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Foreword

uestions concerning charity and welfare have become a maor

focus of social policy worldwide. How best to meet the needs

of the most vulnerableis alegitimate area of Christian concern.

But public debate is easily derailed if there exists a vacuum of
ignorance concerning economicsystemsand their effect on thewelfare
o society. In particular,thereisalack of awareness of the strong claim
o the open market economy to be considered morally superior to
systems that |ean towards sociaism.

In this CIS Occasional Paper, Father Robert Sirico counters con-
fused claimsand ill-considered assertions advanced by leaders o the
mainstreamchurchesin New Zealand. Inarecent 'Statement on Socid
Justice' issued by leaders of ten New Zealand churches, and in
accompanying media comment, politicised church spokespersons
have extended concern for the poor and underprivilegedinto an attack
on the free-market economy, the nature of capitalist society, the
functions of the business community, inequality of incomes, and the
generation of wealth. Even more serioudly, leading figures in the
Roman Catholic church have accused those offering to debate these
issues, in a Christiancontext, of distortionand dishonesty in argument.

Father Sirico supplies us with avery timely reminder of the moral
judtification of a marltet economy, and of the Church's failure to
appreciate the entrepreneurial vocation. There is little understanding
that if all areto be ableto share prosperity, wealth must first be created.
To portray businesspeople as self-serving is not only uncharitable but
counterproductive, since it can only inhibit the enterprise and enthu-
siasm necessary for the commercial success from which everyone
ultimately benefits. New technology and products, lesswasteful use of
resources, and cheaper goods and services are all by-products of the
creative and competitive energy of enthusiastic individuals in the
businessworld.

Father Sirico examinesthe effects of economic policieswithin the
broad context of Christianmorality. Economicsisfundamentally about
people; the real aim of economic policy isto increasethe quality o life
for theindividual and the community. Siricoillustratesthefact that the
open marltet system isavast network of human cooperation aswell as
competition. Contrary to the naive belief that it isa rampant, rapacious
institution, unfettered by any controls, the free market operates with
legal and moral safeguards. Sirico highlightsthefact that the successful
operation of the market depends on individual responsibility. The
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open market economy, like al human institutionsor systems, can be
used for good or for ill by groups and individual soperating within it.

Father Sirico examinesa number of issuessuch asthe justification
of private enterprise, the importance of private property, psivatisation,
and the legitimacy of profit. He also considersincentivesfor respon-
sible behaviour, the principle of subsidiarity, and the possibility that
some forms of charity might do more harm than good.

In his analysis o the limited potential of state action to address
human problems, Father Sirico explains in detail wly government
bureaucracies are unable satisfactorily to help the poor, and to make
the distinctionbetween legitimateand illegitimateaid. He outlinesthe
historic function of the church in this area, and the importance of
individual response and commitment.

This paper contains a valuable and authoritative appreciation of
the moral judtification of the market economy. Radicalised clergy are
misguided in using concern for the underprivileged as aweapon with
which to attack its democratic nature.

AgnesMary Brooke
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Economics, Faith and M or al Responsibility

Robet A. Sirico

he Gospel of Jesus Chrigt requires more than a commitment to

personal salvation. It aso requires the application of moral

concerns to contemporary socia problems and an evaluation of
the waysin which policies affecting society and the economy should
be informed by Christian traditions.

The moral test of any policy is whether it is consistent with a
rigorous concern for the life, liberty, and dignity of the human person.
Along with the dignity that He gives to every person, God also givesa
rightful expectation that their libertieswill be respected and that justice
will be pursued on their behalf, so that they may work for their own
personal and familia fulfilment as a means for achieving the common
good.

A vibrant and enterprising market economy is essential for the
achievement o liberty, justice, and dignity, and the enhancement of
human life. Alsoin need o protection are the requisiteinstitutionsof
property, exchange, entrepreneurship and the rule of law. Secular
attempts to disregard these essential institutions, especially during this
century, possibly the most secular since the time of Christ, have
resulted in material deprivation and human impoverishment.

It is not only through sentiment, but also through careful analysis,
that political, sociological, and economic insights can be gained and
applied to real-world situations. Far from being separate issues,
religious concerns are central to such analysis. At the same time, the
insights of economic science and history are disregarded only at great
cost to society. The good intentionsof political ideas must aways be
checked by a reasonable understanding of the results of ideas.

Advocecy of the open market economic system does not mean that
operations within it are necessarily moral. As discussed later, any
system, including this one, can be used by the individual sand groups
operating within it for good or for evil. Further, the open market
economy depends on strong moral standardsthat the market itself does
not generate. For example, it has been noted that the operation o the
market depends on the acceptance of individual responsibility and on
the recognition that the worth and dignity of individuals cannot be
equated with their success or otherwise in terms of marltet outcomes.
It is within this understanding that we now discuss some iSSUeS in



Robert A. Sirico

economics and the consequences of various kinds of economic
policieswithin the broader context of morality.

Freedom of Exchange, Association, and Enterprise

The aim of economic policy should beto increase the quality of lifefor
individualsand the community, to expand the production and avail-
ability of goods and services, and to do so in amanner consistent with
therightsof individuals. These goalsare not incompatible. Respectfor
human liberty and an increasein the quality of life are both features of
the exchange economy. In thisform of economy, people are left free
to improve their lot through cooperative efforts.

The institution of economic exchange is the primary means of
increasing overall prosperity. When an economic exchange takes
place, each person trades something subjectively regarded as having
lower value for something subjectively regarded as having higher
value. If two peoplevoluntarily trade eggs and milk, for example, each
is made better off than before, else the tradewould not have occurred.
If everyone inthe economy isfreeto perform these typesdof exchanges,
and to plan for exchanges in the future, a vast networli of human
cooperation arisesto form what is called the market. The marltet isa
constantly changing and devel oping process because people's values
and the availability of resources are constantly changing. The govern-
ment has a legitimate, indeed essential, role of setting the rules by
which markets operate.

The introduction of money into this exchange process does not
change the essential cooperative nature o the marltet. Money makes
it possible for the partiesin the economy to have a common unit of
value, further facilitating the opportunities for trade as well as €ffi-
ciency. In a money economy, the unit of exchange becomes the
common measure by which people can communicatewith each other
about their respective talentsand needs. Money's significance as the
most economically desirable cotnmodity is precisely in its use as a
means of exchange.

The creation of a network of human cooperation that permits
rising prosperity isimpossi bleto achieve without economic exchange.
Even with exchange, third-party interruption in the marltet erects
barriers to cooperation that can limit opportunities for the improve-
ment of the human condition. As much as possible, then, freedom o
association should be permitted so that people can seek out others
who desire to engage in voluntary exchange. Through this kind o
contact, the market process allows people the opportunity to realise



materia fulfilment; and by finding ways to agree on exchange, the
marltet process increases contact and understanding between people
and therefore the sense of community. The more diverse the cultural
values of the people, the more freedom of association through
exchange becomes an essential means of bringing peopl e together and
making their well-being dependent on each others' talentsand willing-
ness to trade.

The marlret economy and its requisite institutions are not only
highly desirable in the marltet for goods and services. In the labour
sector, where people offer their talents to others in return for the
payment of wages and salaries, free exchange and free associationare
also crucial components of a healthy community.

All people are called to worlt for their own well being aswell as
for society asawhole. Thisworlt can take many forms. Much worlt
will bewithin the home and community and, being outside the marltet
system, unpaid. But neither the existence of pay nor, where there is
pay, itslevel determines the ultimate worth of the individual or of the
worlt undertaken. From the perspective of faith, the ultimate value of
work is obtained when it is offered to the glory of God under Hisvalue
system, regardless of reinuneration.

Where the marlret economy operates, wages and salaries reflect
the contribution an individual worker makes to the community of
workersin the businessfirm and to the overall wealth of society. The
freedom of employees to change jobs, and the freedom o employers
and employees to contract with each other, help to create the
conditionsin which individuals can find worlt. Like any other market,
the labour market requires a sound legidativeframework in which to
operate efficiently and for the protection of al parties. But ill
considered intervention, however well intentioned, may have perverse
resultson employment levelsin general, and on the employment of the
less skilled and more vulnerable worltersin particular.

A thriving exchange economy for labour requires more than a
commitment to equality, for even in the most homogeneous society
people are radically different from each other. No two members of
society will have identical interestsand talents. An economic system
should malte it possiblefor everyone who so wishes to participatein
the common tadt of building prosperity. Fortunately,the cooperative
nature of the marltet economy malresthis possibleso long asthere are
not unnecessaly barriers to entering existing markets for goods,
sarvices and labour. The labour market can easily be discoordinated
through an ill-advised policy of malting wages and salaries the same
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(pay equality or parity), through inhibiting the free movement of
employees from one firm to another, or through seeking equality of
outcome rather than equality of rules. Theresultsdf such policiesare
adisplacement of human resources, alimiting of opportunities, and a
decline in overall standards of living.

Employeesshould betreated with the dignity and respect to which
their nature as human beings entitlesthem. This obligation should be
considered binding becauseit grows out of Christ'scommandment to
love one's neighbour. In addition, the same Gospel that would have
worlterstreated with dignity and respect also binds employees to treat
theiremployersinthesameway. Inafree marltet, therelation between
the two is as co-benefactors, with both parties coming together on
terms of common agreement. Their contracts should be honest and
their commitments to each other should be kept. As Proverbs says,
"Wealth obtained by fraud dwindles, but the onewho gathers by labour
increasesit' (13:11). Thewell-being o society dependson worltersnot
mi sl eadingtheir employers, for worltershave a special obligation to be
conscious of the risks employers undertake in their roles as entrepre-
neurs. A reciprocal obligation applies to the employers.

An unfortunate feature of modern religiousthought on economics
isitscharacteristiclack of appreciation of the entrepreneurial vocation.
Thisfeature is wholly unwarranted. Because the world is not static,
and people's needs and values are constantly changing, an economic
system requires some means of adjustment. The person who invests
his or her own human resources, and the other resources he or she
owns, is choosing to assist the economy in keeping up with changes
and to serve others in the process. The entrepreneur must constantly
be aware of the needs of others, sometimes even before others have
become conscious of those needs, and apply resources to seeing that
they are met. He or she must have an alertness and innovativeness of
mind. To be sure, entrepreneurs can never be certain that a particular
investment or projectwill ultimatelywork out. But they taltearisk, and
even choose to meet a payroll, before they can be certain of thefuture.
Sometimes the assessment of the future turns out well, and sometimes
it does not. In either case, the entrepreneur's courage to face an
uncertain future can be a commendable virtue and a worthy calling.

When successful, entrepreneurs advance the cause of growing
prosperity by providing the goods and services that people need and
want. They discover new ways of undertaking old tasks. They find
more efficient ways of producing, which isanother way of saying that
they demonstrate ways that God's resources can be put to use more



wisdly. By providing jobs, moreover, they do so in a way that is
respectful o human dignity. Planned economies that have lacked an
appreciation for the economic innovator, and denied innovators a
chanceto act out their vocation, have stagnated because they failed to
keep up with changesin publicvaluesand to create new technol ogies.
Market economies that provide opportunitiesand rewards for entre-
preneurs, aswell as culturesthat afford them appreciation and respect,
generate prosperity for everyone.

The entrepreneurial function is often associated with high prof-
its. Yet, in themarket, the only way that high profits can come about
is when a seller provides products or services that the public
purchases at competitive prices. That in no way suggests that the
products the public chooses are the best ones or are the ones virtue
would most recommend; it is the task o religious leaders, not
economic institutions, to direct consumer tastes towards good ends.
It is only to say that entrepreneurs successfully profit to the extent
that they serve consumers.

The entrepreneur isthe most obvious example d the person who
uses his or her cregtive talents, given by the Ultimate Creator, to the
good o others, Others in the market divison o labour should also
exercise the virtue d enterprise and creativity in as many ways as
possible. Workers can discover better ways to accoinplish tasks, and
owners and employers are wise to be open to their suggestions. The
freedom to change jobs and locations also provides institutional
assurance that those with new ideas and new talents can discover the
best way to put them toward the service o others.

PrivateProperty

The central aim of economic policy — increasing the qudity of lifefor
individuals and the community in amanner consistent with the dignity
o persons— isimpossible unless the economy rests on afoundation
o privately owned property. With the Psalmigt, it should be affirmed
that ‘the earthistheLord's,and dl it contains, theworld, and thosewho
dwdl init' (24:1). As stewards of that property, people must use it
according to His laws and values, Property should not become a
sourced conflict but rather be used to improve the human condition.

Many societies have experimented with the idea o collective
ownership, but have discovered that the entire concept is a misnomer.
All property must be owned by someone or something, so when
people speak o collective ownership they are redly talking about
ownership by the state or government. Not the least problemwith that



concept is that it concentrates power and influence too heavily in one
sector. Private property ownership, on the other hand, tendsto diffuse
power and influence throughout society.

The incentive structure too is different under privately held, as
opposed to collectively held, property. When property is in private
hands, it is valued by the owner. On the other hand, publicly owned
property can easily fall into disrepair because no onein particularis
responsible for its upkeep and use.

The proper distributiondof private property generates controversy
because there are no possible human circumstancesunder whichit can
be perfectly equal. Nor should that be society'sgoal. Rather, it should
be its primary concern that those who acquire property should have
done so judly, for asProverbstellsus 'ill-gotten gainsdo not profit, but
righteousness delivers from death' (10:2). Property should be owned
by virtue of free contract and voluntarism, not through confiscation,
force, or fraud.

The moral injunction against theft — common to most religions —
implies a moral injunction against violating the established barriers o
property ownership and, logically, the moral legitimacy of property
ownership. The most bitter and even bloody strugglesin world history
have come about because of a failure o some, whether private
criminals or public magistrates, to respect the biblical commandment
against theft (Exodus 20:15). A similar struggle ensues when society's
resourcesare in public hands, whichleadsto tragediesof itsown sort.
Socia peace and cooperation are not advanced through struggles over
resources but rather through trade and exchange. That requires that
the boundaries of property are well defined and well respected.

A practica application of these insights is privatisation. It is
commonplace, even in market economies, for certain goods and
services to be owned and controlled collectively, that is, by the state.
Often, however, the efficient provisiondf these goodsand services can
be increased when they are owned by people who have a stronger
stake in proper and wiseuse of the resourcesused in producing them.
Itis, therefore, important to consider whether putting alarger share of
social resourcesin the private economy would better serve the public.
The best balance between private and public ownership must be
determined carefully in the context of each nation's circumstances.
Nevertheless, it can be noted that a number of industrialised nations
have successfully experimented with privatisingindustries— and even
placingin private hands some goods and services usually thought to be
best kept outside of the market process.



The Legitimacy of Profit

Bvery society must have aguidefor allocatingits resourcesbecause the
unlimited nature of human wants always outpaces the scarceresources
required to meet them. Even economieswhere most or all property is
held in private hands must have atool for malting sure those resources
are used in ways that the community finds most valuable. It is not
automatically clear which of the many possibilities of resource useare
the best. People must have some way to Icnow if, for example, water
is best used to provide drinlc or for irrigation,or if iron oreis best used
for making cars or tractors. The same is tme for al social resources.
Even the resource of time, which is also scarce, requires some tool to
guide allocation.

The best guide for wise allocation is the network of prices that
arises naturally from the buying and selling decisions of acting
individuals. Here the insights of economicsassist the analysis. When
the price of agood islower, it signals abundance and people can buy
more of it. When it is higher, it signals a relatively higher level of
scarcity, and people must economisein their use of the good and seek
ways to expand its supply. Through the price system, which is
constantly in flux, consumers know how much of a good they can
purchase and use, and producers know how much of agood they can
produce and sell.

Pricesserve as more than signalsfor consumption and production;
they aso alow the calculation of costs. They help people determine
whether agood or service is being wasted and thereforeshould not be
in production, or if it is highly desired and therefore its production
should be increased. The idea of profit is simply the name that
accounting and bookkeeping attach to the condition of income
outpacing costs. When a company is malting a profit, it knows that it
is doing the right thing in the eyes of the public. But when it makes
aloss, the price is informing the managers and owners that they need
to turn to other pursuitsso that social resources are not wasted.

Often, complaintsare made about 'excess' profits, but in a market
economy they serve an essential function. They signal to other
entrepreneurs that the public is demanding more of a particular good
or service than is being produced at some price. When business
people notice the high profits of others, new investors and creators
enter the market to meet the demand and compete them away. It is
precisely thisinflow and outflow of investors and producersin various
markets that make high profitsa necessarily temporary condition. The
competitive bidding for resources and public attention means no one
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is automatically in a profitable position. This process also sets
conditions for increasingly efficient modes of production.

Fromamoral point o view, it is not possibleto say that the "profit
motive' is aways a good motive. Indeed, a person motivated by the
pursuit of profit alone may be seeking a material gain to the exclusion
of hisor her primary dutiesto God, family and community. Yetitisnot
the 'motive' to make profitsthat makesthe existence of prices, profits,
and loss essential for any just economy; it is their function assignalsto
production and consumption that makes prices, profits, and losses
essential towiseresource use. Inthe absence of prices, thereisliteraly
no way to tel if resourcesare serving the public or are being wasted.
With pricesdetermined by open market conditions, rational calculation
is possible, and information about scarcities is always available.

The benefitsdof the price system areinnumerable. Consumersrely
on prices every day to make decisions about activities they take for
granted. The price system allows business peopl e to think far into the
future. It allows the public to participatein ownership of companies
through an activemarket for capital and to try a hand at entrepreneur-
ship. It grants people the incentive to work and better themselves in
the pursuit of living holy lives. But mostly, the price system protects
God's world from being abused through waste and ignorance, as has
happened wherever prices are not allowed to float freely.

Economicscience has, however, drawn attention to circumstances
in which pricesdetermined in the open market do not reflect the full
costsd producing the goods or services., A particular concern may be
that of environmental costs. In these circumstances institutional
arrangementsshould be constructedto ensure that dl costsarerealised
and internalised. At the sametime, the existence of third-party effects
(externalities) should not be seen as a mandate for excessive govern-
ment intervention. A comparative ingtitutional approach is aways
helpful in this regard.

Areligiousleader may call on a business person to give up profits
for the repair of his or her soul. Whether that is sound advice isto be
determined by the individual affected. What the religious leader
cannot and should not do is call for an economic system without
profits, for this would eliminate the best indicator people have d the
good and wise stewardship of God's resources.

When the price system isfixed or distorted through various third
party interventions — whether price control, inflation, or excessive
regulation — the production that it governs similarly becomes dis-
torted. When the prices of goods are held at some level by the force



of law, producers can no longer recover costs in production and
shortages inevitably ensue. When wages, which reflect a price for
labour, are artificidly fixed at a high level by regulation, they shut the
most marginal workers out from the division of society'sessential tasks.
When inflation maltes the price system unreliable, which isaform o
tampering with weights and measures (Leviticus 19:35-36), it causes
grave miscalculations, removesthe reason to save and invest in future
economic growth and, while it makes the cost of living rise for
everyone, it impacts most harshly on the poor.

Charity and Wdfare

The welfare of the vulnerable members of society should be a central
concern o any society. Some members of society will aways require
the care o others, including children and the aged. Society has an
absolute moral obligation to see that these people are watched over
and loved.

The major question for social policy is not whether these
individuals should be cared for, but how. Should people in their
capacities as parents and relatives be responsible? Or should they be
relieved o that responsibility through social-welfare schemes and
laws that hand over to bureaucracies the role of primary caretaker?
The best insurance of the well-being of the vulnerable is the intact
family unit, because the family Itnows their needs the best. The
second option, giving responsibility away, has grave consequences
for the family, for it tells those whom Christ commanded that they no
longer need to provide care because others will take over the
responsibility (Luke 10:33-37). The system of old-age social security
in noway removesthe obligation to carefor one's parentsin old age,
but it sets up incentives that are more likely to tempt people to forget
their obligations.

Similarly, when the state becomes the primary caretaker of
children, through well-intentioned laws designed to enhance their
welfare, it tragically reduces the responsibilitydf parents. A particular
problem occurs when the state subsidises behaviour that should be
discouragedif strong families areto be retained. An exampleisout-of-
wedlock births. Where the state intervenes with excessive benefits, it
can send signals to fathersthat it is not necessary for them to stay in
their roles as husbands and fathers, resulting in an increase d solo
parents (usualy female).

Also among the vulnerable in any society are the poor, whether
in a person's own family, in the community or in society at large.



When this issue is discussed, the issue of inequality o wealth
inevitably arises. But it isnot the inequality of wealth that should be
of concern, for inequality can also be reduced by malting everyone
equally poor. Theissueis poverty itsalf and the human suffering that
accompanies it.

The best solution to poverty is a growing economy. It provides
jobs, better pay, better working conditions, more opportunities, and a
chancefor everyoneto achieve. A growingeconomy requiresthat the
market economy be allowed to function without the kind of excessive
interruption and intervention that diminishesoverall wealth.

There are cases when even a growing economy, and dl its
requisiteinstitutions, leave some in poverty and distress. The causes
can be manifold, including personal misfortune or lack of initiative(&
Paul in his second letter to the Thessalonians identified this latter
situation, 3:10). A note of caution, however: so long as trade is
voluntary, the state remains limited, and people can freely contract
with each other, the cause of poverty cannot be the wealth o others,
as Marxian political philosophy would have people believe. That is
why the temptation toward mere redistributionism in the name of
charity should be entirely avoided. No long-term benefit to society
would accrue from such a policy. The amount o resources that are
availableshould be of concern, and not jus the variouswaysin which
they can be distributed.

In thinking about ways to help the poor, the costs and benefits
of different strategies should be considered. If people turn to the
government, particular dangers arise. Government policies can
create impersonal bureaucracies with which the poor will be forced
to deal, and which may not be well equipped to analyse the
underlying problems that lead to poverty. The targeting of assistance
within the context of bureaucracy tends toward imprecision. Public
agencies cannot always readily make the necessary distinctions
between legitimate need and illegitimate demands. Reciprocal
obligations are hard to enforce.

In addition, bureaucracies have a tendency to expand their
programs faster than their ability to serve others. They can take a
greater and greater share of private wealth, instead of staying within
fiscal constraints. The benefits of aid to a specific group might be
outweighed by indirect and longer-termcoststo the whole community.
And the costs of their activitiestend to impose heavy burdens of debt
on future generations, which are best avoided. |ndeed, debt financing
by government o current consumption, rather than for long-ternl

10



productive investment, raises serious moral questions concerning
intergenerational equity.

Long-term poverty is more than a condition o laclting material
goods; it is typicaly a condition that involves deeper problems that
require personal attention. Thiskind of attention isusually best given
by individuals, families, and churches rather than agents of the state.
That iswhy the assertion of rights— to a job, to health care, to agood
living — is such a serious business. Special care should be talten to
prevent open conflicts between rights. For example, aright to a job
implicitly requires the obligation on the part of those in a position to
hire to act in away that isin tension with their clam to freedom in the
use and disposition dof their property.

Thus, in considering their role in the social area, governments not
only need to look at immediateissues and concerns but should worlt
towards establishing the best policy environment for the resol ution of
social problems. Thisrequiresattention to the deeper causes of social
dislocation rather than simply to its more visible symptoms. Ciritica
also are the issues of the location of social obligations, incentivesfor
responsible behaviour, and the best means of addressing social
problems. Further, the costs of social programs, their extent and
allocation between groups and generations, require consideration. A
particular issue is the place of personal charity.

Jesus commands His followersto be charitable. Charity must be
exercised in accordance with His will, and nowhere does He suggest
this obligation can be passed on to public employees. Neither can the
obligation be discharged by lobbying the government to take on new
socia-welfarefunctions. Althoughit may tempt some, the existence of
thewelfarestate and variousformsaf social regulationin no way fulfils
Chrigt's commandment to care for the poor. Indeed, forms o charity
that keep people in an unnecessary dependency relationship to the
state are actually doing more harm than good. In this case, a person
following the Gospel of Chrigt might have an obligation to speak out
against the system or program that is the source o the problem.

When people have more disposable income, they can contribute
more to charitablecauses. Only afree economy can generate thiskind
o wealth. When people can spend more time in leisure rather than
worlt, they can spend more time volunteeringfor community activities
and service to the poor. Only afree economy alowsfor growinglevels
o leisure time to make this possible.

It should be remembered that even the most competent helper of
the poor does not discharge hisor her whole duty to God because the



poor are made better off. The 'preferential option for the poor' is not
thewhole df the Gospel, and may never be understood asimplyingthe
moral superiority of one class(Leviticus 19:15). In addition, the cdl to
universal salvation issued by the same Gospel must be heeded. For
religious men and women, love and service of God should aways be
the primary focus, and the obligation to others follows from that.
When charity and concern for others becomes secularised and taken
over by thestate, it thereby becomeslessof an instrument intheservice
of God.

Subddiarity

Thewhole of society is made up of spheres o sovereignty, which are
both distinct and intertwined. Thestate isdistinct from society, society
from locality, locality from community, community from church,
church from family, and family from individual. Each is essential and
each has a function to fulfil. The function is best fulfilled by each
staying within its own domain as much as possible. For example, the
state should not be asked to assume the task of facilitating religious
conversion or spiritual renewal, for that is the task of the church.
Correspondingly,the church should not be asked to assumethe task of
secular law enforcement, for that would represent an equal corruption
of proper purpose.

It is well to consider, then, which socia functions are best
addressed by which sphere and to establish protections for that
domain. Thisisnot to say that the spheres cannot overlap. Business,
for example, is the place for enterprise, but a family business can be
among the most efficient. The community can engage in charitable
work that complementsthe work of the church. But it should not be
forgotten that each institution has a primary function often exclusive of
others.

The primary purpose of the state is the enforcement of the rule of
law and the administrationd justice. With regard to other social and
individual human problems, the government should not be regarded
as the problem solver of first resort. Establishing that a moral
obligation exists — to help the poor, for example — does not aso
establish that the government should be charged with fulfilling that
obligation. Allowingfor the encroachment of onefunction on another
should be carefully thought out, but a special danger existswhen the
state is made to interfere with functions that are not its own. Power
tendsto corrupt precisely because the state hasalegal monopoly of the
use d coercion.



Just as the social functionsshould be distinguished among institu-
tions, the principle of subsidiarity must be brought to bear for the
common good o the community. This principlesaysthat social issues
are best addressed by those closest to the problem, and that higher
orders should be enlisted only in cases of obviousfailure. The care o
the aged and poor, for example, is best left asfar asis possibleto the
lower orders of the family, church, and community, with the higher
orders of the nation and state only in a supportive role. Subsidiarity
also warns the higher orders against inteivening unnecessarily in the
affairs of the lower orders.

The principleitsdf is not satisfied unless the lower orders them-
selves take care to address the needs that most closely and directly fall
within their purview. The unfortunate spiritual temptation raised by
the existence o centralised charity provisionisthat these responsibili-
ties may be pushed aside. The principlealso establishesan ordering
of responsibilities,so that Christian people understand their primary
ones are to God, their families — immediate and extended — and to
the community of faith. The state can easily weaken lower orders, and
hinder their ability to manage their own affairs through unnecessary
intervention.

This manner of approaching social issues ensures that govern-
ments consider carefully what powerslegitimately belong to them and
whether their exercise would increase or reduce the capacity for
responsible decision making at lower levels. Governments, and those
who seek to advise them, need to recogni se the considerable limits of
state action to address human problems. The government can be
effectiveas an instrument of coercion — indeed that isitsinstitutional
definition and distinction — but not usually as aforcefor compassion
or 'social justice.

Conclusion

Serious economic and socia issues have confronted New Zealand in
recent years and those issueswill continue to be widely discussed and
debated in political circles and campaigns. These comments on
morality and economics are offered with the purpose o directing
attention to issues, which will inevitably arise, concerning the role of
government and public policy. They are offered out of concern to
apply Chrigtian faith to contemporaiy social problems.

In this discussion, the importance o free exchange, free associa
tion, enterprise, private property, the price system and profits, volun-
tary charity and welfare provision, and alimited role for the state have



been highlighted. Attention has been drawn to them in the belief that
the flourishing of these institutions is consistent with a rigorous
concern for thelife, liberty, and dignity of the human person.
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