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f there is a challenge weighted by more I responsibility and beset by more uncertainty 
than that of world hunger, I am not aware of it. The 
possibilities of tragedy are so appalling, the political 
obstacles to solution so stubborn, the economic realities 
so complex, the future so unpredictable, and human 
moral potential so unpromising that one is tempted to put 
the tougher ethical questions aside and be content to 
preach the need for more charity. God knows we need 
more charity. But preaching charity does not finish the 
job of helping people understand their Christian obliga- 
tion in the face of the world’s hungry people. Mean- 
while, we cannot achieve moral responsibility by de- 
manding a better and simpler world in which to practice 
it .  Nor can we wait with ethics until we are wise enough 
to do it  well. In this light one ventures some observations 
on the duty of Christian people in  response to the grim 
reality of hunger in our world. 

In locating moral obligation i t  helps to be sure of the 
facts involved. In this case, however, the “facts” are 
often predictions of facts to come and predictions about 
how those “facts” will interlock with yet other predicted 
facts. No one can tell us for sure how all these “facts” 
are going to fit together in  the future. Thus we must be 
wary about our assumptions and tentative in our judg- 
ments. 

The most immediate and certain fact poses a starkly 
simple moral problem. An intolerably large number of 
people do not have enough toeat. Meanwhile, a minority 
of the human family live profligately and no doubt 
inequitably off the world’s limited resources. The moral 
question is simple: What is the duty of the full people to 
the hungry people, and how can they best do their duty 
now? Any moral response to this question depends on 
whose futurist script one finds the more credible. 

The script written by pessimists such as the Limits to 
Growth group is based on what appears to be the 
indisputable mathematical fact of exponential growth. 
The number of people in the world, the consumption of 
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resources, and the pollution of the earth are growing, not 
in  a steady line, but by frighteningly frequent doubling. 
Very soon, as disaster timetables go, the fact of 
exhausted resources will collide with the fact of an 
unimaginably large number of people who need them; or 
the fact of intolerable pollution will collide with the fact 
of our development of increased resources. We are, if  we 
go on growing, headed for a horrendous crash, in which 
millions will die and others will be reduced to a subhu- 
man grubbing for subsistence. 

The script written by the optimists is based on the 
confidence that past technological achievements make 
reasonable the promise that technology can solve our 
severest problems. Further, the optimists contend that 
we do not know whether we are nearing the end of the 
earth’s resources; all we know is that the resources we are 
accitsronted to using are limited. We do know that in the 
past need has been the mother of invention. With new 
methods, new sources of energy, new ways of recycling, 
and new patterns of consumption, those fantastic num- 
bers of tomorrow’s people cannot only be fed but live 
decent human lives. 

I believe it would be wrong to draw hasty implications 
from either script. If we conclude from the pessimists 
that we are at a hopeless impasse, w.e might resign 
ourselves to futility and so let life go on as usual until 
doomsday, glad, like Hezekiah, that disaster may be 
delayed at least unt i l  we are dead and gone. If .we 
conclude from the optimists that technology will find the 
way out, we might lapse into sanguinity and let life g w n  
as usual, thanking Providence for divine technology as 
we drive ourcars to the Saturday night steak fry. In either 
case we would be lettinginevitability-either of doom or 
progress-relieve us of a moral response. 

I suggest we act on the premise that the pessimists may 
be right in  their predictions if we goon as we are, but that 
the optimists are right in  urging that we do not have to go 
on as we are. Spaceship earth is not doomed to suffocate 
its passengers with noxious air while they starve for lack 
of food. Nor does it  have a guarantee from its Maker for 
inevitable security, not to say first-class comforts. We 
are sentenced neither to life nor death; we are sentenced 
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to use our wits and our wills to find the way to survival, at 
least, and perhaps even to a modicum of justice. 

Moral response can begin by focusing on a few 
familiar moral concepts and think of obligation in terms 
of each. I suggest three: justice, responsibility, and 
stewardship. Under justice I mean to ask mainly about 
thenature of our obligation. Under responsibility I mean 
to ask mainly about the scope of our obligation. And 
under stewardship I mean to ask mainly about the 
perfortnance of our obligation within the limits of our 
responsibility. 

he nature of our duty has to do with meeting T the clainrs of justice rather than bt i th  re- 
sponding IO the constraints of mercy. First, justice has a 
more adamant claim on our response; it compels us to 
respond to the cries of the hungry, not as pitiful pleas 
for magnanimity, but as rightful claims to what is com- 
ing to them. Second, justice has a broader claim; it de- 
mands not only that we respond to immediate need for 
help, but that we respond to the long-range demand for 
a rightful access to the world’s resources. Third, justice 
is more opfn to hardheaded calculation. Love is too 
easily answered by gestures of ad hoc generosity in  re- 
sponse to well-propagandized need. Justice urges us to 
seek ways to distribute the world’s resources as equita- 
bly as possible, to calculate ways to help people attain 
not only a handout for today but a dignified way to pro- 
duce their own foods tomorrow. Finally, justice requires 
us to think beyond private charity to public policy. 

There are, however, a few aspects of our situation that 
might make justice seem an unsatisfactory category. For 
instance, some of the plight of the poor seems to be 
attributable to the strange ways of Providence. The 
Creator distributed the limited resources of his finite 
world in unequal measures: some people were born in 
places rich with arable land on the surface and in sources 
of energy beneath i t .  We may wish he had put oil under 
the soil of every nation and created arable crusts 
everywhere. But we assume that those who live in the 
rich places have a God-given right to the resources of the 
places where he set them. That is, we assume that people 
who live in the Sahel have no claim on the resources of 
Iowa. Each group has a right only to the resources of the 
location where its members happen to l i v e - o r  were 
providentially placed. 

Another problem is that distributive justice is a con- 
cept usually applicableto states of affairs within a given 
political society. People do have certain claims, but only 
within the boundaries of their nation-state. To have 3 
right is to assume that someone, usually the state, is 
obligated and authorized to acknowledge that right. On 
whom can the starving people of Bangladesh make their 
claims for food and energy except on their government? 
I t  may be argued, then, that beyond their own nations the 
poor can only hold out empty hands for charity, not raise 
clenched fists for justice. I find those conclusions unac- 
ceptable. 

In the first place, while i t  was God’s doing to put oil 
under Saudi Arabia and fertile soil on Iowa, this does not 
mean that the oil is the absolute possession of Iranians or 
the fertile soil the absolute possession of Iowans. The 

one overriding fact about the human family of nations is 
that i t  is made of one blood to dwell on the face of one 
earth. The earth and its resources are the trust of that one 
human family. This biblical truth entails a broader scope 
for justice than is allowed by absolutizing the political 
divisions of nation-states. Starving people are earth- 
dwellers essentially and nation-dwellers accidentally. 
They are set off from us by ethnic and political accidents 
that are trivial compared to their oneness with us in 
humanity. This being true, they have a just claim on the 
resources we glibly call ours. 

This abstractly grand moral statement, however, runs 
into the hard fact that the world is divided into indepen- 
dent political entities, each claiming sovereignty over 
the resources found within its borders. Granting that the 
poor have a moral claim on them, someone must deter- 
mine what that claim is. Who shall receive how much 
when there is not enough for all? Ethics cannot calculate 
simply on abstract notions of justice; i t  has to find a way 
within the parameters of the existing situation. 

e might agree that two things are neces- W sary for minimal justice. First, the 
poorest people would have food enough to provide them 
with energy for a productive life. Secc.9,  they would 
have the opportunity to produce fooi for themselves 
and/or goods to exchange for food. ’v.. -7-  .ner this minimal 
goal is feasible may be debated. But we are surely 
obligated to strive for it. It  requires, obviously, two 
corresponding responses from the rich nations. One is a 
fairer distribution of the earth’s present supply of food. 
The other is help i n  the development of poor and 
dependent nations into more self-sustaining members of 
an interdependent world family. 

Achievement of this minimal but humane goal is 
stymied, we are told, by overpopulation in the poor 
nations of the world. Solutions to that problem may raise 
sticky moral questions for Christians. I say may because 
at least some of the questions are premised on uncertain 
predictions and debatable data. 
“ We are told that as long as poor nations go on 

multiplying their people they make distribution of re- 
sources to all of them impossible. So one question is how 
to get these nations to reduce their people production. 
Let us suppose that for understandable though lamenta- 
ble reasons their ,pt?‘ople do not freely choose birth 
control. Let us further suppose that no “benevolent” 
disaster reduces their population and that no rise in 
economic standards reduces their need for children. Is 
coercion the only means left? Can Christians approve of 
coercion to achieve birth control? Is there a single 
value-survival-that subordinates all other values? 

One problem with such questions is that they are raised 
generally, while the population problem is not general. 
Some nations, many in Africa, do not have too many 
people; some of them do not have enough. Some 
nations-South Korea, Taiwan, some states within 
India-are reducing population growth without political 
coercion. Nor is i t  at all certain that even highly popu- 
lated countries cannot feed their people in  the future, 
given the will and generosity of rich nations and the 
possibilities of technology. In the face of such uncertain- 
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ties we must not be pushed too fast into accepting a single 
value ethic that would approve of morally abhorrent 
means in order to achieve a desirable end. 

It is also argued that organizing massive labor- 
intensive systems in poor countries requires social plan- 
ning of which only monolithic and coercive power is 
capable. This means that tough, repressive, and undem- 
ocratic governments are needed to make poor nations 
more self-sustaining. But here again we are reducing 
morality to a single value-survival. And we are doing 
so in the face of uncertainty as to whether (a) i t  is 
required or whether (b) coercive governments are any 
better at getting food into people’s stomachs than other 
governments are. 

We should be very careful in giving answers to sticky 
problems when we are not certain that the problems are 
real. 

nother question in the ethics of world A hunger is whether Christian people ought 
to pressure their government to take action that could 
reduce the standard of living in the United States. The 
question is harder to answer than i t  may seem. Such 
pressure requires shifting priorities from private 
generosity to political action. Our government now gives 
development and relief aid to the tune of one-fifth of 1 
per cent of our GNP. Other nations give proportionately 
more. How much aid is needed is apparently hard to 
predict, perhaps as much as2 percent. This would mean, 
in effect, that we petition our government to force us to 
cut down rather significantly on our standard of living. 

A Christian sense for justice may intuitively accept 
this prospect, but i t  has moral risks. If we cut our 
production as a result of cutting our consumption, we 
may badly hurt poor people i n  our own country. And if 
we cut too much, we may be less able to share with the 
poorof other nations. The poorer we get, the more surely 
we will checkmate other people in their climb out of 
poverty’s cellar. At this point morality needs economic 
finesse. We have to find a way to reduce consumption 
without causing economic disaster. Our 6 per cent of the 
world’s population, we are told, uses 30 to 40 percent of 
the world’s primary resources. This seems obviously 
unfair. The ticklish question is how much we can reduce 
it  without stifling our own growth to the point where we 
become a former rich country, unable or unwilling to 
help the present poor countries. 

In our present ethical quandary two hideous metaphors 
have emerged: the lifeboat ethic and the principle of 
triage. Triage, i t  will be remembered, comes from the 
battlefield medical dilemma in which there is medicine 
enough for one person, but there are three injured men. 
One is likely to die even with medicine, another may 
survive without medicine, the third is likely to survive 
with medicine and to die without it. The third is treated. 
Following the metaphor, then, the rich nation, like the 
medic, has to choose the candidate for aid who has the 
greatest need and the best chance for survival. The 
lifeboat metaphor has a similar point. The rich nations 
and poor nations are likened to crowded lifeboats. The 
poor lifeboats are getting terribly crowded, and people 
are jumping or being pushed overboard. They want to get 

aboard the rich lifeboats. If we let them all aboard, ours 
will sink too, aid then everyone drowns. In justice we 
must select the few most likely to contribute to their own 
and our survival. 

Isolated from the realities they are meant todramatize, 
these metaphors serve to make an abstract point: Justice 
in a’world of limited resources and of limited good will 
and intelligence is apt to be imperfect at best and 
dreadfully harsh at worst. The achievement of relative 
justice requires hardheaded calculation between the ideal 
and the possible. Being fair to the many may sometimes 
mean being cruel to the few. But this is only interesting 
theory. 

“The Creator distributed the limited 
resources of his finite world in unequal 
measures.. . 7 3  

The analogies are in fact very poor, they distort rather 
than illuminate. Nations are not like lifeboats. Lifeboats 
sink, their passengers drown and can be conveniently 
forgotten. Nations do not sink, and they cannot be 
forgotten. Even if many starve, others survive to come 
back more needfully another day. In addition, the capac- 
ity of lifeboats is inflexibly limited. The capacity of 
nations is flexible. We can grow more food and so can 
other nations. (The United States’s production of wheat 
in 1975 was 20 per cent higher than ,1974’s record 
production.) 

Nor are nations like doctors and wounded soldiers. A 
doctor has the expertise and practice to diagnose a 
wounded man’s capacity for survival. Who in any rich 
country can claim the ability to predict another nation’s 
capacity for survival? Further, a doctor has the assumed 
moral authority to select one wounded soldier over 
another for treatment. Who gives the U.S. the same kind 
of moral authority? 

Beyond this, such metaphors are based on a question- 
able premise. They assume that a nation, at some 
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particular point, becomes a nation without a future. 
More, they assume that we, from far off, can know when 
a nation reaches that point. The presumption here is 
magnificent, for we do not even know when our own 
resources have reached the bottom of the barrel. 

Finally, the use of these metaphors is untimely and 
imprudent. They could seduce us  into acting as if our 
lifeboats were already overfilled and our medicine down 
to enough for one soldier. Under the guise of calculated 
justice they could beguile us  into horribly callous indif- 
ference and into using food as but another political 
weapon. Making judgments now on the basis of such 
apocalyptic parables is a little like trying to decide 
whether Armageddon is a justified war. 

So far I have tried to make three points. First, our 
obligation to the poor nations and their peoples is an 
obligation of justice. Second, the minimal goal of justice 
requires both a better distribution of resources and the 
development of poor nations as productive providers of 
food or of tradable products. Third, while in the abstract 
the conflicting claims of justice may require hard deci- 
sions to withhold aid from a few nations, we have not 
come, and possibly never need come, to the agonizing 
situation requiring such decisions. 

he moral category of responsibility is unlike T divine law; i t  does not imply that we know 
in advance what to do or that this is the one right thing to 
do. Unlike the search for virtue, i t  does not imply that our 
first concern is to establish ourselves as benevolent 
Christian persons. Rather, the obligation to be responsi- 
ble requires that we seek the best means among a variety 
of sometimes conflicting options. I t  assumes also that we 
are responsible only within the limits of our ability. 

There is the danger that we plead limits of responsibil- 
i ty to avoid accepting responsibility. Still, no individual 
should accept responsibility for everything. Our respon- 
sibilities are limited by the freedom and responsibility of 
other people. They are limited also by political and 
economic realities. Things that need doing depend upon 
the character, the competence, and the compassion of 
people whom we do not control. It is morally wrong to 
evade responsibility for the world’s hungry people. I t  is 
morally debilitating to accept more responsibility than 
we can bear. 

I must refuse to bear the burden of total accountability 
for the starving masses of the world. I do not believe that 
I am eating Bangladesh children when I eat hamburger 
instead of soybeans. I do not believe that I am stealing 
food from nomads in the Sahel when I drive my car to 
work. I do not believe that I am guilty for having been 
born here, nor that my wealth is simply loot stolen by my 
imperialistic society. I don’t believe these things about 
myself, and I think i t  brutal and demoralizing for 
impassioned moralizers to lay such unmanageable guilt 
on others. God does not ask us to bear responsibilities 
beyond our limits. This does not negate the claims of the 
poor on an equitable share of our resources. It does say 
that our accountability is limited by our power to grant 
their claims. 

There is also responsibility to future generations. 
Most of us gladly acknowledge responsibility for our 

children and grandchildren. But when we project into the 
distant future, it becomes increasingly hard to conceive 
or accept responsibility. Who knows what their needs 
will be? Who knows whether they will not benefit from 
technological breakthroughs we cannot foresee? 

From a biblical viewpoint responsibility for future 
generations is clear. The Old Testament in particular, but 
the New as well, has a very linear view of relationships. 
It may have been parochial to some extent, but it is clear 
that the biblical view of expansive human relationships 
was more temporal than spatial. Old Testament saints 
often seemed more concerned about how their actions 
would affect coming generations than how they would 
affect contemporaries who lived far off. The third and 
fourth generations were very real-and how people lived 
affected them. We need to revive that sense of responsi- 
bility to tomorrow’s children. 

While we do not know what all their needs will be, we 
may surely assume they will need food, fertilizer to grow 
it, clean air to breathe, and some of the unrenewable 
resources we are depleting too rapidly. We ought to be 
sensitive to the rights of the unborn. Even if we will not 
be around to face their judgment, the Christian assumes 
he will be judged by God as to whether he responded 
appropriately to them. 

The agonizing question is how our response to the 
needs of future generations can be balanced with our 
response to the needs of this generation. If we use large 
quantities of phosphate for growing crops in poor coun- 
tries, are we robbing the children to come? But can we 
face the prospect of doing less than we can to feed 
today’s children for the sake of tomorrow’s children, 
sacrificing today’s children for the unpredictable needs 
of tomorrow’s? Certainly i t  is morally unworthy to 
decide to sacrifice someone else’s children for the sake 
of the future when we know our own children will live. 

I suggest as a general principle that i t  is our obligation 
to care for the known needs of today’s children and that 
that obligation takes priority over the preservation of 
goods for the inheritance of the children of tomorrow- 
especially if tomorrow is A.D. 2500. The ideal solution, 
of course, would be to care for present needs with such 
prudence that we would not unduly risk harming future 
generations. But some risk may be necessary. 

Responsibility has limits, but it compels us to respond 
personally within our limits; i t  urges me to respond even 
when I sense that there is not much I can do effectively. 

We can expect government to be shortsighted and 
self-interested. We can expect that the grain industry is 
going to make bargains before i t  makes contributions. 
We can expect that the United States will not easily resist 
using food for political ends. We can expect that poor 
people, with no other security system, are going to go on 
producing sons as long as they are poor. And we can 
expect that our fellow rich people are not suddenly and 
freely going to change their lifestyles because pictures of 
famished children flashed on the TV screens. Our re- 
sponses will have to be made within these limits; and the 
responsible person will recognize them as limits even as 
he or she deplores them and tries to change them. While 
responses will be circumscribed, they can at least be 
fitting responses and not merely impassioned indict- 
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ments. We will ask what we ought to do when there 
obviously is not much we can do. 

ustice, responsibility, and, finally, steward- J ship. Stewardship is preferable to “life- 
style.” One sometimes feels morally drawn and quartered 
by urgent homilies that we make a “radical change inour  
lifestyles.” Talk about lifestyles has become the clichC 
of social ethics in the face of ecological and human 
crises. 

It is not surprising that moralists urge us to change our 
lifestyle. They paint a picture of people stealing grain 
from starving children as they devour beef that costs 
twenty times as much protein to produce as we get from 
it. They see us insanely making, repairing, storing, and 
using machines that devour precious fuel and that poison 
our atmosphere in the process. They see us wasting 
fertilizer on our lawns, our cemeteries, our golf courses, 
while people die because they haven’t the fertilizer to 
increase their crops. They see us using too much energy 
to keep too cool in summer and too warm in winter, and 
to get away from our stress driving off to pollute the 
wilderness with our big automobiles that consume yet 
more energy. 

Were it  not for the fact that our lifestyle seems to hurt 
people so badly, the moral judgment on our manners 
would be softened. We would still be corrupting our 
souls, perhaps, but that would be our private loss. We 
would still be making the world around us ugly. but that 
would be another kind of evil, an aesthetic one. But the 
moral guilt for hurting people is what hurts. No doubt the 
lifestyle most of us create out of the habits of our daily 
lives is indictable. 

But finally passionate moralisms about changing our 
lifestyle are simplistic, ineffective, demoralizing, and 
confusing. They are simplistic when i t  is supposed that a 
change in our lifestyle would send a lot more food to 
starving people. If I give up hot showers, ride my bike to 
work, eat soybean-filled hamburger, the fuel and food I 
save are not airlifted over to Bangladesh. The human 
family is not a litter of puppies all eating from a common 
dish. If I cut down on my consumption, and some others 
join me, it may just be that the grain bought will only 
force prices down with the classic effect that either less 
grain will be raised or the Russians will buy it more 
cheaply. This is the process. We may bewail the system, 
but the system is the only one we have at present. 

Such moralisms are ineffective in that people do not 
choose lifestyles in a single deliberate decision. Life- 
styles grow out of one’s spiritual perception of who he/she 
is and what he/she is here for, out of one’s awareness of 
hidher place in the world, out of one’s value system, out 
of one’s belief and faith. Moreover, lifestyle is inherited. 
It emerges out of the confluence of pressures from a 
particular community, and out of the symbols and 
metaphors that have become powerful bearers of mean- 
ing and purpose for the individual within that communi- 
ty. Thus, while lifestyle is a real enough thing, i t  is not 
something that people can make a single decision to 
change. 

Most peoplq likely find i t  demoralizing to be told by 
the zealous that they must change their lifestyles. They 

don’t know where to begin. They don’t know how to get 
out of their culture. They don’t have the spiritual energy 
to turn everything on its head and begin all over again. 
They don’t know how to carry on their vocations and yet 
adopt a new lifestyle. Yet they are haunted by the moral 
need to change their lifestyle. So they end up  pretty much 
as they were, only with a guilty conscience about some 
vague ideal they can neither define nor fulfi l l .  

“The earth and its resources are the trust 
of one human family. 7 7  

inally, the plea for change in lifestyle is F confusing. Consider two typical clichCs 
about changing lifestyles. We are told that we must 
identify with the poor and oppressed. Agreed. There is 
ample biblical evidence that God is on the side of the 
poor and the oppressed, that his program of redemption 
centers o n  their relief and liberation, that he promises to 
take up theircause (and we all wish he would hurry), and 
that in the incarnation he identified himself with the 
marginal and sinful of the world-with us all, in  short. 
But i t  is one thing for the Gospel of Christ to promise 
God’s siding with the poor. It is another thing for me to 
identify with them. 

Does identifying with the poor mean that I must 
become poor? If so, why? Would it help the poor if I 
became poor as they are? Would i t  help Sri Lanka if 
American society became as poor as i t  is? Does i t  help 
New Yorkers on welfare if the whole city goes bankrupt 
and everyone needs relief? 

And how are we to become poor? By selling our homes 
and giving away the equity? But then where shall we 
live? By subsisting on the poverty level set by the Bureau 
of Labor? Must I live a life of austerity, flattening out 
life’s peaks, dulling life’s luster, divesting life of vari- 
ety? Must I not send my children to college,’go on 
camping hips, wear some colorful clothes, and buy some 
good books? If I did become poor, would I create a 
symbol of my solidarity with the poor even if I did not 
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help them? For whom would the symbol work? Would 
the poor be impressed? 

Identity with the poor and oppressed must mean 
participation in their cause; their cause is to stop being 
poor and oppressed. In some places this could mean 
participdtion with them in revolutionary movements. I t  
may well mean, as I think i t  does, politicizing one’s 
efforts for the poor. But it  need not mean--’ in most cases 
i t  certainly does not mean-becoming poor. 

Similarly, we are urged to recapture the ideal lifestyle 
of simplicity. Simplicity, i t  is said, can help rescue our 
souls and at the same time advance a more just distribu- 
tion of wealth. To be sure, our lives are encumbered by 
our penchant for owning things. We have to store them, 
repair them, protect them, and even use them. And the 
more things we have to take care of, i t  is argued, the less 
time and spiritual freedom we have left for the things of 
God or the needs of neighbors. 

Well, it all depends. I grew up in a home where there 
was no telephone, no car, no radio, no bathtub, no hot 
running water. In  some ways life was simpler. But on 
Saturday night, when five of us had to take baths with 
water heated on a coal burner and carried to wash tubs 
hauled up from the basement, life was not simple. And 
when we all had to walk a few miles to church twice on 
Sunday through two feet of snow, life was not simple. 
And I know that the circumstances that kept us from 
having life-encumbering gadgets did not leave us free for 
prayer, fellowship, and human concerns. Transfer the 
picture to modern Los Angeles, and we know that things 
would get infinitely more complicated and not simpler i f  
we tried to do without a car, a telephone, and running hot 
water. If everyone tried, we would be ruined. 

Relatively few have the imagination and the freedom 
to change their lifestyles to any real degree. Those in a 
position to revolutionize their styles by joining com- 
munes and the like are usually younger people, with 
limited vocational commitments, and with no or few 
dependents. I am impressed that many who claim to have 
accepted voluntary poverty don’t live all that differently 
from the way I do. Those who do make radical changes 
are people whose vocations leave them quite free- 
writers, editors, artists-not people whose vocations are 
tied to institutions. And even these few usually find it 
impossible to make a permanent thing of i t .  

he better and more biblical image for moral T persuasion is the category of stewardship. 
Of ceurse, the concept of stewardship has been called the 
seedbed of the capitalistic consumerism we are trying to 
transcend. But its strengths should not be overlooked. A 
steward is a caretaker, not an owner. Every man, aware 
of it  or  not, is only a caretaker of God’s property. His 
legal right to property is a mere expediency, arranged in 
God’s providence so that the property might be the better 
cared for. The right, in  the deepest sense, is contingent 
on the quality of the care. For the rest, legal property 
rights are cultural contingencies with no sacred value. 
Taking care of property is, as are all God’s arrange- 

ments, people-directed. The resting of the land, the 
forgiving of debts, the year of Jubilee in  the Old 
Testament are signs and witnesses that the earth is the 
Lord’s and is given for the sake of the human family (Ex. 
23:10, 1 1 ;  Gen. 25: 2-24; Deut. 15: 1-3; Ps. 24: I ,  2). 
The crucial criterion of caretaking is the effect one’s care 
for property has on persons in the human community. 

The vocation of stewardship obligates people without 
legislating them. There is no blueprint with categorical 
rules that apply universally. “ I t  is required of a steward 
that he be faithful” (I Cor. 4:2). But faithfulness is 
measured by response to the changing needs and con- 
tingencies of life. No one can know in advance what his 
or her caretaking may demand. 

Then too stewardship obligates people within their 
providentially given place. It does not shove us into 
pursuit of a romantic ideal of communal and agrarian 
simplicity. It compels us who are managers of business, 
managers of households, managers of classrooms, or 
whatever we take care of, to live responsibly with the 
goods entrusted to us in the place and circumstances 
where we are. Stewardship obligates people concretely. 
This paycheck and this portfolio and this factory at this 
time in rhis place are what we must make this decision 
about. 

Stewardship also obligates people to take prudent 
care. We must be wise as well as faithful. It may be, as I 
suspect i t  is, that prudence dictates something other than 
reckless austerity or a rush to simplicity. Wisdom calcu- 
lates all the angles. For instance, if we let concern for 
ecology, particularly aesthetic concern, dominate our 
policies, we may end up assigning a permanent role of 
poverty to many. It may be that within the limits set for us 
by the competing needs of the world we will be better 
stewards if we find new modes of consumption rather 
than merely reduce consumption. We may have to 
produce and consume new kinds of things. fewer 
machines and less meat, but more books and more 
clothes and more growing things. In any case, we will 
have to be wise in the way of stewardship within a 
consumer economy that we cannot easily change. 

Finally, stewardship is exercised politically; we are 
stewards of thepower we have to affect common policy. 
The power we have, limited as it is, can be exercised by 
lobbying for national policies geared to the encourage- 
ment of development in poor nations. In some cases this 
may go against our immediate interest, but stewards of 
power can use power against immediate self-interest for 
the sake of larger justice. As stewards we are called on 
to cope with problems we cannot solve. The future will 
not be decided only by calculations of the most prudent 
means of achieving relative justice, certainly not by 
political and technical decisions. It will be decided by the 
spiritual power of people to cope with reduced resources 
for living and at the same time to be responsible to people 
far away and far ahead of us. The way to even the barest 
minimum of what global justice requires is likely to get 
more and more tangled. The human prospect may be- 
come very grim. But responsible stewards continue to act 
in the hope of hastening the day of God’s new creation, 
when justice shall be finally and fully realized. 


