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Radical Moderation: A New Christian Social Ethic

The Christian Church in North American society is in a dilemma that has been repeated often in history.  The struggle against nominality of the individuals and institutions that incorporate the Body of Christ is a recurrent theme in the narrative of the historic Church.  A distinctive element of the Church within society is its ability to offer an alternative to the general life of the population.  The times of nominality have been most acute when the church has been so integrated into society that the distinctiveness of Christianity is lost.  The crucial factor in the historical past to halting the slide into nominality has been a vision that has led away from the foremost goods of the society.  During the time of Christ the foremost good was the standing in the eyes of other people or family honor.  In modern times the primary good is money and wealth
 with the resulting tragedy that the majority of the Christian adherents have also appropriated this good as primary in their lives.  The key element of money and wealth, the home, will be evaluated through the eyes of this one observer using the three strand approach as detailed by James McClendon. The three strands that are enumerated are: the natural order, the social world, and the realm of the resurrection.
  Selected key causes of current nominality will be evaluated and appropriate Christian responses will be offered.  The challenge will be to offer an outline of a new Christian social and economic order that will require radical moderation.

Causes

In the 'natural order,' the person as the individual is a centerpiece of modern living.  At every turn the human in today's society is admonished to be alone, act alone, and survive alone.  The primary motivation in the decision-making process is how any judgment will affect the 'me.'  The individualism of the twentieth century is the culmination of a wide variety of roots that reach back hundreds of years.  For the Christian, Martin Luther in the year AD 1520 sought to break the bonds of the church in his treatise entitled The Freedom of a Christian Man.
  The Protestant Reformation was successful in providing the individual Christian with freedom from ecclesiastical domination or strand two community.  The pendulum against church control has reached the point where the community of Christ is fractured denominationally and corporately to where individuals have become isolated in evaluating their actions.  Within this disjointed environment, the goals and standards of the general society have permeated the Church.

The admonition of Christ that "the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing" (Mark 4:19 NRSV) has been lost in the frantic pace of modern life.  The vices defined by Christ as the cares and wealth of the world have become the virtues that define the Christian and non-Christian alike.  In the scramble for 'things' the Christian has often replaced humility with egoism, presence with absence, faith with rationality, hope for reality, and charity with selfishness.  If the proverbial Martian were to look at North American society, would it be able to distinguish the Christian from the non-Christian?  The evaluation of the house, the center-piece of modern life, will serve as the primary site of reflection for assessing the Christian in the context of society.

The acquisition of the home is the American dream.  A vast proportion of the income of the average family is spent in obtaining and sustaining housing in an appropriate environment.    Selection of a home is often based on factors normative within an investment portfolio such as potential for capital gains, comparative prices, or debt management.  The need for the biggest and the best home invariably forces both partners of the marriage to work to pay the debt load at the expense of the family needs.  A demand for security drives the buyer into a homogeneous culture in the midst of suburbia.  Business culture insures that to obtain sufficient income to afford a home, you must climb the ladder of corporate success to find the happiness seemingly guaranteed in the American home.  In the McClendon model, the home admirably illustrates the many natural drives that have captured virtually every American and, more importantly, almost every Christian with sufficient income that is able to afford the trap of home ownership.

Within the social world the Christian home is encumbered with the weight of society.  The institutions that impinge on the practices as defined by Alasdair MacIntyre
 that could be developed around the home are numerous.  The banks have designed the economic structure of loan repayment to maximize their return in the first five years so that equity is only built up in later years.  Any potential to practice worship through giving is hampered by the load of debt carried by most families.  Tax laws regulate the sale of the home to insure that the population can only buy a bigger and better house than they had previously owned.  Any attempt to practice moderation is subverted by the tax penalties that demand a more expensive home.  The government encourages debt by inducing the public to write off home interest against income.  Churches attempt to keep up with the parishioners with bigger and better church structures that serve only the congregations at the expense or the exclusion of external ministries.  Payment of the costs of these modern cathedrals is born on the shoulders of God's people who must work harder and longer hours to pay for the improvements thereby reducing their presence at home and in community.  The broad territorial range that the population of any church lives in, forces the average Christian to attempt to serve their neighborhood individually.  Sharing, Bible studies, worship services or Sunday School ministries are reduced as the commuting time is lengthened.  If "Christians are a people formed by their shared convictions,"
 the availability and desire for sharing is being lost in the individualism of the Christian community.  

The withdrawal from society by the Christian community is turning into a flight.  Schooling for Christian children is often not in the local school program.  Our churches must offer the best program even if the commuting time for services is greater than our neighbors would tolerate to join us in worship.  The absense of the Christian presence in the neighborhood is becoming so complete that any possibility to exercise the practice of Christian witness is almost lost.  

The realm of the resurrection in the Christian home is in danger of being lost to the North American believer.  The "little cares and wants"
 of half-Christians are evident in a striking number of suburban Christians.  The flight from the cities has denuded these key areas of people that can effect positive change in our society.  Suburban living has resulted in the determined steadiness that impedes much of the potential for God breaking into a situation.  The changes that are critical to the power of God's intervention in His flock risk being buried in the meaninglessness of the ever-accumulating Christian home.

Response

The response to the challenge of the current life of many Christians can be the basis of a new ethic of radical moderation.  With the emphasis on finances in modern living, a Christian ethical theory must consider incorporating principles of money management that are peculiarly Christian.  The three principals of John Wesley provide a solid structural foundation: first, gain all that you can by using the virtues of honesty, wisdom and diligence; second, save all that you can by exercising the virtues of prudence; and thirdly, give all that you can, perfecting stewardship and discernment.
  The first call of radical moderation is to change the way we are living.  Living joyfully with the income that the Lord has provided must be a concern of all Christians.  Budgets can be pared to show a surplus in monthly income to allow the virtue of giving to yield a new dimension of Christian experience.  The ability to filter out the marketing magic of the twentieth century in deciding which product may be a necessity is a function of the virtue of discernment.  The virtue of prudence will employ a new vision of seeing debt as a short term tool that must be eliminated as quickly as possible even if under the threat of increased tax liability.  

The Christian home must continue to serve as the focus of Christian life.  The Book of Acts alone relates over 30 occasions that the home was used by the early church.  But that home must be the image of moderation.  Housing communities built to provide a modest life-style set in an aesthetic, secure environment need the vision of Christian contractors.  Each Christian that has stretched their income to the breaking point for the best house affordable needs to be requested to sell that home and return to modest living by purchasing a home that is appropriate to their basic needs.  The surplus gain and income then become the financial engine of investments within the Christian community to reduce the dependence on commercial banks.  The possessions that fill that home must be carefully selected with discernment to be essential to the function of a Christian home.  Radical moderation in the individual is where a person could have afforded better levels of ‘goodies’ by the standard of society but they recognize the power of living a modest life to accomplish the goals of "God the Creative Source."

To effectuate the individual facets of a new Christian life-style, the power of community must be rediscovered in the Christian society.  The practice of witness gains its greatest force when the community is integrated and empowered by the individual believers working in concert.  A concentration of Christian homes that arrive in any neighborhood in North America would have a discernible impact on the current residents.  If the Christian model of a dozen people, six couples or assorted single homeowners, were organized into a new Christian community, a village, and then they were strategically placed in a target area, the witness effected would be stronger than any lone missionary activity.  The value of the Christian home would then not only be the investment potential but the potential to witness.  A ministry of the home in community could bring the other practices of the Christian out of the cloister of the churches into the light of the neighborhood.  The creating and sustaining of an integrated community in a close environment would allow worship to be a neighborhood activity where all could participate in its vibrancy.  Witness would result in transforming the public practices of the community such as the schools and businesses with the light of the gospel.  Day-to-day decisions would have the opportunity to use the corporate discernment of Christian neighbors to validate the wisdom of practices within the community.  The moral uprightness of the individual members would be strengthened by the cooperative support of others who equally struggle with the tensions of modern desires.  Radical moderation of the community would take advantage of the strengths of the group within the neighborhood.  The increased resources that arise from the individual decisions to live a life of moderation would generate the economic basis of the community to reach beyond its boundaries.  Families determined to witness would bear a direct influence on the individuals of the surrounding world.  Onto the doorsteps of all within the reach of the Christian village, the church would arrive with all its power.  The refusal to let government taxation or corporate need dictate the Christian economy would release the energies of the individual Christian to use tremendous economic leverage to change the world.  "God the Partner" seeks a new arrangement for His people where He too can be a "member of the community."

The resurrection strand of McClendon's model of ethics focuses on the power of Jesus Christ to radically transform the Christian community "be they evolutionary or cataclysmic, singular or cumulative."
  The magnitude of the potential of radical moderation is limited only to the possibilities of God's working in His people.  This new prototype of a Christian community would receive its spiritual power by harnessing the energy of change from the radical transformation.  The Christian village would offer an unlimited number of opportunities for God to break into His community.  The tempering and development of the Christian could occur within a community built on the love of Christ.  "God the Pioneer"
 could direct the re-creation of the community based on Christ and guided by His Holy Spirit.

Summary

The oneness of the Christian community must be redefined to offer something more than weekly visitation in the pew.  "The Christian life is one life, to be lived in solidarity with Christ and fellow Christians, under the guidance of the Spirit of God."
  Koinwn…a can be enhanced with the return to daily ministering of the needs of each other in community and participation in the needs of the surrounding community.  The power of the resurrection promises to transform not only the individual to create a Christian but a community set apart to be God's people.  Radical moderation is a proposal from a survivor of twelve years in the suburbs.  The transformation that has occurred in this one life can be replicated for anyone prepared to allow God to effect change according to His will.
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