DECODING MAMMON – MONEY AS A DANGEROUS AND SUBVERSIVE INSTRUMENT

Foreword

by Canon Peter Challen

Chair of the Christian Council for Monetary Justice (UK)

IT IS WITH DEEP relief that I recommend this manageable study of the place money has taken in the human psyche, mind, and economy. It is manageable, while still making reference to many of the most important studies of and observations on the matter of money across many centuries, and pointing to its bearing so ominously on our societal problems today. It brought immediately to mind a sentence that has haunted me throughout the current world crisis of confidence: "A contradiction lies at the heart of the great sadness of our civilization that by using money we turn the world into it"

Since 2008 those concerned to examine, on the basis of escalating evidence of things going awry, and somehow to change the dominant money/ credit system in the Western economy, have been "overwhelmed with insurmountable opportunities," to quote Charlie Brown, that "main street" philosopher. Many assume there will be incremental changes on the return to societal sanity, others believe deep-rooted changes in both human minds and in economic structures are required. But, in my understanding, these can and must work together, as a palliative to anguish, but also as a cure to the embedded and erroneous destructiveness of the system itself.

The arrival of this book, born of a toughly tested PhD thesis, for which hard, persistent research was undertaken over seven years, comes as an aid to the advance of inclusive justice. Let me explain.

An interdisciplinary study published in 1962 by a church-initiated commission in Scotland concluded that the monetary system is fraudulent. It received scant attention. The market economy was vibrant and it was assumed that its benefits would surely filter down throughout the system.
But a small human force to challenge and to seek for change was generated, which became the Christian Council for Monetary Justice (CCMJ). Its aspiration was to awaken people, secular agencies, and churches to the insidious evil of a system of money creation and distribution that relentlessly increased the rich/poor divisions of society at an exponential rate. The CCMJ focused its case around the compounding of interest beyond justifiable transaction fees, embedded in money creation by commercial banks, which ancient presentations of political economy—upheld by all the major religious traditions—spoke of with such suspicion. But that was just one aspect of the hold money was having over culture in its entirety, which this study shows to be so dangerous and subversive.

The CCMJ, led by laity, ignored by most ordained clergy, made little headway over fifty years against conscious and unconscious vested interests, in church, c city, or among the public in general—those for whom the developing; financial system brought remarkable material benefit or an unthinking belief that sooner or later it would. Many were the remonstrations within and beyond church membership about morals and values, yet few serious attempts to define structures perpetuating exploitative gains for a few at extended expense of the many.

The emphasis on personal salvation in an individualized society has led to the neglect of an enduring message—that the church is custodian of mutually just relationships and guidelines for conducting trade that are expressions of a universal vision of love.

Now this deep and wide survey of the relevant argument in the Christian tradition is to hand.  It serves to introduce a huge range of profound reflection on and deciphering of the intricate complexity of the long-evolving way money has turned matters of intrinsic worth in a fairly trading society into an unfathomable range of commodities with blind powers of exploitation.

We learn within it that neoliberal capitalism is premised on a materialist value system that penetrates the entirety of human life, commodifying everything from human life to the natural world in the service of maximizing a "good" defined largely in terms of material consumption. Yet this ethical system is responsible not only for the escalation of multiple global crises, but simultaneously for high levels of psychological illness and distress around the world. It is therefore a value system divorced from reality, at odds with human nature and with the natural world.
This book shows how this state is deplored in the vision of the kingdom of God — focused on right relationships with the planet and between all its people. Decoding Mammon reminds us that there is more about money and justice in the Bible than any other matter that touches all aspects of our daily lives. Unconditional love is the premise; the outcome, structures that are fair to all.
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“Decoding Mammon is an exposition of the negative assessment of money implied in Jesus' statement, "You cannot serve God and Mammon." On the basis of the theology enshrined in the Old and New Testaments and in the long-term tradi​tion of the church, it is claimed that problems associated with money do not arise simply from the way it is used, but from the nature of money itself. Despite the fact that money has enabled great economic development, and in contrast with the general consensus of governments, economists, and many theologians that money is either a positive or neutral instrument, the book seeks to show that money is a deeply flawed instrument, created by fallen human beings, and fash​ioned over the years to suit the interests of those in power rather than the needs of people in general. It is argued that money should only be allowed to operate within severe restrictions, and that any reformulation of the global economy as a result of the recent financial crisis needs to be based on this understanding.

"The financial system is out of control and wreaking havoc on societies across the world. Decoding Maminon's careful and comprehensive theological inquiry into money calls people of faith to look beyond conventional economic thinking to address the moral and societal consequences of our current, deeply unjust system. It is an invaluable resource for faith leaders."

ANN PETTIFOR  - Director of PRIME Economics, and co-founder of the Jubilee 2000 movement Author of The Coming First World Debt Crisis

"Reams have been published on the reasons for the 2008 crisis, asking all the questions except the ones that need to be asked: What is money? What has it become? Do we own it or does it own us? Decoding Mammon will take you into these questions, and the issues will look different as a result."

PETER SELBY - Formerly Bishop of Worcester Author of Grace and Mortgage

"In a world where the problems of the financial architecture of the past forty years push up suicide rates and threaten the fate of whole nations, Decoding Mammon is a welcome call for reflection on what we mean by money and what we should be doing about it."

TIMOTHY GORRINGE - St. Luke's Professor of Theological Studies, University of Exeter author of Capital and the Kingdom
PETER DOM I NY served as a missionary in Nigeria for fifteen years before pastoring two parishes in the UK. He is an Emeritus Canon of Chichester Cathedral.

RELIGION / Ethics
ISBN-13 978-1-60608 535-6 ISBN-10' 1 60608 535 2
Cover Design by Matthew Stock

WIPF and STOCK Publishers

Eugene, Oregon • www.wipfandstock.com
