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Globalism and economics

When New York sneezes, London catches a cold. You could probably extend the image to: when Beijing coughs, the whole world catches pneumonia. Different aphorisms for describing the inter-connectedness of world stock markets.
It’s a relevant theme today as the US Government argues about its borrowing requirements, whilst the rest of us stand by fearful of an economic meltdown that would damage our pensions, our college investments, the work of charitable grant giving trusts, employment prospects for young and old alike. In other words it affects us all whether we are rich or poor, greedy or parsimonious. Russia and China, as well as London are telling the US politicians to stop posturing and make a decision. Church leaders may tut with moral indignation at the sins of global capitalism, but we all are implicated. It’s a bit like, Macbeth, who after murdering Duncan in his bed, was desperate to wash away his guilt, but considered even the oceans insufficient to rinse the blood from his murderous hand; he thought his blood-guilt would pollute the whole sea:

‘will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood
Clean from my hand? No; this my hand will rather
The multitudinous seas incarnadine,
Making the green one red.’
But the fact we are insiders in the matter of global capitalism doesn’t mean we have no right to speak. 
Here’s what Lowell Bryan and Diana Farrell wrote in 1996:

‘Increasingly, millions of global investors, operating out of their own economic self-interest, are determining interest rates, exchange rates, and the allocation of capital, irrespective of the wishes or political objectives of national political leaders.’ 

On Wednesday on TFTD, Giles Fraser tackled the issue of economic growth - the policy of borrowing more and more money to stimulate growth and thus grow your economy out of trouble. Isn’t there a basic flaw here. Can the world economy simply carry on growing? Surely there has to be a limit. Isn’t endless growing prosperity a mad delusion? Surely it’s just a question of when the bubble will burst. The earth’s resources will eventually run out – and we see this happening with fossil fuels. 

Giles said that he was instinctively suspicious of this because the fantasy that human beings can wipe away all their limitations is at the heart of what the Church means by original sin. 

Adam and Eve lived in paradise, but they wanted more, and in so doing destroyed the good that they already had.
In the nineteen seventies we had Schumacher’s book ‘Small is beautiful’ and John V Taylor’s ‘Enough is Enough’. Both foresaw our present day problems and advocated moderation, sharing, and mutuality. But human beings aren’t really like that. Instinctively we want to see ourselves flourish, if necessary at the expense of others. 
And, as I say, opting out to the moral high ground is not as easy as you might think. Our PCC, which of course I much admire, can get very agitated about our failure to recycle a few sheets of paper, and resolve that we should act with greater social responsibility, but will happily accept a substantial grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund – money obtained from the weekly punt of poorly paid citizens dreaming of winning a celebrity lifestyle. Perhaps we take the money...because it’s there...and maybe because we think we’re putting it to a greater use, into a symbol of seriousness and ultimate value. I take that position, although I squirm at having to display outside the Lottery Logo - of crossed fingers with that silly, kitsch smile.  

Similarly, I might not by Nike sports clothing because it is made in sweatshops by exploited workers, but I cannot so easily opt out of my pension, the investments made by my bank or my credit card company, my mobile phone company, or the exotic non-seasonal fruits in the supermarket fruit salad. It is hard, very hard, to opt out of the global economy and few of us, I suggest, would like it very much if we did. 

It’s natural for theological critics to see globalisation as a fertile soil for the growing of false gods. If you are a sporting type, you are likely to wear something with the Nike label whether you’re in Hong Kong, New York, or Mumbai. It’s a designer label gone global, signifying not so much good sports wear as ‘pure sporting transcendence’. Indeed, says theologian, Graham Ward, soon to be our Regius Professor of Divinity, corporate mythologies such as Calvin Klein and Versace, Starbucks and McDonalds have become parodies of Platonic forms. In my first sermon in this series I talked about the commodification of football; and that’s a good example. Manchester United means footballing ecstasy, whereas once upon a time it was a means of recreation and local pride for working men in the North West of England. 
Ward also suggests that ‘to be Global is to be divine’. And he cites celebrity – globalised figures: sports stars like Beckham, film stars like Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, royalty like the Cambridges. These are the saints of our age; the unifying figures, as in the case of the death of Diana or to a lesser degree this week of Amy Winehouse. But, he says, they ‘promote depthless logos with no connection whatsoever with what the Greeks and New Testament called the logos. He’s contrasting of course the superficiality of the Nike tick with the divine logos – the word of God – which, according to John’s Gospel, became incarnate in Jesus Christ. He’s contrasting ephemeral image making with ultimate meaning, depth and purpose. Is this what globalisation does to us?

I think it’s a slightly unfair caricature because there is also evidence that globalisation promotes depth and meaning by bringing together people of different experience and traditions in such a way as to force a creative tension. I bet everyone here knows more about Islam than they did ten years ago – and probably quite a lot more about evolution, or the big bang, or DNA.
A third theological comparison that Ward makes is between globalisation and the Christian tradition of the Second Coming of Christ, the Parousia, the rapture, as it’s known in America. Unlike those people trapped by birth and circumstance in the famine of the Horn of Africa, those of us who live in the globalised West have indeed never had it so good. In religion the Parousia was a coming time of perfection, and for those who are rich, this is a paradise. Indeed there are many in America who don’t worry about global warming or the population explosion or about debt crises because the end of time, they believe, is at our doorstep. 
So my quandary is whether to try to describe globalisation as a phenomenon in as objective a way as I can, or whether to attach a Christian critique to it, which can easily be superficially moralising. (e.g. PCC and recycled paper). Christianity’s ethics arise from a pre-modern perspective, but on the whole they have a universal significance – selflessness, generosity, purity of heart and all the virtues of the Sermon on the Mount. I don’t doubt that Christianity calls for a radically different approach, but it can easily be a bit of moralising ego trip for the preacher to apply it. This week I’ve been hearing speakers at the CS Lewis conference speaking in mournful tones about the ‘world we live in’ and eschatological shouting about the ‘challenge of the hour’. But they all flew here, they all stayed in en suite accommodation, they were all white. Christians have a way of pampering their consciences with oodles of faux indignation at the evils of the world, while indulging themselves in all the privileges globalisation has to offer. Always forgetting that God so loved the world. 

I think we have a real quandary: our instinctive religious conscience probably draws us towards moderation; yet we’re implicated in the failings of globalism, simply because they are global. It’s a bit like living in an air-polluted city – there is no other air to breathe.

But for all that, Christianity is a prophetic religion. That is to say, at its best, it plays the role of critical commentator, social conscience, even the fool (as in Shakespeare) who speaks the truth in the king’s ear. In this respect I have often quoted the Dean Inge of St Paul’s who in the 1930’s said in a sermon, ‘I hear talk of empty churches; I can think of churches that would be emptier if the gospel were actually preached in them.’ I.e. the gospel challenges our most basic assumptions and calls Christians to a life of self-sacrifice that few are willing to make – you only have to think of the rich young man in the gospels – sell all that you have and give to the poor then come and follow me. 

It is never an excuse to say, it wpn’t work so it’s just not worth trying.
