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BIBLICAL PLURALISM AND ECONOMIC ORDER

The word “powers” IS plural It could also be translated
“authorltles.” There IS not a single earthly sovereignty to
which men are required by God to give full allegiance, but
multiple earthly sovereignties. This perspective has been
basic to Protestantlsm since  the begmnmg,  although the
Roman Cathollc theory of the “two swords’’– Church and
State – clearly broke with the statist notions of Classical
Greek and Roman cwlllzahon. Harvard legal scholar Harold
Berman has commented: “Perhaps the most distinctive
characteristic of the Western legal tradition is the coex-
wtence and competition wlthm the same community of

~ dwerse jurwdlchons and diverse legal systems.  It ,S this
plurallty of jurlsdlctlons  and legal systems that makes the
supremacy of law both necessary and possible. Legal
pluralism orlgmated In the differentiation of the ecclesiasti-
cal pollty from secular polltles. The church declared its free-
dom from secular control, Its excluswe jurisdiction m some
matters, and its concurrent jurisdiction in other matters”

 [Harvard University Press, 1983], p. 10).
It IS reasonable to argue that the Protestants’ most im-

portant contrtbutlon  to the social theory of the West was their
refinement of the Christian and medieval wew of multiple
sovereignties and therefore multiple hierarchies. No man E
an island. No man IS responsible to any single mstttutlon,
either. There is no chine  right of kings, who owe allegiance
onlj  to God. There IS no divine right of cltlzens, who owe
allegiance only to God, There IS no dlwne right of the free
market. There is no divine right of any earthly institution.
Each is under God; none E completely independent of all
the others.

<: This legal pluralism is one of the sources of Western lib-

{ erty. But note: Western legal pturahsm was not a self-
conscious pluralism of law-orders, but a pluralism of human
mstltuttonal sovereignties under a single law-order, God’s
law. The absolute sovereignty of any human mstltutlon IS
denied by such a doctrine. it was canon law which broke
decisively with any doctrine of the unitary State. As Rush-
doon y has noted in his book, 
(Thoburn Press, [1969] 1978):

To understand the Imphcatlons  of canon law, It IS
necessary to realize that ancient soctety  was unitary,~
and H had a single, wslble, human sovereignty, It was
totalitarian in practice and In faith A vmble ‘dwlne”  au-
thority governed the whole of Ilfe and admllted the ex-
istence of no Independent order, For the anclenl  state,
the uncontrolled was the enemy  Neither man nor any

of his activities and institutions possessed any free,
uncontrolled, or independent domain wherein the
state had no junsdlction.  The sovereignty of the state
meant that man was the creature of the state and en-
tirely its subject.

But Biblical faith asserted instead the sovereignty
of God and the ultlmacy of HIS decree and law, so that
man, the state, and every institution were under God
and His law. Instead of the sovereign state providing
the overall shelter for all things, the sovereign God is
that over-lord, and all of man’s institutions are directly
under God and His word. Instead of a mediatorial
state, Christ IS man’s mediator. The Bible provides a
legal mandate for the institutions, and the state is the
ministry of justice, and the church the ministry of the
word and the sacraments. The family is under God’s
law, as w agriculture, commerce, science, education,
and all things else. NeKher the church, nor the state,
nor any other Institution has a legitimate overall power
of control. But the state in antiquity, and again today,
has played the overall role of God, the sovereign over
every realm and with basic and ultimate power over
every realm. The state can permit or grant to its chil-
dren or creatures certain prtwleges, but it cannot
tolerate their denial of Its sovereign authority. For the
church therefore to Issue  canons placing Christians
under the laws of God was a denial of the sovereignty
of the state and its canons. It was a shattering of the
concept of the totalitarian unitary state (PP. 132-33).

Harold Berman’s brllllant and comprehenswe history of
medieval law has concluded much the same concerning the
role of canon law, although he does not discuss the
theological foundations and implications in the same detail
as Rushdoony  does. He sees clearly the Importance of legal
pluralism in the development of Western liberty. “The
plurahsm of Western law, which has both reflected and rein-
forced the pluralism of Western pohhcal and economic life,
has been, or once was, a source of development, or
growth– legal growth as well as freedom. A serf might run to
the town court for protection against hts master. A vassal
might run to the king’s court for protection against his lord. A
cleric might run to the ecclesiastical court for protection
against the king” (Berman, p. 10).

Let us consider an example of the legal operation of the
prmclple of multlple sovereignties. A person is found to be
an adulterer, This obviously has lmpllcatlons for family gov-
ernment. The authority structure of the family has been
broken by the gudty Indwldual. There are lawful ways of
Ilandltng this problem, at the dwcrehon of the Injured party
(M~tt 1 19) Al Ih[, same time, adultery IS a matter church
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government. The church can bring discipline to the guilty
party, by excommunication if necessary. But the civil gov-
ernment is alao involved. A civil contract has been broken.
The civil government, upon complaint of the injured partner,
or on the complaint of citizens who discovered the crime,
must step in and bring justice (Lev. 20:10).  The penalty for
adultery is death. There are legal questions that must be
dealt with, questions of evidence. Any decision by any of the
governmental units will also have economic implications:
the dowry, the custody of the children (if the State fails to ex-
ecute the guilty party), and so forth. Each of these sovereign
agencies has limited but legitimate sovereignty. None is ab-
solutely sovereign.

Moral Norma and Market Order
What I am describing is a decentralized social order.

Even in the largest city, each man is to be under the rule of
some local agencies of governments (plural). This brings to
the forefront each man’s personal responsibility before God.
The law of God is able to provide the norms of righteousness
in every sphere of life, since it provides the proper view of
man, the responsible creature. We are not describing an au-
tonomous social order, one in which there are no norms
other than personal self-interest. Even the free market,
which does function well in terms of personal self-interest
among market participance, requires a moral foundation. F. A.
Hayek has admitted this, but no economist has defended
more eloquently the necessity of moral norms – norms
beyond mere market profitability-than Wilhelm R6pke.
This is why he is such an important economist.

The market system is based neither on violence nor on
charity, Ri5pke argued, but it is never morally neutral. With-
out the bedrock of moral it y– essentially Christian morality –
the free market cannot be sustained. Most remarkably, this
economist even understood that the market is based on a
creed.

It is certainly true that the competitive market
system — the “business economy”– keeps itself at an
equal distance from both the ethically negative system
of violence or ruse and the ethically positive one of
altruism and charity. It reduces both to the common
level of a mild standard of commercial good behav-
iour, but it would be a great mistake to think that that
would make the market system an ethically neutral
sphere. On the contrary, it is a highly sensitive artifact
of occidental civilization, with all the latter’s ingre-
dients of Christian and pre-Christian morality and its
secularized forms; and it should not be forgotten that
the “economic man” of the classics was really an
English gentleman of the eighteenth century, whose
normal code was fixed by the church and by tradition.
In fact, the market economy is an economic system
which cannot exist without a minimum of mutual trust,
confidence in the stability of the legal-institutional
framework of the economic process (including
money), contractual loyalty, honesty, fair play, profes-
sional honour, and that pride which considers it
beneath one to cheat, bribe, or misuse the authority of
the state for one’s own egoistic purposes. Above all,
there must be a “creed  in the most general sense of
the term, a belief in a definite scale of ultimate values
givhg sense and purpose to the ordinary doings of all
participating in the economic process, and, finally, at
least a provisional understanding of the meaning and
working of this economic process (Msrrrationd Eco-
nomic Disintegration [Hedge, 1942], pp. 68-69).

The free market economy needs a creed – what Rush-
dOOnY  has called the foundation of social order– in order to
be maintained by any society. If that creed is not based on

an ethical code which is in conformity to the one presented
by the Bible, the free market social order cannot survive.
God removes the prosperity of that culture by removing the
moral foundation of the market, namely, men’s faith in the ---
legitimacy of the market process–a process which is sanc- 2
tioned by orthodox Christian doctrine.

Ropke  makes another important point concerning the
moral order undergirding the market. There is no doubt that
the division of labor is basic to the market order, a point
driven home graphically by Adam Smith in his deservedly fa-
mous story of the pin-makers with which he begins Wakh of
Nations. But the division of labor is a fragile and therefore
potentially dangerous feature of modern society. Each of us
is dependent on one another’s productivity. “VW saw that an
intensive economic intercourse, which involves a wide scale
of division of Iabour  and a high degree of mutual depend-
ence of individuals, is possible only under a number of con-
ditions, which all fall under the head of ‘socio-political’ in-
tegration. It is this latter which, in the last resort, sets the
limits to the extent and degree of economic integration.
There must be a framework of institutions and of a strong
legal order, and behind them, there must be a generally ob-
served and undisputed code of moral norms and principles
of behaviour.  In this way, it is possible to have a society m
which all its members may feel sheltered m an atmosphere
of mutual confidence, security, and continuity. Only in this
way is it possible to reduce and make bearable the enor-
mous risks involved in a high degree of dependence, which
is inevitably connected with the division of Iabour. Every
page of economic history proclaims the truth of this state-
ment, which is, indeed, the ultimate principle explaining the
rise and decay, the expansion and contraction of economic
organization” (Ibid., p. 72). If this economic division of labor
collapses, which is possible in a program of price and wage
controls– which Ropke  called repressed mflatlon –the very d
survival of modern, industrialized populations E threatened.

R6pke saw what was coming: statism. Politlcal cen-
tralization destroys the market. It destroys the whole con-
cept of responsible self-government.

The wider the span of proletarianlsation, the wilder
become the cravings of the uprooted to be guaranteed
social services and economic security by the state,
the more do the few remaining in possession of a
sense of responsiblhty  despair, all the more stringently
is the greater part of the national Income claimed for
and directed by the state; the more oppresswe
becomes the burden of taxation, a burden heavy
enough already and one made all the worse through
war, revolution, and public spending, and which will of
course have to be extracted predominantly from the
pockets of the middle classes. . . . There is no reason
to foresee that this process is likely to stop, since this
apparatus of insurance and social sewices  is nothing
other than a thirst-creating substitute for the anchor of
property and can never lead to the real satisfaction of
the needs of the unhappy victims of proletarianisation.
The total burden will become ever more oppressive,
the burden of taxation ever harder and more embitter-
ing, the apparatus ever more unwieldy, and the social
bureaucracy ever more numerous. Any bits coming to
the individual out of the national botch-pot will become
ever more subject to formulae, tickets, reporting on
and off, income-tax forms, etc.; the hair-spring of a
sense of responsibility cum self-respect which keeps
the whole thing going will become ever weaker, the ~
whole economic process will function more and more
clumsily, its defects will increase and become ever
more tiresome; all in all enough to increase the in-
dividual’s sense of insecurity and also to put up his
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demands. The only possible end to all this would seem
to be complete catastrophe for nation and society, nor
need we go back for examples to the latter period of
the Roman Empire” (Civiras Hurnarra  [Hedge, 1948]

W Pp. 141-42).

He wrote this in the late 1940s, before the process of
bureaucratization had fully accelerated. It was the same
process Max Wsber  had seen at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, except that Weber did not even have the hope
of economic collapse in mind as a possible way to escape.

The Pyramid Society
By centralizing power, the modern State is recreating the

pyramid society, the top-down system of total control– or at-
tempted total control – that destroys the fabric of society.
The caretaker State steadily replaces the biblical concept
of the night-watchman State. The most important form of
government, responsible self-government under God, is
steadily eroded by a new concept of government, the mes-
sianic State. As the French Catholic social philosopher,
Lamennais, wrote in the early nineteenth century, “Cen-
tralization induces apoplexy at the center and anemia at the
extremities.” Nobody has ever put it more graphically than
this.

The biblical social order is utterly hostile to the
pyramid society. The biblical social order is characterized
by the following features. First, it is made up of multiple in-
stitutional arrangements, each with its own legitimate,
limited, and derivative sovereignty under God’s universal
law. Second, each mstltution  possesses a hierarchical chain
of command, but these chains of command are essentially
appeals courts, with the primary duty of responsible action
placed on people occupying the lower rungs of authority.

‘L
Third, no single Institution has absolute and final authority in
any Instance; appeal can be made to other sovereign agents
of godly Judgment, !3nce no society can attain perfection,
there WIII be instances of injustice, but the social goal is har-
mony under Gods law, in terms of an orthodox creed. God
WIII judge all men perfectly. The State need not seek perfect
justice, nor should citizens be taxed at the astronomical
rates necessary to sustain the quest for perfect justice.

Hayek has made a point which  must be taken seriously by
those who seek to explain the relationship between the ad-
vent of free enterpmse capltahsm  in the West and Christianity.
‘There IS probably no single factor which has contributed
more to the prosperity of the West than the relative certainty of
the law which has prevailed here” (Constitution ofMe~ [Uni-
versity  of Chicago Press, 19-, p. 208). Sowefl’s comments
are graphic: “Someone who is going to work for many years to
have his own home wants some fairly rigid assurance that the
house will in fact belong to him–that he cannot be
dispossessed by someone who is physically stronger, better
armed, or more ruthless, or who is deemed more ‘worthy’ by

2 politlcal authorities. Rigid assurances are needed that chang-
: ing fashions, mores, and power relationships will not suddenly-.. deprive him of his properly, his children, or hts life” (/(rrow/-

edge arrd Decisions [Basic  Books, 1980], p. 32)
Hayek quite properly denies the validity of the quest for

perfect certainty, since “complete certainty of the law is an
Ideal which we must try to approach but which we can never
perfectly attain” p. 208). His anti-
perfectlonism  regarding the rule of law is also in accord with
the anti-perfectionism of Christian social thought in the West.
Christiamty  brought with It a conception of social order which

~ made possible the economic development of the West.

Biblical Law and Capitalism
There is no doubt that formal legal predictability was a

major factor in the rise of capitalism. By “capitalism,” I mean

a system of private ownership, which involves the freedom
of contract, freely fluctuating prices, and a money economy.
I am not speaking of traditional political capitalism, such as
the tax-farming capitalism of ancient Rome, or the court-
oriented capitalism of Spain in the sixteenth century. This is
the distinction used by Mex Mbber to delineate modem from
ancient capitalism.

VWber made a very important observation concerning
the relationship between Protestantism and market-oriented
capitalism. He sharply distinguished market capitalism from
“political capitalism,” in which producers sell primarily the
the State rather than to a competitive market. “The closest
connection between ethical religion and rational economic
development – particularly capitalism– was effected by all
the forms of ascetic Protestantism and sectarianism in both
V&tern  and Eastern Europe, viz., Zwinglians, Calvinists,
Baptists, Mennonites, Quakers, Methodists, and Pietists
(both of the Reformed and, to a lesser degree, Lutheran
varieties). . . . Indeed, generally speaking, the inclination to
join an ethical, rational, congregational religion becomes
more strongly marked the farther away one gets from those
strata which hsve been the carriersmt the type of capitalism
which is primarily political in orientation. Since the time of
Hammurabi political capitalism has existed wherever there
has been tax farming, the profitable provisions of the state’s
political needs, war, piracy, large-scale usury, and coloniza-
tion. The tendency toward affiliation with an ethical, rational,
congregational religion is more apt to be found the closer
one gets to those strata which have been the carriers of the
modern rational enterprise, i.e., strata with middle+laas
economic characteristics. . .“ (Economy and Society, P.
109).

The idea of the congregational unft, where men wor-
ship God as equals before the law, where God is not a
respecter of persons, where the law is read and understood
by all members of the group, and where each man receives
his calling to labor before God in a holy occupation, pro-
duces a mentality favoring personal reaponeibillty and
production for a unhrersel market. Men’s universal under-
standing of the civil law reduces the arbitrary decisions of
the authorities, and this in turn reduces a major area of
uncertainty. This reduction in bureaucratic a~itrarfneea
reduces production costs. Fewer economic resources
need to be set aside for bribes or legal defense costs.

Yet it is not simply the universality of the legal system
which is important. Specific aspects of the legal system,
such as the honoring of private contracts, the respect for pri-
vate property, the nondiscriminatory nature of the t$x sW
tern, and the restriction of the civil government to the preser-
vation of order, primarily by preserving public peace and
preventing private fraud and coercion, have made it poesi-
ble for capitalism to flourish. All of these aspects are basic to
biblical law. Four such principles of biblical law come to
mind. First, the concept of the covenant between God and
man undergirds the right of private contract. Second, the
commandment againat theft is basic to the extension of
the rights of private property. Third, the tithe, as a fixed per-
centage of a man’s income, preserves the nondiscriminatory
nature of taxation. Fourth, the enforcement of honest
weights snd measures is indicative of the Bible’s visw of
the civil government as essentially a restraining institution,
not a positive, initiating force in economic development, and
certainly not a coercive agency of wealth redistribution.

Hayek’s  summary of the principles of a liberal economic
order reveals how closely nineteenth+entury  liberalism
resembled the view of civil government held by the Protes-
tant congregational churches in the United States, Holland,
and Britain in the eighteenth century. In short, nineteenth-
century liberalism is the humanists’ version of “work out your
salvation with fear and trembling.” When humankm’s
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evangehsts  and social theorists finally persuaded men

(especially leaders) to cease fearing God and trembhng m
His presence, the classical liberal economic order was
doomed. Rather than killing God, classical liberahsm  killed
itself.

Whose Law Is Sovereign?
A few modern secular scholars still gwe Iip-serwce  to

classical liberalism’s idea of the rule of law. The advocates of
classical liberalism in the nineteenth century, most notably
the English economist and social theorist, John Stuart MIII,
and the constitutional scholar, A. V. Dicey,  believed m the
idea of the rule of law. The problem which faced these legal
theorists–a problem which they never overcame– was the
problem of the content of the law. They frequently accepted
the validity of formal rationalism, which meant that they
wanted to establish formal “rules of the game” for all partici-
pants in society to observe. They wanted legal predictability.
On the other hand, they could not agree on the substantive
principles of law, meaning the ethical rules and regulations
that ought to be imposed on all members of society.  They
saw the formal rationalism of law as the universal, but
substantive rationalism –ethics, in other words– resisted
treatment by any universally agreed-upon human logic, for
such a universal logic is perhaps the most outrageous myth
of human autonomy. It never existed. The myth of intellec-
tual or moral neutrality has finally died in the final third of the
twentieth century, but it enjoyed a long life and a lingering
terminal illness.

Max Weber, writing of substantwe  rationahty or value-
rationality, concluded: There is an infinite number of possi-
ble value scales for this type of rationality, of which the so-
cialist and communist standards constitute only one group.
The latter, although by no means unambiguous in them-
selves, always involve elements of social justice and equality.
Others are criteria of status distinctions, or of the capactty
for power, especially the war capacity, of a pohtical  unit; all
these and many others are of potential ‘substanhve’ signlfl-
cance” (Economy and Socie~, p. 86). What is important is
that no system of purely formal philosophical inquiry can
determine which of these substantive or ethical systems is
valid or universal. More than this, Weber concluded: formal
rationality (legal predictability) will always be in tension with
substantive rationality (ethics). Humanist ethics are always
pluralistic. There is no unifying set of ethical principles
which will unify mankind’s ethical vision; therefore, formal
rationalism can never escape a dialectical tension with
substantive rationalism.

For an example of this perpetual tension, consider the
free market. It is essentially a huge auction. Producers of
goods and services sell to those who bid highest in terms of
the monetary unit, irrespective of moral criteria, Weber said.
Weber,  as a liberal social democrat during his most produc-
tive years (1904-20), was willing to admit that formal rational-

ity and substantwe ratlonahty  did fit together quite well from
the latter decades of the nineteenth century. ‘(The reasons
Ile in the nature of the Incentwes  which are set Into motlo
by the type of economically oriented social action  whlc~~
alone E adequate to money calculahons.  But It nevertheless
holds true under all circumstances that formal ratlonahty  it-
self does not tell us anything about real want satisfaction
unless It E combined with an analysls  of the dlstrlbutlon of
income” (Ecorrorny  p. 212). This has made the
free market, both In terms of practice and theory, vulnerable
to ethical crltlclsm, and the cntlcs have been both the social-
ists and the conservatwe tradltlonalsts,  sometimes jommg
together In their lambasting of the market,

Humanistic Formal Law: A Vain Hope
The quest for a system of neutral formal law which also

produces unwersally agreed-upon ethlcai benefits, and
which does not Iimlt the freedom of any of society’s
members, w a demonic quest. This IS why the free market
economists and legal theorists can never come to any
agreement concerning the extent to which CIVII governments
ought to interfere or refrain from mterfermg with the opera-
tions of the free market. They cannot agree upon the unwer-
sally valid, or at least universally beneficial, formal legal
rules. They certainly have not dewsed a theory of CWII gov-
ernment which preserves the formal freedom of men to
change their laws peacefully, yet which simultaneously
guarantees full legal predictability to all market participants.
This IS one reason why mneteenth-century Ilberallsm, which
was democratic, decentralist, and free market-oriented,
became twentieth-century Ilberalism, which E bureaucratic,
centralist, and interventionist In economic PO IICY.
Nineteenth-century hberals wanted to defend pohhcal de- . .
mocracy as a means of preserving peaceful transfers of ~
political power, yet they also wanted to preserve legal
predictability for market transactions. As the philosophy
of Western social philosophers (and then voters) shifted to-
ward man-dlrectmg, bureaucracy-managmg evolutlon, and
away from man-respondmg, market-governed evolution, the
formal rules of pohtical  democracy allowed the advent of
market-disrupting changes m the “economic rules of the
game.” The formal rules of political democracy overcame
the formal rules of legal predictability.

Conclusion
The foundation of social  order E God. The foundahon  of

an economic theory which prowdes the basis of long-term
economic growth and development E God’s revealed word,
the Bible. What the Bible teaches IS that society is to be
composed of multiple sovereignties of enforcement, but
always under the overall sovereignty of bibllcal law. Bibhcal
social order IS not based on a plurahsm  of competing law-
orders, but rather a plurahsm  of competing Institutions that
enforce biblical law m their own spheres of influence.

Bibiicai Economics Today is published SIX times a year, alternating with Christian Reconstruction. It IS publlshed by the Institute ‘-

~

for Christian Economics, a non-profit, tax-exempt educational organization A free SIX month subscription IS sent to those who ask to
be put on the mailing list. Subacriptiona:  PO. Box 8000, Tyler, TX 75711. All donations are fully tax-deductible: checks should be made
out to institute for Christian Economics.


