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Biblical Economics and the 20%
And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every one of you to your family. … The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants.  Throughout the land that you hold, you shall provide for the redemption of the land.  
Leviticus 25:10, 23-24 (NRSV/BW7)

Ancient Israel’s constitution stipulated that no Israelite family would be allowed to remain in poverty in perpetuity.  Even if the family’s means of livelihood (land, tools, flocks, tents, clothes, labor) had to be sold in desperate times to prevent starvation and death (in the case of labor, we’re talking about debtor enslavement!), in the fiftieth year—the year of Jubilee—the creditor was commanded to give it all back.

These material goods never actually belonged to the creditor.  They belonged to God, with the creditor taking care of these things for a short time, until the needy family could get back on its financial feet.

The underlying principle in Israelite economics, which Jesus and the NT repeatedly affirmed, is that all of God’s people should have the opportunity and the wherewithal to provide adequately for themselves and their families.  Vast income disparity was frowned upon where the wealthy lived lavish lives and ignored the frantic plight of their poor neighbors, who suffered in body and spirit from the depredations of grim financial insufficiency.

If the Bible has any authority in this matter then, it seems to me that Christians should be working, both privately and corporately, to lift up “the least among us.”  In American philosophical rhetoric: we should be empowering people so that they can take part with the rest of us in the “pursuit of happiness.”

But is there really much need for this today?  Well, actually, more than you might think.  A recently published survey* by a couple of economics professors from Harvard and Duke shows that even reasonably informed people in our country (both conservative and liberal) do not appreciate how unevenly distributed wealth is in America.

For example, most respondents to this scientific survey said that in ideal circumstances, the wealthiest 20% of Americans would hold about 33% of the nation’s wealth.  They believed, however, that this cohort is in control of about 60%.  But in reality this highest quintile possesses more than 80%! That’s right: 1/5 of the people own 4/5+ of the wealth!

In regard to the other end of the financial spectrum, respondents said that in ideal circumstances, the bottom two quintiles (40%) of Americans would hold about 25% of the nation’s wealth.  They believed that this group was in control of about 9%.  But in reality the poorest 40% of Americans possess an amazingly miniscule 0.3%!  Let me say it again: 2/5 of the people own 1/3 of one percent of the wealth!  These folks “enjoy” an average net worth of $2,200.


Surprised?  I have to confess that I was shocked too.  And I’ve preached lots of sermons on sharing, charity, stewardship, economic justice, tithing, and the like!  Forget about the 1% vs. the 99%.  What about the 20% vs. the 40%?  (I’ll bet a fair number of us fit into the top 20% group.)


No wonder economists point out that the United States has one of the widest income-disparities of any of the great nations of the world.

And yet our beloved homeland is also one of the most religious (and Christian) nations in the world!


Go figure.



-Toby Holleman, Associate Conference Minister

 * Harvard Magazine, Nov-Dec 2011, p. 12f.
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