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R
uin is the destination to which the United States is rushing headlong.  We look at
our political leadership and see that everything is for sale, that all political
decisions are reduced to economic decisions, that indeed we are on the verge

of having no political system, only an economic system. 

Politicians, lobbyists and economic operators have become interchangeable.
Businesses pay to play.  They kick back contributions to the political parties, give key
political hacks lucrative jobs in their firms, and support the party program.  In return
they receive tax breaks, the loosening of regulations, helpful treatment from
government professionals, access to the nation’s common resources which they then
sell at enormous profits, and permission to use a repertoire of tricks to suppress the
market and limit competitive pressure.

The sums industries spend on lobbying are staggering.  Take the pharmaceutical
industry as one example.  In 2004 alone drug companies shelled out $123 million to
pay 1,291 lobbyists, 52% of whom were former government officials.  In addition, in
the 2004 election cycle, the drug industry paid out another $87 million in campaign
contributions for candidates running for federal office.  The results have been direct:
The Food and Drug Administration has been reduced to a hollow shell, Medicare
cannot negotiate for lower drug prices, and a fatally flawed new prescription drug
benefit threatens to deliver millions of senior citizens into private insurance schemes
with negligible benefits. 1 

According to the New York Times, the share of American income going to the top tenth
of one percent is growing significantly, while the share going to 99% of Americans is
falling.  Because workers’ wages in real dollars are not going up, they have to borrow
to pay for health care as increasing numbers of them lose insurance coverage.  The
average consumer is spending $1.22 cents for every dollar he or she earns, has 13
credit cards and is shouldering $9,312 in high interest credit card debt -- twice as much
as ten years ago.  Workers are now financing their lives by pulling money out of homes
which have risen in value.  However, many experts believe that we are experiencing
a real estate bubble which will eventually collapse, leaving these workers with big
mortgages on devalued homes.  Americans have taken $1.6 trillion out of their homes
in equity loans, with a lot of that money going to pay for school costs, catastrophic
illness, and long term care for aging parents.  Retirements are becoming increasingly
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insecure as the prospect looms that some large companies will walk away from
underfinanced pension schemes by filing for bankruptcy.2

Turning from average people to those living in poverty, since the early 1990s poor
people in America have been offered welfare reform and our benign neglect.  We forgot
about them until hurricane Katrina brought them shockingly back into view.  Thirty-
seven million people live below the poverty line in the United States.  That is 12.7%
percent of the population.  This is the highest rate in the developed world and is
actually twice as high as in most other industrialized countries.  The hurricane Katrina
images misrepresented the situation in one respect: poor white people in the United
States outnumber poor black people in absolute terms, although the rates of poverty
among blacks is higher than for whites.  In 2004, the third year of what is presumed
to be an economic recovery, the number of people living in poverty actually increased
by over a million.  Poverty is defined as an income of $14,680 per year or less for a
family of three.  Of course, many people in the category are subsisting on far less than
the $14,680 defined as the margin.3

A very troubling aspect of the situation is that even the measure of economic well-
being which remains in the United States seems to depend upon our continuing
aggression against the earth itself, the ultimate provider of our survival, and on an ever
more desperate need to go to any lengths to ensure a flow of natural resources like oil
and minerals to ourselves from the poverty-stricken political communities which sit on
top of these resources in foreign countries.

These situations have been in the making for a long time, but the drift of things became
glaringly apparent 25 years ago, in the early 1980s.  Members of the Religious Society
of Friends are very outspoken about issues of justice and peace, advocating for racial
and gender equality and against war.  They also seek to alleviate poverty, and to draw
public attention to it.  But in my view Friends’ approach to issues of poverty, obviously
with a few exceptions, seem strictly palliative, seem focused on picking up the pieces
after the damage is done.  Friends seem unable to demand an economy which
provides a full time job with a living wage for every person willing and able to work
with the same vigor they can demand an end to the War in Iraq.  Friends were largely
silent while the Congress passed a tax reform scheme greatly favoring the hyper-rich.
This scheme provided absolutely no guarantee that the funds thus transferred from the
government’s coffers into private hands, thereby endangering numerous vital
government programs, would actually be invested in a way that would create
additional living wage jobs for American workers.  Friends response to all of this was
less than vigorous.

The earliest Friends – George Fox and the Valiant Sixty – were very concerned about
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the justice of the economic order, as
Doug Gwyn documents in his book The
Covenant Crucified: Quakers and the Rise
of Capitalism.4 A century later John Wool-
man gave serious thought to economic
questions in the light of Quaker values.
Hoping to pick up a thread last made
visible two centuries ago by Woolman,
Pendle Hill, when I worked there, con-
vened a group of people, including pro-
fessional economists, to consider Wool-
man’s thought and to contemplate its
possible relevance for our own day.  My
recollection is that participants, particu-
larly the professional economists, cred-
ited Woolman with sweetness of disposi-
tion and with good intentions, but they
declared him utterly naive about the
workings of the economic system.

The thread seemed to stop there.  But I
have myself continued to think about this
matter as time has passed, as the failures
of our political economy have become
more and more glaring, and as the future
prospects for the nation have grown
more and more alarming. I began to
wonder if, perhaps, it is the professional
economists and not Woolman, who, in
the end, are naive.  What I propose to do, therefore, is return to John Woolman’s essay
“A Plea for the Poor,” and to consider once again its possible relevance to our present
situation. 

Woolman’s essay is very rich in its implications, and it will only be possible to reflect
on a few of his themes today.  I will select three of these themes which strike me as
useful places to begin.  But we must understand that this can only scratch the surface.

W
oolman unequivocally states that our possessions and our prosperity are gifts
from God, and that the resources we find at our disposal ought to be treated
as a trusteeship which we must employ to further God’s purposes in human

society. It is, of course, common in Christian worship, and when asking the Lord’s
blessing before a meal, to give thanks for what we have, and to credit God as the
source of everything.  These are, after all, commonplace sentiments of Christian piety
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to which Woolman is giving voice.  But to what extent do Christians actually believe
these sentiments? Once grace is over and the dinner table conversation about worldly
affairs begins, are not we more apt to regard our assets as just deserts for our own
hard efforts, and do we not ascribe to ourselves an absolute right to dispose of these
resources as we see fit?  This sentiment which so contradicts the professions we
made when saying grace is apt to be most starkly expressed when the subject of taxes
arises.

So let us consider the nature and origins of wealth.

As anyone who has visited
Third World countries is well
aware, the poverty in these
societies is not, in general,
due to the indolence of the
people in them.  Before the
sun rises people in rural ar-
eas and in cities are up and
about, often carrying huge
burdens on their heads.
Markets abound every-
where.  People will be sell-
ing everything -- perhaps a
few pieces of fruit they gath-
ered from the forest, or
some vegetables from their
garden, a chicken, some
eggs, some object or trinket
they carved, or some new or
used clothing.  Small chil-
dren will be shepherding
cattle.  Fishermen, having
arisen very early, will bring
their catch to the town
square by mid-morning.
Bustle and activity is every-
where, all day long.

So why, after many genera-
tions of this small scale entrepreneurship, are their no millionaires?  If R.H. Macy could
start with a pushcart and build a department store empire employing hundreds of
people who actually have pension plans, why has not the same thing happened in
Dar-es Salaam or Teguchigalpa?

The problem is that economic transactions in these Third World settings are limited to
what are called self-enforcing transactions – transactions the gains from which are
realized by each party at the moment and in the place that the transaction is made.
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The role of the state is minimal in such trans
actions, since the two parties involved in the
exchange can jointly see that each treats the
other fairly.  Although the state has only a
minimal role in these transactions, it does
indeed have some role.  It must maintain law
and order.  If one party could simply hit the
other on the head and run off with his chick-
en, obviously this sort of market would not
work.  If, in addition to law and order, the
state can also maintain a currency so that the
village marketplace has a medium of ex-
change and people do not have to try to
barter fish for clothing, so much the better. 

So even the usefulness of a simple village
market is socially generated, in that the
participants would not be able to derive the
benefits of them if there was not a broad
social collaboration in the defining and en-
forcing of law and order, and if a useful
currency were not maintained.

But wealth as we think of it in modern soci-
ety could never be built up as a result only of
self-enforcing transactions supported by law
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and order and currency, even by millions and millions of such transactions.  Self-
enforcing transactions are ubiquitous in societies which remain impoverished.  How
does a poor market economy of peddlers in bazaars become a rich market economy
like that of Western Europe?  

The great wealth built up by modern societies depends upon many transactions which
are not self-enforcing, which require contract s, because all the parties involved cannot
be gotten into one place, and the benefits  to the parties cannot be made to occur
simultaneously.  Think of what goes into building a house or assembling even a small
ship, for example, from the savings and investments that go into establishing a
manufacturing plant to getting payments over time from the customer or consumer of
the final product.  All these agreements and relationships require contracts capable of
being enforced by a third party, by an independent judiciary and associated agencies
of law enforcement.  

Setting up such a system of contract enforcement is no mean feat, and many societies
have failed to accomplish it.  It involves an enormous commitment by all members of
the society to do so -- a financial commi tment to pay the necessary costs, and to
establish, maintain and change rules and regulations as needed.  It requires an ethical
commitment to justice and a social climate favoring fair play. 

All wealth, then, is made possible by the social system.  Any idea of a self-made man
is a deceptive myth. As members of a presumably democratic society, all of us collude
in the amassing of great fortunes, no matter what individual person or small group may
presume to own them, and we bear a burd en of responsibility to see that such
fortunes are not misused. 

Woolman’s assertion that all our wealth is a gift from God which we must use to further
God’s purposes may be a formulation that sounds antique and quaint, and perhaps
even naive to some ears.  But it points to an important truth.  No one earns his or her


