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In the issue of the International Reformed Bulletin for Jan./April,
1966, an article written by A. Troost[TROWST, not TRUEST] ap-
peared, “Property Rights and the Eighth Commandment.” Troost,
the article informs us, is a professor of social ethics at the Free Uni-
versity of Amsterdam, and as such he seems to be representative of
an increasingly large number of Dutch Reformed scholars who
claim to be building upon the foundation laid down by Herman
Dooyeweerd. It is my belief that the basic implications of Troost’s
essay are ultimately antinomian, and for this reason it deserves an
extended analysis.

The problem which faces the Christian scholar in the area of
social philosophy is a very great one: he must make an attempt to
outline policies for social reconstruction that are in accord with the
biblical framework, and at the same time he must make use of a vast
quantity of scholarship which has been produced by non-Christian
thinkers. In other words, he must acknowledge that common grace
has enlightened the unregenerate scholar to the extent that some of
his endeavors may be useful to the Christian, but at the same time
the Christian must sift and choose from this scholarship in the light
of Reformed, biblical standards. Clearly, it is not a simple task, and
some errors are bound to creep into the work of even the most
careful Reformed thinker. Yet part of the heritage of the Reforma-
tion is the rejection of perfectionism, and the fact that some errors
are inevitable does not relieve us of the task of working out the impli-
cations of our Christian position.

The Bible, in short, is absolutely fundamental in this work of
social criticism. Without it, the Christian is left without a basic
frame of reference by which he can evaluate the various proposals
for social change. Bearing this in mind, the reader may be able to
understand my hostile reaction to Troost’s starting point: “As we saw
in section 12, the Bible does not provide us with data, points of
departure or premises from which to draw logical conclusions rele-
vant to modern society’s socio-economic problems, including prop-
erty relations” (p. 32). The question immediately arises: By what
standard are we to evaluate the validity of any particular political or
social proposal? If, as Christians, we cannot approach the special
revelation presented in the Bible in the hope of finding our standards
for social action, then where are we to go? It is Troost’s position (and
the position of many of his fellow Calvinist scholars) that the Bible
gives us no data, no concrete recommendations, by which we can
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judge political programs; the task of ushering in the Kingdom of
God is apparently to be accomplished without the guidelines of
special, concrete revelation.

Nevertheless, Troost can assert that “The message of the Bible
reveals something to us!” What is it which the Bible reveals? It gives
us the story of the coming kingdom, of “the re-establishment of all
things, to the total reconciliation, liberation and renewal of life by
the person and work of Jesus Christ through his cross and resurrec-
tion.” Even more than this, “The cross and the resurrection promise
to our practice of property relations a complete liberation from the
powerful grip of the sins of injustice and lovelessness” (p. 32).

Apparently, there are standards of “injustice and lovelessness.”
What are they, the Christian must ask, and where do we find them?
So far, all that we know is that the Bible cannot provide them, at
least not in the socio-economic realm. Troost reaches an impasse at
this point. He has proclaimed a vague pietism in the name of Re-
formed scholarship. Unless he can find concrete standards of judg-
ment that are somehow self-evident and eternally valid apart from
the Bible, he leaves us without any basis for decision-making.

In spite of the fact that he has eliminated the Bible from the
realm of social affairs, he now refers back to the book of Acts: “These
first Christians did not abolish property, nor yet the means of pro- .
duction (e.g., landed estates). No, they put ownership and property
rights back into the place where they belong, back into their proper
function. ‘Not a man of them claimed any of his possessions as his
own, but everything was held in common’ (Acts 4:32) . . .” (p.33).
Two preliminary observations should be made with regard to the in-
terpretation of this passage. First, the decision to enter into such
common ownership was voluntary, and anyone was permitted to
hold his private property out of the common stock (Acts 5:4). Peter,
in other words, proclaimed the right of private ownership as a
perfectly legitimate Christian practice. Second, it is also relevant
that the Christians in Jerusalem were expecting the fulfillment of the
prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem (Luke 21:20ff.), and any
application of the early church’s practice of common ownership
should be interpreted in this light. In times of social catastrophe (and
in times of the confiscation of property by the State), it may be a wise
decision for Christians to hold some common property, especially
property which is mobile and easily hidden. But is it a general law?

The real issue, however, goes much deeper than either of these
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two criticisms. Troost argues from this passage in the following man-
ner: “Thus did the practice of this church confirm the preaching of
the gospel with signs and powers. Property relations were set free
from their natural self-willed self-assertion and employed for loving
service of God and neighbor” (p. 33). Now what are we to conclude
from all of this? The Bible, Troost has argued, does not give us any
“data, points of departure or premises from which to draw logical
conclusions relevant to modern society’s socio-economic problems,
including property relations.” Nevertheless, we are now told that the
early Christians “put ownership and property rights back in the
place where they belong,” and Troost obviously expects us to take
this example seriously. But on his grounds—on the presuppositions
upon which he began his analysis —why should we pay any attention
to what the early church did? Troost wants us to make an application
of the church’s practice in today’s world, but why should we, if the
Bible is not relevant to present-day economic and social problems?
Does he mean that we should create a society in which property is
held in common (socialism) and yet at the same time believe that we
are not living under socialism (since property, he says, was not
“abolished”)? The whole argument is vague, but it appears that this
is Troost’s conclusion. If it is not, then I do not understand what he is
talking about.

He refers to the fact that the early church “did not abolish prop-
erty, nor yet the means of production (e.g., landed estates).” Private
property was preserved in the sense that it was not sold to the State,
true enough. They sold some of their fixed assets to non-Christians
and deposited the wealth in the common treasury. They also gave
some of their other goods directly to the Christian community. But
this means that in order to follow their example in our day, we must
sell our goods to unbelievers, thus making ourselves perpetual wage-
earners and salaried laborers. It means that as private individuals,
we can no longer own fixed capital goods like land and especially
machinery. We are to become, in other words, a sort of huge Chris-
tian co-operative movement, at best employed by each other, but
more probably employed by the unregenerate world. And if we are
not to draw such conclusions, then why did Troost bring up the sub-
ject in the first place? Either it is a concrete example to be followed,
or else the whole incident is irrelevant. Again, we can admit that
under social conditions comparable to those faced by the early
church, something like this might be necessary, but as a prescription
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for all eternity it seems silly, especially in light of the fact that Peter
did say that a total contribution to the common treasury was not re-
quired. Since Troost does not think that the Bible provides us with
concrete data concerning economic affairs, it does not seem logical
for him to bring up the matter at all. If he means simply that Chris-
tians should, on occasion, be willing to give up some of their private
wealth to the Christian community, then he has not said very much.
Troost then mentions the fact that “the New Testament is not so-
cially revolutionary” in the eyes of some Christians. He says that the
New Testament, at least on its surface, “does not radically condemn
the situation in which its authors preached and wrote” (p. 33). It
even accepted slavery as an institution, as Paul’s epistle to Philemon
indicates. Troost realizes that the New Testament is, in this practical
sense, profoundly conservative —it did not attack directly the social
fabric of Roman society. This disturbs him, and therefore he returns
to his old theme: “It would, however, be entirely at variance with the
spirit and intention of the gospel, with the Message, if from the
above we were logically to draw up socio-economic conclusions
which would then have to be applied in practical politics. Not a few
Christians perpetuate in this way an economic and political conservatism.
The same goes for progressivist-socialistic conclusions from biblical
‘data’ . . .” (p. 34). Common property in Acts 4:32 is somehow rele-
vant today; conservative elements in the Bible are not. He reasserts
himself once again: “The biblical message of the kingdom of God
does not directly address itself to the betterment of human society
which includes, among other things, property relations. But, to be
sure, it does indeed affect them!” To be sure of what? How does it
affect them? In his answer, Troost arrives at a position of total anti-
nomian mysticism: “In order to exercise our property rights in every-
day life in the right manner, and to handle our possessions before the
face of God in a way pleasing to him, nothing less is required than the
merciful intervention of God, from above, through the Holy Ghost.
Unless regenerated, common sense will change nothing. Renewal
must come from the top down; it will not come up by itself from the
bottom. Our natural reason can achieve nothing here” (p. 34).
Consider what Troost is saying. The Bible, he has said, does not
provide any concrete data—no applicable kind of special revelation
—in the area of economic and political affairs. Yet he is also saying
that “Our natural reason can achieve nothing here.” Not only is there
no special revelation in social affairs, there is no general revelation
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on which we can rely. And so we must sit quietly and wait for the
mystical intervention of the Holy Spirit to guide us in all of our pri-
vate community decisions; God has seen fit to leave us without any
concrete standards in such matters. This, I am compelled to con-
clude is antinomianism. It is strangely like the mystical brand of
Christianity that is called Penielism. I am unable to see how it is
even remotely Reformed.

This does not mean that Troost has no recommendations for the
contemporary world. Naturally, he does not derive them from the
Bible, and apparently the “common sense” of the unregenerate world
has given him no aid. In fact, he does not specify any source for his
recommendations. Nevertheless, he is able to conclude that “It is
part of our religion to engage whole-heartedly in the battle for a just
distribution of income (nationally, but also internationally, through
foreign aid), for just property relations, and for a just economic
order. It is part of our religion because we are called to it by Him
who gave his life for this world . . .” (p. 35). Unfortunately, he does
not specify which sphere of life is involved here. Does he mean merely
that the church should give private charity (a teaching made explicit
by the Scriptures), or does he mean that as Christians we are obli-
gated to promote the political projects of land redistribution and for-
eign aid sponsored by our civil governments? If he means simply pri-
vate charity, then he is saying nothing new. If he means public proj-
ects of political coercion, then he must show us on what grounds
such a conclusion is justified; certainly the Bible teaches no such doc-
trine, and even if it did, Troost does not accept the Bible’s testimony
in such matters.

He goes on: “T’he World Council of Churches itself is sponsoring
a study on a large scale dealing with society and social problems, in
connection with which a book is to appear entitled The Theological
Foundation of a Christian Social Ethics. Unfortunately it appears to me
that historic Reformation Christianity (‘Calvinism’) is not making
much of a contribution to this study and reflection” (p. 36). Naturally,
the World Council can engage in such activities; it is a humanistic
organization which is not bound to work within the framework of
limits established by the Bible. It has no difficulty in producing all
the humanistic, secular documents that it wants to distribute. But
given the presuppositions which Troost holds, that the Bible offers
no concrete social proposals, and that “common sense” of the fallen
world is equally helpless in aiding the thinker in his work, how could
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we possibly hope that “historic Reformation Christianity” would
make any contribution? Troost denies the only two foundations
upon which such contributions can be made: concrete special revela-
tion on the one hand, or natural revelation granted by God in com-
mon grace. We are left without standards. Troost offers us a classic
example of the truth proclaimed by the late C. S. Lewis: we castrate
our men and then bid them to be fruitful.

Finally, we are told this truth by Troost: “However, it is plain, in-
evitable, and imperative that in our society more and more limita-
tions be put on private property rights by social law and economic
law, both in the domain of public law as well as in private commun-
ity law such as internal industrial law” (p. 39). There is absolutely
nothing in Troost’s essay that would indicate that such a requirement
is either plain, inevitable, or imperative. Troost does not seem to be
aware of the fact that he is inserting conclusions made by modern,
secular socialists and Marxists into his essay, and that he is doing it
in the name of “historic Reformation Christianity.” It is possible that
he does not mean that socialistic legislation is increasingly im-
perative, although his language certainly implies this. The reason
that it is not possible to say for certain what Troost means is that he
stops at this point and refuses to elaborate! He gives no examples of
concrete cases, and he offers us nothing to show where such limita-
tions on private property are needed.

Troost has attempted to destroy the biblical foundations of con-
servatism (and, he meekly asserts, of socialism), yet he then pro-
ceeds to make what is inescapably a highly socialistic pronounce-
ment in the name of Christianity. Worst of all, he then uses the “dis-
claimer” approach, so that he will not have to elaborate: he modestly
says that he is unqualified to go on. “Here the theologian must stop,
for we landed in the thick of concrete socio-economic problems. As a
theologian I was allowed to go beyond sections 16 and 18 where I tried
to sketch the task of the church and her preaching with respect to our
subject. But now I too have come to the limit of my own com-
petence; beyond this I am not qualified to speak” (p. 41). Troost is a
professor of social ethics at the Free University of Amsterdam, and
in this capacity he has denied the possibility of concrete biblical reve-
lation in aiding us in our task of Christian social reconstruction. Yet
beyond this, he says, he is not qualified to speak. He adds, of course,
that we must promote some undefined “economic justice,” increase
foreign aid, and put even more restrictions on private property in an
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already frighteningly socialistic era. It is as if a professor of engineer-
ing were to tell his Dutch students that the dikes should be blown up,
but in regard to any substitute for them, he protests that he is not
qualified to speak.

He criticizes conservatives thusly: “One of the causes giving the
church a conservative mentality —and the same holds for Christian
social organizations —can be that her members keep on thinking in
traditional, outdated concepts” (p. 39). But in destroying the only
possible foundation for concrete Christian alternatives to such “out-
dated concepts” (i.e., concrete biblical revelation), Troost leaves the
Christian world with nothing but mysticism. He offers us in the
name of historic Reformed Christianity the whole amorphous,
planless, interventionist ethic of the Dutch economy. It is a decision
made on the basis of his personal preference, yet proclaimed in the
name of God’s kingdom; he denies, nevertheless, that those pro-
nouncements can be based upon the special revelation of the Bible.
In short, Troost’s conception of Christian social ethics is without foun-
dation, either from the point of view of the Scriptures (which he re-
jects as a source of data concerning social affairs) or from the point of
view of modern economics and politics (which is based upon the
logic of the unregenerate world, which he also rejects). Yet because
this system is totally without a foundation, we are expected to accept
it as “modern” and “Christian,” and not part of some “traditional,
outdated” world. Because it is without roots, we Christians are to call
it our own.

The magnificent theoretical criticism of secular thought which
Dooyeweerd began has been eroded away. Dooyeweerd cut the in-
tellectual foundations from under all secular thinkers, but Troost
and other Calvinists who stand with Troost are unwilling to replace
their secular foundations with concrete scriptural examples and re-
quirements. They have left themselves without any foundations at
all. But even this is not quite true, since men cannot think or speak
without some foundation. Troost and those who support him have
brought back the teachings of the secular world (and, more specific-
ally, the socialist secular world) in the name of Dooyeweerd. That
such antinomianism in the social spheres can be considered a part of
the Reformed heritage testifies to the loss of the Puritan vision in the
modern world.
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Troost’s Response

In the issue of International Reformed Bulletin which published my
critique of Troost’s essay (October 1967), Troost was afforded an op-
portunity to reply. His response was titled, “A Plea for a Creation
Ethic.” I have waited long enough to respond to his attempt to escape
my criticisms. The reason why I am bothering to respond at this late
date is that I am trying to point out the flaws in a certain kind of ap-
proach to economics. Troost was never a significant figure in the de-
bate, either in the U.S. or in Holland, but several of his arguments
and slogans have appeared in recent “liberation theology” books,
even though it is highly unlikely that any prominent liberation theo-
logian has ever heard of Troost. It is the so-called “climate of opin-
ion,” ¢specially left-wing neo-evangelical opinion, which is the focus
of my concern. This climate change began to appear in the
mid-1960’s, and Troost was one small gust in the hurricane of error.

One thing annoys me exceedingly. I see Christian scholars who
adopt phrases such as “creation law” or “creation ethics,” yet they re-
fuse to affirm their commitment to a literal six-day creation, with
24-hour days, hours being measured as we measure them today
(give or take a few nanoseconds per day). In short, they wrap them-
selves in the language of biblical orthodoxy, and then they climb in
bed with the evolutionists. They reject explicit biblical laws in the
name of a vague “creation law,” and then they reject the six-day crea-
tion in the name of some sort of vague age-day hypothesis, or “frame-
work” hypothesis, or whatever the latest “creative evolution” buzz-
words are in evangelical academic circles. They believe in neither
the biblical doctrine of law nor the biblical doctrine of creation. They
are, in short, hypocrites. We need to understand this from the begin-
ning. They are compromisers. Their self-appointed task is to deceive
the faithful.

Troost begins with the standard response: “In the preceding arti-
cle of Mr. Gary North there is what appears to me to be a misunder-
standing that is as serious as it is tragic.” This is the old “misunder-
standing ploy.” Then he goes on to demonstrate that I understood
him only too well.

He rejects my accusation that he is an antinomian. Then he ap-
peals to his defense of the cosmonomic idea to prove that he is a good,
law-abiding Dutch Calvinist Christian. In short, he appeals to his
membership in the school of Herman Dooyeweerd, the Dutch Cal-
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vinist philosopher. This, he supposes, should relieve the fears of his
Dutch audience. Understand that his reply was first published in the
Dutch Christian newspaper which had run a translation of my criti-
cal essay. His essay and mine only later were published in the Inter-
national Reformed Bulletin.

Dooyeweerd’s Antinomianism

My response is straightforward: Dooyeweerd was an antinomian, too.
This is why his thought was immediately adopted by a group of radi-
cal Christians who used his philosophical system to defend the idea
of Christian medieval guild socialism, or worse. The “Toronto
School” of neo-Dooyeweerdians was, from the mid-1960’s onward
until it began to fade in the early 1970’s, at the center of an anti-
capitalist revival. They broke new rhetorical ground that Ronald
Sider and other non-Dutch liberation theologians later travelled
over. These neo-Dooyeweerdians were subsequently superseded on
campus by the neo-evangelicals, but they held very similar ideas.
The heart of their critique against the West and the United States in
particular was that the West was built in terms of free market compe-
titive capitalism, _

Dooyeweerd never publicly broke with his radical North Ameri-
can followers. Thus, they have been able to wrap themselves in the
flag of the “cosmonomic idea” school of philosophy, for whatever that
is worth. (Outside of very tiny Calvinist intellectual circles, primar-
ily Dutch, it is worth nothing.) At best, this is not much of a protect-
ive covering, since from the beginning, Dooyeweerd’s system was
successful only as a negative critique of humanists who proclaimed
neutrality. It was unquestionably a brilliant and detailed critique of
this pretended autonomy, but Dooyeweerd was from the beginning a
dedicated antinomian, meaning a critic of Old Testament law in
New Testament times. He could build nothing positive precisely
because his system is strictly a negative critique.! It is revealed as
another brand of natural law-common ground philosophy whenever
it is used to construct a positive program. Ironically, he and his disci-
ples believed that they were forever destroying the intellectual foun-
dations of all natural law, common ground philosophies.

I was privately arguing along these lines as early as 1965. Subse-
quently, Dooyeweerd’s essay in the collection of essays edited by

1. H. Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, 4 vols. (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian & Reformed, 1953-58). Pronounced: DOUGH-yeh-vehrd.
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E. R. Geehan, Jerusalem and Athens: Critical Discussions on the Philosophy
and Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til (Presbyterian & Reformed, 1971), re-
vealed just how hostile he was to biblical presuppositionalism. He
replied to Van Til’s criticism of his work as not going far enough in its
confrontation with “natural law” doctrines. He, too, used the same
old tactic: “. . . you have misunderstood what I mean . . .” (p. 74).
No, Dr. Van Til understood precisely what Dooyeweerd meant—a
magisterial accomplishment, given the frequently obscure nature of
Dooyeweerd’s verbiage. (I agree entirely with Nash’s observation re-
garding Dooyeweerd: “Good thinking is never complimented by and
should not be accompanied by poor communication.”?)

Dooyeweerd’s system is a collection of philosophically empty “self-
attesting” boxes (categories supposedly derived from logic, not the
Bible) into which anyone can pour any content whatsoever. This is
especially true of the political and economic categories. Nash is cor-
rect: “Apart from his presupposition that the cosmos is a divinely cre-
ated world order, it might be objected that his law spheres are only
fabrications of his own mind.”3 Most of his followers have poured so-
cialism and antinomianism into these empty boxes. In fact, I con-
tend that it was the very emptiness of Dooyeweerd’s categories which
attracted his followers—and his verbiage, which they have devel-
oped into an art. (Doubt me? Take a look at almost any book pub-
lished in Canada by Wedge Books.)

Van Til put his finger on the problem when he wrote that “the en-
tire transcendental method hangs in the air except for the fact that it
rests upon the fullness and unity of truth accepted on the authority of
Scripture.”* Dooyeweerd’s system hangs in the air because it does
not begin with the presupposition of the necessity and adequacy of
biblical revelation for all philosophical inquiry. In short, argued Van
Til, either you start with the Bible as your standard, or you begin
with man’s mind as the standard. You will inescapably end up with
whatever you began with presuppositionally. Dooyeweerd’s whole
system does not begin with the self-attesting authority of the Bible.

2. Ronald H. Nash, Dooyeweerd and the Amsterdam Philosophy: A Christian Critique of
Philosophical Thought (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1962), p. 105.

3. Ibid., p. 104.

4. This criticism appeared in the little-known syllabus by Van Til, Christianity in
Conflict, Volume II, Part 3, “Biblical Dimensionalism,” a 59-page, single-spaced cri-
tique of Dooyeweerd and the Amsterdam school. Anyone who would like a photo-
copy of this essay can order it from Geneva Ministries, 708 Hamvasy, Tyler, Texas
75701: $10.
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Therefore. . . .

Dooyeweerd was upset by this “therefore.” Yet his response shows
perfectly well how accurate Van Til’s criticism had been. He categor-
ically denied that any critique of humanism’s presuppositions should
begin with a confession of Christian presuppositions: “. . . this tran-
scendental critique is obliged to begin with an inquiry into the inner
nature and structure of the theoretical attitude of thought and exper-
ience as such and not with a confession of faith. In this first phase of
the critical investigation such a confession would have been out of
place” (p. 76). He begins with the autonomous mind of man. This is
why Dooyeweerd was a scholastic in his methodology, despite his at-
tempt to refute all medieval scholasticism by means of his critique.
He shared humanism’s methodological presuppositions concerning
the obligation of good, rational men to begin debating without any
reference to the Bible and the God who wrote it. Dooyeweerd’s use of
a non-biblical concept of the “heart” was the very heart of his human-
ism and antinomianism.? Van Til’s response to Dooyeweerd’s essay
returns to his original theme, namely, that Dooyeweerd had given
away the presuppositional case for biblical truth by his methodologi-
cal starting point. ‘

Troost argues that he had written his dissertation against the an-
tinomianism of situation ethics. The question is: Did he simply sub-
stitute another brand of antinomianism? My answer was (and is),
“Yes, he did.” Either you affirm revealed biblical law as a permanent

5. It is not simply that Dooyeweerd’s exposition is incomparably verbose and
filled with jargon; it is that it is devoid of revelational content, including biblical law.
But Van Til was not concerned about Dooyeweerd’s implicit antinomianism; he was
concerned about the lack of biblical content for Dooyeweerd’s philosophical categor-
ies. Sadly, Van Til was himself almost as weak on the question of biblical law as
Dooyeweerd was. He was not a theonomist, which is why he was always unwilling
to promote publicly the writings of Rushdoony, and why he expressed reservations
in private concerning Rushdoony’s approach — and, by implication, the approach of
the whole Christian Reconstruction movement. Rushdoony was taking Van Til’s
presuppositionalism into areas that made Van Til nervous; Van Til carefully avoided
topics outside of traditional apologetics. Christian Reconstruction did not exist in a
finished outline in 1971, when Jerusalem and Athens was published; not until Rush-
doony’s Institutes of Biblical Law appeared in 1973 did the capstone of the system ap-
pear. Van Til was always enthusiastic about Greg Bahnsen’s apologetics, but he re-
mained judiciously silent about Bahnsen’s Theonomy in Christian Ethics (1977). Van
Til's writings were necessary for the creation of the Reconstruction movement (pre-
suppositionalism), but not sufficient (biblical law). In this sense, the Reconstruc-
tionists have criticized Van Til in much the same way as Van Til criticized Dooye-
weerd: he did not go far enough in his adherence to biblical revelation.
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standard,® or you affirm humanistic laws, of whatever variety. It is
this radical dichotomy which humanists, dispensationalists, and
Dooyeweerdians prefer not to accept. It is their common ground.

Troost’s Jargon

The heart, mind, and soul of the Dooyeweerdian brand of hu-
manism can be seen in the following paragraph in Troost’s response.
Be prepared for the usual incoherent jargon; Dooyeweerdians are in-
capable of writing, either in English of Dutch, without this jargon. It
serves them as “ink” serves the escaping squid: a cover which hides
them from their attackers.

As for so-called social ethics, let me explain it in the following way: The
question of what justice is in the concrete case and of what love to my
neighbor means, cannot any longer be viewed as a metaphysical ‘given’ — as
all forms of idealistic ethics suggests. However, the content of justice and
love in the concrete case hic et nunc is not found literally in the Bible as a
recipe for all time. But here the biblical-a[p]riori of faith in the divine crea-
tion order must function in the philosophical and social investigation. In so
far as this has in broad lines and outline form led to preliminary results in
the philosophy of the cosmonomic idea, this philosophy has shown that in
the concrete giving of form to justice and love cultural-historical basic pos-
sibilities and the regulating function of faith always play roles in a nor-
mative way (p. 54).

Got that? Let me assist you. First, there are Troost’s “pre-
theoretical presuppositions”:

1. T am a member of a church which believes in
the Bible.

2. If the elders suspect that I do not believe in
the Bible, I might get myself excommunicated. This
would not be good; it would take away my influence.

3. I teach in a humanist institution, so if I go
around talking about the eternal standards of bib-
lical ethics, I might get fired, and I would unques-
tionably be ridiculed. This would also not be good.

6. Greg L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of God’s Law Today (Tyler,

Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1985).
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4. IfI adopt a lot of Dooyeweerdian verbiage, I
can get out of my dilemma. After all, he got out of
his.

We are now ready for a translation of the verbiage:

1. There are no eternal standards of right and
wrong.

2. The Bible does not literally speak to concrete
historical situations in terms of fixed ethical stand-
ards because there are no fixed ethical standards ap-
plicable to concrete historical circumstances.

3. There is a “creation order.” It is an empty box.
Into it I am entitled to pour anything that appeals to
me, as a respectable, tax-financed intellectual.

4. The “cultural historical basic possibilities” tell
me how much socialist drivel I can get unsuspecting
Christian laymen to swallow in the name of Jesus.

It should be clear why Troost and the cosmonomic idea enthusi-
asts have had no influence anywhere outside of a very restricted cir-
cle of Dutch readers. Dutch-Christian intellectuals respect academic
scholarship, especially pseudo-Germanic scholarship, almost to the
point of idol worsip. They frequently model their writing style after
German pagan scholars. Herman Ridderbos’ orthodox book, Paul
(1975), is a good example. Dooyeweerd and his followers have fallen
into the Germanic verbal bog. Their style is best described as a form
of verbal constipation. They are enmeshed in verbiage which cannot
be translated into English, let alone translated into action. They
have no consistent economic program. They just have verbiage.

Troost can wax incoherent—he thinks he is waxing eloquent —
promoting jumbled economic programs that are borrowed from
modern Keynesian socialism, but to what effect? He is unable to
distance himself from the run-of-the-mill political liberalism of our
era. He is worse than speechless; he is a motor-mouth. Noise keeps
coming out, but nothing principled. His program will be swallowed
up in the flux of historical change. He offers nothing uniquely Chris-
tian, uniquely socialistic, or uniquely anything positive.
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Do I exaggerate? Am I unfair? Judge for yourself:

A detailed elaboration of this is not given in my essay. I did cite certain
results: i.e., that we, under the guidance of what we learn in Holy Scrip-
ture, must see and experience our earthly property rights as relative both in
regard to God as well as in regard to our fellow men. In other words, in our
‘unraffling’ we have to maintain a religious distance, or, as it is better phrased,
as not possessing our possessions (I Corinthians 7:29-31). However, one
cannot deduce from this religious basic attitude any concrete right of prop-
erty, as many ‘progressive theologians’ think they can do. This can be done
neither in civil property rights, nor in public government rights, nor yet in
rights of private enterprise. These concrete and temporal relations of justice
lie on the niveau [?] of our temporal earthly life in which that which is con-
cretely just hic et nunc and that which is love for neighbor in concreto is co-
determined by the normative social, economical and other principles.
These principles are not—as the natural law tradition thinks— given as posi-
tively formulated prescriptions but must be searched out from the complex
normative structures of the situation (p. 54).

Do you remember the story of the king who was led by his own
vanity to buy a set of “invisible clothes” by a bunch of “con artists”?
Then he went out in his new clothes to lead a parade. No adult in the
awe-struck crowd would admit that the king was stark naked.
Finally, a little boy asked his father why the king was wearing no
clothes. His father saw the light, and yelled, “The king has no
clothes!” The king’s vanity was given a decisive blow by the howls of
laughter that followed the innocent lad’s remark. Dooyeweerd, for
all his competence in exposing the myth of neutraljty in humanists,
philosopher by philosopher, was the self-deceived victim of his own
academic pride. He adopted a non-biblical starting point—a refer-
ence point devoid of biblical content, which he called the “heart”—
and he also adopted humanism’s hostility to biblical law. So have his
followers. Troost is a good example. I prefer to serve as the little boy
for the petrified crowd of Dutch Calvinists who stand in awe of the
Dooyeweerdian verbiage, and who seem incapable of saying out
loud: “These academic con men are naked!”

Conclusion

Troost feels inhibited by Mosaic law. So do all sinners. But in-
stead of repenting, and calling for the reconstruction of society in
terms of God’s law, Troost rejects biblical law. It is not normative in
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his system. “What is normative is the ethical-religio basic attitude of early
Christianity, because this is required everywhere in the great love
commandment of the Bible, including the Mosaic legislation” (p.
56). A man can get away with murder in the foggy mists of the “ethico-
religio basic-attitude” of any religion or philosophy. But Troost does
not want to get away with murder. He wants to get away with guilt-
manipulation: “But in this Bible history we have to do with a_fundamen-
tal religious attitude of christian mentality which must be ready every day
and under al/ circumstances to make a happy and voluntary renuncia-
tion of money and goods on behalf of those who are in need . . .” (p.
56). Under all circumstances? How are we to know when? These pro-
ponents of progressive taxation and opponents of the 10% tithe never
tell us—the better to manipulate us.

Troost’s original essay is irrelevant. It was irrelevant in 1966, and
it is irrelevant today. It was simply symptomatic of a crisis in West-
ern civilization. Those who should be preparing an intellectual and
moral framework for comprehensive reform along biblical lines have
joined the enemies of Christ, and have marched in the parade of
statism. Why? Because they hate biblical law -more than they hate
humanism. This, above all, constitutes the crisis of twentieth cen-
tury Christianity. Christians have dressed themselves in the rags of
humanism and have imagined themselves in robes of splendor.

Update: 1985

I have included this appendix in order to call the reader’s atten-
tion to a type of economic analysis which has become extremely pop-
ular since 1966. There is almost nothing in Troost’s essay which was
not implicit or explicit a decade later in Ronald Sider’s Rich Christians
in an Age of Hunger. The argumentation is almost identical: moralis-
tic, vague, guilt-inducing, statist, and explicitly antinomian.
Troost’s essay is an example of a genre which has become the stand-
ard fare in neo-evangelical circles, whether in The Other Side, Sojour-
ners, or some other pro-State, pro-enforced wealth redistribution
magazine published in the name of Jesus.

What should also be apparent is that my response in d966 is
almost identical in approach to David Chilton’s response to Sider in
Productive Christians in an Age of Guili-Manipulators. The emphasis is on
the specific revelation of God in the Bible, especially in Old Testa-
ment law. Troost’s rejection of biblical law and of the whole concept
of Bible-based blueprints for economics is exactly the line pushed by
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Sider, Evangelicals for Social Action, and the other neo-evangelical
liberation theologians.

It is clear why Troost and his neo-evangelical clones are so hostile
to the idea of biblical blueprints: the Bible unquestionably promotes
free market institutional arrangements. This is why the three other
authors in Clouse’s book, Wealth and Poverty: Four Christian Views of
Economics (InterVarsity Press, 1984) all agreed that the Bible must
not be appealed to with respect to specific social and economic insti-
tutional arrangements, and why my essay kept returning to the
theme of the ethical requirement of abiding by Old Testament prin-
ciples. I was derided in the symposium for appealing to the Book of
Deuteronomy (p. 66). Anyone who has read Deuteronomy should
understand why I was derided: it promises economic and other ex-
ternal blessings to societies that conform to the external require-
ments of Old Testament law.

In short, the terms of the debate have not changed in two dec-
ades, nor are they likely to change in the next two hundred years.
The issue is clear: God’s word or man’s word, God’s law or man’s
law, God’s blueprints or man’s blueprints. Take your pick. Or as Eli-
jah put it, choose this day whom you will serve. It is clear enough to
see who serves God in this century, and who serves Baal. It shows
even in the mundane academic discipline of economics.
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WHAT IS THE ICE?
by Gary North, President, ICE

The Institute for Christian Economics is a non-profit, tax-
exempt educational organization which is devoted to research and
publishing in the field of Christian ethics. The perspective of those
associated with the ICE is straightforwardly conservative and pro-
free market. The ICE is dedicated to the proposition that biblical
ethics requires full personal responsibility, and this responsible
human action flourishes most productively within a framework of
limited government, political decentralization, and minimum in-
terference with the economy by the civil government.

For well over half a century, the loudest voices favoring Chris-
tian social action have been outspokenly pro-government interven-
tion.  Anyone needing proof of this statement needs to read Dr.
Gregg Singer’s comprehensive study, The Unholy Alliance (Arlington
House Books, 1975), the definitive history of the National Council of
Churches. An important policy statement from the National Coun-
cil’'s General Board in 1967 called for comprehensive economic planning.
The ICE was established in order to challenge statements like the
following:

Accompanying this growing diversity in the structures of national life
has been a growing recognition of the importance of competent planning
within and among all resource sectors of the society: education, economic
development, land use, social health services, the family system and con-
gregational life. It is not generally recognized that an effective approach to
problem solving requires a comprehensive planning process and coordina-
tion in the development of all these resource areas.

The silence from the conservative denominations in response to
such policy proposals has been deafening. Not that conservative
church members agree with such nonsense; they don’t. But the con-
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servative denominations and associations have remained silent

because they have convinced themselves that any policy statement of

any sort regarding social and economic life is always illegitimate. In

short, there is no such thing as a correct, valid policy statement that

a church or denomination can make. The results of this opinion have been

universally devastating. The popular press assumes that the radicals

who do speak out in the name of Christ are representative of the

membership (or at least the press goes along with the illusion). The
public is convinced that to speak out on social matters in the name of

Christ is to be radical. Christians are losing by default.

The ICE is convinced that conservative Christians must devote
resources to create alternative proposals. There is an old rule of
political life which argues that “You can’t beat something with
nothing.” We agree. It is not enough to adopt a whining negativism
whenever someone or some group comes up with another nutty eco-
nomic program. We need a comprehensive alternative.

Society or State

Society is broader than politics. The State is not a substitute for
society. Society encompasses all social institutions: church, State, family,
economy, kinship groups, voluntary clubs and associations, schools,
and non-profit educational organizations (such as ICE). Can we say
that there are no standards of righteousness— justice —for these
social institutions? Are they lawless? The Bible says no. We do not
live in a lawless universe. But this does not mean that the State is the
source of all law. On the contrary, God, not the imitation god of the
State, is the source.

Christianity is innately decentralist. From the beginning, orthodox
Christians have denied the divinity of the State. This is why the Caesars of
Rome had them persecuted and executed. They denied the opera-
ting presupposition of the ancient world, namely, the legitimacy of a
divine rule or a divine State.

It is true that modern liberalism has eroded Christian orthodoxy.
There are literally thousands of supposedly evangelical pastors who
have been compromised by the liberalism of the universities and
seminaries they attended. The popularity, for example, of Prof.
Ronald Sider’s Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, co-published by
Inter-Varsity Press (evangelical Protestant) and the Paulist Press
(liberal Roman Catholic), is indicative of the crisis today. It has sold
like hotcakes, and it calls for mandatory wealth redistribution by the
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State on a massive scale. Yet he is a professor at a Baptist seminary.

The ICE rejects the theology of the total State. This is why we
countered the book by Sider when we published David Chilton’s Pro-
ductive Christians in an Age of Guilt-Manipulators (3rd edition, 1985).
Chilton’s book shows that the Bible is the foundation of our eco-
nomic freedom, and that the call for compulsory wealth transfers
and higher taxes on the rich is simply baptized socialism. Socialism is
anti-Christian to the core.

What we find is that laymen in evangelical churches tend to be
more conservative theologically and politically than their pastors.
But this conservatism is a kind of instinctive conservatism. It is not self-
consciously grounded in the Bible. So the laymen are unprepared to
counter the sermons and Sunday School materials that bombard
them week after week.

It is ICE’s contention that the only way to turn the tide in this nation is
lo capture the minds of the evangelical community, which numbers in the
tens of millions. We have to convince the liberal-leaning evangelicals
of the biblical nature of the free market system. And we have to con-
vince the conservative evangelicals of the same thing, in order to get
them into the social and intellectual battles of our day.

In other words, retreat is not biblical, any more than socialism is.

By What Standard?

We have to ask ourselves this question: “By what standard?”’ By
what standard do we evaluate the claims of the socialists and in-
terventionists? By what standard do we evaluate the claims of the
secular free market economists who reject socialism? By what stand-
ard are we to construct intellectual alternatives to the humanism of
our day? And by what standard do we criticize the social institutions
of our era?

If we say that the standard is “reason,” we have a problem:
Whose reason? If the economists cannot agree with each other, how
do we decide who is correct? Why hasn’t reason produced agreement
after centuries of debate? We need an alternative.

It is the Bible. The ICE is dedicated to the defense of the Bible’s
reliability. But don’t we face the same problem? Why don’t Chris-
tians agree about what the Bible says concerning economics?

One of the main reasons why they do not agree is that the ques-
tion of biblical economics has not been taken seriously. Christian
scholars have ignored economic theory for generations. This is why
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the ICE devotes so much time, money, and effort to studying what
the Bible teaches about economic affairs.

There will always be some disagreements, since men are not
perfect, and their minds are imperfect. But when men agree about
the basic issue of the starting point of the debate, they have a far bet-
ter opportunity to discuss and learn than if they offer only “reason,
rightly understood” as their standard.

Services

The ICE exists in order to serve Christians and other people who
are vitally interested in finding moral solutions to the economic crisis
of our day. The organization is a support ministry to other Christian
ministries. It is non-sectarian, non-denominational, and dedicated
to the proposition that a moral economy is a truly practical, produc-
tive economy.

The ICE produces several newsletters. These are aimed at in-
telligent laymen, church officers, and pastors. The reports are non-
technical in nature. Included in our publication schedule are these
monthly and bi-monthly publications:

Biblical Economics Today (6 times a year)
Christian Reconstruction (6 times a year)
Dominion Strategies (12 times a year)

Biblical Economics Today is a four-page report that covers eco-
nomic theory from a specifically Christian point of view. It also deals
with questions of economic policy. Christian Reconstruction is
more action-oriented, but it also covers various aspects of Christian
social theory. Dominion Strategies is a two-page question-and-
answer format newsletter. Readers submit questions, and half a
dozen or more are selected each month.

The purpose of the ICE is to relate biblical ethics to Christian ac-
tivities in the field of economics. To cite the title of Francis
Schaeffer’s book, ‘““How should we then live?”” How should we apply
biblical wisdom in the field of economics to our lives, our culture,
our civil government, and our businesses and callings?

If God calls men to responsible decision-making, then He must
have standards of righteousness that guide men in their decision-
making. It is the work of the ICE to discover, illuminate, explain,
and suggest applications of these guidelines in the field of economics.
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We publish the results of our findings in the newsletters.

The ICE sends out the newsletters free of charge. Anyone can sign up
for six months to receive them. This gives the reader the opportunity
of seeing ‘““what we’re up to.” At the end of six months, he or she can
renew for another six months.

Donors receive a one-year subscription. This reduces the extra
trouble associated with sending out renewal notices, and it also
means less trouble for the subscriber.

There are also donors who pledge to pay $10 a month. They are
members of the ICE’s “Reconstruction Commattee.”” They help to pro-
vide a predictable stream of income which finances the day-to-day
operations of the ICE. Then the donations from others can finance
special projects, such as the publication of a new book.

The basic service that ICE offers is education. We are presenting
ideas and approaches to Christian ethical behavior that few other or-
ganizations even suspect are major problem areas. The Christian
world has for too long acted as though we were not responsible citizens on earth,
as well as citizens of heaven. (“For our conversation [ citizenship] is
in heaven” [Philippians 3:20a].) We must be godly stewards of all our
assets, which includes our lives, minds, and skills.

Because economics affects every sphere of life, the ICE’s reports
and surveys are relevant to all areas of life. Because scarcity affects every
area, the whole world needs to be governed by biblical requirements
for honest stewardship of the earth’s resources. The various publica-
tions are wide-ranging, since the effects of the curse of the ground
(Genesis 3:17-19) are wide-ranging.

What the ICE offers the readers and supporters is an introduc-
tion to a world of resporisibility that few Christians have recognized.
This limits our audience, since most people think they have too
many responsibilities already. But if more people understood the
Bible’s solutions to economic problems, they would have more
capital available to take greater responsibility — and prosper from it.

Finances

There ain’t no such thing as a free lunch (TANSTAAFL). Some-
one has to pay for those six-month renewable free subscriptions. Existing
donors are, in effect, supporting a kind of intellectual missionary
organization. Except for the newsletters sent to ministers and
teachers, we ‘“clean” the mailing lists each year: less waste.
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We cannot expect to raise money by emotional appeals. We have
no photographs of starving children, no orphanages in Asia. We
generate ideas. There is always a very limited market for ideas, which is why
some of them have to be subsidized by people who understand the power of
tdeas — a limited group, to be sure. John Maynard Keynes, the most in-
fluential economist of this century (which speaks poorly of this cen-
tury), spoke the truth in the final paragraph of his General Theory of
Employment, Interest, and Money (1936):

. . . the ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they
are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly
understood. Indeed, the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who
believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are
usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who
hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scrib-
bler of a few years back. I am sure that the power of vested interests is
vastly exaggerated compared with the gradual encroachment of ideas. Not,
indeed, immediately, but after a certain interval; for in the field of eco-
nomic and political philosophy there are not many who are influenced by
new theories after they are twenty-five or thirty years of age, so that the
ideas which civil servants and politicians and even agitators apply to cur-
rent events are not likely to be the newest. But, soon or late, it is ideas, not
vested interests, which are dangerous for good or evil.

Do you believe this? If so, then the program of long-term educa-
tion which the ICE has created should be of considerable interest to
you. What we need are people with a vested interest in ideas, a commit-
ment to principle rather than class position.

There will be few short-term, visible successes for the ICE’s pro-
gram. There will be new and interesting books. There will be a con-
stant stream of newsletters. There will be educational audio and
video tapes. But the world is not likely to beat a path to ICE’s door,
as long as today’s policies of high taxes and statism have not yet pro-
duced a catastrophe. We are investing in the future, for the far side
of humanism’s economic failure. This s a long-term investment in in-
tellectual capital. Contact us at: ICE, Box 8000, Tyler, TX 75711.



