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THE current and world-wide agitation of economic reform, which has become so 

earnest and so intense, must awaken a number of pertinent inquiries in the mind of 

every thoughtful Christian man, and especially every Christian minister. Among these 

none are more pressing to-day than this: What is the legitimate, the proper attitude of 

individual and organized believers to economic movements? 

 

The answer to this inquiry in part is prompt and definite. Christ fed the multitude, first 

with bread, then with the truth. Following his example, all forms of organized 

Christianity have emphasized that charity and beneficence which devote themselves to 

the amelioration of the condition of the poor, and Homes, Orphanages, Hospitals, etc., 

have been a distinctive feature of Christian civilization. 

 

That Christianity has thus recognized its duty and privilege is sufficiently apparent, 

and that this type of ministry deals with effects rather than causes, and is 

correspondingly superficial, is also apparent. Christianity should address itself to 

causes rather than effects. In the last statement sin in the individual explains, 

theologically, the presence of all the abnormal conditions of life, and, so far as it has 

aimed at the eradication of sin by the reformation of men individually, organized 

Christianity has had to do with fundamentals. Were that effort successful many of our 

economic problems would be speedily settled. Unfortunately, however, but a 

modicum of men are reached as yet in that way, and they have never exerted a 

dominating influence over either our political or economic life. Moreover, in the past 

there have been a decided reserve and hesitation upon the part of Evangelical 

Christianity about essaying to improve social or economic conditions by political or 

communal methods. Even so gross an offense against humanity as that of chattel 

slavery was condoned by multitudes of Christian people, who declared that it must be 

tolerated pending the individual redemption of the race. Communal action looking to 

the abolishment of the evils of the saloon has always been handicapped by this same 

hesitation, which still obtains in greater or less degree everywhere. 

 

In late years, however, the conviction has been growing that Christian ideals must be 

pressed upon men collectively as well as individually, and that the ordering of the 

communal life commends itself to Christian endeavor. The late earnest words of the 

Bishop of St. Andrews, and the action of the Episcopal Conference in San Francisco, 



October last, are but two of the many signs of the times. 

 

We are recognizing that there must be a divine ordering or law for the life and conduct 

of the community, which cannot be safely ignored; and the supreme assertion of that 

Economic Reform for which we should all stand is this: that the inherent, essential, 

beneficent, and therefore divine law respecting the ownership and free enjoyment of 

natural resources is manifest, and should be accepted for our guidance, and for the 

solution of our fundamental economic problem, the Land Question. 

 

A most significant fact must not be overlooked at this point, viz., the moral sentiment 

of the great majority of the people is far in advance of the ethical standard reflected in 

our commercial life. The stress and competition of trade are everywhere drifting or 

driving men consciously or unconsciously into a position, a business attitude, which is 

essentially indifferent to the rights of others, when, in fact, they would gladly 

recognize these rights; and it is our contention that the highest ethical standard of the 

majority ought to be reflected in the law and custom which it is theirs to create, so that 

men may conform to their highest ideals without the constant temptation to think that 

in so doing they are imperiling their success. Stimulus to right doing should be found 

not simply in the conscience of the individual, but in the legislated and allgoverning 

expression of that conscience. The gain to all in this cannot escape us. 

 

How much more adequate, far reaching, and beneficent our effort to feed the hungry 

would prove if we devoted that effort to the securing of economic conditions which 

would do away with involuntary poverty! How much more conducive to self-respect, 

self-assertion, and self-improvement, if, instead of doling out alms to meet immediate 

necessities, we gave every man and woman who is worthy of food a fair chance to 

work for it! 

 

This, however, would not sum up the gain. Our past attitude, to which I have referred, 

has begotten two or three vivid impressions in the mind of the man who has too little 

work or too little pay, or both, and their name is legion. If thoughtful, that man is 

mightily tempted to entertain the opinion that what comes back to him through our 

philanthropy is but a moiety of what his hard hands have earned for the philanthropist, 

and that after all there is much withheld which by every consideration of right belongs 

to him; and, most naturally, he is tempted to judge us so far as to think that a good 

deal of our professed and very comfortable, if not luxurious, devotion to the principles 

of the gospel of brotherly love is altogether pretentious and insincere. He may also be 

led to think that an overruling Providence, which gives the fat things of life to him 

who first and last looks out for number one, and who lets the devil take the hindmost 

in the race, is capable of favoritism and injustice. How far he yields to these and 

kindred temptations is evidenced, perhaps, by the fact (according to the most 



conservative estimates) that more than seventy-five per cent. of the laboring classes 

do not go to any church, and are altogether indifferent to religious appeal. 

 

Removed by these conditions both from the ministrations of the Church and the 

individual, the importance of any opportunity to reach and impress the masses with 

the genuineness of God's love for them, and our love for them, assumes colossal 

proportions; and no one thing would more surely open a door to the hearts of the 

indifferent and unsaved, nothing would more certainly impress them with the sincerity 

of our faith, than an active endeavor on our part to secure for every one of them what 

they demand, and what surely belongs to them, viz., a fair chance. 

 

It is reported that when Jesus was preaching in Judea he was pressed by multitudes of 

all classes, and especially of the common laboring people. The disciples also in their 

worldwide ministry seem to have had little difficulty in gaining the ear of the masses; 

but to-day, in marked contrast with all this, one of the most serious questions of the 

average minister is this: How shall I get a hearing? The fact of half-filled churches is a 

topic of frank discussion in wellnigh all ministerial gatherings, and the effort to make 

the church service, and especially the Sunday evening service, attractive, has resulted 

in some plans and programs which, .to say the least, would have greatly shocked our 

fathers. 

 

Now, suppose the great body of the clergy were to evidence a sincere, intelligent, and 

practical interest in the economic movements and conditions which have to do with 

the laboring man's immediate welfare; suppose it became known, through their words 

both in the pulpit and out of it, that they were against unfairness and wrong of every 

type and in every station; that they were ready to recognize the appeal of labor in the 

presence of the aggressions of monopoly and corporate greed; that the patronage of 

the well-to-do, the attitude of those in authority, modified in no way or degree their 

condemnation of every un-Christ-like thing and act; suppose that in this way it came 

to be understood that the clergy stood unequivocally for justice and fair dealing, in the 

ordering of economic affairs: does any one doubt that in such an event there would be 

a wonderful advance in church attendance? 

 

Let us consider a concrete case. The story of the formation of the vast deposits of coal 

and oil on this continent points unmistakably to the co-relation between universal 

need and God-given supply. By nature all had an equal right to these necessities, and 

their wide distribution and great abundance suggest ample and divinely planned 

provision for the comfort of each and all. Now, it has come about by reason of the 

selfishness and cupidity of some, and the ignorance and indifference of the many, that, 

instead of ministering to the largest comfort of all who are worthy and industrious, 

these vast deposits of good have come under the control of a very few, so that what 



belongs to the people by the manifest purpose of God, and by every consideration of 

right, is withheld and monopolized by the few to their enormous enrichment. 

Furthermore, this advantage by the few has been secured by means of the most brutal 

selfishness, the most flagrant iniquity.* This fact is practically undisputed, and yet 

instead of ceaseless and insistent protest against the consummation of a wrong so 

monstrous, instead of the scathing condemnation which our Lord visited upon kindred 

injustice, we are called to witness the active willingness of some Christian churches, 

colleges, and theological seminaries to share in this "princely stealing," by seeking 

and securing endowments at the hands of those who have knowingly profited by the 

situation. The writer recalls that Mr. Washington Gladden, and a few other divines, 

have been heard in condemnation of this wrong, and of any participation in its gains; 

but for the most part the pall of silence seems to rest upon our pulpits and religious 

press, and. so far as they are benefiting by a "division of the spoils." that silence is 

entirely explicable. 

* See the history of the Standard Oil Company as revealed in Mr. Lloyd's "Wealth vs. 

Commonwealth," and the report of the proceedings of the investigating committee of 

the Pennsylvania Legislature. 

 

Nothing could be more significant to the welfare of this country than the sad and 

momentous fact that, through moral paralysis, stolid indifference, or craven fear, we 

are in danger of becoming blindly tolerant of a gigantic all-pervading wrong, 

respecting which, when we understand one another, there can be no disagreement as 

to the proper attitude of every professed follower of Jesus Christ. 

 

Just here there is need of a clearer understanding of the economic facts, and I have, 

therefore, used the term all-pervading advisedly. We are too much accustomed to 

think of monopoly as organized and limited, but its essential wrong is perpetrated by 

every individual who, to the exclusion of others, controls and benefits by natural 

resources that belong to all, or a value and advantage which society produces, and for 

which he makes no corresponding return to society; and this individual habit, 

multiplied indefinitely, creates a social condition that is subversive of justice, and that 

necessarily begets poverty, unfair competition, and consequent misery and crime. 

 

It must be perfectly clear that if what I have earned by my own exertions is mine, and 

what my neighbor has acquired by his individual effort is his, then by the same law 

what we have produced in association cannot by right be claimed as the exclusive 

property of either, for it belongs to both. Since by a law so adequate, so opportune, so 

simple, and so necessary as to stamp it at once as divine, there is an abundant social 

fund to provide for all ordinary public expenditure without placing any burdens 

whatever upon industry or its products, it is also clear that our present system of 

taxation, with all the political corruption, the moral degradation and the social and 



commercial ill it entails, is fundamentally and irremediably wrong. Its legitimate fruits 

are seen in the weakening and debasement of the moral sense to such a degree that by 

common recognition and consent a tax that is dependent for its efficiency upon the 

honor of the people can no longer be collected. It encourages selfishness by assuring 

its reward; it exploits the honest for the benefit of the deceiving, and thus fosters the 

two most menacing facts of our civilization, viz.: excessive poverty and excessive 

wealth, both of which never fail to rot and debase the moral fiber of the people. 

 

That this insidious wrong should be done away is not a matter for discussion. We may 

not agree as to the best method of coping with it, but we are at one in its 

condemnation, and it would seem legitimate to expect that any plan or suggestion 

looking to its abatement would receive the serious consideration of all those who are 

called to be leaders and guides in the world's struggle with sin and iniquity. 

 

The seriousness of our present economic conditions, the horrible grind of labor 

competition, the dire poverty, the struggle for existence, the despair, the physical and 

moral degradation and the resulting crime—all this is generally conceded and needs 

no emphasis. To him who is in any doubt about the ragged wretchedness of his 

brother, digging and dying down in the lower levels—to him a campaign with Fr. 

Huntington of New York, or with the slum-workers of the Salvation Army, or the 

reading of Mr. Riis's "How the Other Half Lives," would bring a great awakening: the 

discovery that the one word adequately suggesting the facts is that used by General 

Sherman as a synonym for war. 

 

There is, however, a question in the minds of many as to the responsibility of the 

submerged classes for their condition, and the assumption is often made that they are 

for the most part lazy and despicable; that, however much we may do for them, they 

revert to their native level, like a pig to his wallowing, the moment they are left to 

their own resources. This assumption is no doubt the result of some experience, and it 

would probably satisfy those who are capable of drawing a universal conclusion from 

a particular premise. The chief end it subserves, however, as we must allow in all 

candor, is that of bringing quiet and contentment to a lot of us comfortable folk who 

want to hear our names at the general rollcall, but who find it quite inconvenient and 

unconventional to love our less fortunate brothers as ourselves. It is exceedingly 

interesting to discover how slyly we all fool ourselves about our own unselfishness, 

and this is but one of the numerous ways. 

 

Again, there are a few clergymen and others who attribute all our social ills to 

intemperance, and who are of the opinion that things could in no way be remedied so 

long as the drink evil remains. To these and to all, the fifteenth annual report of the 

Charities Organization Society of New York brings a very significant word. It is there 



shown, in a carefully tabulated statement, that about 5 per cent. of the cases of need 

are due to shiftlessness, dishonesty, or a roving disposition, 10 per cent. to 

intemperance, 13 per cent. to sickness, and 47 per cent. to lack of employment or 

poorly paid employment. The value and authority of this showing result from the fact 

that it is the product of systematic and painstaking visitation and inquiry by an 

organization that is in immediate touch with the problem and which embraces in its 

affiliations and councils over 150 kindred organizations in the principal cities of the 

United States and Canada. When we further remember that insufficient food and 

clothing are directly conducive to sickness, and that the wretchedness and despair of 

poverty drive men to intemperance and crime, increased emphasis is laid upon the 

relation of involuntary poverty to the great social problems that confront us. It 

becomes apparent, also, that to cut the tap-root of involuntary poverty would at once 

and permanently relieve the situation. 

 

It would do more, for, however dreadful the fact of poverty itself, the fear of poverty 

is a far more serious fact in our complex civilization; and in removing the occasion of 

poverty we would also remove that anxiety regarding our own future which permeates 

every grade and department of life to weaken its moral stamina, to seduce its virtue, 

and to effect compromises which interdict both individual and communal progress. 

 

But, says one, while we concede the causal relation of poverty to degradation and 

crime, we do not see the relation of the Monopoly of Natural Resources to Poverty. 

This query demands a moment's notice. The fundamental fact is this: He who controls 

the source of my subsistence controls me, and my condition is essentially one of 

slavery—with this modification, that my master is not impelled by selfish 

considerations to see that I am well fed and cared for. Those who are permitted to 

monopolize the natural resources are in a position to dictate to labor what return it 

shall receive, and for the simple reason that the laborer must live; and rather than 

starve he will accept the lowest sum that will make continued existence possible. 

When we know that all the land of New York City is owned and controlled by eight 

per cent. of its people, we may realize how far the drift of things has already carried 

us, and how absolutely that eight per cent. are masters of the situation. 

 

This monopoly of that for which no man can show a valid title, for the simple reason 

that God is the only one who could give it—I refer, of course, to the natural and 

unimproved advantage—would be unobjectionable if the monopolist but paid to the 

community what others would be willing to give for the same privilege, i.e., the 

ground rent. This, however, he is permitted to pocket, and consequently the support of 

government falls as an added and unjust burden upon the industry from which he 

exacts his unearned benefit. Labor, therefore, is not only subject to the disability of 

insufficient employment and insufficient wage, but it pays a double tax— ground rent, 



which is legitimate and which should go to the government but now goes to the 

landlord, and the general tax which is imposed upon everything that labor consumes. 

That involuntary poverty should exist under these abnormal conditions is inevitable. 

 

To all this the answer of many Christian leaders has been: We are not insensible to the 

seriousness of the situation, nor to the wrong which organized and legalized human 

selfishness is inflicting; but the ministry is not called to champion methods but 

principles. Having instructed the people as to ethical standards, and appealed to their 

Christian sense, our responsibility has been met, and they must work out the problem. 

 

Issue might be taken with this position, but our present contention does not call for it. 

If the moral sense of the people is educated by the pulpit and religious press to see the 

eternal principles underlying the situation, then the people will assuredly settle these 

problems, and that is the right way. The supreme end to be served by religious 

leadership in the present crisis is the education of the people as to principles—

fundamental rights and privileges, which live and speak out in our Declaration of 

Independence, and the Constitution, but which are not vividly seen in their relation to 

the economic questions of the day. Thus, to instruct the people as to the ethical 

principles which should govern them in their political affiliations, and especially in 

the exercise of their suffrage—this calls for an intelligent embrace of the facts, and 

unswerving, outspoken loyalty to the guidance of those moral principles the 

application of which alone can equitably and finally settle all our problems. 

 

For an exhibition of this intelligent, practical interest, and an absolutely unfettered 

freedom in its expression, the world legitimately looks to our Christian leadership; 

and woe betide our country if it should look in vain! 
 
 


