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From Poverty to Prosperity: 
An Analysis of Money and the Christian 

Introduction

The first third of the twentieth century saw the introduction of a sociological analysis of capitalism by Max Weber that concentrated on an analysis on the relationship of capitalism to Calvinism.  In his book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber showed that the Reformation had had a distinct impact on the shape and result of market forces at play in the world.  For four hundred years, the energy that had been released with the reformers in the separation from the Roman church was profoundly felt in the arena of economic activity.  Weber’s observation was that Protestant Christians of all stripes were often prosperous as a result of their Protestant teachings.  The last third of the twentieth century has seen the impact of a new wave of economic activity within the Protestant church.  A large, dynamic sub-set of the church universal, the Charismatics, have often stretched the financial ethic of the Christian with the proclamation of the teaching called “The Health and Wealth Gospel.”  Christians were now often taught to expect to be prosperous.  The purpose of this paper is to assess the economic description of Weber and the financial prescription of the Charismatics with the intent to understand the shift in the thinking that occurred in the Christian community in the twentieth century.  With this analysis in hand, an attempt will be made to offer suggestions on a path for the Christian church that would temper the extremes that this century has seen.

Brief History 

Only rarely have the leaders of the Christian faith discussed anything that was in the realm of finances.  After the communal activity recorded in Acts
, Paul offered an early prescription in wealth development with his outline of how Christians are to set aside something each week, “as he may prosper,”
 for the destitute Christians in Jerusalem.  Paul also insured that business affairs for the Christian received attention.  George Ladd interprets Paul as saying, “Selfish ambition expresses in covetousness (lit., “the desire to have more”) should have no place in the Christian life.”
  The Didache, or the Teachings of the Twelve Apostles, records that for the second century Christian an ethic was mandated of “giving to everyone that asks you.”
  In the fourth century, “a tenth of one’s increase”
 was for those in need.  In all these early cases, financial increase was implicit and the resultant giving was explicit.  Erasmus, who had “paved the way for the Reformation,”
 in the early 1500’s summed the whole of the Christian life, the way to the Father’s kingdom, as “faith and charitable works.”
  The Reformers managed to collapse even this summation to just ‘faith.’ 

Max Weber

From the time of Luther and Calvin, with special emphasis on Puritan concepts, the reformation ideals contributed to the development of a new financial ethic, Capitalism.  One of the key frustrations that launched the Reformation was the methodology by which money was raised in the Roman Catholic Church.
  The financial corruption was pervasive.  Yet Luther recognized the financial tension of the Christian life when he closed his treatise called The Freedom of the Christian Man with these rejoinders, “As wealth is the test of poverty [and] business the test of faithfulness, . . . yet a man must live in the midst of wealth [and ] business . . . that is, in the midst of dangers.”
  The Reformed vision of the call of God “taught that every Christian, and not alone clergymen, should regard his occupation a vocation which he should pursue.”
  This ‘called one’ is to work conscientiously, produce what is useful, not be idle, nor spend his money on luxury items or selfish desires.  To make fast one’s call becomes a “duty to attain certainty of one’s own election and justification in the daily struggle of life.”
  The only way that a Christian could ascertain whether he was living acceptably to God was “through the fulfillment of the obligations imposed upon the individual by his position in the world.”
  To develop the confidence of a call requires “intense worldly activity [as] it and it alone disperses religious doubts and gives the certainty of grace.”
  The sermon of John Wesley on “The Use of Money” contained three precepts: first, gain all you can with hurting mind or body, and employing all the virtues; second, save all you can, whether talent or money; and thirdly, give all you can.
  With this thinking, the “moral conduct of the average man was thus deprived of its planless and unsystematic character and subjected to a consistent method for conduct as a whole.”  

The negative aspects of the result of riches in the Christian life were recognized by key figures of the Protestant movement.  John Wesley cogently stated his concerns as he summarizes his financial thesis:

I fear, wherever riches have increased, the essence of religion has decreased in the same proportion.  Therefore I do not see how it is possible, in the nature of things, for any revival of true religion to continue long.  For religion must necessarily produce both industry and frugality, and these cannot but produce riches.  But as riches increase, so will pride, anger, and love of the world in all its branches.  How then is it possible that Methodism, that is, a religion of the heart, though it flourishes now as a green bay tree, should continue in this state?  For the Methodists is every place grow diligent and frugal; consequently they increase in goods.  Hence they proportionately increase in pride, in anger, in the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, and the pride of life.  So, although the form of religion remains, the spirit is swiftly vanishing away.  Is there no way to prevent this—this continual decay of pure religion?  

The seeming inevitability of decay was something that Weber saw in the thirties of this century as the Protestant effect on the spirit of Capitalism within the population had begun to wane.  There was the rejection of the keys that had encouraged the previous entrepreneurs, a future heaven became a future land of “pious boredom.”
  Religious activity became an impediment to the pursuit of capitalistic activity as business filled life with a never-ending whirlpool of demands.  The equation between Protestantism and Capitalism was dissolving.  The underpinnings of a Protestant ethic were no longer needed.  “The spirit of religious asceticism—had escaped from the cage.”
  The pure objective of the obtaining of wealth just for the sake of the pursuit became the modern methodology of capitalism.  The trappings of any religion had seemingly been ejected by the relentless machine of money acquisition.  Now the ethic of Protestantism had become the sport of the American.

Charismatics and Money

One wing of the Protestant church, the Charismatics, was gaining popularity throughout the twentieth century by offering a new ethic for Christians, guaranteed health and prosperity.  A principle feature of this Spirit-filled group of believers is the exhibition of paranormal events.  This movement that was built on the spectacular of healing services saw a broadening of its appeal with the ministry of Oral Roberts who “pioneered the idea that giving in faith would produce abundant blessings for the donor.  The key to prosperity, according to Roberts, is for a Christian to release his or her faith by planting a financial seed.  In return, God would multiply financial blessings.”
  Two key expositors of the what came to be called the “faith/positive confession movement”
 were Kenneth Hagin and Kenneth Copeland.

Kenneth Hagin’s message focused around redemption from the curses of poverty, sickness and death.
  For Hagin, poverty becomes a curse or punishment of God for breaking the law of God with Christ becoming that curse for us so that we may be free.  Christ’s poverty as depicted by Paul in 2 Corinthians,
 a passage that is usually interpreted as an incarnation statement, is defined by Hagin to be only a material poverty without any possibility of spiritual overtones.  God supplying our ‘needs’
 is only seen to be our material needs, needs that He is waiting for us to present him so that with this request he can pour out in abundance.
  Hagin calls his readers to give more than they can afford because he knows that “God is going to repay you.”  The positive response of God to giving will come, as “God does settle up sooner or later.  Sooner or later there comes a pay day.”
  The promise for this doctrine is found in God’s promise to Abraham, a promise that Hagin sees as “to make him rich.”
  With this promise in hand, Hagin is prepared to proclaim that “God has promised to make everyone rich.”

Kenneth Copeland and his wife Gloria, products of Oral Roberts University, found that “while learning from Roberts was useful, learning from Hagin was far more valuable.”
  The themes of prosperity are emphasized in Kenneth’s book, The Laws of Prosperity and Gloria’s parallel tract, God’s Will is Prosperity.  A distinct difference between the pupil and the teacher is that Kenneth Copeland introduces his book with the sound economic advice to be “free from debt.”
  The potential for success of his formulas was raised immeasurably with this introduction to his thinking.  Copeland recognizes three types of prosperity: spiritual, mental and physical.
  His success formula for all areas is to “walk in the Word of God,”
 a Word that contains laws of salvation and also the laws of prosperity.  A recognition of the need to be concerned with others finds a positive basis to acquire wealth and Copeland is sensitive to other potent financial woes with his advice to not “pile up all the money in reservoirs and stop it from moving.”
  But he quickly following this advice with the promise that “the more you give, the more you get; the more you get, the more you will have to give.”
  

Woven into the positive enjoinders to offer salvation to all or bear one another's burdens is the subtle reality that a Christian’s giving will of necessity yield a guaranteed return on their investment.  Copeland valuates people with the criteria of prosperity with his thesis that “when a man realizes that prosperity belongs to him, takes the Word of God, becomes prosperous, and then gives it away, [then] he is valuable.”
  It is interesting to note that as well as those in need, one of the key places that Copeland supports giving is to preachers that ask for money.
  And Copeland’s gifts always have a qualifying assumption as in this statement: “I freely give this money . . . , and I expect the return on it.”
  

Flaws of the Prosperity Gospel Message

With the high visibility of the leaders of the prosperity movement, it is important the they be critiqued within the context of the church.  In this post-modern world, the desire to prosper is almost overwhelming for the Christian.  The lures of this over-marketed world entice Christian and non-Christian alike with a persuasiveness that must be at least be balanced if not minimized with a counterweighting spirituality.  The reality that Weber and Wesley had discussed with the Christian becoming prosperous as a result of a frugal lifestyle has now been twisted into an expectation of prosperity as an intrinsic right of every Christian.  

The most encompassing critique of these teachings is their attempt to look at everything through the rose-colored glasses of prosperity.  Exegesis becomes a selection of a translation that is conducive to the needs of the preacher.  The two versions of the English Bible that they use routinely are the King James Version (KJV) and the Amplified Bible (AB).  With the KJV penchant of translating lkc to mean ‘prosper,’ where it could mean ‘have success,’ or ‘show good skill,’ or ‘deal wisely,’ the passage is given the connotation by the prosperity seekers of merely getting rich.  Scripture after scripture is ripped from its context and contorted to yield further support to the thesis if its wording can be construed to mean anything related to money.  A favorite passage of the prosperity preachers is 3 John 1:2, “Beloved, I pray that all may go well [prosper KJV] with you and that you may be in good health, just as it is well with your soul.”  It is not the translation choices that are the evident defect, it is that this is an obvious greeting.  There is no one in the universe that believes that when Spock on Star Trek says, “Live long and prosper," that we all will live long and prosper.  It is a sad commentary that these biblical teachers would premise their arguments on such a shallow passage.  

Copeland’s exegetical methodology consists of meditating in the Word and doing all that is written there.”
  In the difficult sections where Jesus relates kingdom principles to wealth such as the rich young ruler,
 Copeland prefaces his interpretation with the comment, “The Lord spoke to me and said.”
  With this prophetic introduction, he then goes on to say that Jesus was only offering the a great financial deal in which the person would be later repaid.
  This speculation by Copeland has the luxury of being possible as we only have appropriate refutation when the analysis of Jesus’ overall trajectory of wealth is considered.  But the general Christian community only needs to employ modest discernment to come to the conclusion that this is defective exegesis.

Another exegetical error is the failure to take all the teaching on wealth into account before their doctrine is developed.  The prosperity teachers need to analysis Paul’s teaching on wealth that is found in 1 Timothy 6:2b-10:

Teach and urge these duties. 3 Whoever teaches otherwise and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that is in accordance with godliness, 4 is conceited, understanding nothing, and has a morbid craving for controversy and for disputes about words. From these come envy, dissension, slander, base suspicions, 5 and wrangling among those who are depraved in mind and bereft of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. 6 Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; 7 for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it; 8 but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. 9 But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.
With the prophetic claim that is espoused by these individuals comes the sanctions that are directed to those who abuse the claim.  Deuteronomy 13:6 says that those that lead children of God to other idols be allowed to die.  It this case death could be accomplished by a concerted effort to stop the flow of that most precious commodity for them, money.  

An area of difficulty that is indubitably unforeseen by the health and wealth teachers is their integration with New Age thinking.  This has been noted by the futurist thinkers John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene in their recent bestseller, Megatrends 2000.  In this analysis they see religious fundamentalists like Copeland and Hagin as having a similar message with the New Age movement with their mutual “refusal to define life only in terms of science and technology.”
  The symbolism or emotionalism has been realized as missing elements in the post-modern world.  From both ends of the religious spectrum, the New Agers and the fundamentalists have been trying to satisfy this need.  But Copeland’s writings with their interiorization of the faith have been critiqued as having New Age overtones.  It is difficult for a person who is only looking within to protect themselves from “good, old pagan selfishness, disguised by religious-sounding language.”  “Many charismatics[, including Copeland,] are losing the truth of God’s transcendence and have stressed his immanence to the point where the boundaries between Creator and creature have become blurred.”
  The God of the prosperity preachers seems to have been defined as only an “ocean of energy that we may tap as often as and whenever we please.”
  In the language of Rudolf Otto, the mysterium tremendum
 is not to be found in this setting.  But a question can be raised whether the mysterium can be found in the management of money?

Another dangerous quality of the prosperity gospel is that it is developed outside the parameters of the universal church.  Copeland’s exegesis of Matthew 18:19-20, “Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them,” has failed to see that this passage is imbedded in the discipline of the church.  While the two believers could be husband and wife,
 the key to the exegesis of this passage is that when there is a problem in the body of believers, a gathering of Christians is required to deal with the internal problem.  Probably the greatest failure of the prosperity preachers is the failure to operate within the body.  The critical apparatus of the church with its structure of correction has been subverted by these people who seek to be independent of the challenges that would be brought to bear against their ideas.  Their failure to understand the original languages, to deal with the historical narrative of the church, or to be responsible to a knowledgeable body of believers has resulted in a doctrine that should be anathematized by the church as heresy.  It is ironic that Copeland desires to encourage all to “discipline everything you do, everything you say, and everything you think to agree with what God does, what God says, and what God thinks!”
  It is unfortunate that Copeland’s form of discipline has been internalized to personal meditation with the result that the gathered church has no mechanism of correcting him.


Television

One of the principle ways that the prosperity propounders have circumvented the discipline of the church universal is through their effective means of Christian broadcasting.  The expression ‘Christian broadcasting’ [itself] strikes at the heart of the central Christian belief that ‘the word became flesh.”
  With television relying on money and the economic factors that revolve around the industry, Weber theory of rationality comes into play.  For Weber “there is rationalization of mystical contemplation, that is of an attitude which . . .  is specifically irrational, just as much as there [is] rationalization of economic life.”
   “It is appropriate and legitimate to apply the concept to both revivalism and the electric church.”
  The message of the gospel must be fit within the parameters of television.  The clock becomes the guide, the editing room is the dogma and director becomes the high priest.  Everything must be rationalized, scripted and presented for maximum impact.  Yet the principle of rationalization requires a measurement for determination of effectiveness.
  The most appropriate means of judging efficacy in the case of the prosperity preachers is money and the most effective method to obtain money is via television to appeal to uncritical Christians who agree with the goal to proclaim the gospel but are unaware of the damage to the universal church that is occurring in front of their eyes.  

Money and the Meaning of Life

There is at least one area that Copeland is correct.  He elevates the value of money for the church by attempting to raise the purposefulness of giving.  He relates, “My wife and I write our tithe checks, hold them before God, and take the time to pray over them.  Our money then becomes a tool used in worshipping God.”
  Jacob Needleman in his work titled Money and the Meaning of Life has developed concepts about money that force us to raise the consciousness of money in the life of the post-modern Christian.  Although Needleman would fit nicely in the Schleiermachian school of Christian thinking, he raises pertinent issues for all Christians.  

The economist John Kenneth Galbraith has described American society as “based not only on the satisfaction of desire, but on the creation of desire.”
  But the society that we now live in has exceeded simple desire.  The desires that have been created by our market economy have created an addiction in the consumer,
 an addiction within Christian and non-Christian alike.  And these addictions have become the mechanism that “define our sense of identity.”
  To assuage these addictions we need a medium of exchange, money.  In many the addiction is money for the home, money for the inheritance, money for the business, money for the numbers in a money market fund or simply money with no other end point.  The self-serving whirlpool of economic resources is focused on the ego.  But it is important to learn from Needleman that “the ego invents itself out of money
” while something he defines as the ‘true self’ is that which “is not act of the mind or the emotions or the physical body.”
  A question that needs to be asked is what is the true self in the Christian?

While Americans are often called “greedy materialists,” the true picture is that they locate their “sense of self in the automatic, logical mind”
 and it is there that money has great impact.  The prosperity teachers are feeding on this innate sense of the American psychological makeup.  The problem is that rational is only a portion of the “complex category of ‘holiness,’”
 since the non-rational also has “its own roots in the hidden depths of the spirit itself.”
  The rational desire to obtain wealth necessitates an absorption in “a part of ourselves that cannot experience God.”
  But what is money?

When the coin of antiquity is examined, on many of the earliest Hebraic examples from the intertestamental period
 are found the symbols of religion on one side and the symbols of authority on the other.
  Coins became tools to assist in interaction of unbarterable goods while “helping man to remember his dependence on God.”
  A tension develops in the realization that money must be understood in the spiritual life if it is not to overwhelm the spiritual life.  This tension was expressed by Jesus in Matthew 22:21, “Give therefore to the Caesar the things that are the Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.”  Money is for effective relationships, a method of reconciling disparate elements.  But there arises a challenge for the Christian, a challenge to “face the money question without disappearing into it or running away from it.  We must take money seriously.”
  There arises a challenge for us to force the economic life to serve the spiritual aspirations without being subverted by it.  There must be the recognition that money is logically used to buy goods that effectively provide a feeling but this logic and these feeling only serve the ego, they marginally affect the self and they certainly cannot affect the mysterium.  Yet a purchase is more often an emotional event than a rational decision.  We therefore use money as “an emotional expression in our lonely society. . . . the principle means of human communication in [our]society.”
  Like any emotional problem, money can be used as a drug, a substitute of “external reconciliation for an internal confrontation of forces.  It can solve problems where what is needed is the experiencing of questions.”
  

The dilemma in the church is that whereas the church could provide a place for money to be an effective form of worship with its relational qualities and therefore a window on the mysterium, it has failed as it often only provides the rational, the budgets, the ‘needs,’ or the plans.  The church needs to learn from Brother Copeland that money has a place in the spiritual life of the congregation.  Money must always remain a transactional medium and not the object of desire for the Christian.  But the challenge for the church is to allow this medium the opportunity of being a living part of the body, not controlled by it but aware of its power in this world. 

A new definition of poverty is developing in our society.  People who have obtained everything, experienced everything, done all that money can buy realize that at the end of it all they “have everything and are nothing.”  These are the new poor, this is poverty.  A new sense of satisfaction needs to be developed in this society, a satisfaction in the contradictions of life.  The recognition in the tensions of living are healthy and not to be minimized with the spent dollar offering solace and comfort but in reality distorting the healthy balance of living.  The edges need to be sharpen not blurred.  “The first practical step that an individual can take to free himself from the thrall of money is not to turn away from it, but to take it seriously, to study himself in the very midst of the of the world of money, but to study himself with such diligence and concern that the very act of self-study becomes as vivid and intense as the desires and fears he is studying.”
  The church likewise must study the effects of money in the midst of the body.  The same critique of the individual has something to offer the church.  Offer the prescription of a new building, sound system or pastor, something that can be defined in economic terms, misses the reality of a spiritual deficit within the body that requires spiritual medicine. 

One of the evident features of the prosperity gospel is the individualism that it engenders.  Money allows a person to feel autonomous and self-sufficient.  Individualism creates an illusion that there are no interior or exterior forces that impinge on the individual.  In reality there are a myriad of both.  The Christian community is a gathered group of believers that are dependent on each other.  Without the community there is no church with a spiritual relationship that not only relies on the vertical relation of Creator and creation but also the interplay that occurs within the very human body of believers.  Self-sufficiency breeds pride, a virtue that is castigated by every teaching of the Christian faith.  “Pride is the self-imagining it does not need to breathe the air of God.”
  Money, the source of infinite pride, in this community must recapture the sense of love that was felt with Paul’s gift to the poverty-stricken in Jerusalem.  Money is often given in the church when the object is so distant that there can be no feeling in the giving.  The giving must have the sense of aiding the needs of others, especially those other Christians in need.  How many churches have become aware of the financial destitution of their own members so that there can be effective financial ministry?  When money is used in this capacity then the feeling that will be developed is the feeling that Jesus knew would result when the Golden Rule is followed.

When a circular logic is employed that creates a quid pro quo relationship between the Creator and the creation then the only result is the degradation of the Creator to the status of the creation.  The prescription by Rudolf Otto in his book The Idea of the Holy needs to be rediscovered.  The rational and the non-rational have their distinct place in the individual but they must retain their distinctions.

By the continual living activity of its non-rational elements a religion is guarded from passing into ‘rationalism.’ By being steeped in and saturated with rational elements it is guarded from sinking into fanaticism or mere mysticality.

There is a careful balance that must be realized.  Christianity allows this harmony but each side must be allowed to flourish.  

Conclusion

The major tenets of the  prosperity gospel must be rejected by all Christians.  Prosperity theology arrived at the point where God and mammon shook hands and realized that they had been on the same side all along.
  The distinction between God and money must be maintained.  There is a spiritual element in people that cannot be invented or molded by money that sits in opposition to the ego.  Yet the intensity of money’s effect on the ego must be recognized and subjugated.  Only when money is understood and controlled by the Christian can a state of health return to the church.  The prosperity preachers were wrong in their analysis that God promises us that we will prosper but Wesley continues to be right when he says that the Christian who lives the Christian life with frugal diligence may become rich.  It can only be hoped that the spiritual dimension found in the community of believers seeking God will find a meaningful expression even if there is wealth in the house of God. 
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