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The question of how one can integrate economics with Christianity 
always makes me uncomfortable. Is the Bible not clear enough about 
charity and love of the poor on its own? What if my study of Scripture 
leads me to conclude that a certain way of life is moral, but my study of 
economics concludes that such a way is inefficient?

To put this in more familiar terms, consider the church’s form of 
patriotism. By the end of the Cold War, American Protestantism had 
become closely associated with American capitalism. I have no comments 
to make about the politics of this, but I observe with great frequency 
how this political alignment becomes a moral alignment among many 
Christians. In many circles, I am much more likely to hear Christians 
quoting II Thessalonians 3:10 “…If anyone will not work, neither shall 
he eat,” than quoting any of the much more numerous passages urging 
the church to care for the poor. This passage is usually explained with the 
common sense line that anything you give to one who does not work is 
only encouraging laziness. This is just economic sense, and this is what I 
like to think of as an economic morality.

Herein lies the crux of the problem with integrating economics 
with Christianity: it carries the risk of contracting one’s view of God 
and godliness rather than enlarging it. Don’t worry about taking care of 
the poor, the voice of economic morality whispers, because they have a 
thriving economic system that would let them prosper if they so desired. If 
they don’t, there’s more wrong with them than you can address. Just as the 
rich young ruler looked to the law when he asked Jesus what he must 
do to inherit eternal life, the modern elite often turn to an academic 
discipline such as economics to justify itself. It doesn’t matter whether 
one does so cynically, saying “I can prove there’s nothing that can be 
done,” or optimistically, saying “If we all acted according to this policy, 
we would make this much progress.” No matter how it is constructed, 
a morality drawn from economics always runs the risk of contracting 
Christian charity into utilitarianism.

But a Christian really shouldn’t avoid utilitarianism altogether. 
While some Christians have a knee-jerk reaction to the very word 
“utilitarianism,” it is important to remember that it is present in our 
thinking any time we analyze our actions according to their effects. 
And while it is possible to apply much of the Gospel to one’s life 
without respect to effects—one might learn to love one’s neighbor 
in Christ without concern for what might come by one’s love—at 
some point the effects of our actions seem highly relevant. When this 
time comes, the question really isn’t “Should I apply an economic 

approach?” but rather “How carefully do I want to consider the effects 
of my actions?”

Let me offer two dilemmas that are seemingly unrelated but are 
economically equivalent. The first is the case of the mendicant, who 
appears in every way to be a drug addict. Assume that homeless drug 
addicts who beg for a living spend 90% of income on drugs and that 
you are 90% certain that this mendicant is a homeless drug addict. Then 
the expected value of each dollar you give that will be spent on drugs 
is $.81. Do you give to this person? Do you give to a different person 
who seems only 50% likely to be a drug addict? Now consider the case 
of competing charities: one funds HIV/AIDS treatment, the other 
provides mosquito nets to sub-Saharan Africa. If you had $100 to give, 
which one would save more lives? 

I have picked what I consider two examples where one is forced into 
a rather odious game of calculating the marginal utilities of one’s charity 
options (i.e., evaluating how much good one might do at a given price). 
In the first case, the question is merely a question of sign—will a dollar 
given to this mendicant have a positive or negative expected value? In the 
second, it is a question of comparison: if one cause will more effectively 
save lives (or for that matter, improve quality of life) for the same price, 
how can I justify depriving it for the sake of a less efficient cause? 

The solution to this is not an economic one. It is plain that the 
Christian’s standard for determining how to best help others cannot be 
the expected number of lives saved or the expected level of material well-
being to which she might elevate them. To believe this would be a subtle 
hypocrisy, because no Christian honestly believes that her own well-
being is ultimately derived from material security or the preservation 
of her bodily life. The Christian goal is to love others, especially those 
toward whom our natural disposition is enmity or indifference. I think a 
careful reading of the gospel will produce a picture of a wildly inefficient 
Jesus, one who accepts lovingly the extravagant “waste” of costly 
perfume on his feet (Mark 14:3-9). Yet it is also necessary to count the 
cost of our decisions in serving Christ, to know what good we forsake 
in favor of the good to which we are called, or perhaps what harm we 
risk allowing while pursuing the heart of Christ (Luke 14:25-33). An 
economic understanding is very useful to this purpose. But on occasion 
the awe-inspiring moment comes when we realize that we are called to 
something which seems inefficient, perhaps even counterproductive, but 
is nonetheless God’s will. It was His will to allow the gospel to play out 
in time rather than to redeem the world instantaneously, even though 
this has given more opportunity for people to suffer and to sin. We don’t 
understand it now, with all of our current knowledge, but we may some 
day. Through this faith and obedience we start to realize how profound 
and incomprehensible God’s love for His creatures really is.  
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"If I ask the political economist: Do I obey economic laws if I extract money by offering my body for sale, by surrendering it to another's lust?... —Or am I not acting in keeping 
with political economy if I sell my friend to the Moroccans?... —Then the political economist replies to me: You do not transgress my laws; but see what Cousin Ethics and Cousin 

Religion have to say about it.  My political economic ethics and religion have nothing to reproach you with, but— But whom am I now to believe, political economy or ethics?" 
— Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844
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Last quarter I took a course called Economics for Public Policy. 
At some point in the course we addressed the topic of the value of 
statistical life. Try as we might to get around it, we had to admit 
the necessity of assigning a monetary value to human life in order 
to perform a complete cost-benefit analysis. As if the conversion of 
life—God’s greatest gift—into a tradable, replaceable commodity 
that can factor into the economic market wasn’t bad enough, this 
practice is also rooted in the belief that some people’s lives are worth 
more than others. This feels like a fairly fundamental contradiction to 
my personal belief that all people have been made equal and in God’s 
own image.

This assumed inequality in the value of human lives became very 
unsettling in a question on one of our 
problem sets: “Should the Iraqi casualties 
be included in the cost-counting of the 
Iraq War?” To me, it was disturbing 
that question was even asked. Have we 
achieved the alienation of the “enemy” 
to such an extent that we would consider 
the blood of another human being so 
meaningless as to completely discount its 
“cost”? 

If we are to truly and faithfully carry 
out Jesus’ teaching to love our neighbor 
as ourselves, indeed, to love our enemies, 
how can we say that our neighbor’s life 
is ultimately an unfortunate but unavoidable side effect of the war—
nothing weighty enough to make us reconsider how much we can 
afford to put towards the war effort? 

In terms of military tactics, American soldiers certainly have a more 
direct cost to the country in terms of equipment and training, and 
an added cost in that the war effort will suffer with a lower number 
of soldiers. As someone who believes all human life has equal value, 
however, I cannot conceive of one morally supportable argument that 
Iraqi lives have negligible or no cost in the war. The mentality of war 

makes it easier to separate “us” and “them” and place a higher value, 
or cost, on the lives of American soldiers. The truth, though, is that 
we must weigh the cost of all human lives because they all have value 
to someone, if not to those doing the weighing (or the cost-benefit 
analysis). 

I have moral qualms about considering even American soldiers’ 
lives as having a quantifiable cost per person. I also have a real problem 
reconciling war under any terms with my religious conscience. I think 
beating swords into ploughshares shouldn’t be a gradual process, 
dependent on favorable economic conditions. God’s justice demands 
immediate action. The kingdom of heaven will come when peace 
reigns on Earth, which shouldn’t have to wait until benefits outweigh 
costs—especially the cost of human lives.

Economics, the “dismal science,” relies on being able to boil down 
complex systems of human interaction into numbers and figures 
that can be calculated and manipulated. Is it possible to integrate a 

compassionate, Christian awareness 
of the world—and our calling to help, 
serve, and love others—with the cold 
distance from emotional sentiment 
that calculating the cost of one life 
requires? Could we perhaps change or 
adapt the methods currently employed 
by economists? 

Louis Uchitelle, in a New York Times 
article titled “When Talk of Guns 
and Butter Includes Lives Lost,” says, 
“the old way of valuing life calculated 
the present value of lost earnings, a 
standard still used by the courts to 

compensate accident victims, generally awarding $500,000 a victim.” 
Economists no longer stick to the cut-and-dry line that a person’s life 
is valued by their human capital—that you’re worth as much as you 
make. But this principle still lurks beneath the surface of economic 
decision-making. Whenever one’s moral conscience must be silenced 
in the name of sound economic policy, we are not doing our duty as 
followers of Christ. We are rather called to love and serve all people 
with equity and without concern for the economic value of their life, 
because in God’s sight, we are all invaluable.

"Economics is too important to be left to economists alone. It is high time to apply biblical theology to the crisis of our global economy and to search for sustainable 
alternatives that affirm life, protect the earth, and build human community."

— Jim Wallis




