ECONOMIC LIFE

A Confession

(Second of two installments)

by Bob Goudzwaard

in the previous issue we discussed how a truncated lifestyle
enslaves man. No longer living by divine norms for life, no
longer able or willing to respond to God and neighbour, bug
possessed by self-interest, both, individual man and society as a
whole inevitably deprive themselves of shalom, With the help of
three examples-—time, ownership and woirk—I shall try to illus-
trate this.

Lack of time

Our growing lack of time may present an example which you
had not expected. But it confronts us with a remarkable phenom-

enon. When you read literature on economics, written thirty to

forty years ago, you will notice that the economists of those days
predicted that in the society of the future the amount of avail-
able leisure time would increase at the same rate as material
abundance. 1t is curious, therefore, that today’s society seems
plagued by a shortage of time. Modern man.is always hurried

and his life is often a rat race. Despite a much shorter work- -

week, he suffers from an increasing lack of time, How can we
explain this? “A few years ago, the Swedish economist Staffan
Linder addressed himself to this problem in a book with the
striking title The Harried Leisure Class. He explained that econo-
mists of earlier days made a major error in their calculations by
failing to realize that the very purchase, maintenance and use of
goods are also time-consuming. Every consumption article must
not only be purchased, but must also be mainfained and re-
placed. Naturally, the time required for this per item is quite
minimal, but the total amount of time thus spent on the many
consumption goods a wealthy society can afford becomes very
substantial. ) .

Certain aspects of this economic time problem on first sight
seemn rathér innocuous and even humorous. At parties people
at times pretend to solve this time dilemma by simultaneously
smoking a cigar, holding a glass of sherry and swallowing a
handful of peanuts. Such people have found a method of con-
suming several things within a-single unit of time.

The matter is much more serious, however, An increasingly
important part of our national production is being claimed for
the manufacture of time-saving devices. One could enumerate
a long list of such products, ranging from vacuum cleaners to
automatic dishwashers, They are -advertised as time savers, to
enable us to spend more time with ow children. But in order
to afford these time savers, we must carn more and therefore

work a [ittle longer or take on extra jobs. Needless to say, this

requires at least part of the time we are [rying to save.
The situation appears even more pressing when we consider

how meodern advertising exploits our lack of time. We no
longer have the time to compare products and evaluate them
on the basis of their quality. Thirty years ago advertisements
contained extensive descriptions of the advantages of a product
an the assumption that these were read with care. Today we do
not have the time for that. We race through stores quickly
grabbing the things we think we need. Advertising exploits this
by no longer being informative about the quality of goods; in-
stead, it has become suggestive. Everything is usually reduced to
the allusion that more happiness will be ours aiter “purchasing”
the advertised product. Consequently, because of our lack of
time, we make oursefves vulnerable to the increasingly pene-
trating influence of modern advertising which thus becomes a
threat to our national health. We have obviously not yet dis-
covered the relevance to modern advertising of Paul's warning
not to “gratify the desires of the flesh.” (Galatians 5¢ 16; R.5.V.)

There is stifl another serious complication, for we no longer
have enough time for the proper maintenance of our pos-
sessions. Years ago, for instance, we carefully oiled our skates
for storage during the summer months. Nowadays we usually
don’t do this anymore. Throw-away products have become the
vogue, ranging from diapers to dresses. Empty boitles and
similar items are often nonrefundable, It is simply assumed
that a product, once bought, ‘need not be kept or maintained.
From time to time newspaper articles even report on future
throw-away automobiles. This shows how our lack of time
contributes to our indiscriminate use of the scarce resources of
the earth. ‘

Finally, one remark about one of the most tragic éonse-
quences of our lack of time. 1 am thinking here of the growing
loneliness we witness all around us. More and more people no
longer have the time for a personal conversation and for
genuine fellowship with others. The reason frequently is that
they are too busy looking after their possessions, keeping up
the garden, pireparing for a vacation, and so on. This only
confirms that the time we reserve for our belongings goes at
the expense of the time available for our neighbour.

Keeping all’ this in mind, the guestion arises whether an
annual increase in our income of five or more percent really
leads to greater bliss. Doesn’t our growing affluence, in fact,
result in greater loss of time, fellowship and happiness? Would
it not be wise to reckon with an “ethic of time spending” when-
ever we make a purchase? | am not raising these questions to
foster austerity for the sake of austerity, but to make us more

" sensitive to the reality that every purchase will claim part of our

precious time. In any event, there is ample reason to be on our
guard against the urge to continually raise our standard of living.
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Ownership ‘ h

My main point is that 'we must respond to God, not only in
marriage and politics, but also in our social and economic life,
for response lies at the heart of the christian concept of steward-
ship. 1 will try to clarify this further with two illustrations. The
first one pertains to property relattonshlps, the second to our
concept of work.

A much debated subject is the issue of mdwndual versus col-
lective ownership. Much more important, however, is the ques-
‘tion how private property is beirg used. Decisive in this matter
is the way in which ownership functions in our society, whether
it expresses man's response to God and whether it is placed in
the service of God and neighbour, Sadly enough, private owner-
ship~is frequently such an egocentric and exclusively individuai-
istic institution that a stewardly response is hardly possible. Pub-
lic (or state) ownership, too, is very often nothing but an end in
itself, thus preventing a societal response.

A good example of ownership which unfolds as a stewardly
response can be found in the Old Testament. The legislation of

ancient Israel awarded a farmer a piece of fland which would for-

ever belong to him and his posterity. Even the market mechanisi
could not undo this, for in the year of jubilee (every fiftieth year}
all property which had been sold of necessity was restored to
the original owner (or his family). The year of jubilee 'was the
year of reconciliation, and such reconciliation was not restricted
to the soul. Note that the Bible speaks in sober economic terms
about slaves who, because of debts, had been forced to sell
themselves and their land, but who during the year of jubilee
were given back their freedom and their property so as to en-
able them to start [ife anew, with-a clean slate and without debts.

Try and compare that to our society which divides people
in groups of "haves” and “have-nots,” and in which it is 50 dif-
ficult to realize healing and restoration of human life, in eco-
nomic as well as other terms. .

Old Testament lsrael, whose law promised restitution of
freedom and property to every slave, also had the beautiful legal
stipulation that a farmer was, not allowed to mow the grain at
the edge of his field because that portion had to he left for the
poor and the passersby. Further, anyone was permitted to enter
a vineyard or orchard-and take whatever he needed. One was
even allowed to take it home, though not by the carload so to
speak. We are very much inclined to view such rules and regu-
lations as infringements of private property. However, | don't
think it has anything to do with restriction of property rights.
What we encounter here is the necessary unfolding of private

property as a stewardly response, It simply remains personal or
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family property, but is spontaneously shared to an acceptable
extent by one’s neighbour.

Usually we consider our possessions strictly and solely our
own and we do not tolerate an . infringement of our imagined
absolute rights, | have my own television or aufomabile or cot-
tage and my neighbour has his, Possessions are thus fraquently
an obstacle to. real fellowship among people. They divide rather
than unite. Television has become the modern substitute for
human interaction; it merely stands in front of you and speaks to
yoLu.

Whereas in our sociely goeds often bring ahout a separatibn
between people, in the hiblical view of society property facili-
tates “fellowship and serves the community. Hence the strong

- emphasis in the Bible on hospitality, for, hospitality means mak-

ing your house and your goods available to others. | believe that
the question of the unfolding of private property is much more
important than -the question whether ownership should be in-
dividual or collective. We get very excited about the latter issue,
but it is essential to realize that in both public and private owner-
ship the resporise to God and neighbour ran be and often is
sadly lacking. Genuine response expresses itself in sensitivity to
the needs of others and in sharing with one another, Here the
example of the early christian church is most relevant.

Work

We can also get quite heated about the issue haw much a
worker should earn and the distribution of our gross national
incomé. We seem much less interested in the question dealing
with the meaning and focus of work. Nevertheless, the latter is
closely related to the matter of human response in society, Are
we still able to respond to our Lord and to our neighbour in our
work? '

Permit me to elaborate somewhat on what | believe tobea
biblical, normative picture of human labour” In my view it is
characterized by three distinct elements, -

The first element is creativity. God created the earth in such
a manner that creation reveals something of Him. According to
Paul’s lettef to the Romans, we can discover something about
God in the work of His hands. Man is created in God's image.
This implies that man has a fundamental need to express himself
in the work of his hands. To put it differently, man wants the
result of his work to show: “this is what | have made, not some- .
one else!” His desite for creativity belongs to his very human-
ness, for it reflects his status as imagebearer of God the Creator.

The second element is cooperation. In the 8ible work is not
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something that can be isolated from our fellowship with others;
it is never done solely for one’s own benefit. In a beautiful pas-
sage in hls Institutes Calvin elaborates that God did not create
people differently to show that they are unequal, but to indicate
that they need one another. Biblically speaking, work is an.effort
in which people help and serve each -other with their various
talents; therefore, every form of work has a dlst:nct social aspect.

Finally, the thlrd biblical element is the close connection
between peace and work. God first gives peace (shalom); only
within this context does our work become truly meaningful,
Think of the Decalogue in which God first says “Remember the
sabbath day” and then continues with “six dayt you shall fabour
and do all your work.” His shalom pretedes our wark and gives
meaning to that work. Thus, after a day's work, the lsraell farmer
could sit in peace under his olive tree in front of his_house,
locking out over his frelds in the knowledge that God the Lord
cares for the land. Then the next day he could continue his
work without worry or anxiety about whether it would bear fruit.

‘With respect to these three elements—creativity, the social
aspect of our work, and shalom—oue society by and large re-
versed the biblical sequence. We are inclined to arrange our
production processes in such a manner that they leave liftle or
no room for creativity. The monotonous and endless repetition
so typical of our modem factories, makes it virtually lmp055rnle
for workers to express themselves.in their work, In my view'this
is contrary to thé biblical ““response structure” af waork, for in this
manner the woiker cannot respond genuinely to God and neigh-
bour. In many of eur preduction processes the only thing that
moves is the conveyor belt. Thus contact and direit cooperation
between workers has been all but eliminated and is repiaced by
a mechanical substitute which carries out the required ‘movement
of the work from one person to the next, with. the result that
everyone is isolated and ogcupied anby with his own small func-
tion. This structure degrades wark because the social element
has been removed from if. Further, we have reversed the drder
of shalom and work. We believe that peace and happiness will
result from our work. Precisely this belief has dominated west-
ern society since the Renaissance. It is therefore not 56 surpris-
ing that work remains part and parcel of our pursdit of some-
thing which, like a mirage, always eludes us. In our wark we are
presumed to be bravelling on the road to happiness. But work
itself presupposes shalom, and if that shalom does not come
first, then our work is bound to turn into a rat race. Psalm 127
says: “It is vain for you to rise up early, to retire late, to eat the
bread -of painful labours, for He gives to his beloved even in his
steep.” (M.A.5.B) Work without creativity, without social contact
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and without shalom is a closed activity, for it does not urifold
to God and neighbour and therefore lacks the characteristics of
stewardship,

. A3 an economist | conelide from the above that, rather than
cancentrate on the continued accumulation of consumptlon
goods, we must direct our attention and efforts toward prodiic-
tion, Nol, however, to increase productivity still miore, but to
create meaningful techaical and economic possibilities for truly
respons-ible work. Wherever industries and wark are vaived only
in the measure that they generate profits and wages, work has

been debased in much the same manner as power and sexuality

when they are deprived of their response element. Response to
God and neighbour is an essential element of authentic work.
Only when work has room for this does it fit the creation order.

Conclusion

Conservatrves and socialists alike never tire of debating ques-
tions about private and public ownershjp or the distribution of
income, Much more important, however, is the guestion deallng
with the direction of society. Is that direction one of unfoldlng
and opening up of human eppertunities and freedom, or are all
things cut off and reduced to ends in themselves? The ovemdmg
issue of our day and age is whether socigty will respond fo the
Lord and fellowman with respect to ownership, Work and the
utilization of time. [n this connectlon it is of cruc:a[ importanice
to see that the Word of God came into the world in human
form to b'mg redemption and restoration. Christ on the cross
did much more than save souls Paul speaks of casmic powers
that were nailed to the cross {Colossians 2: 14 & 15). Cosmic
powers are those influences, including many demonic ones,
which we tend to de:fy and. WhICh in turn, take possession of us.
Redemption in Christ is of cardinal importance in this context,
for He s not only the Word, but also the’ Response, i.e., our
response to God. For that reason He'is also able to llberate us
from all enslaving influences, He is the Way, the Truth and the

_Life, and therefore the Core of our new lifestylé. He is also able

to rescue us from our truncated view of consumption, mdustrlal
relations and ownership. Mot to make us unhappy, but to give
us His shalom in our personal lives and in our relationship with
athers. : N
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