
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5. Market pricing – leaving the price mechanism to settle at a 'scientific' equilibrium 
ignores the interplay between supply and demand, and the potential for both to be 
manipulated. It also ignores the historical debate about 'just' prices, including the 'price' of 
money. This effectively crowds out debate about cost, and thus the debate on externalities 
like costs to the environment or society.

6. Shareholder Value – an assumption that owes more to romance than reality. The 
average time for which a share is now held is around 22 seconds. Computer trading makes 
about 40% of all trades, in tiny fractions of seconds. Even a more permanent shareholder 
doesn't own the business in any real sense. But this strategy is in the ascendancy, and drives 
short-termism, ignoring stakeholder accountability. It fuels the exponential rise of board-
room pay, and encourages an overly narrow measurement of corporate performance.

7. Limited Liability as the primary business model institutionalises moral hazard and 
makes the system unhealthily homogenous (see Will Hutton's Ownership report). It creates 
an irresponsible shareholder culture where there is no downside, and it fuels risk. 

PART II Putting Theology to Work (from my The Church on Capitalism book)

A – we have a tendency either to preach to the converted, or to sharpen our pencils...

What How

Church ˟ ˟

World ? ˟

Here is a nice simple typology from Rowan Williams (from Christian Theology): theology 
is either Celebratory, Communicative and Critical in register, depending on the intended 
audience. The Celebratory mode is like using the mother-tongue in the home, and is rich 
with jargon (e.g., liturgy, psalms and hymns). The Communicative mode is like using a 
second language to talk to foreigners, and uses terms that makes sense to the uninitiated 
(e.g., metaphysics, spirituality, and the transpersonal). The Critical mode steps back to look 
at the grammar and the functioning of the language itself, to ensure that it is in good repair 
for the task in hand (e.g., philosophical theology). Of the three, the Communicative is the 
most fruitful mode for public theology, and for discussing issues like political economy. I 
would argue, though, that more time is spent on discussing the etiquette of using the 
Communicative than actually doing so. So, if you were going to do it rather than just talk 
about it, how would you pull off theology in this gap?
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B – our theology needs to be more moody (from my The Church on Capitalism book)

When you analyse it, you find that most theology tends to be conducted in either the 
indicative or the imperative mood ('I believe' or 'Thou shalt'). Very little theology, 
particularly in the public sphere, is conducted in either the interrogative or the subjunctive: 
few questions, and little doubt. 

I reckon that the wisest way to populate the empty box is to fill it with questions and dreams 
– what would it be like if we looked up to bankers again? How might we effect this change? 
Again, I think theologians and clergy shrink from this mode because it sounds uncertain. So 
here is my line on that (see my Cambridge sermon on my blog for the full argument).

The beauty of mood is that the orientation of speech does not necessarily bear any relation 
to reality, e.g., my 'Gruffalo Defence': the mouse invents a beast called the Gruffalo, to 
frighten off would-be predators, then discovers to his horror that the monster really exists. 
The point is, whether or not God exists is not affected by our level of certainty. God does 
not get somehow bigger or more powerful just because more people believe more certainly 
in him. See Terry Pratchett's book Small Gods. In his Discworld, the size of each God is 
directly proportional to the number of believers they have. We seem to fear that our God 
might disappear if we do not defend him loudly enough. This compulsion to prove God's 
existence is well-intentioned, but is really about our need to look reasonable and is therefore 
rather selfish. We need to chill out about Dawkins, and ignore him. Popper says there are 
solvable things, like mathematical problems, and there are un-solvable things, which are the 
proper concern of philosophy. We can't solve the existence of God, so let's channel our 
energies more productively towards what we can solve. What questions about economics 
could we ask that would make our secular leaders squirm in their seats?

To finish, here is a useful quote from a General Synod debate: ‘as a Church, we are very 
good at standing at the bottom of the economic precipice and looking after the casualties 
when perhaps we need to be at the top of the cliff building a few fences and warning signs' 
(Revd Canon Jonathan Alderton-Ford (St Edmundsbury and Ipswich), Feb 2009).
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