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till remember my first experience with banking. I was in fifth
rade and had saved up $100 from collecting soda bottles (which
etched five cents apiece). My dad took me out of school to have
unch and start a savings account at First National Bank of Am-
rillo. {Getting out of school probably etched the experience in
niy BmEon I learned that by depositing the $100 in a savings
ccount paying 6 percent interest, and then letting it sit, I would
have $106 by the end of the year. If I let the whole $106 sit for
nother year, my stash would then be worth $112.36 rather
han just $112. That’s because of compounded interest. In the
econd year, I would be gaining interest not just on the original
100, but on $106. If I let that sit another year, the stash would
e worth $119.10, and so on until I was millionaire. Or until I
eeded a new bike—which, of course, came much sooner.
Later, I learned that my dad had simplified the story a bit. My
savings was compounding more frequently than once 2 year. That
ieant the original money, and the interest on the interest, grew
even more quickly than I realized. I knew nothing else about bank-
ng, 0.1t seemed like magic: you put some money in, let it sit, get
me more, and then get more of the more. Even at a modest 6 per-
nt'interest, a kid who invested $100 at the age of ten could have
3,200 sixty years later, just from that initial $100 investment.
Since the arrangement worked out in my favor, I didn’t ask
_nnwn_o& questions. But it’s really strange ‘when you think about
If the same kid took up lawn mowing, socked $4,000 away
“a; corporate bond fund, and averaged 7.2 percent a year over a
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period of sixty years, he could have $256,000 at the end of those E
sixty years. If he managed 10 percent interest a year, at the end of .
mmarn_mrﬂ years he’d have a million dollars. Something EQ& is.

going on here.
Even Einstein once said that compound interest is one of the
greatest mysteries in the universe. And yet, like the water a fish

swims in, we rarely notice it or the other effects of modern fi- -
nance all around us. We put our money in banks, charge our .

groceries on credit or debit cards, write checks, use PayPal to buy
stuff online, and take out fixed-rate mortgages on our home. We -
buy stocks mnm bonds, and set aside part of our paychecks for
- IRAs, 401(k)s, and pension plans. Each of these acts involves, in
one way or another, charging or receiving interest on money.
Few of us lie awake at night worrying that we’re going to hell

because of it. Yes, we know that it’s bad to acquire too much

consumer debt. You don’t want to pay Visa 20 percent interest

Ay

Just so you can get the newest PlayStation, Jet Ski, or half-price" -
liposuction. But buying and selling money by itself doesn’t

trouble most of us. And yet for centuries all the greatest Chris-
ttan theologians and philosophers believed that charging interest
on money was an egregtous sin—called usury.

- WHAT'S WRONG WITH SELLING MCONEY?

Although some groups of Christians have ‘exalted poverty as an
end in itself, overall, Christianity has never had a problem with
business investments or even with making a profit. For a long
time, though, Christianity did object to charging interest on
money—that is, to making a profit on a Boun% loan. According to

the most learned churchmen, if you tried to “sell” money, you were -

committing usury. This was the unanimous view of the Christian
world throughout the Middle Ages. Dante, in his Divine Comedy
{written berween 1308 and 1321), put usurers in the seventh ring
of hell along with blasphemers and sodomites! He saw usury as a
serious sin-~a type of fraud motivated by greed.! But why?

Well, first of all, the Bible seems to say so. In Exodus, shortly |

after God delivers the Hebrews from slavery in m@ﬁﬂ he gives
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Moses a list of commands to deliver to his people. The Ten Com-
\andments lead the list, but a series of many other “ordinances”

‘follow in their train. They prescribe the death ngm:uw mo.n serious
-crimes like murder, kidnapping, and bestiality and require just com-

pensation for lesser offenses like letting your ox graze on someone

else’s land. They also prohibit charging interest on money.

. Following the command not to oppress resident aliens (“for you

‘were aliens in the land of Egypt”); God says: “If you lend money
‘fo'my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with
‘them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from them” (Exod.

2:25). Tt’s the same story in Leviticus, when God is describing

_roE_mmﬁrwﬂmroﬁEmquiwg rn _u_._nmm ﬂrommvnnéw_nﬂo_&n
._ Promised Land: :

.”._._Hm any of %Oﬁ._.. kind fall into difficulty and become mn?.o.\n-

dent on you, you shall support them; they shall live with-
- you as though resident aliens. Do not take interest in ad-
- vance or otherwise make a profit from them, but fear your
" God; let them live with you. You shall not lend them your
- money at-interest taken in advance, or provide them food at
ca Eomn (Lev. 25:35-37) .

.. Om course, these commands mEu_w. to Jews lending to other

_._“_nim. Deuteronomy allows Jews to charge interest to foreigners:

" You shall not charge interest on loans to another Israelite,
. interest on money, interest on provisions, interest on any-
*-thing that is lent. On loans to a foreigner you may charge
interest, but on'loans to another Israclite you may not
- charge interest, so that the LORD your god may bless you
“in all your undertakings in the land that you are about to
.- enter and possess. HUmﬁ. 23:19-20) Lo

- _.,wsd the Old Hmwnmu..mbn still treats the éropm business as un-
mmqenw Pithy Psalm 15 asks: “O LORD, who may abide in your
tent? /- Who may dwell on your holy hill?” The answer:
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Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right,

And speak the truth with their tongue - . .

Who do not lend money at interest,

and do not take a bribe against the innocent. {Ps. 15:1, 5)

Though the New Testament says little about charging interest, )

Jesus admonishes believers: “If you lend to those from whom you
hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to |

sinners to receive as much again. But love your enemies, do good

and lend, expecting nothing in return” (Luke 6:34-35). Not ex--
actly something you'd inscribe in granite over the entrance to the.

Bank of America building.

In addition, the Bible and especially the Gospels are chock-
full of warnings about the dangers of money. At one point, Jesus )
even drove money changers out of the temple with a whip of -

cords, along with “people selling cattle, sheep, and doves” (John
2:13-16). And Paul warned Timothy: “The love of money is the
root of all evil” (1 Tim. 6:10).

Christian ‘scholars in the early and medieval church quoted

these Bible passages in almost every discussion about usury. .

But they didn’t just read the Bible. They were also immersed in
Roman and Greek thought, which looked askance at charging
interest for money. All the classical bigwigs—including Greeks
like Plato and Aristotle {who influenced Christian theology in

the Middle Ages) and Romans like Cato, Cicero, and Seneca— :

condemned usury..

The prohibition on usury wasn’t limited to the Western world,
either. Buddha condemned it in the East, as did Muhammad in
the Middle East. In fact, Isiam still follows Muhammad in con-

demning interest. So even though interest charging and primitive .

banking occurred, a pall of vice still hung over the practice. We
shouldn’t be surprised that Christian scholars, too, thought that
charging interest on money was immoral.

‘While the Scholastics took biblical prohibitions. for granted,
they sought to defend God’s revealed law with rational argu-

ment. No Scholastic worth his salt would settle for “The Bible .

says it. I believe it. That settles it” unless he couldn’t think of any
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arguments. They trusted God’s wisdom. As a result, they asked
‘thie mext logical question: “Why did God command this? What
was the good reason for the prohibition?” And Scholastics could
“3lways think of some ¢xplanation, even if it wasn’t a very good

ne. All the Scholastics agreed that charging interest was wrong,
it they disagreed on why it was wrong,.
‘Early on, Pope Leo the Great (who served from 440 to 461)

forbade clerics from taking usury and declared that laymen who
did so were seeking shameful gain. This reflected .the general -

ew at the time, which was that usury was uncharitable or

greedy. As trade and commerce grew, however, so did scholarly
ithinking.on usury. Twists and turns abound over the centuries,
but by 1187, the basic contours of the medieval view of usury
‘were in place: .

. {1) Usury is whatever is demanded in return in a loan
~beyond the loaned good itself; (2} the taking of usury is a
“sin prohibited by the Old and New Testaments; {3) the very
“hope of a return beyond the good itself is sinful; {4) usu-
ries must be restored in full to their true owner; (5) higher
prices for credit sales are implicit usury.?

1 confess that I found all this business bewildering, so I de-
ided to read John T. Noonan’s definitive study, The Scholastic
Analysis of Usury, published by Harvard University Press in

1957, It’s not for the faint of heart. Nuances and hairsplitting fill

the Scholastic literature on usury. Subtleties often hinge on the

“difference between Latin terms like mutunum, census, and fucrum

cessans. But the book convinced me that the ban on usury wasn’t
a thoughtless residue of a worn-out tradition or the uncritical ap-

” plication of a few Bible passages taken out of context.

BEHIND THE SCENES

....._...o.shamamnm_wm the long debate over usury, we have to keep in
mind the historical context and the unstated beliefs. Economi-
cally, ancient and medieval Europeans were not all that different
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from ancient Israelites. They weren’t trapped in the Stone Age:
both used money rather than bartering. But most people still

farmed the land—indeed, subsisted on the land, sometimes just .

barely. Some people fished, worked at crafts like carpentry, and

n.nmn_& basic goods in open markets in cities, but most people -
lived on land outside city walls. Almost everyone lived and-

traded only. within their extended families and tribes. So the

way they interacted was more informal and reciprocal, as befits .

a family, and less shaped by market forces.> Economic growth,
such as there was, crept along so slowly you could hardly see it.

ww. modern standards, almost everyone was dirt-poor. Only -
the rich, a tiny minority, had any money to lend. Any money
lending, then, would involve rich people lending to their poor

neighbors, probably their kin, for a basic need like food.
The early Christian world, like the Roman world before it,

tended to see money as sterile, functioning only as a means of -
exchange and without value in itself. And at the time, it largely

was. People hid extra money. So while 2 person might be en-

titled to have his money returned to him, it seemed uncharitable

to nvmn.m,w a poor person for temporarily using money that would
otherwise just be collecting dust. After all, money doesn’t really

wear out like clothing or a house. If somebody wears your -
clothes for a year, you can’t get your original clothes back. So-
you can rightly charge rent for your clothes. Since money is a -
unit of exchange, however, an amount of money can be repaid -
exactly (even if the debt is repaid with different coins). Charg- .

ing for the monetary units would be like charging for inches

or minutes, And charging huge interest rates that couldn’t be -
repaid would add insult to injury, since it would exploit a -

person’s bad fortune and ignorance. Thus, given the historical
context and the belief that money was sterile, the ban on usury
made a lot of sense.

Around the twelfth century, however, trade began oxwmn&nw
between cities and territories throughout Europe, leading to a
greater division of labor and higher productivity. This created
several problems: First, growth in trade will lead to a shortage of

-gold and silver coins—the common form of currency. After all,
‘there’s just so much of the stuff to go around. Second, it’s hard
“to. make ‘large exchanges over hundreds or thousands of miles
‘when money is in the form of heavy gold and silver coins that

Hasn't Christianity Always Opposed Capitalism? -

an be easily stolen or lost in'a shipwreck. Finally, the different

'coins used in Bruges, Milan, and Rome were often reminted and
debaséd with less-valuable metals, so the ordinary person could

mm__% get ripped off by unscrupulous merchants or kings.
‘Out of these necessities, the bank as we know it was in-
vented.* The despised job of the money changer was crucial here,

‘since money changers knew how to compare florins, ‘guilders,

and pounds, and to separate them from the fakes. Money chang-

" ers eventually began keeping deposits for various clients, so that
‘ when two clients made an exchange, all the money changer had

to do was credit one account and subtract from the other. Simple

~Eventually banks emerged with branches in different cities.
This gave merchants a way to transfer payment safely over large
distances, since banknotes stood in for the money stored safely
in-a bank vault. Sophisticated banks of this kind first appeared
in‘the city-states of northern Italy and spread from there to Flan-
ders (modern-day Belgium and the Netherlands) and England.
By the fourteenth century, there were some 173 major banks in
cities such as Florence, Pisa, Genoa, Lucca, Venice, and Milan.’
Sociologist Rodney Stark oﬁu_m_nm the next step:

“Local bankers began to credit and debit from the accounts
..of one another’s depositors—as with modern checking ac-
:counts. . . . When such a transfer was made over a consider-
able distance, it involved a bill of exchange—a notarized
~document authorizing payment to a specific individual or
* firm. To settle payment for wool cloth shipped from Bruges
[in Belgium] to Genoa [in Italy], for example, a bill of ex-
change was sent to a bank in Bruges from a bank in Genoa,
whereupon the Bruges bank credited the account of the
woolen firm and entered this in its books as a credit held
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against the Genoese bank. Being merely a sheet of paper
“and of no value except to the bank in Bruges, the bill of
exchange could be rapidly and safely transported.* .

The process became so common that not only merchants, but |
governments and even the pope, used banknotes to pay bills. In
fact, some banks had such large deposits that they could lend

money to kings. What was fit for a king was soon fit for the com-
moner. Individuals and firms with extra money began entrusting
banks with their money, which they would withdraw as needed:
This could happen only once people were convinced that their

money was safer in a bank than hidden in a mattress ora holein -
the ground. So banking grew only as bonds of trust grew beyond

family and ethnic lines to connect larger and larger groups of
people. . . . .
Eventually, banks realized that, if they had enough deposi-

tors, they didn’t need to keep all their deposits on hand to meet
the day-to-day demand from depositors. They could lend some

of it out, not literally by handing out coins, but by circulating
more banknotes than they held in reserves as coins and pre-
cious metals. They were issuing credit, and over time, all sorts

of credit forms developed, for purchasing land, equipment, and
other forms of capital. : o

If you're following closely, yow'll notice that somewhere along
the way, the world changed, at least in Europe. Society went

from poorer, smaller, somewhat isolated kin-based communities
to larger, more diversified trade economies, where more people:

and places could focus on their “competitive advantages,” on

-

doing what they were the most competitive at doing.. Money -

started as a store of value and a unit of exchange to overcome.

the coarseness of barter. Trade and division of labor increased
.the total amount of wealth, leading to a surplus of money far

beyond the hoards of thieves and tyrants. :

Banks then started as a place to hold money securely and w0

allow individuals, organizations, and governments to make ac-'

curate and safe exchanges over large distances. Popes, kings, and -

wool merchants could pay their bills at a distance without wor-
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‘ying about thieves in the high mountain passes stealing their
bags-of gold. Banks did this by representing money with math
nd paper. Over time, more and more people trusted banks to
sérve these functions, so they deposited their money in banks
ather than hoarding it. Banks began using their cash reserves
issue credit. In doing this, they were basically creating more
‘money (not just printing bills, which is a different thing). That
éredit was used to start and support new enterprises. The surplus
money of a few was no longer hoarded and unproductive, but set -

ee for others to use creatively. Banks were using accamulated
wealth to create more wealth by functioning as brokers between
epositors and investors.” They were making “more of the goods
f the world available to all.”® Without anyone really intending
- money had been transformed—sublimated. It was clearly not
terile, but fertile. : :

In the 1300s, insurance also was invented. This allowed inves-
ors who used ships to transport their goods to spread out the
sk of a shipwreck. Everyone paid a little bit up front, just in
ase disaster struck. If the ship with its cargo went down, the
insurer would pay out the benefit. The sharing of risk prevented
any one investor from suffering catastrophic loss. This, in turn,
attracted more investors into the business of international trade.
Between banking and insurance, the buying and selling of risk
allowed many new ventures and enterprises to be created. -
_Of course, banks and insurers charged for their services. They
were assuming risk, and so, quite rightly, they needed to charge
omething to offset the risk. Banks also paid interest to deposi-
tors, who assumed some risk by depositing their money in a lend-
ing bank. The complicated math needed to keep track of interest
encouraged bookkeepers (and eventually everyone) to. switch
‘from cumbersome Roman numerals to the infinitely versatile
indu-Arabic numerals that we now use. Banks had become far
‘more than places to store money. Banking had become a highly
ymbolic enterprise. This might have seemed less obvious when
most. money was a commodity like gold or silver. It’s easier to see
oday when a single small piece of paper, whose ingredients are
orth next to nothing, can nevertheless represent ten thousand
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meﬁ Christians now distinguish loan-sharking from ordinary

&o:mum. With such ‘strange objects floating around our mnowouw_. a .
Cover . ; banking. A few still don’t; they believe the usury myth.

it should be crystal clear: over time, finance and banking become
more and more representational—and immaterial. o
But these ethereal signs and numbers shape the real world: In
the Middle Ages, the presence of banks transformed even ordinary
loans between individuals. Money came to have what economists
call a “time value.” As long as it outpaces inflation, money in an
interest-bearing account becomes more valuable over time. So if 1
lend my neighbor money that I could put in a savings account ora
. . 401(k}, bearing interest, I'm not just risking the money. I’'m forgo-
ing other opportunities to make more money. o
Notice what happened: In many cases, charging interest for
money was no longer a rich man lending his poor kinsman a few
unproductive coins to buy food. There were capital loans avail-"
able from banks. Unlike the invention of the car, the lightbulb; -
and the cotton gin, the event got no press. In fact, it took ceritu-
ries for society to fully realize its significance. Many of us still.
don’t get it. o
At some point, though, the old ban on usury started to stick out
like a sore thumb. It slowly dawned on people that money lenr for
capital was different from money lent to a poor neighbor out of
need. When banks charge interest on a loan or insurers charge for -
coverage, they’re charging for something. By lending the money, for:
instance, the bank is forgoing other opportunities to use the money,
and it’s taking a risk in lending the money in the first place.
In their careful reflections on usury, the Scholastics had antici

pated some of these developments. But it still took centuries of

. . . . . L ~ .V 3 - £ OH: o
disputes for scholars to work out the details and to clearly distin- . " _H.?m ,,monwu t Mﬂ_ﬁw..w&wo: Mw mﬂwm_%a.v msvwm“wﬂﬁnmﬁ QM.M% Emn
guish ordinary banking from usury. After the Reformation, some " ailor” or “candlestick maker. ciatly, y y

Reformers, such as John Calvin, were quick to modify the ancient E.ﬁ.&.&, ?mﬁ it .:H.Hmmum on as the vague prejudice against people
ban on interest.” And Catholic scholars eventually did so as well. " vo work with money. .

The church didn’t decide that usury was OK, however. . .
‘Rather, it became much more precise in defining usury. Usury
isn’t charging interest on a loan to offset the risk of the loan and
‘the cost of forgoing other uses for the money; it’s unjustly charg- -
ing someone for a loan by exploiting them when they’re in dire
straits.!” That’s the work of loan sharks, not banks. .

Zwﬁz,:o. 6: The Usury Myth (believing that working
with money is inherently immoral or that charging
nterest on money is always exploitive)

This' myth is much less common than the others we've dis-
ussed.” Still, it shows up behind the scenes. Just think of the
\way stockbrokers and bankers are portrayed. When I think of 2
erieric banker, I still picture the skinflint bankers in Mary
oppins, wich the stiff white collars and black suits, and the
itter -Mr. Potter in It’'s @ Wonderful Life. No one complains
bout such stereotypes. And such stereotypes aren’t confined to
he'media. They’re just as common from religious leaders. A fem-

ist'Web site (Sunshine for Women) recently featured a sermon
illed “What Would Jesus Do.” It started with a list of thinigs
esus would zot do. We’re told that Jesus would not wear Gueci
own a Fortune 500 company. We're also told:

”._u.o.mrm Would NOT be a Wall Street trader, a banker for a
large national or international banking conglomerate, or
‘participate in the World Bank or the International Mon-
“etary Fund (IMF)."!

THE BIRTH OF CAPITALISM

Although few people now view usury as Christian scholars did in
the Middle Ages, many people—believers and unbelievers, crit-
ics and fans of capitalism—think the long ban on interest shows
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that O.wimamanw was opposed to capitalism and hindered it from’
emerging,. As a result, they think capitalism is the creation of the:

secular modern age.
There’s just one problem with this historical gloss: it’s wrong,

For m.ﬁrommmnm years, practically everyone everywhere thought:
charging interest on money was immoral, And bans on inter-

est still hold sway in some parts of the world. Whar’s interes
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Weber argued that this dilemma caused Calvinists to seek vis-

iblesigns to verify that they were, in fact, elect. Calvinists, espe-

ially. Puritans, came to sée economic success as just such a sign.
< 1ch more than other Christians, they affirmed worldly profes-
iohis a5 every bit as much a part of God’s calling as the pastoral
inistry. Just as God might call a missionary to go to Papua

w Guinea, he might call an entrepreneur to build textile mills.
.the missionary and the entrepreneur, in the Calvinist view,

ing about the Christian West is not that it once condemned all
charging of interest, but that it eventually learned to make care-
ful distinctions and develop vibrant, wealth-creating nmbmﬂmcﬁ...
,.wnos.oBmmw with sophisticated banking systems. John T. Noonan,
mn his distinguished study of usury, argues that, despite mwvnmm”
ances, the usury debate actually gave rise to modern banking

pursuing God’s sacred calling for their lives. .

is belief made Calvinists enthusiastic and successful busi-
sspeople. But it didn’t create conspicuous displays of wealth,
ice Calvinism encouraged frugality and investment rather than
stanf gratification and luxury. Calvinists. tended to remnvest

wer

and economics by giving the West unique insights into the nature
of money and commerce: “The scholastic theory of usury is an

aE_u.Qosmo theory of economics. Indeed it is the first attempt at
a science of economics known to the West.”'2 So if mbw.ﬂrmb.m. the

tedious debate over usury gave the West a head start in develop-

ing capitalist economies.
In mmoﬂ.. many have argued that Christianity helped give birth
to capitalism. The most famous argument along these lines is

Max Weber’s book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capi-

Py .
talism.’* Weber, 2 German sociologist, argued that capitalism

grew out of the Puritan strain of Calvinism. (We.get the phrase -

“Protestant work ethic” from Weber.)

. I_.m basic argument goes like this: Calvinism teaches predes-
tination, which means that if you’re a member of the elect %os..
can’t lose your salvation. You're saved not %nocw: any éo_w_n on.-
your part, but becanse God has decided that you’ll get in. So

t L -
you’d think Calvinists would rest secure in their salvation, unlike

Carholics, who can say only that they hope they’re saved. Bur the .

doctrine of predestination doesn’t tell you if you’re one of the

elect, since Calvinism teaches double predestination: the elect are

predestined to salvation, the reprobate to damnation. Worse, ac-

cording to Calvin, some people think they’re elect when they’re

really reprobate. Bummer.

their- wealth- rather than sinking it into grandiose palaces and
fine banquets. According to Weber, this paradoxical mix created
the unique “spirit of capitalism.” :

“Weber is important for several reasons. He resisted the intel-
lectual fashions at the time, which tended to ignore the influ-
e of ideas, especially religious ideas, on culrure and society.
e was &mnnnibw enough not to mistake capitalism for*simple
greed. Greed is uaniversal, but capitalism is not. He understood
that mere greed leads to theft or instant gratification, not capital-

smi. A thriving capitalist economy needs entrepreneurs who will
-¢ave, risk, invest, and hope In the future, not clutch their hoard

ile Ebenezer Scrooge. And he was certainly correct that capital-
.ist-and Protestantism have often prospered in the same places,
specially in the English-speaking world. _

‘Nevertheless, scholars were quick to criticize his argument.
Religious scholars pointed out that his understanding of Puritan-
sin ‘was idiosyncratic, and seemed to reflect his experience with’
“his religious father rather than with any careful study of Calvin

or Calvinism. In fact, his book contains precious few references
to back up his argument.

But the most obvious problem with Weber’s thesis is his-
torical: capitalism can’t come exclusively from Calvinism " for
the simple reason that thriving capitalism appeared in Europe
‘enturies before Calvin. Remember banks. A stable banking
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still find it difficult to avoid referring to the superego, the mzv.-
#onscious, and oral fixations. Similarly, historians aﬁ.E find it
fird: to describe the West without blaming Christianity for ev-
wthing from slavery to monarchs. . .
Smﬂww_nm does not ?nﬁa tweak but flatly challenges this ommﬁ.&
ry in almost all of its particulars. He .mmunﬁmnm not on Chris-
tianity generically, but on the way in which Grn_mﬁmnﬁw nur-
ired faith in reason and progress. “The rise of the West, Stark
rgues, “was based on four primary victories of reason”™

system encourages thrift and savings over instant gratification
and consumption—one of the basic requirements for capitalism
But banks didn’t spring up out of nowhere in Calvin’s Geneva
They showed up some two hundred years earlier in the Catholic
city-states of northern Italy. : o
Weber should have located the sources of capitalism not in
Calvinism alone, but in Christianity more broadly. A contempo
rary sociologist, Rodney Stark, has done just that. In The Vi¢
tory of Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism, .
and Western Success, Stark argues (like Weber, against current.:
fashion) that a society’s beliefs, far more than its real estate
shape its destiny. That claim alone is controversial; but Stark
doesn’t stop there. He bucks a second trend, arguing that we in.
the West owe our political and economic freedoms to Christian’.
ideas: “The success of the West,” Stark argues, “including the"
rise of science, rested entirely on religious foundations, and the |
people who brought it about were devout Christians.”* o
This contradicts the received wisdom, which considers Chris
tianity the benighted enemy of freedom and progress. Even the .
words we use to describe various historical periods betray an'
anti-Christian stereotype. There were the Dark Ages, after en
lightened Rome collapsed and the church darkened the minds-
and imaginations of Europe. Then came the Middle Ages, when'
things got a little better but were mainly just a way station on’
the path to some other age that really mattered; and finally, we
reached the Renaissance (from an Old French word meaning -
“rebirth”) and the Enlightenment, when sweet reason supposedly -
broke free from the shackles of faith to give us human rights,
freedom, and prosperity. . :
Weber partially resisted this stereotype,” but only partially.
Weber’s thesis was, in a sense, just an interesting twist on the pre--
vailing opinion, since his argument was strongly anti-Catholics -
Though officially the cartoonish, anti-Christian version of how
the West arose has been out of favor with professional historians
for some time, it still clouds our perceptions and our language
much as Freudianism does. Even skeptics of Freud, for instance

H_. Faith in progress within Christian theology - :

2. The way that faith in progress translated into technical
. and organizational innovations, many of them fostered
by monastic estates

3. The way reason informed both political wr:om.o_u_d.« m..ﬂa
~ practice to the extent that responsive states, sustaining
" a substantial degree of personal freedom, appeared in
" medieval Europe

~ 4. The application of reason to commerce, resulting in the
development of capitalism within the safe havens pro-
vided by responsive states'

~Stark especially identifies the development .Om. m%m.amamﬂ._n theol-
ogy, “formal reasoning about God,” in Christianity. He argues
that such intellectual exercises were not trivial, but eventually led
to tangible social progress. _ o .

" To defend his thesis Stark spends much of his time describ-
ing the profound cultural and nmnruo__ommn.m_ Euoﬁ.aonm that
emerged in the so-called Dark Ages. Despite centuries of bad
climate, during this time improved water mills, windmills, horse
ollars .and horseshoes, wheeled plows, chimneys, nw.mmp.mmmnmv
ocks, stirrups, the magnetic compass, and anw..oﬁr.ﬂ. inven-
jons sprang up. Similarly, education and nm?nmrmma an.nmma
ot with the Reformation or the Enlightenment, but in medieval
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monasteries, And, as we'v ; : -
' ¢ already seen, finance and bankin oY ; i ; hi
» finance and ba And ‘yet, despite Stark’s focusing too narrowly on reason, his

- emerged in northern Italy’s city- - .

nailed his ninety-five ﬂrumw_% mﬂ %Hﬁw\nmﬂmwwn Mwﬁcmnm before Luther. wider point seems right: contrary to stereotype, Christianity pro-.
Woolen cloth first. brought capitalism to ..MM ZM or. - . vided the prerequisites for a vibrant capitalism. -
capitalism continued to prosper there after mm ern Europe; an ‘Armed with solid m.nmamanmu .m_.“e..w also argues that nations
despots in southern Europe. At this point, P was repressed b kiat protect property rights, individual freedom, and freedom of
the story. Since much of the north _u%nmam wnoﬂomnmnsmﬂ enters: .omwmc=|5nn the United States—actually encourage religiosity
it was easy for historians to associate nm_umnmr.“._wﬁmmm%w howev e more than do those couniries—like much of mﬁownluﬂrwﬁ .536
ism, and anticapitalism with Catholicism. Sta Mﬁ. Hmwﬂomﬂmﬁ _ state churches and less regard for private property mb@ S&E&.ﬁm_
the colonies of the New World had such &W ¢ L mﬁ@ ains &ww.. ights."” So'much for the claim that capitalism inevitably gives
merely that Spain was Catholic and E crent fates. It wasn rise to secularism. Secularism is a problem in the United States,
ic and England was Protestant. The of course, but a free economy is not its cause.

Sient ficant difference, he argues, was berween the Spanish and"
British colonial ontlook. Spain was given to despotism, %w,_w_
.WM“.‘M_.“ ﬂwmﬂ by nmawmnmou. much more liberal. Therefore Hrnm.M :
rs pbutlt pr i : p e dl . _
B mosmn_w%ﬂﬂmw oﬁmﬁ%ﬂ:ﬁ%ﬁﬁmm. .Hrm .W:Emr oo.__o .. S, we have good historical reasons for seeing Christianity as an
colonies on extraction.” Such mxﬁ.mnmhwn H%q _nmm_u the mﬁmamwr. : important sonrce for capitalism. But we’re not out of the woods yet.
dynasty for a while, but it failed to Qam ppe 1 up the Spanish’ Doesn'’t the Bible still prohibit ¢harging interest for a money loan,
-prisingly, it eventually failed, and it lef e S n_.r 50, mot sur egardless of what those clever medieval monks tried to claim to the
political and ccomeme diseri T o the Spanish colonies in contrary? You might think so. But let’s look mre carefully.
contrast, have largely msnnnm&nnﬂn ¢ former British colonies, in'; + Two months after I graduated from college, I began an inten-
Stark probably fo ) ‘sive course in biblical Greek at Asbury Seminary. Asbury is an
C ramnm%ﬂrgnwn_n %Mnnmomm _uﬁﬂm_uﬁ on reason. Other .Fano_.__ vangelical seminary that grew out of the Wesleyan holiness tra-
are just a few: o capitalism as well. Here, dition. The student body roughly reflected that tradition. Many
. “ of my fellow seminarians had attended Bible colleges that treated
“the Bible as the Word of God. They knew the Bible backward
" and forward. Unfortunately, some of them had memorized iso-
“lated texts without knowing the wider context of the passages
- within the particular book, or within the Bible as a whole. And
very few had considered the original context in which those
¢ The Christian moral code as 2 whole . B books were written. As a result, they often had memorized pre-:
o cise sentences but not precise meanings. Without intending to,
they treated the Bible not as the unified Word of God, but as a
collection of free-floating aphorisms, cut off from time; space,
and history, like Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.
To help students overcome this bad habit, our professor, Bob
yons, would frequently tell us, exaggerating for effect: “Context

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE REALLY SAY ABOUT USURY?

oﬁramamnv .“ .. .. .
by ain mmn Oom.m Q.nwﬂon_m mo,.om_u ndnﬂ _m. Bmﬁna

* The idea that private to pi
property is right
material evil Y ght and proper, not a

s An o.nﬂame.a about the future tempered by the n_onnn_wnn |
mum original sin—which together encouraged hard work.
mvestment, innovation, limited ‘government ovnn_nm_mum
balances, and a distrust of utopian schemes , . .
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is everything.” Take the word no, for example. If the lady at the
lce-cream place asks me if I would like blue Superman ice cream:
.H: say no. If a co-worker—any co-worker—asks me, “Do nr.nmm |
jeans make me look fat?” I'll say no. But 7o in these two situa-

tions means different things. In the first case, it means: “No, [
- 2

, :
mosn want .mnwnnﬂmu ice cream.” In the second case, it means:

Zo,.%om.n jeans don’t make you look fat”—or to the mcmwm&osm..
questioner, it probably means, “No, I'm not required to give %o:.

an honest answer.” So the meaning of even a common word like

no depends on the context it’s used in. The same can be true of
whole sentences. If a polite boy tells his teacher, “No, ma’am,”

when asked if he needs a drink of water, it means one thing. If 2

guy on the basketball court tells another guy, “No, ma’am,” after -

swatting away _._.mm m:.or it means something completely different. -
The same thing is true with Scripture. The meaning of the

words and sentences hinges on their historical and literary -

mouﬁwﬁfﬁrmﬁ is, when and for whom they were written, and
in é_...mn genre. To take an obvious example, let’s say you know:
nothing about the Bible, and I tell you: “The Bible says in Psalm

14: “There is no God.”” I'm telling you the truth—sort of. The -

Bible really does have a verse with the words “There is no God.”

But what you would think I’m saying, and what I would be im- -

plying, is that the Bible teaches that there is no God, even though

the Bible does no such thing. Youw'd realize this the second you. .

looked at the context of those words in Psalm 14:
Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”

>c&wmm.um Mnmm is four extra words to know youw'd been snook-
ered. The Bible doesn’t claim that there is no God. I _

e
fools say there is no God. says that.

This is an easy example. But the same lesson holds true for

any biblical passage. You can’t treat isolated biblical passages

as if wrow were private little notes written just for you in your
situation. Every passage is a part of a larger text, written at a
specific time and place, and for a specific audience. When we
read Paul’s letters, for instance, we’re reading mail from the first
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entury. That doesn’t mean we can explain away Paul’s letters as

historical artifacts, They’re the inspired word of God. Bur it does
inean that if we want to know their universal meaning—how
hey apply to us—we first have to figure out what they meant
originally. .

Sometimes this is pretty easy, once you think to do it For
nstance, Paul and Peter both advise women not to wear braided
hair or gold in church (1 Tim. 2:9-10; 1 Pet. 3:3—4). You might
think that means that an American woman who wears braided

“hair in church in 2008 is disobeying Paul’s advice. But think of

the context. Paul is advising Timothy, a pastor of a church in
first-century Ephesus. In that setting, apparently, wearing gold
and -braided hair were considered to be immodest. Wealthy
women could spend hours having their hair elaborately braided
and interlaced with gold jewelry. It was a way for them to show
off their wealth. . .

. In twenty-first-century America, braided hair is a simple,
modest way to put your hair up, and gold jewelry is as common
as bad grammar. So wearing gold and braiding your hair meant
‘one thing in first-century Ephesus and means quite another in
modern-day Yazoo, Mississippi. Paul® wasn’t pronouncing an
eternal law against Christian women braiding their hair.

" Now consider the biblical texts that prohibit charging for
money. The Old Testament passages were all written when the
Tsraelites had a static, agrarian, seminomadic society. In other
words, they-were written when not much new wealth was being
‘creared beyond what could be coaxed from the fields, and were
‘written to people who didn’t have much surplus money. The cap-
ital loan that rose to prominence in the Middle Ages is nowhere
in’sight. These passages are referring to rich Israelites lending
money to. their poor kinsmen for basic necessities. The Leviticus
. passage mentioned earlier makes this clear:

'

If any of your kind fall into difficulty and become depen-

" dent on you, you shall support them; they shall live with
- you as though resident aliens. Do not take interest in ad-
“vance or otherwise make a profit from them, but fear your
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God; let ﬂvnﬁ live with you. You shall not lend them your .
money at interest taken in advance, or provide them food ..
a profit. (Lev. 25:35-37) " them food

Now look again at what Jesus says about lending money.
Jesus says that even sinners lend money, expecting o receive
back the same amount. He says nothing about charging interest.
Tistead, he says we should lend expecting nothing in return. S0
he’s admonishing gratuitous generosity, not denouncing banks
for charging interest on business loans. Jesus’s command not to

Also, ﬁoina that this is describing how members of the faich -
community were to treat each other (as well as resident aliens) |
For some unstated reasons, Deuteronomy allows Israelites to-
n_umwmm interest for money lent to non-Israelites. So neither text is
setting up a universal law against charging interest. E

OK, but didn’t Jesus up the ante? In a long sermon recorded 5
Hcfy Jesus said: “If you lend to those from whom you hope to-
receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners to )
receive as much again. But love your enemies, do good, and lend
expecting nothing in return” {(Luke 6:34-35). Read m_h mmowmﬂ.oa...
_.n?m passage might lead you to think Jesus is prohibiting the char ,
ing of interest. Bur if you read the entire passage carefully (in li mﬂ
of its historical setting), you see that something else is going onﬁ .

F. the first part of this sermon, Jesus has given his mmE.,..E.m
beatitudes, such as “Blessed are you who are poor” and “Woe to
you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep.” Then,. |
in addressing “you that listen,” he says, among other mvhsmm. aHm.
anyone takes away your coat do not withhold even your mrwan 7

Does Jesus mean we should hope for everyone to be poor, so ﬂwm._.ﬁ
Hw..:w% can be blessed? Is he telling us not to laugh? Are Em&nw.muﬂm
n__mm.vnisw Jesus if they sell shirts and coats? Is Jesus forbiddin
society 10 enforce laws against theft? Not likely. The sermon mm
Mmr_umawﬁamw provocative and hyperbolic—a common H_..Qoan_m_
wmﬂﬂw in first-century Judaism. If you miss that, you’ll miss th
,E.:man,w a lot going on in this sermon, but Jesus seems to be
reversing the popular belief that if you’re poor, it’s because God
has cursed you for disobeying him, and that if you’re rich, it’s be-
cause God has blessed you for obeying him. Here and m_mwévﬁw
Hanm corrects that wrongheaded idea. He’s also saying that mm :
we’re his followers, we should go far beyond the usual standards |
of mnsonomwﬂw and forgiveness, even to the point of loving our
emies rather than hating them. Bome

¥pect repayment is no more a reproof of modern banking prac-
tices than his command to give someone the shirt off your back
i 2 condemnation of clothing merchants who sell shirts,
. Now look again at the other passages. When Jesus drives the
oney changers out of the Temple (John 2:13-22), he also drives
ut everyone selling sheep, cattle, and doves. He wasn’t denounc-
|ing commerce oI Money changing in general, but protesting the
‘misuse of a house of worship.”® He may also have been protesting
“collusion between these merchants and the political authorities,
“who gave the merchants 2 monopoly.”® If so, their commerce was
unjust, no matter where it was located. .
"In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his disciples: “Do
not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and
: rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up
- for yourselves treasure in heaven . .. for where your treasure is,
there your heart will be also” (Matt 6:19-21). Here he’s remind-
ing his disciples that their ultimate loyalty is not to wealth or
possessions, but to God’s kingdom. He’s not denouncing sav-
ings accounts and IRAs, but hoarding. At the time, burying was
considered the safest way to hide money. But buried money is
‘anproductive money. Money in a bank that earns interest (and is
available for other ventures) is productive. B
© . .In fact, Jesus reserved some of his harshest words for those
" whoseek false security in hoarding. Consider the parable of the
talents (Matt. 25:14-30). _

A man calls three servants and entrusts them with huge sums
-of money: :

- To one he gave five talents, to another two, 10 another one,
1o each according to his ability. Then he went away. The
. one who had received the five talents went off at once and
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traded with them, and made five more talents. In the same
way, the one who had the two talents made two more tal- .
ents. But the one who had received the one talent went off
and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money.

You know the rest of the story. When the master comes back;

he ‘compliments and rewards the first two, but he lambastes '

the last: “You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that
1 reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter?

Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers,

m:aonBwnanﬂnsHéos_mruﬁommno?&érmnémmawoén.imﬁ_u.
interest.” .

This, like many of Jesus’s parables, is about the kingdom of -

God.2® Still, the parable contains a lot of economic wisdom.
Notice that the first two servants arc rewarded for investing
the money they’re given—for putting it at risk; where it can
bear fruit. They’re not praised for making money, but for being
“trustworthy.”

You might think the third servant was trustworthy; but the’
master punished him for playing it safe and hoarding. He ex-

pected the servant to invest, to put the money at risk. Az the- .

least, the master tells him, he should have put it in a-bank where

it could bear interest. If you're looking for Jesus’s views on inter- .

est, this is the best clue there is. Jesus isn’t giving an economics

lesson—the parable is about the kingdom of God—but he would

never have told this parable if he thought it was always immoral

to accept interest for lending money to someone. On the con-
trary, he treats risk, investment, and interest in a positive light,

and trusts his listeners to do the same. He describes enterprise

as productive, not exploitative, and money as fertile, not sterile.
Too bad Christendom didn’t notice that sooner.

" There’s a larger lesson here. We must distinguish what the

Bible actually says from what we assume it ought to say. Un-

fortunately, as we've seen, when it comes to economics, pious .

assumptions too often replace careful reading—and careful’
thinking. .

of many former British colonies: u !
_overly Mﬁm&mmonﬁ government. It wasn't utopia, of noﬁmﬁ U:M
" iP’s rightly said that the British governed Hong Kong throug

._Womm:.ﬁ Capitalism

Lead to an Ugly
Consumetist Culture?

1a 2007, 1 visited Hong Kong, 2 unique city-state covering sev-

eral mountainous islands at the mouth of n?w.wnmm% River %M"m in
“southern China. Hong Kong started as a fishing village, and was

a Briti from 1842 to 1997. Tt shared the benefits
B G ol a stable rule of law without an

“the method of “benign nnm__wnﬁs The result is one of the greatest
jtali stories in history. _ o
nmﬂmmw_wwwwﬂw%m Kong was rmum&.oﬁn to communist O%HM-
So far, China hasn’t messed it up. .Hﬁ. is now home ﬂm nﬂmwo&n -
lion people, with more people arriving every day. I %. )
covered with towering glass skyscrapess, but across Victoria M
in Kowloon, it’s all stuff all the time. Urban malls and street mar

‘kets with thousands of booths are dismantled and reassembled

. i .ons jut out from the sides of high-rise
every day. Kitschy neon Sigos | o e the . ise

buildi owding the space between t the sk
WMMMHWMHMHHFQ,“ wmﬂ_a merchants, hocking Or._.unmo mozﬁbnwnﬂ..m MMM
.Chinese massages; Guccl and Polo; Wo._ﬂr Giordano, Ew Hello
' Kitty; cell phones and fake Rolexes; fruits and meats you've
seen before, and some you wish woad.unﬂan seen. N
" For champions and critics alike, this Bo&.mw scene is the esst "
" of modern capitalism. For nn.:._nm,.mﬁ least, 1t’s ﬁoﬁ a ?.MHS m_mmﬁ”
whether it’s in Hong Kong, Houston, or Harrisburg, Pennsy

isti italism” i ‘sprawl
‘nia. Many Christians hear “capitalism and think urban sprawl,




