
UC San Diego
UC San Diego Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Evangelical Economic Rhetoric : : The Great Recession, the Free-Market and the Language 
of Personal Responsibility

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/504434dd

Author
Martin, Stephanie A.

Publication Date
2013
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/504434dd
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO 

 

Evangelical Economic Rhetoric: The Great Recession, the Free-Market and the 

Language of Personal Responsibility 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the requirements for the 

degree Doctor of Philosophy 

in 

Communication 

by 

Stephanie A. Martin 

 

 

 

 

Committee in Charge: 

Professor Robert B. Horwitz, Chair 

Professor John Evans 

Professor Gary Fields 

Professor Valerie Hartouni 

Professor Isaac Martin 

 

 

 

2013



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright  

Stephanie A. Martin, 2013 

All rights reserved. 

 



 

iii 

 

 

The Dissertation of Stephanie A. Martin is approved, and it is acceptable in quality 

and form for publication on microfilm and electronically: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    Chair 

 

 

University of California, San Diego 

2013



 

iv 

DEDICATION 

                        With enormous thanks to everyone who hung  

                         in there with me, through it all,  

                         skies blue or black. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

v 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Signature Page .............................................................................................................. iii 

Dedication ...................................................................................................................... iv 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................... v 

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................... vii 

Vita ................................................................................................................................ xi 

Abstract of the Dissertation .......................................................................................... xii 

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1 

Section One: Frank’s Argument and the Overall “Culture Wars” ........................... 14 

Section Two: Outline of the Chapters to Come ....................................................... 16 

Section Three: The Population Comprising the Evangelical Audience ................... 26 

Chapter One: Historical Firmaments: How Evangelicals Came to Favor Free-Market 

Fundamentalism ........................................................................................................... 29 

Section One: The Inherent Conflict in American Conservatism .............................. 32 

Section Two: The Problem of Communism ............................................................. 42 

Section Three: Fusionism Emerges alongside the Fight for Civil Rights ................ 47 

Section Four: Struggling with the Programs of the Great Society ........................... 54 

Section Five: The Influence of the Jesus Freaks ...................................................... 61 

Section Six: Desegregation, Christian Private Schools, and the IRS ....................... 66 

Section Seven: The Importance of Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson ....................... 72 

Section Eight: Chapter Conclusion .......................................................................... 79 

 

Chapter Two: The Economic Rhetoric of Evangelical Pastors: Preaching Personal 

Responsibility and Promoting a Pathway to Prosperity ............................................... 82 

Section One: The Doctrinal Basis of the Sermon ..................................................... 85 

Section Two:  General Themes Presented in Economic Sermons ........................... 90 

Section Three: The Structure and Importance of Personal Responsibility for 

Understanding the Great Recession ......................................................................... 94 

Section Four:  Personal Responsibility to Work Hard and Overcome Laziness ...... 96 



  

vi 

 

Chapter Two Continued: 

Section Five:  Consumerism, Spending, and Debt ................................................. 103 

Section Six:  The importance of the Tithe .............................................................. 116 

Section Seven: The Recession as a Supernatural Response to Global Poverty ..... 123 

Section Eight:  Chapter Conclusion ....................................................................... 130 

Chapter Three: If the Frame Fits:  How the Narrative Patterns of Evangelical 

Economic Rhetoric Mirror those of Evangelical Values Rhetoric ............................. 134 

Section One:  Why these Three Churches? ............................................................ 139 

Section Two:  Sermon One..................................................................................... 140 

Section Three:  Sermon Two .................................................................................. 152 

Section Four:  Sermon Three .................................................................................. 168 

Section Five: Chapter Conclusion .......................................................................... 182 

Chapter Four: What a Difference Structure Makes: The Economic Rhetoric of a 

Mainline Church ......................................................................................................... 184 

Section One:  About Western Presbyterian Church ............................................... 189 

Section Two:  The Economic Rhetoric of Western Presbyterian Church .............. 192 

Section Three:  Western Presbyterian Church and Work ....................................... 193 

Section Four:  Consumption, Spending and Debt .................................................. 204 

Section Five:  The Role of Business Regulation and Government Oversight ....... 213 

Section Six:  Who Counts As Poor? ....................................................................... 218 

Section Seven:  Chapter Conclusion ...................................................................... 229 

Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 233 

Appendix A: Research Methodology ......................................................................... 249 

Section One:  Sermons as Forms of Rhetoric ......................................................... 253 

Section Two:  Kairos .............................................................................................. 255 

Section Three:  Audience ....................................................................................... 257 

Section Four:  Invention ......................................................................................... 260 

Appendix B: ................................................................................................................ 264 

List of Sermons Studied ......................................................................................... 265 

Geographic Map ..................................................................................................... 271 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................... 272 



  

vii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

It is a strange thing to come to the end of a project like this, and realize the 

time has come to say thank you.  The temptation is to want to extend appreciation to 

the stars, the moon, and everyone and everything in between, to the point of absurdity.  

It feels like everyone who has ever has stepped onto my path deserves some 

recognition, but of course this is impossible. So to the many of you who have helped 

me, but who will not specifically be named, you know who you are, and what you 

have done, and I thank you. 

First, to the staff in the Communication Department: Liz Floyd, Jamie Lloyd, 

Gayle Aruta, Stacie Walsh, Bea Velasco, and Bruce Jones.  You make the department.  

Thanks for letting me share some of your smiles. 

To my committee, thank you so much.  John Evans, your smart questions and 

contributions in our Workshop for the Study of Conservative Movements made me 

admire your intellect.  Your thoughtful and patient responses to my e-mails and 

questions when I first approached you for help made me hopeful that you would agree 

to come on board and work on this project, even fairly late in the game.  Thanks for 

agreeing to do so.  Isaac Martin, a seminar I took with you at the start of my second 

year first introduced me to many of the ideas that I have tried to work out over the 

course of this text.  In the years that have passed since I took that class, you have 

served as a wonderful mentor and friend, and have patiently answered questions over 

coffee and lunch.  You have kept me going in moments when I have felt very 

discouraged about my work.  I’m deeply touched by all that you have added to my 



  

viii 

 

scholarship, and if any of this work passes any kind of sociological muster – even at 

the very lowest bar – your tutelage had a lot to do with it.  Gary Fields, your curious 

wit and keen intellect have challenged me from the start.  Your ability to ask the 

unexpected question is an immeasurable gift.  Thanks for this, and so much more. 

Val Hartouni, theory ninja, Scrabble master, mentor, friend.  You have given 

me so much more than I can express gratitude for, or even fully articulate.  Your 

generous spirit and quiet strength gave me hope when all of mine had almost worn 

through.  That is a gift I will never forget.  So much of this was possible because of 

what you did.  And I will carry that gift forward, in my head and in my heart, no 

matter where I go.  You are really something. 

Robert Horwitz, my advisor.  From my very first moments as a student at 

UCSD, you were explaining things to me and helping to make sure I would get to the 

end of this program.  You have been through it all with me – surgeries (on both our 

parts), hospitals, frustrations, steps backward, steps forward, drafts, rewrites, final 

touches, and one more times. I am so glad I had you to work with. Thank you for 

being so smart – it made it easy to learn from you. But even more, thanks for being so 

bighearted, so easy to talk to, and so funny.  These are the things that made you a good 

advisor and, more important, such a wise and trusted friend. 

Other faculty who have lent an ear or passed on valuable wisdom or advice 

include Carol Padden, Tom Humphries, David Serlin, Dan Hallin, Michael Schudson, 

Boatema Boateng, Natalia Roudakova, Denise McKenna, and David Schkade. Thanks 

to each one of you. 



  

ix 

 

On my first day as a student in the communication department, Robert Horwitz 

encouraged the members of my cohort that we should learn to trust one another as 

quickly as possible.  “These are the folks who will get you through,” he said.  Boy, 

was that good advice.  Lauren Berliner, Deborah Downing-Wilson, Kate Levitt, Carl 

McKinney, Reece Peck, and James Perez – you’re terrific, each one.  Erin “All I 

wanna do is go the distance” Cory – you’re a treasure, and Super Bowl ribs, chili, and 

mint chocolate chip ice cream won’t be the same any year you aren’t around to share 

in it.  Emily York, oh, wow.  Thank you for entering the program right when I needed 

to be reminded that the academic life is a wonderful thing.  You brought the zing back.  

Thanks, too, for meeting up for beers I shouldn’t have been drinking, and for the 

gossip, too.  Katrina Hoch, I thank you enormously for bravely going where I still had 

to go, and for translating back what needed deciphering.   

To the many folks on my UCSD medical team who made sure I got the care I 

needed, and that I finally got as well as I could get, thank you.  In particular, Dr. 

Marquis Hart, surgeon extraordinaire, Dr. Rena Shaya, and Dr. David Brodie.  To Jill 

Ballard at the UCSD Student Health Center, thank you beyond my ability to say.  You 

made sure that I had every referral I ever needed.  Even more, you believed me and 

believed in me; you took care of me and protected me.  I hope all goes well as you 

ease into retirement.  The university is losing one of its very best. 

To my family, your support has been – as always – both surprising and 

expected.  To my niece Ava, thanks for teaching me to smile at simple things again 

and, when all this became too much, to learn to walk away.  To my sisters-in-law, 



  

x 

 

Melissa and Sarah, thanks for keeping me grounded and making sure I still had friends 

in the real world.  To my brother, Justin, thanks for reading my work once in a while, 

and telling me when it stretched too far beyond what “normal” people could 

understand or would care about.  To my other brother, Bobby, thanks for being a 

constant source of encouragement, and an occasional reader, too.  To my dad, thanks 

for teaching me never to quit, even when I was really discouraged, and for never 

failing to ask how it was all going.  To my mom, thanks for being my mom, for 

knowing how to talk to me, for listening to me, for reading my writing, and for always 

believing this wasn’t just possible – it was just what I was always meant to do.  And to 

my Amma, who taught me how to read, thanks for existing.  I miss you so much. 

And, finally, there are two people without whom this would all have been lost 

before it began.  The first of these is Tracy Watson Campbell.  Tracy, your intellect is 

outmatched only by your wit and your heart.  That you care so much for me is a gift 

beyond all imagination.  The second is my husband, Francisco Aragon.  Paco, you are 

the reason I made it past the first day of graduate school, was released from the 

hospital, found a topic to research, got out of bed yesterday.  Some years ago I heard a 

song with the bridge, “I cannot live, cannot breathe, unless you do this with me…”  I 

liked it immediately.  I didn’t know then that it would become a literal truth about how 

you would save my life.  What you did to take care of me when the world fell apart 

means so much more than this.  Thank you so much.  Oh, and another part of that 

song?  “Here we go… life’s waiting to begin.”  I can’t wait. 

 



  

xi 

 

VITA 

2013  Doctor of Philosophy in Communication 

  University of California, San Diego; San Diego, California 

2002  Master of Arts in Journalism and Mass Communication 

  Syracuse University; Syracuse, New York 

1997  Bachelor of Business Administration, Production Management 

  Boise State University; Boise, Idaho 

 

Fields of study: Social and political movements, economic rhetoric, religious rhetoric, 

business history, market individualism, media institutions, organizational 

communication, First Amendment jurisprudence.  

  



  

xii 

 

                                        ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Evangelical Economic Rhetoric: The Great Recession, the Free-Market and the 

Language of Personal Responsibility 

by 

Stephanie A. Martin 

Doctor of Philosophy in Communication 

University of California, San Diego, 2013 

Professor Robert B. Horwitz, Chair 

 

For the past several decades – since at least the rise of the Reagan Democrats 

in the 1980 election – scholars have wondered why a large bloc of non-elite voters 

have come to support the free-market policies of the Republican Party.  The question 

arises as to why some members of this group favor economic policymaking that 

supports tax cuts for the wealthiest citizens, along with industry deregulation, while 

eschewing efforts to strengthen the social safety net, or fighting against increasing 

income inequality in the United States. Thomas Frank perhaps most famously 

forwarded this dilemma in his 2004 book, What’s the Matter with Kansas?  Frank 

proposed that non-elite voters who truly apprehended their own economic interests 

should support a progressive approach to economic policymaking, and pay little 

attention to the politics of social issues as represented by the culture wars.  This 
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dissertation interrogates whether so-called “values-voters” – individuals who are often 

highly religious and who make voting decisions based in opposition to reproductive 

choice or the expansion of gay-rights, among other things – engage in conversations 

about macroeconomic policy and, if so, how they discursively framed these economic 

issues.  In particular, this text explores whether conservative Protestants distinguish 

between their desire to restore the country to a set of presumed traditional values, and 

economic policies that favor deregulation, tax-cutting, slashes in social spending, and 

more.  It further inquires as to whether the onset of the financial crisis in 2008 has 

influenced evangelical economic rhetoric.  It did not.  Conservative Christians 

continued make arguments that champion the power of the market.  Evangelical 

discourse includes vibrant language that supports free-enterprise, entrepreneurialism, 

private welfare, and personal responsibility for financial success or failure. 

Conservative religious rhetoric includes an articulated economic interest that embraces 

methodological individualism, along with the mores of the Protestant work-ethic.  It is 

also confluent with conservative economic orthodoxy and conservative economic 

policymaking.  This finding makes evident the continued hegemony of conservative 

economic discourse in the United States.  Conservative Protestants should be regarded 

as full partners in the Republican coalition that is made up of free-market libertarians, 

business conservatives, and religious conservatives.  Evangelical Christians deploy an 

economic discourse that favors the same policies of laissez-faire; private welfare; and 

personal responsibility for economic success or failure that free-market libertarians 

and business conservatives in the Republican party also espouse.   



 

 

1 

 

Introduction 

On October 22, 2008, Alan Greenspan made a startling admission: that he had 

been wrong.  Appearing before the House Committee on Oversight and Government 

Reform, Greenspan acknowledged to the Congress people assembled there, along with 

the myriad news organizations and, ostensibly the general public, that, “Those of us 

who have looked to the self-interest of lending institutions to protect shareholders’ 

equity, myself included, are in a state of shocked disbelief.”
1
  It was a surprising 

statement coming from a man who had long considered himself a disciple of both 

Milton Friedman and Ayn Rand, as it amounted to conceding that he had put too much 

faith in the self-correcting power of free markets and had failed to anticipate the self-

destructive power of new, much riskier, forms of mortgage lending.  Nonetheless, 

Greenspan’s conclusion was also self-evident.  In the month that preceded his 

appearance, the banking giant Lehman Brothers had gone bankrupt and many other 

financial institutions on Wall Street had teetered on the brink of collapse, until the 

government extended a rescue in the form of federal aid; the stock market had 

dramatically tumbled; home foreclosures across the nation had gone up and would 

continue to rise for years to come; and the economy faced its worst financial 

catastrophe since the Great Depression.   

 As Chairman of the Federal Reserve from the time of the Reagan 

administration until nearly the end of the term of George W. Bush, Greenspan had 

                                                 
1
 Edmund L. Andrews, "Greenspan Concedes Error on Regulation," The New York Times October 23, 

2008. 
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long resisted the need to regulate markets.  He believed deeply in the self-regulating 

capacity of both buyers and sellers, and in the concordant notion that regulatory 

oversight tends to do more harm than good.  Thus, even as housing prices climbed at a 

pace that was much higher than the inflation rate from 2001 through early 2008, and 

even as some economists warned that a “housing bubble” might be developing under 

his watch, Greenspan downplayed the possibility.
2
  He trusted the market, and had 

faith in the economic thinking that stipulated that because housing prices had never 

seen dramatic, across the board, national declines, they never would.   

 But he was wrong.  That’s the thing about faith.  Sometimes beliefs are simply 

wrong.   

 Soon after Greenspan’s appearance in the halls of Congress, the American 

people took to the polls and elected Barack Obama their 44
th

 President.  At the time, 

many thought that the economic catastrophe, along with the new president’s message 

of hope and change, might herald the end of the tendency on the part of lawmakers to 

champion “free-market” policies and rhetoric – a proclivity that has dominated public 

discourse about economics since the mid-1970s.
3
  As the story goes, whereas Richard 

Nixon had admitted that by his tenure, he, along with almost every other government 

official with the power to try to influence the overall economy, was “a Keynesian 

now”; by 1992, Bill Clinton harrumphed with dismay that the success of his term – 

and his reelection chances – depended on the whims of “a bunch of fucking bond 

                                                 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 James Arnt Aune, Selling the Free Market: The Rhetoric of Economic Correctness (New York: The 

Guilford Press, 2001).  The argument Aune makes in this book has informed my thinking throughout 

the research and writing of this dissertation. 
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traders.”
4
  George W. Bush simultaneously presided over two costly wars and tax cuts 

for the very wealthiest Americans – the climax of a “permanent tax revolt” that began 

among both liberal and conservative political constituents in the early 1970s, but was 

soon folded into the platform of the political right as a core issue that left little room 

for maneuvering or negotiation.
5
  But with the onset of a major recession, many 

predicted that Obama’s election would arrest these trends toward privatization, 

marketization and popular tax rebellion, as well as disrupt the hegemonic discourse 

that continuously championed the merits of these economic policies.  The new 

president’s promise to bring “change [the people could] believe in” would include 

social programs and surplus; that is, a return to an agenda that prized economic 

policies that favored Main Street and Wall Street alike.   

 Soon after the inauguration, however, it became clear that implementing 

change would be much harder than the new president’s campaign rhetoric had 

promised or relatively easy election had made it seem.  Although Obama’s own 

Democratic Party controlled both the House of Representatives and the Senate, the 

new chief executive struggled to pass the major stimulus package that he had 

proposed.  This, in spite of the fact that academic economists at leading universities 

across the nation suggested that a return to a Keynesian approach was needed to get 

the country out of its financial torpor – an assertion that economic research about the 

                                                 
4
 Ibid., 1. 

5
 Isaac Martin, The Permanent Tax Revolt (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008). 
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recession would soon affirm.
6
  In large part, Obama’s struggles were the result of 

Republican filibustering in the Senate, as leaders of the minority party refused to even 

consider a stimulus package as large as the president first proposed.  Although the 

smaller package did finally go through, it was not ultimately enough to keep the 

country out of a long struggle through recession and ongoing economic turmoil. 

 Perhaps more surprising, Obama’s message promising hope and change was 

lost amid a resurgence of free-market rhetoric almost as soon as he came to office.  

Calls for large and lasting economic stimulus were rejected in favor of deficit 

reduction – especially after the first stimulus was passed but failed to bring quick 

recovery or lasting economic relief.  The Tea Party emerged as a strong voice of 

opposition.  Its grassroots membership pressed forward an agenda that favored 

conservative social values, a reduction in the size of the federal government, and 

policies that favored free enterprise and individual initiative for financial recovery.
7
  

This discourse effectively drowned out those who argued that more government 

intervention was needed to turn the economy around.  Popular tax rebellion continued 

– Obama could not even marshal support to raise taxes on individuals at the very 

highest levels of income.  By the time of the midterm elections in 2010, the new 

president’s approval ratings had steeply declined.  While Obama’s actions likely 

staved off a full-scale depression, many voters were dissatisfied that the national 

economy was still weak, and also worried that the federal budget deficit had grown too 

                                                 
6
 Sewell Chan, "In Study, 2 Economists Say Intervention Helped Avert a 2nd Depression," The New 

York Times July 28, 2010. 
7
 See Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican 

Conservatism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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large.
8
  The Democrats suffered historic losses in both the Senate and the House.  The 

newly elected members of Congress – many of whom aligned themselves with the 

ideology of the Tea Party – took legislative positions that emphasized the ameliorative 

power of the free-market.  Economic conservatism seemed (again) triumphant.    

 Only time will tell whether history will judge Obama to have been an effective 

steward of national economic policy in the aftermath of the Great Recession, or not.  

But one thing seems clear:  The tenuous political coalition that first began to take 

shape in the 1960s between right-wing libertarians, business conservatives, and 

Christian conservatives continues to hold.  It is a partnership that is based, as much as 

anything, on free-market discourse and policymaking.  Further, this tripartite 

relationship remains both tenuous and surprising.  To wit, research by Harvard’s 

Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson revealed that evangelical Christians 

comprised at least 40 percent of the membership of the Tea Party.
9
   This, in spite of 

the fact that some had suggested Obama’s election meant that the Religious Right had 

overplayed its hand and so left many people, including many Christians, disaffected 

about politics.  While this may be true when it comes to the moniker “Religious 

Right” – including the ways in which this social movement has often organized and 

presented itself to the public – Christians are still engaged politically.  They are still 

conservative and they still vote.
10

  But the puzzle remains about this tenuous coalition 

                                                 
8
 Timothy Egan, "How Obama Saved Capitalism and Lost the Midterms," in Opinionator (New York: 

The New York Times Company, November 2, 2010). 
9
 Skocpol and Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, 35. 

10
Costas Panagopoulos, "Voter Turnout in the 2010 Congressional Midterm Elections," PS: Political 

Science and Politics 44, no. 2 (2011). 
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– its ideas and its overall adhesive.  Why is it here and how has it managed to have 

such a strong framing effect on how issues are represented inside the public sphere, 

even during situations as catastrophic as national recession?  Moreover, are 

evangelical Christians – especially those who are also Tea Party constituents or 

otherwise religiously motivated values-voters – economic conservatives, too?  In 

many ways, it seems that they are.  To illustrate, in his popular blog, “Philosophical 

Fragments,” evangelical editor and writer Dr. Timothy Dalyrumple directly addressed 

the troubled public image of the Religious Right.  In so doing, however, he affirmed 

that the positions of the political movement were on target; it was merely the 

presentation of these ideas that needed work.  Thus, while admitting that he often 

feared that any encounter with “conservative Christians” might leave him feeling 

disheartened and disillusioned, Dalyrumple wrote that defending religious and 

economic conservatism – on its own terms – was hardly problematic.  He further 

asserted that many Christians he met shared these convictions.  Conservative 

evangelicals are: 

people who believe that marriage should honor the pattern shown in 

scripture, that children should be reared by loving mothers and fathers, 

that families form the best bulwark against poverty… And these are 

people who believe that the government should form a final safety net, 

but that families and churches and local institutions should be the first-

line of defense, and the second and the third – that our commitment to 

the social good should be wise and should steward our resources for 

generations, rather than excusing and facilitating generations of poverty 

– that government has a role to play in regulating the economy and 

defending against unfair business practices, but that its influence should 

be as minimal as possible in order to maximize freedom and maintain 

the efficiency of the free-market – and that our market should 
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encourage creativity, initiative and self-reliance, the dignity of man 

made in the image of Creator God.
11

 

 

This insight from Dalyrumple is rife with free-market rhetoric.  Its appeal to 

Christian constituencies, along with the questions I articulated just before I highlighted 

it, lie at the heart of this dissertation.  In the pages that follow, I investigate the 

rhetoric and, specifically, the economic discourse of conservative Protestant pastors, 

as a means for analyzing how highly religious individuals have framed and interpreted 

personal and national pecuniary issues since the onset of the Great Recession.  (I will 

shortly explain why think that this clerical discourse can stand in, at least in some 

ways, for evangelical economic discourse, more generally.)  In so doing, I seek to 

trouble the prevalent notion in both academic scholarship and popular writing that 

posits that socially-conservative values-voters – i.e. individuals who participate in 

elections and make voting decisions based in opposition to reproductive choice or the 

expansion of gay-rights, among other things – do not take economic considerations 

into mind when they decide for whom to cast ballots.  I do not mean to suggest that 

conservative Protestant believers and socially conservative voters are always one in 

the same; I want to make clear from the outset that I do not argue that every 

evangelical also leans politically to the right, or even that all evangelicals always vote.  

Exceptions obviously exist.  Moreover, not all values-voters also identify as 

conservative Christians.  What I do argue is that among conservative Protestants who 

do vote, the vast majority usually vote for Republican candidates.  As evidence, exit 

                                                 
11

 Timothy Dalyrumple, "What's Right with the Religious Right," in Philosophical Fragments (Patheos, 

October 26, 2011). 
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polling by the Pew research foundation found that among those evangelicals who 

voted in the 2004 presidential election, 79 percent went for George W. Bush; in 2008, 

73 percent went for John McCain; and, in 2012, 79 percent went for Mitt Romney.
12

  I 

argue that these numbers make it fair to presume that whenever church-going 

evangelicals do vote, they usually support conservative candidates.  For this reason, 

my research assumes that it is reasonable to think about the ideas of many of 

evangelical churchgoers and socially conservative voters in similar ways, at least in 

the contemporary United States.  Even so, this correspondence between conservative 

Protestant faith and a preference for conservative economic policymaking is not really 

as straightforward as the statistics I just presented make it seem.  As such, I also take 

as part of my project here (particularly in the next chapter) exploring how values 

traditionalism became joined to fiscal conservatism – even libertarianism – in the 

1960s and 1970s.  In many ways, this joining together was a response to the social, 

racial, and economic upheaval of that time.  It was not inevitable that contemporary 

evangelicals should have become economic conservatives.  There is nothing inherent 

in conservative Protestant doctrine that necessitated that this should be the case.  

Rather, their economic conservatism is the product of history; a response the 

upheavals wrought by the civil rights movement and the subsequent War on Poverty.  

I will detail this history in Chapter One. 

                                                 
12

 Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, "How the Faithful Voted: 2012 Preliminary Analysis," Pew 

Forum on Religion and Public Life(November 7, 2012), http://www.pewforum.org/Politics-and-

Elections/How-the-Faithful-Voted-2012-Preliminary-Exit-Poll-Analysis.aspx. he 
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The idea that contemporary values-voters privilege moral hot-button issues 

over economic considerations in making electoral voting decisions was most 

prominently advanced by Thomas Frank in his 2004 best-selling book, What’s the 

Matter with Kansas?  In this book, Frank set out to understand why so many working- 

and middle-class voters identify as Republicans, in spite of the party’s platform that 

for more than 25 years has supported deregulation, corporate favoritism, free market 

fundamentalism, and declining economic support for average citizens.  For Frank, 

some of the very people with the most to lose from conservative economic policies are 

among the ones most likely to support the party that espouses free-market programs.  

He thus concluded that the only possible explanation for such electoral dissonance was 

that many voters must cast ballots for reasons that constitute, for Frank at least, 

“backlash politics.”
13

  In backlash politics, deep concern over declining traditional 

values and poisoned popular culture leads some voters to support an economic agenda 

that is manifestly against their own interests.  “Cultural anger is marshaled to achieve 

economic ends,” Frank wrote.  “And it is these economic achievements – not the 

forgettable skirmishes of the never-ending culture wars – that are the movement’s 

greatest monuments.”
14

  In short, Frank argued that voters trade away their economic 

interests in favor of values politics.  But, for Frank, the trade is ill-conceived.  

                                                 
13

 Thomas Frank, What's the Matter with Kansas?  How Conservatives Won the Heart of America (New 

York: Henry Holt and Company, LLC, 2004), 5. 
14

 Ibid., 5. 
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Abortion is never outlawed or criminalized.  Gay citizens gain increasing public 

recognition and rights.  The culture industry becomes ever more corrupt.
15

 

 Frank further proposed that this conservative, Republican hoodwinking was 

only possible because it included “the systematic erasure of the economic.”
16

  

Questions about middle-class tax policy; about whether deregulation actually works to 

make consumers better off; about the pros and cons of free trade (to name just a few) 

are left off the table. Or, perhaps more precisely stated, these questions are implicitly 

answered with policies that benefit country club Republicans, while harming soccer 

moms and NASCAR dads.  Values questions dominate political debate.  Economic 

jury rigging on behalf of the elite dominates political policymaking.  This is the heart 

of Frank’s argument, and when he first issued it in 2004, it made a bit of a splash.  It 

seemed that Frank was onto something.  So, when George W. Bush was reelected by a 

narrow margin that year, an achievement made possible largely due to the support of 

evangelical voters who appreciated the president’s Christian faith and his opposition to 

gay marriage, many liberals turned to Frank’s thesis for comfort.
17

 

 Of course, even as some on the left embraced Frank’s thesis, others began to 

challenge his conclusion.
18

  Given this, in this dissertation I would like to re-frame 

Frank’s central question somewhat.  I am less interested than Frank seemed to be in 

suggesting – or ascertaining – whether it is best for non-elite voters to support 
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particular economic policies.  That is, I would like to set to the side in this dissertation 

the question of any group’s assumed self-interest.  Instead, my intention is to analyze 

the discourse and the economic rhetoric of morally conservative voters, a constituency 

that, at least in Kansas, is primarily comprised of working- and middle-class citizens, 

many of whom, Frank argued, are also highly religious.
19

  In so doing, I will show 

over the chapters that follow that evangelicals and, especially, evangelical pastors, do 

not elide discussion of economic issues.  Instead, they often deploy language and 

arguments that affirm a preference for free-market policies.  This finding suggests that 

socially moral conservatism often embraces economic conservatism, as well.  It also 

implies that conservative economic rhetoric is alive and well in the United States, even 

in the aftermath of international recession.
20

 

Before I continue, however, let me first address why I think the seemingly 

private rhetoric that I describe in this dissertation – pastors are not necessarily public 

figures, and they certainly do not make claims to their positions as the result of public 
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elections – can be applied, at least in part, to broader evangelical economic and 

political discourse in the United States.
21

  Following from the insights of Michel 

Foucault, I argue that discourse always has repercussions that reach beyond the 

particular place or time in which any narrative scheme or argumentative structure is 

articulated.  Foucault, of course, argued that culture and society are always infused 

with myriad competing discourses.  He also held that these discourses structure social 

spaces and social expectations, and help to determine how power gets produced and 

circulated.  Given this, I argue that the fact that economic discourses that appear in the 

public sphere, whether from politicians or particularly influential academics or 

theorists, also appear in the language and rhetorical strategies of members of the 

private sphere, such as pastors, strengthens the ideological resonance of these free-

market ideals.  This, in turn, reveals and re-inscribes the cultural strength of 

conservative economic discourse.  Its ubiquity across private and public spaces almost 

certainly helps to organize conservative political rhetoric about economics, even as 

this presence also works to entrench conservative financial ideologies among 

traditionalist constituent groups.
22

  Furthermore, as Chaim Perelman and Lucie 

Olbrechts-Tyteca wrote in their groundbreaking text, The New Rhetoric, all argument 

– whether written or spoken – takes as its primary aim the convincing of an 

audience.
23

  Such convincing, however, relies on shared values and worldviews.  A 
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speaker cannot hope to persuade an audience with whom no common ground can be 

found.
24

  Thus, while rhetorical analysis cannot reveal with absolute certainty the 

mindset or beliefs of any audience or audience member in particular, the pattern and 

framing of argumentative claims – especially when repeated across audiences, 

speakers, and times – does suggest something about values held in common.  And 

finally, spoken rhetoric, as sermons almost always are, is useful for study because 

these types of speeches are especially useful for “strengthen[ing] the disposition 

toward action by increasing adherence to the values it lauds.”
25

  That is, Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca theorized that analyzing oral remarks can elucidate shared premises 

between speaker and audience, as well as reveal new and emerging points of 

agreement.  Such confluences in worldviews culminate in the appearance of a 

“community of minds” among audience members.  This framework represented for 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca rhetoric’s most essential feature.  A community of 

minds makes persuasion possible, even likely, because it provides evidence that an 

“intellectual community” exists with members ready and willing to set about deciding 

the merits of a “specific question together.”
26

  Thus, the presence of a community of 

minds legitimates rhetorically proposed perspectives, and encourages group members 

to accept preferred premises.   
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Section One: Frank’s Argument and the Overall “Culture Wars” 

 For the most part, Frank’s argument in What’s the Matter With Kansas? 

related to the discourse of the so-called “culture wars” in American politics.  The term 

“culture war” first sprang into widespread use with the publication of James Davidson 

Hunter’s book by the same name in 1991.  Hunter used the phrase to describe a 

fundamental conflict in American life when it comes to “the moral and spiritual 

compass of the nation.”
27

  But Frank had little use for such a debate, and argued in his 

book that it distracted from what really matters in politics:  economics.  I suggest that 

this premise rests on the crucial presumption that values-voters and, in particular for 

my research question, evangelicals, engage in little conversation about economic 

matters, or else have underdeveloped ideas about what kinds of pecuniary policies to 

support.  But, as I will show in the chapters to come, evangelicals are not indifferent 

about government fiscal policy, a finding that I think casts significant doubt on 

Frank’s central thesis.  Neither do highly religious Christian constituencies eschew 

questions about personal finance, or avoid issues concerning individual responsibility 

for economic prosperity.  Instead, the economic homiletic rhetoric of many 

conservative Protestant pastors includes a discourse that recognizes no fundamental 

contradiction between the desire to restore the country to a set of presumed traditional 

values, and economic policies that privilege deregulation, tax cutting, slashes in social 

spending, and more.  My research makes plain the fact that deeply religious people in 

America, a constituency which surely must include deeply religious voters, often use 
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language that suggests there is a tie between free enterprise, industriousness, and self-

reliance that is obviously evident.  Moreover, conservative Protestants have 

historically argued in favor of individual initiative, personal responsibility for financial 

prosperity, and the unfettered free market.   

Furthermore, the research that I present in this dissertation reveals how 

financial discourses and values discourses are mutually constitutive and mutually 

reinforcing.  Economic questions are cultural questions, and cultural questions are 

economic questions.  This means, for example, that the position a person holds about 

whether or not there should be prayer in public schools, suggests something about 

what kinds of financial policies this same person will favor. Because of this, I argue 

that the culture wars have as much to do with economics as they do with social issues.  

That members of the Tea Party – whose candidates, so far at least, have almost always 

run for office under the Republican banner – prefer low tax policies and mostly 

oppose easy access to abortion should really come as no surprise.  There is not a 

natural dissonance in the Republican Party between the articulated interests of 

economic and business conservatives, on the one hand, and social conservatives on the 

other, especially when it comes to questions of economic policy.  Instead, as I will 

show, these groups deploy in their public discourses nearly identical arguments about 

economic matters.  Given this, I conclude that there is little reason to believe the 

Republican coalition will soon disintegrate – which is to say that the evangelical base 

will become disillusioned with Republican discourse – or to think free-market rhetoric 

will lose its hegemonic status among conservatives in the years to come, even taking 
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into account President Obama’s reelection in 2012.  To the contrary, I suspect that 

economic and evangelical conservatives will continue to center their rhetoric on the 

tenets of the Protestant work ethic, so famously described by Max Weber.  Members 

of each group will likely persist in stressing the role of hard work, saving, and self-

discipline for achieving success.  Both will also focus on the corollary of each of these 

values, and emphasize the role of personal responsibility for achieving satisfactory life 

outcomes, instead of advocating on behalf of a large social welfare state for protecting 

citizens against economic hardship or peril.   

Section Two: Outline of the Chapters to Come 

 In the chapters to follow, I begin by offering a discursive history that compares 

the pecuniary rhetoric of particularly noteworthy evangelicals with that of important 

free-market economic theorists, and show how the two groups have come to share a 

common economic rhetoric and narrative framing style.  I then offer a detailed 

rhetorical analysis of the homiletic discourse of conservative Protestant clergy about 

economic issues since the onset of the Great Recession in 2008.  As part of this study, 

I also pay attention to how the financial discourse of pastors aligns with the language 

they use when they discuss values issues.  I conclude by comparing the economic 

rhetoric of conservative evangelicalism to the economic rhetoric I discovered in a 

mainline Presbyterian Church in Washington D.C.  I think this comparison will prove 

especially helpful and interesting to readers, because it makes evident how one’s 

“worldview” – what James Davidson Hunter referred to as one’s “social reality,” 
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something which is usually a product of individual “imperatives of conscience” – 

shapes attitudes about questions of both culture and economics.
28

 

 In the first chapter, I analyze the trajectory of evangelical economic rhetoric in 

the twentieth century.  I do this for two reasons.  The first is to show that it was not 

inevitable that conservative Protestants should come to embrace conservative 

economic discourse and free-market orthodoxy.  Instead, the evangelical response to 

the civil rights movement and, in particular, the positions prominent clergy and other 

religious leaders took with regard to how best to achieve racial and economic justice 

in the United States, ultimately came to favor private action aimed at reconciliation 

between groups, instead of public policy measures.  Even so, there was a time when it 

seemed like conservative Protestants might endorse a more leftist approach to 

economic policy.  That they did not is important for understanding why the 

contemporary evangelical response to the financial crisis of 2008 has taken the 

markedly conservative tone that it has. 

The second reason for outlining the history of evangelical economic rhetoric in 

the twentieth century is to show how the language that conservative Christian leaders 

in the United States have used to talk about financial questions and government fiscal 

policy has often mirrored the language that conservative economists use to talk about 

these same issues.  This correspondence in discourse suggests that the tenets of 

conservative Protestantism have often been sympathetic to the ideas put forth by free-
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market thinkers.  And, indeed, Hunter acknowledged in his book that this was the 

case.  He wrote that socially and culturally conservative individuals in the years after 

the late 1960s have favored “economic self-determination, [and] ‘free’ enterprise.”
29

  

Nonetheless, for whatever reason, when people talk about the culture wars, they tend 

to emphasize social issues, to the detriment of considering economic preferences.  I 

think arguments like the one Frank posed in What’s the Matter With Kansas? make 

clear the fact that this happens.  Through showing the historical confluence of rhetoric 

between conservative evangelicalism and conservative economics, I will lay the 

groundwork for establishing why I think free-market discourse has as much to do with 

cultural politics as it does with economic policymaking.  

 In Chapter Two, I begin the rhetorical analysis of sermons that comprises the 

main portion of this dissertation.  It is one thing to establish that elite members of 

society – whether they are business leaders, economic leaders, or religious leaders – 

share narrative and argumentative patterns across topics, as I do in Chapter Two.  It is 

another thing to find this same congruity in the discourse of non-elite spaces, 

including weekly church services.  Indeed, one of my chief criticisms of Hunter’s 

book is that although he emphasized the role of language for determining the contours 

(and divisions) of public debate, he also argued that “public discourse is the discourse 

of elites.”
30

  For this reason, most of Hunter’s analysis is taken up with a discussion of 

the role that national media, the federal court system, and national organizations like 

the National Association of Evangelicals and the ACLU have in framing public 
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debate.  Obviously, each of these – along with many others – is an important 

contributor to any national conversation, on any topic.  Nonetheless before any idea 

can be considered hegemonic, it must first be widely shared.  So, while it is quite 

clearly important to understand what public officials and public figures have to say 

about hotly contested topics of discussion, if there really is a culture war, then its 

ideologies and rhetoric should show up in conversations that happen outside of the 

elite public sphere.  If this is not the case, then I propose that such a culture war likely 

matters less than the scholarship on it makes it seem. 

Given this, in Chapter Two I demonstrate how the homiletic economic rhetoric 

of conservative Protestant clergy favors unfettered capitalism.  This makes plain, I 

think, the hegemonic nature of free-market discourse inside of American 

evangelicalism.  For this to be true, of course, it must also be true that pastoral 

attitudes about financial questions are a useful way for gauging the economic beliefs 

of lay listeners.  Indeed, as I noted earlier, this is why I have chosen rhetorical analysis 

as a methodological approach.  One of the primary functions of rhetoric is to explain 

how the words of the speaker work to persuade an audience.  That is, although rhetoric 

seems to be about the ideas of orators, studying it is of little use without also taking 

into account the role of hearers.  Persuasion is impossible if speakers and hearers do 

not share common worldviews and premises.  Nonetheless, I want to acknowledge 

from the outset that this research cannot say anything for certain about which appeals 

any particular audience or individual listener might have recognized or rejected.  

Rhetorical appeals simply invite acceptance and assent to particular claims or 
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worldviews.  Even so, I think that evangelical voting patterns that strongly favor 

morally and fiscally conservative candidates, along with the ubiquity of the pastoral 

discourse that privileges free-market economic policy that I discovered in my 

research, makes it likely that conservative Protestant audiences often do share in the 

discourse their pastors advance, which favors a laissez-faire approach to financial 

questions. 

Evangelical clergy of all stripes, and from across the country, deployed similar 

argumentative appeals whenever they took up economic topics.  Many began with the 

idea of American exceptionalism, and emphasized that the nation’s historical role as a 

city on a hill endowed citizens with particular privileges and responsibilities.  They 

further implied that the inherent bounty of the United States was freely available to all 

people, so long as they were willing to work hard.  However, the meaning behind the 

term exceptionalism seemed to have slipped somewhat for pastors in their economic 

sermons.  After all, this is a concept that is typically used by conservatives when it 

comes to questions of foreign policy in the United States.  Here, the idea is that the 

United States should stand as an example of strength, morality and capitalist 

abundance to the rest of the world.  God calls the United States to be great. Its citizens 

should act justly and rightly, even when doing so is difficult or requires unilateral 

action.  When they rise to this challenge, God’s blessing will follow.
31

  However, most 

pastors seemed to skip over this requirement to duty or action, at least in their 

economic sermons.  American exceptionalism simply existed; God’s providence on 
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the country and its citizens was already received and evident.  The job of the receiver 

was simply to realize the gift, and then manage it well.  Building from this notion of 

perceived, universal abundance, a significant number of pastors in my study spoke 

about the perils of laziness, along with the corresponding evils of debt and 

overspending.  These claims were almost always underscored by pastoral calls that 

urged individuals to take more personal responsibility for financial success and failure.  

Finally, most conservative clergy insisted that all believers should faithfully tithe ten 

percent of their income to the church as a way to prove their financial faithfulness, and 

so to receive God’s blessing in return.   

For the most part, pastors seamlessly knitted these themes together in their 

economic messages, building from one to the next, all the while insisting that any 

individual who would embody the financial habits they described would soon realize 

monetary security.  In this way, the economic rhetoric of evangelicalism is deeply 

individualistic.  It mostly omits discussion of the larger macroeconomic structure, in 

favor of emphasizing how singular people always already have the tools they need to 

succeed.  This discursive avoidance of how problems in the broader economy might 

make economic life harder for particular constituent groups was especially noteworthy 

in this study, given the catastrophic nature of 2008’s financial crash, and the 

subsequent joblessness and general hardship that most economists agree it caused 

across the population. 

In Chapter Three, I offer a close reading of three evangelical sermons, in 

particular – two about the recession and one about threatened American values.  In the 
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two messages I consider about the recession, the pastors argued that Christians should 

respond to the financial crisis by changing their financial habits and becoming more 

disciplined with their money.  Arguments that seemed to disparage the public safety 

net and the welfare state were also present.  The pastors suggested that taking personal 

responsibility for individual economic success or failure was better than relying on 

government handouts.   Each also implied that the roots of the recession could be 

uncovered through examining the fact of widespread individual and personal financial 

recklessness, rather than through considering how deregulation or Wall Street banking 

practices – among other things – led to overall macroeconomic instability.   

The third sermon I analyze in Chapter Three was a message about a perceived 

deterioration in American values and morality.  I decided to analyze a homily such as 

this in order to reveal how the language of financial conservatism is confluent with the 

language of moral traditionalism.  As with economically based sermons, the sermon I 

analyze about social issues depended on underlying premises that included American 

exceptionalism, along with the importance of individual action, devotion, and 

discipline for ameliorating cultural decay. This finding of discursive similarity is 

important because it makes clear, I think, why an understanding of the discourses of 

the culture war requires engaging with economic issues along with social disputes.  As 

is the case when evangelicals talk about restricting abortion rights, restoring prayer to 

public schools, or defending the so-called traditional family, when evangelicals talk 

about economics, their rhetorical emphasis is usually deeply individualistic and 

moralist in tone.  It also carries a sense of nostalgia with it.  The evangelical sermons 
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about pecuniary issues I studied often contained arguments that starkly divided 

between the past and the present, and almost always rhetorically marked earlier eras in 

American life as better and as godlier than is true of the contemporary moment. Many 

pastors did this by suggesting – without declaring overtly – that Americans have 

forgotten the importance of the Protestant work ethic.  Previous generations of 

Americans worked hard, saved dutifully, and believed in economic self-reliance, they 

said.  Moreover, they did not depend on public safety net programs for survival, or 

believe that the government owed them anything simply as an entitlement of 

citizenship.  Now, however, too many people want too much, but they don’t want to 

work hard or sacrifice to get it.  As I will show, arguments like these are central to 

conservative economic theory, as well as to non-religious conservative rhetoric against 

a large social welfare state. 

In Chapter Four, I examine the financial discourse of a liberal, mainline 

Presbyterian Church.  I do this for several reasons.  The first is to reveal that there is 

nothing inherent in religious economic rhetoric that requires arguments that are starkly 

individualistic in nature, or that ignore macroeconomic structure and the problem of 

inequality that is endemic to late capitalism.  I suggest this means that the way people 

of faith conceive of economic life depends as much on the ideology they find 

persuasive, as it does with anything that emerges naturally from financial 

conversations.  Economic discourse in religious communities also appears to have 

something to do with what one chooses to emphasize.  For this reason, I argue in this 

chapter that whereas evangelical pastors tended to stress the importance of individual 
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freedom and personal responsibility in their economic messages, the mainline pastors 

whose financial rhetoric I studied emphasized the importance of economic equality.  

This difference in emphasis allowed these more liberal clergy to highlight the 

economic structure in their sermons, as well as articulate claims on behalf of 

financially disadvantaged constituencies.  Rather than affirm capitalism and 

institutional power as structures that individuals should accept and, even, obey as part 

of God’s plan for human life, liberal ministers articulated calls for collective action 

that aimed to make the economic system more accessible and equitable for all citizens. 

I also decided to analyze the rhetoric of relatively progressive ministers in 

order to support more fully my claim that economic issues should be thought of as part 

of the culture war.  After all, Hunter’s book posed that there are two easily identifiable 

sides to this debate, and it is easy to see why.  Individuals and institutions who affirm 

reproductive choice quite obviously stand in contrast to individuals who seek to 

criminalize and eliminate abortion.  Likewise, proponents of gay rights occupy a 

different rhetorical space from those who want to defend the heteronormative family 

structure.  And so on.  For economic issues to be culture war issues, a similar 

ideological and rhetorical division should be present.  And, as I will show in this 

chapter, it is. 

In the conclusion, I offer some final thoughts about what the discourse I have 

described in this dissertation suggests about the future of conservative economic 

rhetoric in the United States.  I argue that this discourse is likely to continue to 

advance significant incongruities, even in spite of 2008’s financial crash that threw the 
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viability of free-market ideology into doubt.  In much the same way as some critics 

point to an inherent contradiction in conservatism that both champions individual 

rights and limited government, but also seeks to limit individual choice about sex, 

drug use, and other such things, a contradiction exists in the economic rhetoric of 

evangelicalism.  This paradox appears whenever conservative Protestant clergy 

encourage their congregants to re-embrace values very similar to those most people 

think of when they hear the term “Protestant work ethic.”  These values include, of 

course, hard work, self-discipline, and rigid asceticism.  Ministers argued that through 

applying these mores, individuals could realize financial prosperity.  However, the 

modern economy is based in consumption and consumer credit.  Its growth depends 

on spending and a freely circulating money supply.
32

  Thus, when pastors argued that 

financial freedom is the product of work, saving, and paying down debt, while also 

affirming the free enterprise system and the rights of the powerful inside it, the net 

result was an overall affirmation of the economic status quo.  That is, although the 

financial downturn happened, in large part, because of a free-wheeling culture on Wall 

Street that was subject to too little government regulation, when pastors emphasized 

individual responsibility for pecuniary prosperity over the need for structural reform 

for avoiding another economic meltdown, the result was a kind of rhetorical re-

creation of the very conditions of capitalism that caused the recession in the first place.  

Very few questions were raised about whether those with money and industrial or 

government power should be held accountable for behaviors that helped lead to the 
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crash.  Likewise, little discussion took place about how this power might be better 

managed, or whether some reform of the business community was needed to prevent 

another recession.  Instead, many pastors argued that believers could be spared from 

any negative repercussions of the market system through engaging in the preferred 

individual behaviors they described.  Likewise, many continued to claim that, in spite 

of the recession, that the contemporary market system is the best economic system the 

world has ever known, and always deserves defense and protection from too much 

government oversight.   

Section Three: The Population Comprising the Evangelical Audience 

 Defining the conservative Protestant population in the United States is hardly 

an easy task.  Evangelicalism is a highly complex religion and social movement, with 

porous boundaries.
33

  Moreover, many large, nondenominational churches do not have 

formal membership rolls, a fact which means that scholars and analysts of these 

congregations can only estimate about the population’s size and demographics.
34

  

Nonetheless, demographic data collected by The Pew Forum on Religion and Public 

Life suggested the following:  Just more than 26 percent of the American population 

identifies with the label “evangelical.”  Of this 26 percent, 81 percent are non-

Hispanic whites.  Fifty-three percent are female; 47 percent male.  In terms of income, 

34 percent of evangelicals earn less than $30,000 dollars per year, and another 24 

percent earn between $30,000 and $49,999.  Even so, 13 percent make over $100,000 
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per year.  And, 50 percent of evangelical churches in the United States are in the 

South, while only ten percent are in the Northeast.
35

 

 Also, for purposes of this study, I identified as an evangelical church – and so 

an evangelical congregation – those places of worship that affirmed a belief that the 

Bible is inerrant, or at least inspired by God, and so worthy of utmost worldly 

authority.  Other tenets of faith that are essential to conservative Protestantism include 

the notion that eternal salvation comes from Jesus Christ alone; that humans are 

inherently sinful and in need of divine grace and redemption; and that it is possible for 

individual people to have a personal relationships with God, and so to discern his will 

for their life.
36

  In preparing this analysis, I paid attention to how each of these beliefs 

seemed to take shape in the messages evangelical clergy gave about economic issues. 

 A note about terminology:  In this dissertation, I freely interchange the words 

“evangelical(s),” “conservative Christian(s),” “conservative Protestant(s)” and, much 

more occasionally, “fundamentalist(s).”
37

  I do this to provide the reader with 

language variation, and so to make the text easier to read.  I do not have in mind any 

difference in meaning between these terms, unless I indicate that I do in the text at 
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hand.  Instead, in each case, I mean to refer to the systems of belief that I have 

delineated above as common to American evangelicalism. 

 In sum, while many academic studies have been done about conservative 

Protestant attitudes regarding what constitutes proper moral behavior and belief, far 

fewer have considered evangelical attitudes about economics.  This dissertation seeks 

to fill in this gap in understanding.  In so doing, I offer a more robust conception of the 

culture wars in the United States, and also offer some insight about the tone of 

conservative economic discourse, and the direction in which the conservative 

movement might go in the years ahead.  
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Chapter One:   

Historical Firmaments: How Evangelicals Came to Favor Free-Market 

Fundamentalism 

 

 Near the turn of the twentieth century, capitalism was changing.  Once a 

system that privileged character and restraint, it was beginning to favor consumption 

and pleasure, instead.  This change would have lasting effects not only for how 

business is run and money is made in the United States, but with regard to the social 

and cultural order, as well.
38

  Whereas social obligation and the social order had, up 

until that point, run according to the rhythms of the Protestant work ethic, consumer 

capitalism made mainstream the idea that meaning could be found in life through 

seeking both pleasure and self-satisfaction.
39

  This change caught the attention of 

conservative Protestants and conservative economists, alike.  As the decades of the 

twentieth century unfolded, members of each of these groups began – in both similar 

and dissimilar ways – to develop an economic ideology and rhetoric in defense of 

traditionalism, individualism, and personal responsibility.
40

  This discourse stood in 

contrast to the one which was more hegemonic, particularly in the middle part of the 

twentieth century, that privileged prolific government spending for assuring economic 

prosperity, along with the necessity of creating a robust social safety net to protect 

individuals from the endemic volatility of capitalism.   

In this chapter, I will trace the response of conservative evangelicals and 

conservative economists to the emergence of consumer capitalism and, more 
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particularly, to the growth of the public welfare state in the decades just before and 

after World War II.  I do this as a means for setting up the empirical analysis of 

contemporary evangelical economic rhetoric that comprises the main part of this work.  

But these discourses also reveal something significant about the underlying nature of 

the culture wars debate.  In the popular imagination, I think there is tendency to frame 

these conflicts as being almost exclusively about social issues.  This sometimes leads 

analysts of the culture wars – as was the case with Tomas Frank in What’s the Matter 

with Kansas – to imagine a discursive split between the spheres of social and cultural 

values, on the one side, and pecuniary policy, on the other.  Moreover, this (false) 

bifurcation also often suggests that while cultural hot button issues get most of the 

attention in politics, what really matters is economics. As I noted in the introduction, I 

find this to be a mistake, because economic questions are cultural questions, and 

cultural questions are economic questions.  Take, for example, the public discussion 

about abortion.  The decision to have a baby – or not – has lasting effects in the life of 

the mother in terms of her earnings potential and ability to be financially independent.  

On a more macro level, the abortion debate speaks to questions about social policy in 

the United States and, in particular, questions about how much financial support for 

families, women, and children the government should be obliged to provide.
41

  I 

mention this not to make an unnecessary detour into the debate over reproductive 

rights, but rather to make clear how the discourses of social and economic issues often 

cannot be easily teased apart.  Nonetheless, I think that the link between these two 
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rhetorics often seems invisible, leading to the tendency, as I noted above, to think of 

social issues as inhabiting one political sphere, and economic issues the other.  When 

this happens, the result is what I refer to as the problem of inevitability.  By this, I 

mean to suggest that while some might say that there is nothing especially surprising 

about the existence of a robust discourse inside conservative Protestantism that 

supports free enterprise and mores of personal responsibility for financial success or 

failure, I argue here that this needn’t necessarily have been the case.  Things could 

have turned out differently. 

 In the pages to come, I offer a condensed history of the developing rhetoric of 

the culture wars, and pay close attention to the role of economic discourse and theory 

in the advancement of these debates.  In so doing, I describe the history behind the 

forming of evangelical attitudes when it comes to questions about economic social 

justice.  I begin by showing how, in post-war America, the economic rhetoric of 

evangelicals mostly concerned the problems and dangers of communism, and the 

corresponding need to promote free enterprise as a defense against the perceived 

Soviet threat.  In the 1960s and early 1970s, however, this focus changed, as an 

important debate occurred inside the national evangelical social movement about 

whether or not conservative Christians should support ongoing growth in systems of 

public welfare, or whether they should advocate instead on behalf of private charity 

for taking care of needy citizens.  This discussion was related to, and also different 

from, a coincident discussion that was taking place with regard to how evangelicals 

should confront the problem of race discrimination in the United States.  Conservative 
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Protestant leaders, like their more liberal counterparts among both the clergy and the 

general citizenry, never disputed the idea that – to put it crudely – those with more had 

a moral obligation to help take care of those with less.  They never embraced, for 

example, Ayn Rand’s proposition that there is nothing especially virtuous about 

extending charity to others, or that doing so might actually turn the receiver of aid into 

“a helplessly miserable object of pity who holds a mortgage on the lives of others.”
42

  

Instead, while conservative Protestants have almost always identified with the mores 

of the Protestant work ethic, they have also taken seriously the Christian duty to care 

for the poor.  Indeed, there was a time when the possibility existed that evangelicals 

might embrace a more leftist approach – and discourse – to economic social welfare 

policy.  The story of how they did not is a central theme in this chapter.    

Section One: The Inherent Conflict in American Conservatism 

 Before I begin to describe the historical trajectory of conservative Protestant 

economic discourse, let me first offer some thoughts about American conservative 

ideology and rhetoric, writ large. I do this to make clear how evangelical rhetoric has 

sometimes struggled to resolve an inherent tension between two different strands of 

conservative thought.  The first of these strands might be thought of as representing 

the theories of the eighteenth century statesman and philosopher, Edmund Burke.  The 

other stems from the economic and philosophical theories of Friedrich von Hayek.  At 

the most basic level, Burke emphasized what individuals owe to one another, across 

geographies and time periods.  Hayek, on the other hand, stressed the importance of 
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individual rights to freedom, choice, and absolute self-determination.  I do not mean to 

suggest that Burke eschewed choice, while Hayek spurned duty.  Rather, these are 

questions of foremost values.  This distinction is important to understand because, 

over the years, conservative Protestant discourse about economic issues has sometimes 

aligned closely with the ideas represented in Burke’s work; at other times – including, 

I argue, in the current moment – it has been more reminiscent of Hayek.  Moreover, 

understanding which of these two theories is ultimately controlling in evangelical 

economic rhetoric – which is to say, understanding how the libertarian strand has 

mostly won out over the traditional one – will help to explain the contours and tones 

of the contemporary conservative discourse about pecuniary issues.  It will also 

elucidate why an ardent evangelical constituency comprises an essential part of the 

contemporary Republican coalition.  Highly religious voters care deeply about social 

issues, no doubt.  But many have also come to favor the same free-market economic 

policies and rhetoric as do economic and business conservatives. 

 Burke’s ideas were central to the creation of what might be called classical 

conservatism.
43

  An ardent supporter of the American Revolution, Burke was 

dismayed by the violent excesses of the French Revolution.  In response, he advanced 

theories that comprised six basic principles, including “a deep suspicion of the power 

of the state; a preference for liberty over equality; patriotism; a belief in established 

institutions and hierarchies; skepticism about the idea of progress; and elitism.”
44
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These foundational values situated the conservative creed as preferring moral order 

and social harmony over progress and change.  They also evidenced Burke’s belief 

that proper human behavior should take into account not only what one owes to the 

present generation, but also pay proper deference to those who came before, along 

with those who will come after.
45

  In some ways, this is reminiscent of Jesus’ 

admonition that individuals should “do unto others as they would have done unto 

themselves,” only extended out to embrace all humans, across all time periods.
46

  For 

Burke, meeting this obligation required, among other things, protecting established 

customs and acquiescing to extant systems of authority.
47

   

 Central to Burke’s philosophy was the belief that there are few (if any) virtues 

greater than that of human liberty, but that this freedom must be exercised carefully, 

less it turn into a vice.  That is, he argued in favor of the role of government to help 

tame human passions, a limitation he proposed was necessary if people were to 

exercise well their duties to generations present, past, and future.
48

  Burke also 

affirmed the importance of religious faith.  Left to their own devices, Burke believed 

that humans were likely to make choices that would undermine individual virtue and 

weaken the fragile moral order.
49

  This idea shares ideological resonance with 

conservative Protestant discourse and the tenets of the Christian Bible.  Resonance, of 

course, is the rhetorical notion that one idea or experience has the ability to evoke or 
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suggest images, memories, and emotions that correspond to other ideas or experiences 

– sometimes similar, and sometimes not.  In this study, I use the term resonance as a 

way to highlight how individuals across political constituencies are “linked together 

by feelings aroused and organized” in similar ways.
50

   

Burke’s emphasis on the need to corral human passions finds a corollary – and 

so a resonance – in the writings of the Apostle Paul.  In the seventh chapter of the 

Book of Romans, Paul wrote: 

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave 

to sin. I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, 

but what I hate I do… For I have the desire to do what is good, but I 

cannot carry it out. For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I 

do not want to do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not 

want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does 

it.  So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right 

there with me.
51

   

 

Echoing from both Burke’s ideas and Paul’s words (or vice versa) is the vital nature of 

assuring free choice, combined with attention to the problems that occur when people 

choose poorly.  For Christians, the problem of sin, and the responsibility for choosing 

Christ (i.e., choosing salvation) as remedy to this problem of sin, is central to the faith.  

Unlike their Calvinist forebears, most contemporary evangelicals eschew the notion of 

divine predestination, in favor of the Armenian emphasis on the role of human action 

for receiving redemption.
52

  But even as Christians have come to endow individuals 

with the agency to choose to believe – or not – and then to act accordingly, these same 
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believers also often stipulate that humans are born sinful, which is to say full of evil 

passions.  For evangelicals, these sinful ways must be eschewed and tamed in order 

for individuals to be able to live a just and righteous life.  As with Burke, Christian 

doctrine frames humans as inclined toward malevolence, a wickedness that can only 

be overcome through choosing Christ and beginning to live out his precepts.  In this 

way, Paul’s words might best be interpreted to mean, “I want to choose well, but left 

to my own devices, I don’t.  Thus, I need the grace of Christ and the wisdom of 

scripture to have any chance of living a just and fruitful life.”  Thus, both Burke’s 

philosophy and modern evangelical dogma emphasize the need for protecting and 

defending human freedom, even as both also doubt that individuals – left solely to the 

power of their own wills and consciences – have the capacity to be especially ethical 

or virtuous.  The result of this presumed depravity is the notion that “civilization is 

fragile and easily disrupted.”
53

  Religion serves as an essential bulwark against this 

threat.   

Where Burke’s theory and some evangelical doctrine propose a system that 

privileges human freedom so long as this freedom is tempered by the rules of a 

traditionalist moral order, Hayek’s political-economic philosophy was deeply 

libertarian in tone.  An Austrian economist, his theories first began to circulate in the 

1920s and 1930s, although they gained very little traction, at least at first.  This would 

begin to change in the 1960s.  Hayek wrote against the ascendant economic theory of 
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his time, which mostly derived from the ideas of Britain’s John Maynard Keynes.
54

  

Keynes’ economic philosophy – which he developed in response to the financial crisis 

that gripped much of Europe in the immediate aftermath of World War I, and 

eventually reached the United States in 1929 in the form of the Great Depression –

codified the importance of consumption, including government-sponsored 

consumption, into the canon of economic theory.  Keynes vigorously argued that too 

much individual frugality and financial temperance would lead to widespread 

hardship.  “Whenever you save five shillings, you put a man out of work for day,” he 

said on a BBC radio broadcast in January 1931.  “On the other hand, when you buy 

goods you increase employment… [But] if you do not buy goods, the shops will not 

clear their stocks, they will not give repeat orders, and someone will be thrown out of 

work.”
55

  Keynes thus suggested that patriotism and consumption went hand-in-hand.  

This formulation situated shopping and spending as crucial to ongoing economic 

prosperity, and gave individuals a way to think about these habits in socially beneficial 

terms.  In this way, Keynesianism struck a critical blow against moral traditionalism, 

including the Protestant ethic that encouraged rigid asceticism and admonished 

individuals against spending and debt.   Keynes also insisted that whenever individual 

spending sputtered, economic sluggishness would inevitably result, as was happening 

in the United States during the Great Depression.  He thus endorsed prolific 

government spending as a remedy for increasing aggregate demand and so alleviating 
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unemployment.  Any outlay of funds, he wrote, would eventually lead to increased 

consumption, and so spur better economic health.
56

  It was this promotion of 

government spending and government programs that raised the most ire in Keynes’ 

critics, including Hayek.   

Hayek quibbled with Keynes on several fronts.  He urged that the kinds of 

government interventions for which Keynes advocated were economically 

wrongheaded and, even worse, that they also posed an enormous threat to individual 

freedom.  For Hayek, an unfettered free market was superior in every way to the 

mixed economic approach that Keynes proposed.
57

  Hayek believed individuals 

always act in autonomous ways that, while irreducible to simple understanding, 

collectively provide for “globally optimal outcomes,” even if some people should 

happen to behave in less than desirable ways.
58

  Hayek emphasized that because each 

person is comprised of unique characteristics and desires, all individuals must be left 

to make unique choices, free from intrusion.  To do otherwise, he urged, was to invite 

totalitarianism.  It was his fear of this possibility – and, in particular, his absolute 

opposition to communism – that made his economic theory and discourse similar to 

one that would soon be advanced by prominent conservative Protestants.  No matter 

how well-intentioned government programs were, Hayek wrote, once government 

bureaucrats began to engage in centralized economic planning, their influence was 
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bound to grow until it became “all-comprehensive.”
59

  Therefore, government 

intervention in the marketplace, even in limited amounts, and stemming from 

benevolent goals, was a necessarily slippery slope.  Where Keynes insisted that 

government was duty-bound to try to eliminate market inefficiencies like 

unemployment, homelessness, and hunger, Hayek insisted that these maladies, though 

awful, were the necessary price for defending human freedom.   

 Nonetheless, Hayek initially came out on the losing side of this debate about 

whether government interference in the private economy was a mostly helpful or 

harmful thing.  The Keynesian approach was widely credited for ending the Great 

Depression – particularly the large outlay of government funds that accompanied the 

United States’ entry into World War II.  This policy success led presidents and 

lawmakers in the decades after the conflict’s end to continue with a Keynesian 

approach to economic management.  Indeed, Keynesianism was the cornerstone of the 

“liberal consensus” that dominated American politics and culture from the war’s end 

through the early 1970s.
60

  Among other things, this liberal consensus represented the 

seemingly pervasive belief – perhaps especially in white America – that prosperity 

held the key to all progress, including social progress. The idea was that economic 

growth, largely spurred through government spending and government programs, 

would eventually work to lift all boats and so ameliorate all sorts of social and cultural 
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ills.
61

  Hayek and his followers disputed vigorously the notion that the government 

could play such a positive role in the nation’s economy.  Instead, they argued that a 

robust and mostly unregulated market system would work best to assure personal 

liberty, while also enhancing and equalizing economic opportunity. 

 While the tension between the theories of Hayek and Keynes is obvious, there 

is a crucial division between the conservatisms of Burke and Hayek that deserves 

attention, as well.  Among the most crucial distinctions between the two concerns the 

role of individual obligation.  Burkean traditionalism always has a deeply moral 

component.  It finds fault with the American tendency to ignore the inherent fragility 

between the social bonds that hold citizens together, along with the corresponding 

neglect to pay deference to systems of authority.
62

  Followers of Burke “emphasize the 

rule of law in securing liberty and the role of one’s betters in limiting individual 

desires and in fostering by example rational choices.  In effect, liberty and the 

individual must be understood in social context, finding meaning through social 

relations with others.”
63

  Freedom, while always essential, requires circumscription 

from the laws of the state and the mores of the church. 

 The Hayekian approach, on the other hand, is deeply suspicious of the state, 

particularly in economic matters.  Hayek regarded matters of social justice or equality 

as something of an illusion; attempts to ensure these values, he thought, did little more 
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than diminish personal freedom.  Instead, Hayek argued that “freedom begins with a 

simple dichotomy:  liberty versus coercion.”
64

  Under this view, inequality between 

individuals is unavoidable, and is not something that any one person has an undeniable 

moral obligation to try to ameliorate for other persons.  Instead, Hayek believed that 

inequality could be beneficial, because it enhanced the role of personal responsibility 

for life outcomes, and so encouraged industriousness and self-sufficiency.  Above all, 

Hayek privileged the principle of self-obligation over the notion of moral duty to 

others.  He also regarded an unfettered free-market – not social ties or government 

programs – as the best protector of individual prosperity and personal liberty. 

 Finally, in explaining the different approaches to conservatism that these two 

men represent, I do not mean to suggest that evangelical discourse often directly cites 

– or openly relies on – the philosophy of either of these two thinkers; sometimes this 

happens, but it is not the typical case.  Rather, I argue that evangelical discourse shares 

rhetorical resonance with the theories of both Burke and Hayek.  Nonetheless, 

sometimes these approaches have been in conflict, and so one has won out over the 

other.  Indeed, as I have previously indicated, I argue that the Hayekian approach is 

now the more dominant one, which helps to explain why contemporary evangelical 

economic rhetoric has taken on the tone and narrative structure that it has. 
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Section Two: The Problem of Communism 

 In the decades immediately following World War II, it made little difference 

whether a Burkean or a Hayekian conservatism dominated the political right in the 

United States.  As I noted earlier, these years were marked by widespread prosperity 

and a presumed “liberal consensus” among the nation’s political, economic, and 

academic elite. This consensus privileged consumption, government spending on 

defense, and progressive welfare programs, as necessary means for spurring 

continuous economic growth.  But the late 1940s were significant for another reason 

as well:  they marked the beginning of the Cold War.  For many Americans, the key 

issue in this conflict with the Soviet Union concerned the always present fear of 

nuclear war.  For evangelical Christians, this worry was matched by an overwhelming 

aversion to the godlessness of communism.  Some conservative Protestant leaders 

went so far as to suggest that the centralized power and planning of the Soviet bloc 

usurped God’s sovereignty.  This led them to articulate arguments affirming the 

relationship between free enterprise and freedom of religion, and against the growth of 

the social welfare state. 

 One significant individual in this regard was a Presbyterian preacher named 

Carl McIntire.  McIntire was as doctrinally conservative as a Christian could be.  He 

opposed modern practices of Biblical higher criticism on the grounds that scripture 

represented a supernaturally inspired text that was both perfect and absolutely 
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authoritative.
65

  In 1936, McIntire, along with J. Gresham Machen, split from the 

Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. to found the Presbyterian Church in America.  

Their aim was to restore the doctrine of inerrancy, and to promote fundamentalist 

separatism, or the idea that true Christians should remain set apart from the broader 

American culture.
66

  But even as McIntire urged believers to so separate, and 

forcefully criticized all those who disagreed – he would later publicly disapprove of 

the Reverend Billy Graham’s efforts to reach out to mainstream Americans – he also 

wrote prolifically about the importance of defending the free market as a means for 

protecting individual liberty and stifling the communist threat.
67

  In advancing this 

defense of free enterprise, McIntire had a tendency to use language that resonated 

strongly with Hayek’s, rather than Burke’s theory.  For example, in the opening 

sentences of his book, The Rise of the Tyrant, he wrote: 

When freedom is destroyed, whatever takes its place is tyranny.  There 

is no substitute for freedom.  Only in a free society can man be man.  

Private enterprise, which we cherish for America, can only live in a 

free economy.  Destroy liberty and you kill private enterprise.  Limit 

private enterprise and you massacre freedom.  What is separately 

spoken of today as “political freedom” and “economic freedom” are 
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one and the same, and the attempt to separate them is to open the door 

for the tyrant.
68

 

 

Because McIntire believed so absolutely in the link between economic and religious 

freedom, he opposed the idea that government should provide a social safety net.  He 

argued that the New Deal had destroyed the American spirit of “individualistic 

reliance on self-discipline, hard work, and free enterprise.”
69

  For McIntire, as with 

conservative economists like Hayek, Roosevelt’s policies that aimed to restore 

economic stability in the aftermath of the Depression represented a kind of soft 

totalitarianism.  Both argued that New Deal programs denigrated personal initiative 

and the right to self-determination, in favor of bureaucratic planning and central 

control. 

 McIntire was not alone in making arguments that promoted free enterprise as 

the best antidote and defense against the godlessness of communism.  A similar 

discourse was advanced by the Reverend Billy Graham in the early 1950s.  Then just 

beginning his career as a revivalist, Graham admonished audiences about the danger 

communism posed to Western culture.  The public preacher insisted that Marxist 

doctrine was the product of the devil, and so required steadfast resistance.
70

  Graham 

also despaired over the power of organized labor and the collectivist impulse it 

represented.  He even went so far as to say that the Garden of Eden was a paradise “in 
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which there were ‘no union dues, no labor leaders, no snakes, no disease.’”
71

  Graham 

also heaped praise on the many Christian businessmen who supported his ministry, 

and denied that the pursuit of wealth and the pursuit of faith constituted mutually 

exclusive realms of activity.
72

  He thus drew evangelical discourse and conservative 

economic rhetoric together into one discursive frame. 

 The businessmen to whom Graham referred had been organizing since the time 

of the New Deal to fight against government intervention in the marketplace.  One 

individual in particular, Howard J. Pew, was deeply committed to unifying business 

interests and evangelical sentiment.  An executive at Sun Oil, Pew was a devout 

Presbyterian.  Near the end of World War II, he joined forces with a Los Angeles-area 

pastor named James Fifield.  The two then created an organization whose goal was to 

persuade evangelical pastors to embrace the virtues of the free market and to preach 

about the importance of protecting laissez-faire capitalism. This effort resulted in the 

launch of “Spiritual Mobilization,” with a mission to “foster the ‘development among 

the clergymen of this country, of a proper conception of just what constitutes our 

American way of life and how this ties in with sound religious principles.’”
73

  As part 

of this effort, Pew and Fifield sent copies of Hayek’s Road to Serfdom to 100 

conservative Protestant ministers throughout the United States.  This marked one of 

the earliest attempts to link overtly evangelical ideology with free-market economic 

theory.  Pew and Fifield tried to raise the funds to send a copy of the book to every 
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pastor in the country, although this goal was never fully realized.  Whether or not the 

pastors who received the books immediately took to Hayek’s words, or if they even 

read them at all, is also not entirely clear.  Indeed, Lemuel Rickets Boulware, who was 

a leading labor antagonist of the time, once said that the “clergymen were the worst.  

They were always against us.”
74

  This statement by Boulware hints at what I would 

like to begin to explore more fully in the coming section of this chapter:  While there 

is significant evidence that influential evangelicals deployed a staunchly conservative, 

free-market based, economic rhetoric in the postwar years – evidence that I have 

concentrated on here – their pro-market discourse did encounter resistance on some 

fronts.  In part, this may be because of the aforementioned liberal consensus that 

dominated American public discourse at the time.  However, it may also have 

something to do with the fact that evangelical doctrine almost always has room for 

neighborly compassion and care, values that Burke affirmed in his conservative 

ideology.  Thus, at least in the decades immediately following the Depression, when 

images of Hoovervilles and breadlines were still fresh in the minds of many citizens, 

rhetorics that denigrated public benevolence or help may have seemed misguided – 

even heartless – to many conservative Protestant believers and their clergy. 

 Nonetheless, by the 1960s, many leading evangelical pastors had publicly 

articulated arguments in defense of capitalism.  Moreover, in the early Cold War 

years, religious and business leaders united in the fight against communism, a battle 

that necessarily involved advancing fierce defenses of the free market.  I suggest that 
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this unifying rhetoric makes clear the then-emergent trend to link fundamentalist 

religion with fundamentalist economics.
75

  During this time, little overall attention was 

paid to problems of economic or racial inequality, an omission that was soon to 

change.  Nevertheless, most public Christian rhetoric during the early Cold War years 

framed communism as the gravest danger facing the United States, and situated the 

free market as a crucial defense against this threat. 

Section Three: Fusionism Emerges alongside the Fight for Civil Rights 

 At midcentury, Hayek’s economic theories provided an important (and slowly 

growing) counterweight to the philosophies of Keynes.  Constituent groups across the 

conservative political spectrum, whether economic or religious in nature, advanced 

arguments that framed the growing American welfare state as representing small steps 

on the road to totalitarianism.  They also articulated fierce defenses on behalf of 

laissez-faire capitalism.  Nonetheless, there was little coordination of effort between 

groups.  The work of Howard Pew and James Fifield was the exception more than the 
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rule.  Moreover, there remained key differences inside conservatism.  While 

traditionalists, like Carl Henry, did advocate on behalf of the free-market, they also 

maintained priorities that shared resonance with the philosophical approach of Burke, 

and especially emphasized the importance of maintaining a “social order typically 

based on religious belief or with prescriptive tradition.”
76

  Libertarians, like Hayek, 

contrarily argued on behalf of absolute individual autonomy. 

 Beginning in the 1950s, William F. Buckley launched an effort to bring these 

conservative constituencies together.  This eventually led to the publication of the first 

National Review in 1955.  In was in this magazine, which eventually became known 

as the “right’s debating chamber,” that Buckley first articulated what would come to 

be known as the “fusionist” approach to conservatism.
77

  Fusionism admitted that 

while the ideals of traditionalists and libertarians were “not [always] readily 

commutable,” the two groups still shared enough in common that it made sense to 

work together to advance a right-leaning political agenda.
78

  At heart, fusionism 

combined a “Hayekian faith in the market and critique of the New Deal to the larger 

moral and political concerns” of Christian conservatives.
79

  It also forwarded a 

common assumption about the inherent and inalienable dignity of individuals, even as 

one side tended to base this belief in religious dogma, and the other in liberal political 

theory.  Both groups affirmed the role of value, virtue, and order for creating a 

                                                 
76

 Gregory L. Schneider, "Part V: Fusion," in Conservatism in America since 1930, ed. Gregory L. 

Schneider (New York: New York University, 2003), 169. 
77

 Micklethwait and Woolridge, The Right Nation, 51. 
78

 Schneider, "Part V: Fusion," 169. 
79

 Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands, 77. 



49 

 

 

productive citizenry.
80

  However, even under this fusionist approach, traditionalists 

and libertarians continuously collided over “whether to emphasize freedom [or, 

instead,] the need for justice and order in society.”
81

 

 Indeed, it was precisely the issue of justice that could have led evangelicals to 

embrace rhetoric in support of a robust social welfare state, along with public policies 

aimed at ensuring full racial inclusion.  To explain, even as Buckley was launching his 

magazine, the civil rights movement was gaining visibility and momentum.  And, of 

course, at the most basic level, the civil rights movement had two goals.  The first was 

achieving full racial inclusion for people of color.  The second was securing economic 

equality and opportunity for black citizens.  The first major event of the civil rights 

movement was the 1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, which 

made formal school segregation unconstitutional.
82

  Then, in December 1955, Rosa 

Park launched the Montgomery bus boycott when she refused to give up her seat to a 

white passenger.
83

  In 1960, black students in Greensboro, North Carolina began sit-

ins at Woolworth’s department store lunch counters (among others), and so pushed the 

fight for racial equality from public spaces into private ones, as well.
84

  And later that 

same year, the freedom rides began, joining together young blacks and white pacifists 

in an effort to demand that laws promising racial inclusion be enforced.
85

  Rather than 

                                                 
80

 Deutsch and Fishman, eds., The Dilemmas of American Conservatism, 4. 
81

 Ibid. 
82

 Hodgson, America in Our Time, 63.  Ronald Takaki, A Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural 

America (San Francisco: Bay Back Books, 2008), 388-89. 
83

 An account of this episode is available in many places.  One brief, but still vivid, account can be 

found in: Takaki, A Different Mirror, 390. 
84

 Ibid., 391. 
85

 Hodgson, America in Our Time, 189. 



50 

 

 

leading to race reconciliation, however, the freedom rides “revealed more clearly than 

ever the hysterical ferocity with which at least a minority in the South would resist 

attempts to end segregation.”
86

 

 Many of the South’s most vociferous pro-segregation citizens also identified as 

fundamentalist Christians.
87

  Nonetheless, it is not entirely correct to presume that all 

“[w]hite evangelicals were conspicuous by their absence in the civil rights 

movement.”
88

  Instead, several important conservative Protestant institutions – and the 

men who ran these institutions – set about trying to decide how evangelicals should 

respond to the fight for fuller racial (and by extension, economic) inclusion.  In 

particular, mainline and evangelical clergy, alike, “were never of one mind about the 

civil rights movement” and many, in true Burkean fashion, believed they had a duty to 

step up and defend the rights and dignity of racially disenfranchised groups.
89

  Even 

so, it is true that ministers were divided about how conservative Protestants might best 

support the fight for equality, a fact made evident by the 1957 school integration 

debate in Little Rock Arkansas.  As E. Brooks Holified explained in God’s 

Ambassadors: 
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Little Rock put clerical disagreements on the front pages. When 

Governor Orval Faubus resisted school integration in Arkansas in 1957, 

seven clergymen help escort the black children to the mobs outside 

Central High School, and forty of the city’s 200 pastors organized a 

“ministry of reconciliation.”  [T]wenty-four independent 

fundamentalist Baptist pastors who did not want “everyone thinking 

that all of Little Rock’s ministers were against segregation,” launched a 

counter movement… [But] even though a majority of the white 

ministers privately favored integration, they could offer little public 

leadership.  Some worked behind the scenes, but most stayed out of the 

fray, and at least nine who were more outspoken had to leave their 

pulpits.
90

 

 

The efforts of these white ministers to advance the cause of civil rights were spurred 

even further along when, in 1961, a cadre of white clergy joined the freedom rides, 

even in the face of disapproving congregations.
91

  In 1963, thirteen Southern Baptist 

pastors in Virginia were forced out of their leadership roles after they signed a 

statement supporting desegregation.  And “[t]wenty-eight young white native-born 

Mississippi Methodist pastors signed a manifesto against racial discrimination; two 

years later only two remained in their pulpits.”
92

  Thus, while it is true that many white 

evangelicals resisted – and, even, deplored – the struggle for racial equality, others 

offered not only support, but personally shared in some of the movement’s negative 

repercussions. 

 Even among the most conservative of voices, there was often a recognition that 

Christians should support an end to segregation.  I think here, for example, of Carl 

Henry.  Henry was one of the first editors of Christianity Today, the highly influential 
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magazine that Billy Graham founded with the goal of providing information to 

believers that would be “conservative, evangelical, and anti-Communist.”
93

  Henry 

was traditionalist to the core; he often affirmed systems of authority and insisted that 

citizens – especially Christian citizens – should respect law and order.  However, 

Henry disagreed with the Carl McIntires of the world who argued that true Christian 

believers should separate themselves from the world’s problems and temptations.  

Instead, he encouraged:   

evangelicals to reclaim their rightful leadership in the field of social 

reform with a program of redemptive regeneration… [H]e exhorted his 

fellow believers to get involved in social and political affairs.  By 

working with both non-evangelical liberals and fundamentalists with a 

social conscience, he argued, evangelicals could furnish the moral 

dynamics of social reform and show that conservative Christianity 

could “compete as a vital world ideology.”
94

 

 

Henry also believed that the social justices in need of Christian amelioration applied 

not only to race, but to the marketplace, as well. 

 Although he supported free enterprise, Henry did not believe that capitalism 

was beyond criticism.  In a 1957 essay in Christianity Today, he wrote that while some 

labor unions were “illicitly organized… they constituted the largest social movement 

next to the churches and were here to stay.”
95

  And while he stopped short of 

endorsing the labor movement, Henry did criticize corporate and managerial excess, 
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and sanctioned improved systems of workplace democracy.
96

  Evangelical theologian 

Francis Schaeffer, who would later gain fame for being among the first to insist that 

conservative Christians oppose liberal abortion rights, joined Henry in advancing 

arguments against capitalist excess and market injustice.  He proposed that the 

accumulation of wealth should be put to “compassionate” purposes, including caring 

for the poor and supporting evangelistic efforts to advance the gospel.  Schaeffer also 

supported causes that are now more resonant with the progressive side of the culture 

wars debate, as he “urged his fellow believers to reflect upon environmentalism, 

alienation, and sensitivity to nature.”
97

 

 As is evident in these insights from both Henry and Schaeffer, many influential 

evangelicals in the 1960s engaged the civil rights discourse that occupied the public 

sphere, and agreed that formal systems of segregation should be ended.  In line with 

the Burkean conservative tradition that prioritized the moral necessity of social 

obligation, they explored ways to develop resonance between their theological 

orthodoxy and calls for cultural and sociopolitical action.  Many also looked for 

opportunities to foster fuller economic inclusion across all constituent groups.  Thus, 

although there is little doubt that, in general, conservative Protestantism has 

historically supported free-market policies, evangelical public discourse has also, at 

least on occasion, demonstrated “uneasiness about unfettered capitalism.”
98
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Moreover, this discomfort may have been particularly pronounced in the early years of 

the civil rights movement.   

 In 1964, riding the outpouring of national grief and patriotic unity that 

followed JFK’s assassination, Lyndon Johnson pressed the Civil Rights Act through 

Congress.  The legislation was not without controversy or opposition.  Indeed, some 

writers suggest that evangelical uneasiness with the civil rights movement led these 

believers to throw their support behind the ultra-conservative Barry Goldwater in the 

1964 presidential election.  Goldwater voted against the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
99

  It 

is easy to frame this opposition as simple-minded, even racist.  But I would like to 

suggest a slightly different interpretation.  Many evangelicals agreed that racial 

reconciliation was necessary, and that people of color needed to be granted fuller 

economic inclusion.  The dispute then – as now – was whether this could (or should) 

be accomplished through legislative action, or through private efforts.   

Section Four: Struggling with the Programs of the Great Society 

Although the years following World War II and the Great Depression were 

enormously prosperous in the United States, minority populations mostly found 

themselves excluded from the economic boom.  To make matters worse, even New 

Deal programs that had been put into place in the aftermath of the Depression 

excluded many constituents of color.  In order to pass programs aimed at providing 

economic assistance and security to Americans who had been hardest hit by the 
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Depression, then-President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had to negotiate with members 

of Congress who opposed state intervention in the economy, including among some 

members of his own party.  Many Southern Democrats agreed to the creation of 

national programs like unemployment insurance and Social Security, only so long as 

the legislation included caveats that would allow states to exclude certain forms of 

labor – namely domestic and agricultural work – from the relief these programs 

provided.  This left those individuals who populated these professions, a group 

comprised overwhelmingly of people of color, economically disenfranchised and 

without strong recourse to petition the government for help.
100

  In response, especially 

after the end of World War II, many African-Americans who had been living in the 

South migrated north to cities like Chicago, Baltimore and Philadelphia in pursuit of 

factory jobs.  Upon arrival, many congregated in poor, inner-city spaces, as white 

citizens began to migrate to the suburbs.  Other black citizens remained in the South, 

where they faced poverty rates throughout the twentieth century that were much 

higher than their white counterparts.
101

 

 In response to the disparate economic conditions that existed between white 

and black citizens, leaders of the civil rights movement insisted that full social 

inclusion would require more than an end to segregation.  Measures aimed at 

providing blacks fuller economic security and opportunity were needed, as well.  This 
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argument eventually led Lyndon B. Johnson to launch the War on Poverty and the 

programs of the so-called Great Society, including formal job training; the 

development of both Medicare and Medicaid; and public education initiatives like 

Head Start.
102

  Again, some evangelicals reacted with disdain.  These individuals 

found persuasive the argument that the federal government had no role to play in 

requiring private businesses to serve all people, or in legislating with regard to private 

employment practices.  They believed that businesses had the Constitutional freedom 

to serve or to refuse to serve, and to hire or refuse to hire, however they pleased, and 

whether it made good business sense or not.
103 

 Others found persuasive the 

conservative economic orthodoxy – put forward by both Friedrich von Hayek and his 

colleague from the Chicago School, Milton Friedman – that held that state programs 

fostered idleness, dependency, and a lack of moral self-control.
104

  Friedman was 

essential to the increased visibility of Hayek’s ideas.  This is partly because Friedman 

was a much better, clearer writer than was Hayek.  Furthermore, whereas Hayek’s 

work mostly constituted social and political theory, Friedman developed his ideas 

engaging the rubric of economic (mathematical) theory.
105

  The two men first came to 

know each other in April 1947, when Friedman attended a conference that Hayek had 
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organized with like-minded conservative economists and businessmen at a hotel atop 

Switzerland’s Mont Pelerin.
106

 

 However, even as some evangelicals, particularly in the South, rejected the 

War on Poverty, others responded with support.  Billy Graham’s brother-in-law, 

Leighton Ford, approved of Johnson’s proposals.  He spoke out against both housing 

discrimination and the unequal distribution of property.
107

  In 1969, conservative 

Protestants held a “Congress on Evangelism,” and called believers to social action on 

behalf of needy citizens, and promoted the idea that political participation aimed at 

social action should be considered a worthy Christian pursuit.
108

  In 1973, 

conservative Protestant leaders – including Carl Henry – convened an issues-centered 

workshop in Chicago that resulted in the creation of Evangelicals for Social Action 

(ESA).  This led to the Chicago Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern, which 

“confessed evangelical complicity in racism, sexism, materialism, militarism, and 

economic injustice.”
109

   

 That many leading evangelicals worried over the indignities and inequalities 

that faced people of color in the 1960s and 1970s (and on) does not, however, further 

imply a consensus within conservative Protestantism about whether public or private 

measures were better suited to ameliorate these wrongs.  To explain, even as Carl 
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Henry signed the Chicago Declaration and, in so doing, affirmed that real and 

significant problems confronted African-Americans in general, and poor citizens in 

particular, he worried that too much political involvement aimed toward “‘legislative 

specifics’” would undermine what he regarded as more important:  the Christian duty 

to encourage individual conversion.
110

  Other leaders continued to wonder whether 

believers should remain mostly separate from the broader culture as a means for 

protecting themselves from sin and temptation, even if doing so arrested the 

momentum of social progress.  Dale Brown, who had earlier criticized Billy Graham 

for focusing too much on bringing “sinful individuals” to Christ, at the expense of 

preaching against a “sinful social order,” remarked in a 1975 ESA workshop that, “the 

Christian who enters politics to transform society likely ends up being changed to 

conform to the norms of society.”
111

  Trying to strike some middle ground between 

overt action and full withdrawal, Paul Henry (Carl’s son), said that “rather than calling 

for support of a national minimum income program, we should call on Christians to be 

concerned about the problem of income distribution.”
112

 

In short, during the 1960s and early 1970s, there was widespread discussion 

and, even, agreement among evangelicals about the Christian duty to care for the 

nation’s poor, while taking action to ameliorate endemic poverty, as well.  But the 

extent to which conservative Protestant believers should support the expanded system 

of social welfare that the War on Poverty represented, remained a point of contention.  
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In effect, when it came to welfare spending, evangelicals had three overriding 

questions in mind: 

Should the church regard unemployment, retirement, and disability 

provisions made by the state and federal governments as fulfilling the 

function which the church once cared for?  Should the church accept, 

welcome, or even encourage the increasing welfare function of the 

state, or should it resist, advocating other means for the provision of 

needs?  Is the support of governmental welfare programs the fulfillment 

of the Christian’s social responsibility?
113

 

 

In taking up these queries, evangelicals thus affirmed that poverty was a serious social 

problem that required response; that elderly citizens needed and deserved care, 

whether financial or medical; that unemployment among minorities required attention; 

and more. But the nature of these questions also pointed to a double dilemma facing 

conservative Protestants.  On the first side of this puzzle was the unequivocal fact that 

God calls Christians to care.  On the second side was the need to decide what form this 

care should take, whether through supporting state welfare programs or through 

private, church-sponsored charity.
114

   

In answering these questions, and despite his stated distress over the “lack of 

[evangelical] social concern in the postwar years,” Carl Henry eventually took the 

position that state welfare programs were necessarily inferior to those provided by the 

church.
115

  In an editorial in Christianity Today, he urged evangelicals to avoid 

conflating compassion with justice.  In line with the Burkean tradition of 
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conservatism, Henry affirmed that Christians were required to enact compassion for 

the poor.  But notions of justice – especially notions of social justice – could lead to 

confusion between “what God expects of government with what he expects of the 

Church.”
116

  This assertion had a deeply Hayekian ring, as it attempted to bifurcate the 

role of the state from the role of the citizen and community groups.  Henry argued that 

the role of the state was to impart justice, by which he meant protecting citizens from 

internal and external harm, and defending individual liberty along with personal 

property rights.  The role of the church was to impart benevolence to those in need.  

Henry insisted that “social welfare from the Christian standpoint must be regenerative:  

it must bear a testimony to Christ.  This a state program cannot do…  Welfare which 

only alleviates… material needs without caring for the spiritual is incomplete.”
117

   

In making this distinction, Henry advocated for a Christian position that tightly 

circumscribed the role of government in interfering in economic activity, and situated 

taking care of the poor as a matter best left to private charity, not public policy.  Other 

conservative Protestant leaders took similar positions, and argued that for benevolence 

to be truly authentic, it must be voluntary.  “There is little virtue in one’s participation 

in a type of welfare in which taxes are by law assessed and withheld from his income,” 

explained Millard Erickson, a Baptist pastor and theologian, in his book The New 

Evangelical Theory.  “Although the Christian himself may favor this arrangement and 

may have actually worked for the passage of the bill making it possible, he is 
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advocating that another’s money be involuntarily used for welfare purposes.”
118

  

Hayek’s colleague, Milton Friedman, had already made similar assertions about the 

nature of financial assistance.  For example, in his landmark text Capitalism and 

Freedom, Friedman wrote that “private charity directed at helping the less fortunate is 

an example of the proper use of freedom.”  Compulsory aid was economically and 

morally inferior to chosen benevolence.  And where the state did step in to alleviate 

poverty – even in times of absolute necessity – Friedman mourned for the substitution 

of compulsory behavior for “voluntary action.”
119

  This resonance between the 

positions of Henry, Erickson and Friedman hints at how evangelical economic 

discourse was beginning to move from a Burkean foundation, to a more Hayekian one. 

Section Five: The Influence of the Jesus Freaks 

 Ironically, as Preston Shires documented in his book Hippies of the Religious 

Right, it was countercultural – some might even say leftist – Christians of the 1960s 

who would later prove central to the evangelical embrace of free-market policies, 

along with a corresponding discourse in favor of personal responsibility for financial 

success or failure.  These “Jesus People” or “Jesus Freaks” first appeared in the middle 

of the 1960s in California on the UCLA campus and on Los Angeles’ famed Sunset 

Strip.
120

  As a group, the Jesus People mostly began as participants in the wider youth 

rebellion of the time that emerged in support of the civil rights movement, and against 

the Vietnam War.  They were “alienated street youth, who had abandoned family 
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traditions for a liberated life of drugs and sex” only to decide later that free love and 

sex were not really for them.
121

  Still drawn to the anti-establishment message of the 

youth movement, the Jesus Freaks formed a subculture within the counterculture.  

They shared the antagonism of the broader hippie movement toward the traditionalist 

lifestyles and worldviews of their parents’ generation.
122

  However, where secular 

participants in the counterculture pursued alternative pathways through lifestyle 

experimentation, the Jesus Freaks embraced the idea of a surefooted savior who could 

be known through faith, and whose message could renew humanity through a “non-

technocratic spirituality” based in transcendent love.
123

 

 Above all, the Jesus People privileged expressive individualism and the golden 

rule.  For example, Arthur Blesett, a Baptist preacher who left his postgraduate studies 

to evangelize the streets of San Francisco, “emphasized the loving Jesus who would 

do anything for a friend, or an enemy.”
124

  Like their secular counterparts, Jesus 

Freaks lived in communal spaces where they shared labor and split expenses (although 

these religious cooperatives included spaces set aside for prayer and worship, too).
125

  

But this stress on community was less important than was the belief that everyone had 

the right to personal faith.  The Jesus Movement emphasized the notion that “[e]ach 

individual possessed equal access to truth, which lay in one’s relationship with the 

biblical, yet living and personal, Jesus.”
126

  Countercultural Christianity thus made 
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room for its participants’ “radically individualistic nature[s], their own personal war 

against establishments, their own personal desire for freedom.”
127

  The secular 

counterculture also prized these things.  The difference concerned divergent 

conceptions about what constituted freedom.  For non-religious members of the youth 

movement, freedom meant individual agency, drugs and sexual promiscuity.  The 

Jesus People also emphasized agency, but said that drugs and sex only led to new 

enslavements – addictions, unwanted pregnancies, and more.  Real freedom came 

through Christ, who was said to liberate believers from these worldly cravings, in 

favor of faith and the hope of eternal life.
128

  Individualism meant personally 

responding to the call to follow Jesus, and then growing into the unique person He 

intended, based in his gospel teachings and promised love. 

 Many establishment evangelicals were initially reticent about the style of 

worship and communal life the Jesus People embraced.  Francis Schaeffer, for 

example, worried about the tendency of adherents to countercultural Christianity to 

“downplay Scripture and subjectivize religious experience.”
129

  However, Schaeffer 

also recognized the appeal of the individualistic, spirit-based approach of the Jesus 

People.  After all, he had long hosted a retreat and missionary center in Switzerland 

where, among other things, he proselytized to Europe’s younger generation in the 

aftermath of World War II.  L’Abri, the name Schaeffer gave to his community, “was 

dedicated to thinking about and embracing Christianity across the spectrum of human 
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experience.”
130

  Carl Henry, too, worked to bridge the faith practices of the Jesus 

Freaks with traditionalist evangelicals.  In 1969, he updated his 1940s-era book, 

Giving a Reason for Our Hope, and issued it under the new title, Answers for a New 

Generation.  In it, he noted that adherents to countercultural Christianity were right to 

question the prevailing cultural mindset, and that they should be praised for their 

efforts to break free from “the confinements of the peculiarly modern outlook, with its 

frequent surrender to a philosophy of naturalism arbitrarily imposed upon a scientific 

age.”
131

  Pat Robertson – whose influence as a leading voice for fundamentalists was 

beginning to grow in the late 1960s as a result of his religious television programming 

– recognized that the spiritual approach of the Jesus People was necessary for reaching 

the younger generation for Christ.  “We [are] never going to reach… youth with a 

bland diet of milk and crackers,” he said.
132

  And, above all, were the efforts of Billy 

Graham to bridge countercultural evangelicalism with conservative Protestantism. 

 Graham was deeply troubled by the loosening of social mores that marked the 

1960s.  Thus, even as he had begun to focus his ministerial attention overseas, he also 

began to look for ways to present the gospel to American youth.
133

  To this end, 

Graham teamed up with Bill Bright, then head of Campus Crusade for Christ.  

Doctrinally conservative, Campus Crusade still managed to turn itself into “one of the 

largest and most influential parachurch organizations within the orbit of evangelical 

                                                 
130

 Martin, With God on Our Side, 159.  Schaeffer’s son, Frank, wrote a fascinating memoir about 

growing up in this evangelical community that is well-worth a read.  See Frank Schaeffer, Crazy for 

God: How I Grew up as One of the Elect, Helped Found the Religious Right, and Lived to Take All (or 

Almost All) of It Back (Philadelphia: Da Capo Press, 2007). 
131

 Carl F.H. Henry, Answers for the New Generation (Chicago: Moody Press, 1969), 9. 
132

 Shires, Hippies of the Religous Right, 134. 
133

 Ibid., 135. 



65 

 

 

Christianity.”
134

  With Bright’s help, in 1967 Graham managed to attract 6,000 college 

students from UCLA to hear him speak.  Later that same year, another 8,000 attended 

a Graham rally in Berkeley.  His message to the students was simple: “Jesus was a 

non-conformist… and He could fill their souls and give them meaning and purpose in 

life.”
135

  When Graham was named Grand Marshall of the 1971 Tournament of Roses 

Parade, he delighted to see “the younger generation signaling the one way sign, and 

[so] the ‘Protestant Pope’ respond[ed] in kind.”
136

 

 With the blessings of Graham, Robertson, Schaeffer, and others, 

countercultural Christianity was slowly blended into traditional evangelicalism.  This 

created a constituency of people who believed the Bible to be almost wholly true, but 

who also valued individual faith and personal spiritual experience over authority and 

tradition.  I suggest that it was this coming together – this joining of a doctrinally 

circumscribed faith with an appreciation for individual experience and perspective – 

that has, over time, helped to develop a rhetorical resonance between conservative 

evangelical discourse and the theory of Hayek, as opposed to others-centered 

philosophy of Edmund Burke.  Contemporary evangelicals privilege individual 

autonomy, experience and responsibility – beginning with the responsibility to choose 

Christ and so receive salvation – over the notion of obligation to one’s neighbors or 

fellow citizens.  Again, I do not mean to suggest that contemporary conservative 
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Protestants eschew community or charity.  Rather, I suggest that these are now 

secondary values; they come after individual faith and personal experience. 

Section Six: Desegregation, Christian Private Schools, and the IRS 

 At the same time as countercultural Christianity was beginning to flourish, the 

United States government was setting about enforcing the 1964 Civil Rights Act.  This 

legislation’s central purpose, of course, was to make racial segregation and 

discrimination illegal.  While there is little evidence that evangelicals were more 

likely, at least at first, than their counterparts among the general citizenry to be 

skeptical about government welfare policies, or to doubt the moral necessity of the 

fight to end desegregation, some conservative Protestant leaders did worry that the 

Civil Rights Act interfered too much with religious institutions and religious 

practices.
137

  This was particularly true when it came to private Christian schools, and 

the newly enacted federal requirement that students of all races and backgrounds be 

allowed to enroll in these institutions.  Indeed, I argue that this issue was as important 

to the embrace of a Hayekian-like free-market rhetoric among evangelicals, as was the 

coming together of counterculture and traditionalist believers. 

Many scholars attribute the 1973 Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade as 

being central to the emergence of the Religious Right as a political force.  And, there 

is much truth to this claim. Francis Schaeffer, in particular, used the Roe decision to 

promote a rhetoric that would “discredit liberals and help launch a politically 

                                                 
137

 Putnam and Campbell, American Grace, 114. 



67 

 

 

responsible evangelical movement.”
138

  Nonetheless, framing abortion as the only 

reason or even the main reason that fundamentalists in the 1970s became increasingly 

involved national politics states the case too easily.  Increased evangelical political 

action had as much to do with school desegregation and the federal right to set tax 

laws, as it did moral hot-button issues like abortion, especially in the South.  There, 

the evangelical subculture responded to the school integration requirements of the 

Civil Rights Act by beginning to establish private schools they believed should be free 

from government oversight.  Many of these schools functioned as de facto 

“segregation academies,” even as they also purportedly existed to fight: 

increasing secular bias in the public schools… [including] the banning 

of school-sponsored prayer and devotional Bible reading… the spread 

of sex education courses, the adoption of textbooks thought to demean 

or distort American history and traditional values, and exposure to 

hedonistic youth culture.
139

   

 

These non-political, educational goals endowed these Christian schools with a 

legitimate reason for existing. However, they enrolled almost no students of color.   

 Such policies of limited enrollment seemed – to federal officials, at least – to 

violate the provisions of the Civil Rights Act that called for open access.  In particular, 

the IRS had issued guidelines stipulating “that any organization that engaged in racial 

discrimination was not, by definition, a charitable organization.”
140

  This rule meant 

that discriminatory institutions could not qualify for tax-exempt status.  It similarly 
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signified that private donations to these organizations would also not be eligible for 

tax-exemption.
141

  The Supreme Court upheld these new tax rules in its 1971 decision 

Green v. Connally, which specifically concerned school segregation in Mississippi, 

but affected all institutions with segregationist tendencies, “be they churches, clubs, or 

schools.”
142

 

 One of the first fundamentalist institutions to face IRS sanctions in light of the 

Green ruling was Bob Jones University.  Located in Greenville, South Carolina, Bob 

Jones had a whites-only admissions policy until soon after the Court’s decision was 

released. And even as the school began to admit students of color, administration 

officials continued to set rules severely restricting the rights of African-Americans on 

campus.
143

  In April 1975, the IRS opened a case against Bob Jones University, 

seeking to revoke its tax-exempt status. When this happened, longtime conservative 

activist Paul Weyrich perceived opportunity.  Weyrich, a committed Christian who 

also cofounded the conservative think tank the Heritage Foundation (whose stated 

mission includes supporting research aimed at promulgating the free market), had 

been trying for years, without success, to find a way to bring evangelicals into active 

(conservative) politics.
144

  The Green decision and the subsequent IRS interference at 

Bob Jones University provided the opening for which Weyrich had been waiting.  

According to Randall Balmer in his book, Thy Kingdom Come, evangelical leaders – 

including Weyrich, Schaeffer and Jerry Falwell (of Moral Majority fame) – convened 
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a conference call.  They talked at length about government interference in Christian 

schools, and how to respond to the IRS tax threat.
145

  The key issue, they asserted, was 

not whether school desegregation was a good or important thing; instead, they urged 

that the government’s action abridged their right to religious freedom and their desire 

to protect “the sanctity of the evangelical subculture from outside interference.”
146

  

This evangelical desire to defend schools against the perceived intrusion of big 

government resonated with the laissez-faire economic theory being advanced at the 

time.  On this account, the writings of Milton Friedman are quite instructive, and point 

to how conservative Protestant discourse had begun to sound like – and explicitly 

draw from – conservative economic discourse that promoted the power of the free 

market.   In Capitalism and Freedom, Friedman denounced too much government 

administration of schools, including those federal mandates regarding desegregation 

and policies of student enrollment.
147

  He proposed that parents should have more 

choice about where to send their children for schooling.  Friedman rejected the idea 

that the possibility “parents of a kind would flock together and so prevent a healthy 

intermingling of children from decidedly different backgrounds” posed such a 

significant threat of social ill that the government should take steps to prevent it.
148

  

The best way to help needy children, Friedman wrote, was through subsidizing private 

school tuitions for poorer citizens, rather than through government-mandated 

desegregation.  Friedman argued that subsidies like the ones he proposed would 
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enhance the freedom of choice of all citizens, while eliminating the burden facing 

parents who place their children in private schools; a burden, he said, that amounted to 

a double tax assessment, with one set of payments going to government to fund public 

education, and the other to the chosen private school to cover tuition.  Christians like 

Weyrich would eventually use Friedman’s argument almost exactly in their efforts to 

pressure Congress to pass socially and economically conservative legislation.  For 

example, from 1980-81 the Heritage Foundation lobbied hard for the passage of the 

Family Protection Act, which proposed, among other things, to tighten eligibility 

requirements for food stamps, while providing tax breaks for stay-at-home mothers.
149

  

In 1982, “religious leaders [pressed for]… tuition tax credits that would benefit private 

schools.”
150

  While neither of these measures became law, each demonstrates how 

evangelical political rhetoric began to include calls that were deeply resonant with 

conservative and free-market economic policies. 

 I do not mean to argue that if the IRS had not taken action to deny 

segregationist private schools tax-exempt status, then the Religious Right would never 

have amounted to much of a political force, or that evangelicals would have 

necessarily embraced all of the more progressivist impulses of the civil rights 

discourse.  To the contrary, as Balmer wrote, in the 1970s, the American culture was 

“ripe” for an evangelical political-cultural surge.
151

  “American society seemed ready 

to hear evangelical voices again,” he continued.  “After the Watergate scandal, the 
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ignominy of Vietnam, and the implosion of the counterculture, Americans were ready 

to hear… a message that cloaked itself in a very simple morality, one that appropriated 

the language of Christian values.”
152

  Given this, what I mean to suggest is that the 

coincident movement of countercultural Christians toward traditionalist 

evangelicalism, and the folding in of free-market economic theory – as is evidenced in 

the school desegregation episode and its aftermath – into conservative Protestant 

discourse, worked to endow the movement with a decidedly individualist, laissez-faire 

tone.  Thus, although many evangelicals – especially evangelicals who had previously 

been part of the subculture – remained devoted to the ideals of the War on Poverty 

represented, they “did not think in terms of social restructuring as beneficial in and of 

itself.”
153

  Rather, they urged that providing for those in need should be understood as 

a spiritual issue, rather than a material or political one.
154

  Caring for the less fortunate 

remained an essential Christian duty, but the notion prevailed that this duty could best 

be provided through private action that aimed to both meet human needs and foster 

evangelical conversion.  Seen in this light, it makes sense that conservative 

Protestants, including those from the counterculture, began to deploy openly a rhetoric 

that favored government action with regard to moral questions, but government 

inaction about economic matters.  That is, laws limiting rights to abortion, 

pornography, and more, would protect culture, stabilize society, and help unbelievers 

to recognize the virtues of living according to Christian morals.  Limiting the growth 

of the welfare state and promoting free enterprise would protect religious freedom 
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while ensuring the individual right to seek self-actualization.
155

  Thus, while 

evangelical doctrine itself still affirmed community and compassion, by the early 

1980s it had moved from sharing strong resonance with the philosophy of Edmund 

Burke (at least in economic matters), to seeming more reminiscent of the laissez-faire 

approach of Hayek.  This movement would become only more pronounced as the 

1970s became the 1980s. 

Section Seven: The Importance of Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson 

 Truly understanding the incorporation of free-market economic rhetoric into 

the discourse of contemporary evangelicalism is impossible without taking a fuller 

account of the roles of Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson.  Each of these public 

preachers explicitly used the words of free-market economists like Milton Friedman in 

their efforts to encourage Christians to become more politically active – which is to 

say, to begin to vote their values.  Moreover, although each eventually wore out their 

public welcome, there is little doubt that they were crucial players in the increasing 

visibility and clout of the Religious Right.  Thus, even after Falwell and Robertson 

moved from the very center of this political-religious movement, the rhetoric and 

ideology that each advanced has remained resonant in the culture wars debates. 

 Throughout the 1970s, Falwell vociferously argued that Christians were called 

to defend traditionalist mores, and to do whatever they could to protect America’s 
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cultural heritage.
156

  In so doing, Falwell spoke to a deep-seated belief among 

evangelicals.  Conservative Protestants throughout the United States often argue that 

“America [is] a land of real spiritual promise,” ordained by God for greatness.
157

  But 

these same believers also fret that legal abortion, rampant feminism, pornography, 

homosexuality, and increasing social secularization will ultimately lead to a loss of 

God’s favor.
158

  Many also believe that this loss of favor is likely to be evidenced in 

increased poverty rates, along with ever-declining economic prosperity.
159

  

As I noted earlier, Falwell had a close relationship with Paul Weyrich.  The 

two shared the conviction that Christians should agitate against what they thought was 

the country’s obvious downward moral spiral.  In 1979, they, along with other notable 

evangelical leaders (including Robert Billings and Howard Phillips) founded the 

Moral Majority.
160

  The plan was for the organization to mobilize “around such hot-

button issues as abortion, school prayer and the teaching of evolution, [while] 

becoming critical partners in a new coalition of social, cultural and economic 

conservatives.  Conservative Christians [thus became] Christian conservatives.”
161

  

With the launch of the Moral Majority, the fusion between faith and finance became 

even more powerful.  Moreover, the rhetoric and argumentative framing that the 
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conservative Protestant leaders associated with the Moral Majority deployed did not 

solely center on social issues, but often explicitly drew on the work of free-market 

economists, and tied social and pecuniary policy together.  In his 1980 book Listen, 

America!, Falwell argued that “left-wing, social-welfare bills” threatened marital 

norms and personal liberty.
162

  He also lauded Friedman’s book Capitalism and 

Freedom.  The magazine associated with Falwell and Weyrich’s organization (initially 

called the Journal-Champion, later renamed the Moral Majority) supported 

Proposition 13 in California in 1978, a measure which sought to “essentially 

repeal[]… local property taxes.”
163

  Editors of the Journal-Champion said the 

proposition would strengthen and protect the financial stability of middle-class 

families.   

 Pat Robertson, who ran for president in 1988 and surprised many pundits when 

he placed second in the Iowa caucuses, also first came to prominence in the late 1970s, 

when he founded the Christian Broadcasting Network and began to star as host of its 

most popular program, the 700 Club.  On air, Robertson used pointed language that 

blamed “secular humanists” (including many of those 1960s citizens of the 

counterculture who had not joined the Jesus People) for what he argued was steep 

cultural and moral decline in the United States.
164

  He also tied this perceived decay to 

bad economic policy – marking yet another instance of the increasing tendency to link 

together conservative religious discourse with free-market fundamentalism.  In 1979, 
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50 years after the stock market crash that incited the Great Depression, Robertson 

mailed a tract to Christian leaders throughout the United States called “A Christian 

Action Plan to Heal Our Land in the 1980s.”
165

  In it, Robertson wrote “that the moral 

illness threatening the United States… had its roots in the nation’s political 

economy.”
166

  He argued that the Great Depression had yielded an unfortunate legacy 

that included a too strong federal government, a too powerful labor movement, and a 

general bias against big business.  He further urged that loving and serving God 

included a call to support leaders who were committed to small government, low 

deficits, and strong currency.
167

  These calls represented another attempt to fold free-

market economic theory into the canon of evangelical (political) thought. 

Most scholars agree that the efforts of Falwell and Robertson helped Ronald 

Reagan gain the presidency in 1980.
168

  Perhaps more than any other politician besides 

George W. Bush, Reagan found it easy to speak the language of conservative 

Protestants; he often referred to the United States using John Winthrop’s words that 

pictured America as a “city upon a hill” (often adding to this phrase the additional 

modifier “shining”), preordained for greatness.
169

  Reagan strongly affirmed 

evangelical values in his speeches, and often asked religious voters to pray for the 

nation.  In 1980, at the end of his speech accepting his party’s presidential nomination, 
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Reagan asked “for a moment of silent prayer.”
170

  After he ended this sacred pause, the 

audience erupted into an applause that lasted for 20 minutes.
171

   

 Throughout the 1980 campaign, Reagan took positions that resonated with 

religiously conservative voters, even as he also advocated on behalf of economically 

conservative policies.  He blasted IRS efforts aimed at forcing reforms in religious 

schools.  He denounced the Federal Communication Commission for having tried to 

regulate religious broadcasting.  And he promised that the United States would always 

be a close ally of Israel, an issue that was beginning to emerge as an important one for 

religious voters, and would only increase in saliency over the coming decades.
172

  But 

more than anything, Reagan vowed to protect liberty by shrinking the power of the 

federal government, while promoting individualism, personal responsibility, and a 

laissez-faire economic system.  He railed against the welfare system because he said it 

“sanctioned women having children without husbands” and so threatened American 

family life.
173

  The language in his speeches celebrated the power of business for 

propelling the economy forward, and lauded old-fashioned hard work as necessary for 

achieving the American dream.  He once remarked he deeply appreciated the support 

that came “from all those people I shake hands with who have calluses on their 

hands.”
174

  In short, Reagan situated economic prosperity as the province of private 

enterprise, and economic compassion as the province of private – not public – welfare.  
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As we will see in the coming chapters, these principles remain central to the narrative 

structure of the economic rhetoric of contemporary evangelicals. 

 Reagan sailed to easy victory in 1980.  The combined factors of the Arab Oil 

embargo, high interest rates, the Iranian hostage situation, and a continuously sluggish 

economy utterly sunk Jimmy Carter.
175

  The fusionist conservative coalition celebrated 

having “one of their own in the White House.”
176

  Nonetheless, throughout his tenure 

as president, Reagan had a somewhat fraught relationship with evangelical voters.  For 

the most part, they liked Reagan’s economic policies, beginning with his Hayek- and 

Friedman-like assertion in his inaugural address that “government is not the solution 

to our problem; government is the problem.”
177

  Conservative Protestants also praised 

Reagan’s use of rhetoric describing the world as engaged in “a cosmic struggle 

between good and evil.”
178

  But evangelicals were frustrated at Reagan’s relative 

inaction with regard to social issues.  Many perceived that his language urging the 

country back toward traditional social values was little more than symbolic; for 

example, he never introduced any legislation aimed at ending abortion or 

reintroducing prayer in public schools.
179

  Indeed, Reagan’s lethargic attitude toward 

social legislation, along with similar behavior on the part of other conservative leaders 

both during and after his tenure as president, is at the heart of Frank’s argument in 
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What’s the Matter with Kansas, which suggested that many conservative voters have 

been hoodwinked by the Republican Party.  There is never any legislative action 

toward winning the culture wars, Frank wrote.  Instead, little more gets accomplished 

than the economic bettering of the elites.
180

  

 Frank’s argument may be true to a point.  However, what it misses is the 

“aura” of confidence that, as a leader, Reagan engendered in his followers.
181

   By the 

close of Reagan’s tenure as president, “a powerful and well-financed national 

constituency of small businessmen, suburbanites hostile to increasing taxes, 

religiously conservative evangelicals… and white blue-collar workers angry at 

affirmative action [policies]” was deeply entrenched in the American political scene, 

and were advancing resonant rhetorics that tied together traditionalist values and 

economics.
182

  Reagan made his followers believe their side could win elections and 

then enact (or retract, as the case may be) programs aimed at restoring “traditional 

values, including a strong Judeo-Christian faith” and work ethic.
183

  Thus, despite the 

fact that many conservative Protestants felt only lukewarm about the candidacy and 

election of George H. W. Bush in 1988 (though they still mostly supported him at the 

ballot box), religious leaders and voters continued to coalesce and mobilize around 

social and economic issues, and to support Republican candidates.
184

  Indeed, 

evangelical preference for the Republican platform and Republican candidates has 
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never significantly wavered since Reagan’s election, including in the contemporary 

moment of national economic crisis.  Highly religious voters continue to engage 

rhetoric on behalf of small government, free enterprise, low deficits, and limited 

public safety net programs.  The debate among evangelical leaders about systems of 

social and economic welfare has thus been resolved to favor individual industriousness 

and personal responsibility for financial success or failure –  along with private charity 

for those in need – over government spending for public assistance. 

Section Eight:  Chapter Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have sketched a history that traces how the economic language 

of evangelicals has evolved, beginning from the turn of the twentieth century, running 

through the tenure of Ronald Reagan, and forward from then.  In so doing, I have 

shown that a rhetorical resonance – the notion that different constituent groups 

strengthen and entrench their points of view by framing arguments and deploying 

discourses in similar ways – exists between the economic arguments and narratives of 

conservative Protestants and conservative economists.  In particular, I have tried to 

demonstrate how evangelicals have moved from promoting a conservative economic 

ideology that resonates with the philosophy of Edward Burke, to one that more closely 

aligns with the free-market theories of Friedrich von Hayek.  That conservative 

Protestants now routinely use language that supports free enterprise and personal 

responsibility for financial success or failure has as much to do with how these 

Christians resolved questions that were raised by the civil rights movement and the 

subsequent War on Poverty, as it does anything inherent to evangelical doctrine or 
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ideology.  Nonetheless, this evangelical movement toward Hayek has allowed 

conservative Christians and conservative economists to come to comprise a 

“community of minds” within the contemporary Republican Party.  Recall from the 

introduction that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca used this term to describe how 

shared frames of reference and shared discourse within a given audience or group, 

work to create a rhetorical common ground that is essential for making argumentative 

persuasion possible.
185

  In particular, free-market economists and fundamentalist 

believers both emphasize personal industriousness and individual initiative as 

necessary ingredients for achieving fiscal success.  Each group also promotes the 

importance of continuously defending individual freedom, along with limited 

regulation of business and tightly controlled welfare spending.  I argue that this 

discursive confluence casts doubt on Thomas Frank’s main assertion in What’s the 

Matter with Kansas, which proposed that evangelical, values-voters, ignore (or 

misunderstand) their economic interests when they partner politically with economic 

conservatives in the Republican Party.  Religious voters are not blind to financial 

questions, nor do they fail to consider fiscal policy in deciding for whom to vote.  

Instead, the discourse of conservative Protestants includes an articulated economic 

interest alongside language that emphasizes the need to outlaw abortion; defend 

against the so-called “gay agenda,” and so on.  In this way, economic ideology and 

moral values are mutually constructed discourses inside the conservative agenda; they 

are not matters that inhabit separate political spheres, as Frank’s work makes it seem, 
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as does James Davidson Hunter in his book Culture Wars.  Conservative Protestants 

leaders have long affirmed the link between a particular set of values and a particular 

set of economic priorities.  The language of moral traditionalism embraces arguments 

favoring free enterprise, personal responsibility, and individual restraint, among 

others. 

 However, in demonstrating in this chapter the resonance that exists in the 

economic rhetoric of religious and fiscal conservatives, I have emphasized the 

discourse and argumentative strategies of economic and evangelical elites.  This raises 

the question as to how do everyday believers speak about economic issues:  Has the 

narrative of the free market, as I have presented it in this chapter, permeated the 

language and discourse inside American evangelical churches?  If it has, can this help 

to explain why the popular response to the financial downturn has been mostly 

conservative in tone?  In the chapters that follow, I reveal how pastors in evangelical 

churches have deployed language that privileges laissez-faire economics, along with 

the importance of personal responsibility, in the years since the beginning of the 

financial downturn of 2008. 
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Chapter Two:  

The Economic Rhetoric of Evangelical Pastors: Preaching Personal 

Responsibility and Promoting a Pathway to Prosperity 

 

If ever there were an economic event that might have instigated widespread 

questioning of the rhetoric of the free market, it would have been the onset of the 

recession in 2008.  And, at first, this reaction did occur.  In his 2009 book, Financial 

Fiasco, Johan Norberg of the admittedly conservative Cato Institute wrote that the 

economic downturn had “rapidly given rise to a widespread reaction against 

globalization and free markets.”
186

  British journalist Paul Mason argued that the crisis 

meant that “neoliberalism is over:  as an ideology, as an economic model.  Get used to 

it and move on.”
187

  And in this assessment, many academic economists also agreed – 

at least at first.
188

  The government’s response to the crisis, which included the $700 

billion TARP bailout legislation that rescued the largest Wall Street banks from 

collapse, and President Obama’s quick action after taking office to pass the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act indicated “that the search for an alternative to 

neoliberalism is on.”
189

  However, none of these government moves ultimately proved 

sufficient to keep the economy from a long and ongoing torpor, soon raising the 

question as to how much – or for how long – preferred economic policy and economic 

discourse would really change.  
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By the time of the 2010 midterm election, it was clear that the rhetoric of the 

free market was again ascendant.  The Tea Party had established itself as a powerful 

conservative electoral force, engaging citizens who were angry about federal bank 

bailouts and individual financial recklessness, alike.  Tea Party members took to the 

polls in droves, helping Republicans to gain 63 seats in the House – and so gain 

control of the chamber – along with three seats in the Senate.
190

   The message to 

President Obama on Election Day seemed to have been that too much was given to 

those who had acted in irresponsible ways, and that economic discipline and 

individual restraint were needed to set the nation back on the pathway to economic 

prosperity and success.  The verdict from voters was that the welfare state was too 

generous, and the government had gone too far in its Keynesian-like approach that 

aimed to spend the country’s way out of the economic spiral. 

I argue that, in large part, this was the opinion of evangelical churchgoers 

during the recession, as well, at least so far as their views can be derived from sermons 

delivered in conservative Protestant churches.  Indeed, a sizeable constituency of 

evangelical Christians is among the most active Tea Party members.
191

  Moreover, a 

study by the Pew Forum on Faith and Public life found that in the 2010 midterm 

election “white Protestants… voted for Republicans over Democrats in their 

congressional districts by a 69 percent-to-28 percent margin.”
192

  In another study in 

                                                 
190

 Jeff Zeleny, "G.O.P. Captures House, but Not Senate," The New York Times November 3, 2010. 
191

 Skocpol and Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism, 23. 
192

 Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, "Religion in the 2010 Elections," Pew Research Center 

Publications(November 3, 2012), http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1791/2010-midterm-elections-exit-poll-

religion-vote. 



84 

 

 

 

2011, the Pew Forum found that Tea Partiers were likely to oppose abortion, same-sex 

marriage, and (most) taxes in equal measure.  They were also likely to believe that the 

size of government was too big, while corporate profits were fair.
193

  Each of these 

beliefs is commensurate with an ideology and rhetoric emphasizing the superiority of 

the free market to a more mixed economic approach, as well as one that favors 

traditional over progressive values.   

Thus, while the Tea Party itself is not the central focus of this chapter, the 

appeal of free-market economic rhetoric and ideology to conservative Christian 

constituencies is.  I argue that cultural traditionalism and economic conservatism are 

mutually constructed discourses, with similar language and argumentative structures, 

which hold at their core the values of the Protestant work-ethic.  Present-day 

evangelical discourse includes vibrant language that supports free-enterprise, 

entrepreneurialism, private charity (as opposed to state-sponsored welfare), and 

personal responsibility for financial success or failure.  Moreover, conservative 

religious rhetoric includes an articulated economic interest that is confluent with 

conservative economic orthodoxy and conservative economic policymaking.  This 

finding helps to explain why the seemingly strange tripartite coalition in the 

Republican Party among economic conservatives, business conservatives, and 

religious conservatives has continued to hold over the course of many election cycles, 

and is actually less enigmatic than it seems to many scholars.
194

  Many of these 
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thinkers, including Thomas Frank in his book What’s the Matter with Kansas?, 

presume that white, working- and middle-class Republican voters are primarily 

attracted to the party’s rhetoric that promises to outlaw abortion while steadfastly 

protecting the heteronormative family structure, among other such cultural hot button 

issues.  This line of thinking further suggests that when voters cast ballots with these 

kinds of values questions foremost in mind, they are unknowingly acting against what 

they should regard as their own economic interests.  The rhetorical analysis I present 

here challenges this assumption.  I find that there is significant discursive common 

ground among business, economic, and religious conservatives about the superior 

nature of laissez-faire, as opposed to a mixed approach to macroeconomic 

management that includes government stimulus and spending.  All three groups use 

similar language and arguments in their economic discourse.       

Section One: The Doctrinal Basis of the Sermon 

 Rhetorical analysts often consider a small number of texts in their research.  

And, in many cases, this makes sense, as close readings often allow for nuanced and 

detailed rhetorical understandings.  Indeed, this is the approach I take in the next 

chapter.  However, in this chapter, I explore the broad contours of evangelical 

economic language and framing patterns about financial issues.  To do this, I use a 

relatively large number of texts.  This allows me to make general estimations about 

what conservative Protestants seem to prioritize in their discourse about what 

constitutes sound personal financial management, as well as understand something 

about their rhetorical patterns when it comes to state and federal macroeconomic 
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policy.  To this end, I archived and listened to more than 100 economically-themed 

sermons spanning the years 2008 through 2012.
195

  I chose this time period based on 

the assumption that the market failure that spawned Great Recession was so enormous 

that if any event might attenuate support for the economically conservative policies 

that have enjoyed hegemonic status in the United States since at least the 1980s, it 

would have been the financial crash, as I said at the outset of this chapter.  I found the 

sermons I have analyzed online, using the database of megachurches that is 

maintained by the Hartford Institute for Religious Research.
196

  Collecting this wide 

swath of evangelical rhetoric allows me, as Barbie Zelizer has written, to offer insight 

as to how evangelical clergy “establish conventions that are largely tacit and 

negotiable as to how community members can ‘recognize, create, experience, and talk 

about texts’” – and then, by extension, achieve mutually held opinions about the 

circumstances that give rise to these texts.
197

  The sermons I present in this chapter 

reveal the ways in which contemporary evangelical rhetoric and contemporary free-

market rhetoric are mutually constructed discourses, even as they are also the product 

of religious belief systems and political ideologies. 

 As I noted in the introduction, some might critique the conclusions I draw in 

this chapter about the economic discourse of evangelicals, through suggesting that my 

concentration on pastoral rhetoric likely represents a perspective that is too parochial 
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and exclusive to be able to determine very much about the economic language of most 

evangelicals, let alone predict the political preferences of this constituency.  However, 

as I highlighted above, I think the findings of the Pew Research Center’s polling 

suggest that many evangelicals share the free-market economic orthodoxy I 

discovered throughout the sample of sermons I studied, at least somewhat.  

Furthermore, as both St. Augustine of Hippo and Susan Friend Harding have 

explained, ministers significantly influence how believers interpret the world they 

inhabit, and help to determine the language they use when speaking about this 

world.
198

  Harding, for example, specifically argued that: 

Preachers  ‘stand in the gap’ between the language of the Christian 

Bible and the language of everyday life… Preachers convert the ancient 

recorded speech of the Bible once again into spoken language, 

translating it into the sequence of Biblical stories.  Church people, in 

their turn, borrow, customize, and reproduce the Bible-based speech of 

their preachers and other leaders in their daily lives.
199

 

 

This insight thus proposed that conservative Protestants often replicate the language 

and arguments they hear from their clergy, both in the conversations they have with 

one another, and with individuals outside of evangelical circles.  This means that 

through studying the language of an admittedly small – but still influential – group of 

people, pastors, we can come to make some estimations about the rhetoric and 

worldviews of a larger constituency; in this case, conservative Protestant believers and 

voters. 
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 In their pioneering text, The New Rhetoric, Chaim Perelman and Lucie 

Olbrechts-Tyteca advanced two critical propositions about audience, both of which are 

helpful for understanding the evangelical audience in particular.  First, Perelman and 

Olbrechts-Tyteca held that in argumentation, audiences often make judgments in terms 

of values; moreover, they think about these values not with regard to how the world 

really is, but in terms of how they think it ought to be.  Thus, audiences tend to rate 

the words of a speaker hierarchically, ranking arguments according to a set of 

preordained values; a kind of mental rendering which ultimately informs the hearer’s 

understanding about which ideas should overrule which other ideas, and which notions 

should give way to which other beliefs.  Further distinctions are made between order, 

quantity, and quality, among other things.
200

  In light of this first theoretical 

proposition, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca put forth the second.  This thesis held that 

“it is in terms of an audience that argumentation develops.”
201

  In order to be 

persuasive, speakers must both comprehend and articulate the kinds of beliefs to 

which their audience adheres, as well as apprehend the space (both imagined and 

material) they inhabit.  This is because all social milieus are defined by the 

proliferation of “dominant opinions and unquestioned beliefs” (emphasis mine).
202

  

   In applying Perelman’s and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s theory of rhetoric to this 

study, I suggest that when pastors in the United States take to the pulpit (or stage, as 

the case may be in many megachurches) to preach, they are able to draw on several 
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shared beliefs between themselves and their audience members, in order to develop 

persuasive arguments.  The first of these beliefs is that of biblical authority and (at 

least near) inerrancy.  The second, which builds from the first, is the essential nature 

of personal responsibility, beginning with the requirement that each individual choose 

either for or against Christ.  The third, this one building from the second, is the notion 

that grace is always undeserved, along with the corresponding idea that no one should 

be exempt from the consequences of his or her decisions or acts.  And the last is the 

belief that the United States is a land chosen by God, preordained for greatness.
203

  

Each of these tenets of faith is distinctly religious in nature.  Nonetheless, the last three 

can also be linked to conservative economic rhetoric and orthodoxy, albeit in a 

sometimes in an only distant way.  As I will show in the coming pages, when pastors 

speak to financial issues, a conservative approach in biblical exegesis often 

corresponds to a kind of conservative financial mindset, as well.  The very things that 

pastors have emphasized in taking up economic matters in the years since the onset of 

the financial downturn carry a rhetorical resonance with – which, as I described in 

detail in Chapter One, is how discourse echoes across constituencies and social spaces 
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and so gains power and influence – the arguments and rhetoric of free-market 

fundamentalist thinkers like Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman.  Many 

conservative politicians have publicly affirmed their belief in the rightness of Hayek’s 

and Friedman’s theories, including (but not limited to) Margaret Thatcher, Ronald 

Reagan, George W. Bush, John Boehner, and Paul Ryan.
204

  Moreover, as ministers 

either implicitly or explicitly made links to the theories of conservative thinkers, they 

often bulwarked their claims with Bible texts that endowed them with surprising 

authority.   

Section Two:  General Themes Presented in Economic Sermons 

 Throughout the sermon sample I studied, pastors emphasized the need for 

congregants to take personal responsibility for economic success or failure, in much 

the same way as each person is responsible for their individual salvation.  This 

emphasis on individual obligation also provides, I argue, the clearest source of 

resonance between the economic rhetoric of conservative Protestants, and that of free-

market proponents like Hayek and Freidman.  Hayek and Friedman often argued in 

their writings that individuals must be left free to pursue their own economic interests, 

and must also be held accountable to bear the consequences – good or bad – that result 

from these efforts.  Conservative Protestant ministers often make similar claims in 

their sermons.  Besides this emphasis on individualism, other common topics that I 

found in economically-themed sermons included messages about work; the perils of 
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debt; the benefits of personal thrift and saving; and, finally, the importance of paying a 

ten percent tithe.  Underscoring each of these themes was the idea that financial 

struggle in the United States pales in comparison to the conditions of poverty faced by 

denizens of the developing world.  This claim served to reinforce the emphasis that 

many pastors placed on individual self-discipline for achieving financial success and, 

again, spoke to evangelical tendencies to laud American economic providence.  

Pastors argued that since the United States is a space of opportunity and bounty, 

success is all but guaranteed to those who seek it.  Poverty in the developed world was 

thus framed as a kind of chosen suffering, rather than as something that is endemic to 

capitalism and – at least in some cases – unavoidable, as is the case for citizens of 

economically underprivileged countries.  Ministers also pressed that a lack of 

individual control would lead to personal financial ruin, whether or not the financial 

downturn lay at the center of a sermon’s narrative.   

One of the most common introductory refrains that I heard throughout the 

sample was the idea that talking about financial issues in church is nearly taboo, which 

was somewhat strange, given how easy I found it to find economically-themed 

messages to study.  Many clergy tried to put their audience at ease by beginning with 

the assertion that almost nobody likes to talk about money.  For example, on April 5, 

2011, during a lunchtime “talk” on finances, Pastor Brian Gray of The Next Level 

Church in Englewood, Colorado said that “a sermon on [money] can kind of be like 

the ‘do I look fat in this dress’-question in church.  It just has a lot of ways to go 
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wrong.”
205

   In a similar vein, on August 21, 2011, to open his six-week series called 

“Recession Road,” Pastor Andy Stanley of North Point Community Church in 

Alpharetta, Georgia, remarked that many people had wondered, “Why in the world 

would you … get into something that is so political [as questions of economics and the 

economic downturn]?”
206

  Brennan Coughlin of Fellowship Baptist Church in New 

Jersey said on January 31, 2011 that, “Hearing a sermon about money and possessions 

was about as fun as a root canal.”
207

  And Tod Bolsinger of San Clemente Presbyterian 

Church in San Clemente, California, framed the taboo nature of talking about fiscal 

matters in deeply personal and intimate terms: 

Remember back in the ‘80s and ‘90s when we all had, like, money? 

Remember what it felt like to think we were so smart? Remember what 

it felt like?  “Oh, my gosh, look at my investments, I am doing so 

well.” … And notice, remember how it felt so bad when all of a sudden 

after the crash, we were sitting around, a bunch of us going, “Oh my 

gosh, how could I be so stupid?  How could I possibly have done 

this?”… We’ve got men who will gladly, honestly, authentically, walk 

into a small group and tell ‘em [the other members of the group] that 

they have testicular cancer, but they will not tell you (sic) that they are 

behind on their mortgage payments.
208

 

 

Bolsinger’s comments were particularly instructive as they revealed the ways in which 

pastors worked to both include themselves in the financial narratives they developed 
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throughout their sermons, while also creating rhetorical spaces to reveal personal folly, 

foible and, even, malfeasance. 

 In the rest of this chapter, I will analyze the economic themes as I delineated 

them above, using the rubric of rhetorical theory.  Rhetorical theory is helpful in this 

case because, as I noted earlier, it seeks to understand both speakers, as well as how 

the words of speakers aim to influence a particular set of listeners.  That is, rhetorical 

analysis takes as its aim the things people say, their methods of address, their intended 

audiences, and their presumed purposes.  In this study, the argumentative purposes of 

the pastors I considered are partly constrained given the situation – the rhetorical 

kairos – of the recession years of 2008—forward.  Even so, I was somewhat surprised 

as I listened to the sermons at the ways that pastors sometimes elided, or even 

completely failed to mention, the fact of economic downturn in sermons about 

pecuniary issues and money.  These elisions were the most common in sermons about 

tithing and the Christian obligation to support the church, but not exclusively so.  For 

example, in an October 2001 sermon series at Lifegate Church in Omaha, Nebraska, 

Pastor Les Beauchamp preached about the problem of commercialism and, quite 

remarkably, false consciousness (absent any Marxist overtones),
209

 and only 

mentioned the recession once over the course of five weeks when he said, “If you 
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don’t spend too much this Christmas trying to buy, buy, buy your way happy, you 

won’t feel the pinch of recession, come January 1st.”
210

   

Section Three: The Structure and Importance of Personal Responsibility for 

understanding the Great Recession 

 

“You are your biggest problem,” Rick Warren said to his congregation at 

Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California on July 10, 2011.  Like Warren, when 

ministers took up the topic of economic recession, many encouraged their audiences to 

take personal responsibility for understanding their own culpability for having helped 

bring on the financial crisis, and insisted that individual changes of heart and behavior 

were needed to put things back on track.  In Warren’s sermon, called “Set Free from 

Me,” the pastor explained how personal responsibility and the national economic 

downturn were natural counterparts: 

There’s this natural resistance inside of us that wants to do what’s easy, 

what’s convenient, what’s quick, rather than what’s right and what’s 

best.  In fact, our entire nation is in a financial crisis because of this 

tendency of human nature to have an inability to delay gratification.  

We want it and we want it now, whether we can afford it or not, so we 

go out and we charge it, even though we can’t afford it.  And the 

government’s been doing that for years, and now we have a financial 

crisis that teeters on the brink of collapse, all because of buying things 

we don’t need, with money we don’t have, to impress people we don’t 

like.  And thinking we can have it all.  Let me just tell you right now: 

you can’t have it all.
211
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With this claim, Warren collapsed individual spending and consumption habits with 

government habits.  This appeal is important to notice, because it was common 

throughout the sample of sermons I studied.  Pastors often identified individual 

consumers and workers as having primary agency for bringing on the recession; and 

then pointed to government spending as another equal cause; while eliding (or, more 

often, avoiding) mention of the key structural factors that gave way in 2008, like Wall 

Street banking practices or Federal Reserve policies.
212

  These claims seemed to 

suggest that congregants, in their roles as consumers and citizens alike, indulged in 

goods and services that they neither needed nor should have used.  “The problem is 

this, the citizens of the countries (sic) have this idea that they are entitled and that the 

government owes them something,” Pastor Robert Emmitt of Community Bible 

Church in San Antonio told his congregation on September 5, 2011.  “[They think] 
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medical owes them something, or business owes them something, or somebody owes 

them something. That’s called entitlement… the idea that we are entitled to do nothing 

and get something from it.”
213

  Instead, Emmitt argued, God calls each individual to 

take personal responsibility for all areas of life, beginning with working hard to take 

care of oneself and one’s family.  Mark Driscoll of Mars Hill Church in Seattle 

likewise claimed that many individuals affected by the recession avoided taking 

responsibility for their situation, and engaged instead in blame-shifting.  “Nobody 

calls in and says, ‘It’s my fault. I apologize. I was not a shrewd steward. I bought stuff 

I couldn’t afford,’” Driscoll said.  “‘I didn’t work hard at my job.  I didn’t give to the 

poor.  I didn’t give to God.  I didn’t save for a rainy day. It’s my fault.  I ask you all to 

forgive me.’  Nobody says that.”
214

  Driscoll’s comment elucidated how pastors 

framed the recession as a mass failing of self-discipline; a catastrophe that would only 

be ameliorated as individuals began to atone for their own financial recklessness, 

while beginning to reform their economic habits to depend less on credit and 

government programs, and more on hard work and self-control.  

Section Four:  Personal Responsibility to Work Hard and Overcome Laziness 

Many conservative Protestant pastors have preached about work and 

employment since the onset of the recession in 2008.  In these messages, clergy often 

advanced appeals framing work as the Christian’s sacred duty, whether one’s 

profession was in ministry or mining; Bible teaching or business management.  

                                                 
213

 Robert Emmitt, God’s Miraculous Plan for Economy (San Antonio: Community Bible Church, Sept. 

5, 2011 ), MP3 Audio File. 
214

 Mark Driscoll, The Parable of the Dishonest Manager (Seattle, Washington: Mars Hill Church, 

March 13, 2011), MP3 Audio File. 



97 

 

 

 

Ministers often encouraged congregants to think of their labor as service to God, and 

not simply as something done on behalf of employers, or as a means for earning 

money to pay bills.  Some pastors suggested that hard work would allow evangelical 

believers to achieve spiritual, mental, and bodily satisfaction, along with personal 

wholeness.  Bryan Wilkerson, pastor at Grace Church near Boston, gave a sermon on 

June 6, 2012, that fit inside this kind of framing.  In this message, titled “Good Work,” 

Wilkerson said that “good workers work hard,” as opposed to “sluggard[s] who never 

take []initiative, never follow[] through, never make[] an impact.”
215

  Mark Henry of 

Fellowship Bible Church also preached about the problem of “sluggardness” in a 

sermon on June 26, 2011.  Henry took the concept even further than Wilkerson had.  

For Henry, the sluggardly employee (or person) settles for less than absolute 

excellence at work: 

[So] you get lazy… And what happens is… that laziness brings with it 

deterioration, and deterioration eventually brings with it atrophy. And 

then something terrible happens. The person (sic) realizes that they can 

live with mediocrity in their life.  It’s not that they have a bad life, but 

they learn to tolerate, to just tolerate. And so, as we think about 

sluggardness, and we think about a sluggard as someone who settles for 

mediocrity in their life. They’ve come to this place where they settle for 

the average.  They’re okay with average… A sluggard is someone 

who’s very comfortable with the status quo and they don’t want to take 

the necessary steps, the necessary points of action to change that.
216

 

 

Implicit in the arguments by both Wilkerson and Henry was the notion that individuals 

must continuously be on alert against laziness, lest the impulse to unnecessarily rest or 

                                                 
215

 Bryan Wilkerson, Good Work (Lexington, Mass.: Grace Chapel, June 6, 2010), MP3 Audio File. 
216

 Mark Henry, Profile of a Sluggard (Little Rock, Arkansas: Fellowship Bible Church, June 26, 2011), 

MP3 Audio File. 



98 

 

 

 

do less than one is fully capable of – at all times – overwhelm one’s better angels.  

Indeed, later in his message, Wilkerson implored his listeners to be the kinds of 

employees that bosses would praise and clients would specifically request to have 

work on their projects.  While this may not necessarily represent bad advice, both 

pastors also included appeals insisting that everyone has sluggardly tendencies that 

percolate, and so threaten even the most dedicated workers.  Thus, even if one has a 

successful career, there is still room for improvement, more toiling left to do.  This is 

especially true, said Jackson Cramer of Cole Community Church in Boise, Idaho, 

because this laziness is a tendency that believers and non-believers share.  So, in order 

to treat work as more than merely and ends to increased consumption, but as a means 

for making a difference in the world through hard work, utter obedience to one’s 

bosses and superiors was required.  Cramer urged Christian employees to privilege (in 

true Protestant ethic style) the mores of virtue and industriousness:   

Too often in today’s world, it’s hard for employers to find people that 

actually are willing to do the work, (chuckles) to do what they’re told.  

I’ve talked to a number of employers who are hiring people and they 

say it’s just so hard to find people who are willing to just work hard 

and follow directions. You see we’ve kind of lost this work ethic, this 

obedient, submissive work ethic and it’s hard to find people who show 

up on time and simply do the job in the best way (emphasis indicates 

places where Cramer whispered for effect).
217

 

 

Henry likewise insisted that, “There’s a little bit of sluggard in you, and there’s a little 

bit of sluggard in me.”
218

  He further argued that only those who would take 
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responsibility for this inevitable tendency toward laziness would be able to begin to 

measure up in the workplace, the home, or the broader society.  And, should one fail 

and so economically suffer, the likely root of that failure would be found in sluggardly 

tendencies – in having succumbed to laziness – rather than in widespread, 

macroeconomic distress. 

 In looking at the link between personal responsibility and work as it appeared 

in the sermon sample, I begin with the idea of laziness, because concepts of 

entitlement, especially as related to the idea of getting “something for nothing,” were 

often present in the pastoral appeals I heard.  Ministers routinely reminded their 

congregants that they should expect to work, work hard, and work long into their lives.  

To seek reprieve from continuous toil was to invite harm.  For example, on November 

7, 2010, Mark Driscoll argued that individual retirement savings sometimes lead to 

folly, not because he favors social programs, but because these kinds of treasures 

might lead to idle hands and misplaced priorities.  “Does that mean everyone who 

retires is a fool?” Driscoll inquired.  “No… But the whole goal is, ‘I don’t want to 

work for the rest of my life.’ If you do that, you’ll fall into all kinds of trouble. It’s a 

trap. It’s a trap.”
219

  Like Driscoll, many pastors continuously insisted that Christians 

should embrace labor as a means for self-sustenance, as well as a way to provide 

evidence of individual industriousness.  These ideas, in turn, led many clergy to speak 

about unemployment as a phenomenon that could be corrected through individual 

effort, rather than as a natural, and always extant, part of the market system. 
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 Robert Emmitt of Community Bible Church in San Antonio began his sermon 

building from personal experience about what it meant to be jobless, and in so doing 

sought to create an argument that would, in Perelman and Olbrecht-Tyteca’s terms, 

establish the structure of reality and so make further generalizations possible, while 

encouraging imitation.
220

  “I’m 54 and I have never gone more than two weeks in my 

life without a paycheck, since I was 15,” Emmitt said.  “Now, I know there’s nine 

percent unemployment nationwide right now, and that’s bad news.  But the flip side of 

that is there’s 91 percent employment, and that’s the good news… I always was 

taught, if you need money, you go out and work for it.”
221

  Emmitt made this 

statement almost immediately after his aforementioned statement disparaging 

entitlements and, more particularly, individuals who rely on these kinds of government 

transfer payments.  Thus, the logic of personal responsibility for self- and family 

financial provision became clear, as the pastor quickly sorted the world between the 

“bad news” nine percent who rely on others for care, and the other 91 percent who 

manage, like him, to self-sustain.  

 Pointing to so-called “employment” statistics in an attempt to diminish the 

overall gravity of the jobless situation in the Unites States since the onset of the 

recession was somewhat common throughout the sample.  “Now I’m not minimizing 

the fact that some people are in pain,” Dave Ramsey said in his sermon at Willow 

Creek Church.  “But, you know, eight percent unemployment sounds suspiciously like 
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92 percent employment.”
222

  As pastors moved to minimize the scourge of joblessness, 

or at least to make it seem less troublesome and so more manageable, many introduced 

appeals that suggested that securing work is more a matter of personal will and 

persistence, than it is something that can be difficult in the face of slumped labor 

markets or general macroeconomic weakness and distress.   

 To this end, Robert Emmitt told a story about when he first moved to Texas to 

attend seminary, and needed a part-time job to help make ends meet while he was in 

school.  He recounted how he found a block that was full of businesses, started on one 

side of the street, and began to enter each storefront, applying for any available 

position in each place where he would stop.  Finally, when he entered the last shop, 

“on the other side of the street,” he was hired.  His persistence paid off.  The lesson, 

Emmitt said, is that: 

You have a product or a service that you can provide the world in 

exchange for money, with which you [can] pay off your debts and pay 

for [the] products and services that you use.  Everybody has something 

they can offer the world. You can teach, you can speak, you can work, 
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you can drill, you can get the shovel out of your garage and say, “Well, 

I can go and dig ditches.”
223

   

 

Bill Hybels made a similar appeal in his sermon titled “Recession Lessons,” which I 

analyze in depth in the next chapter. In this homily, Hybels stipulated that the first and 

best way to survive a recession was “to work.  Everyone who can, should work.”
224

  

And, as a final example, Dave Ramsey said, “My grandmother used to say there’s a 

great place to go when you’re broke: To work.”
225

 

 What each of the above illustrations has in common is the belief that 

joblessness can best be ameliorated through personal effort and individual initiative; 

that is, through sincerely choosing to seek and find employment.  This line of 

argument aligned with the laissez-faire theories of both Hayek and Friedman.  In The 

Road to Serfdom, Hayek argued that the “unskilled laborer” in a freely democratic 

society was always better off than his counterpart in a highly bureaucratized economy, 

because “if he wants to profess certain views or spend his leisure in a particular way, 

he faces no absolute impediments.”
226

  Such a worker might struggle financially, but 

he would also be allowed to live his life according to his own terms, and to relocate 

himself to a more prosperous geographic landscape, if he so pleased.  Economic 

success or failure was thus a matter of individual freedom, will, and persistence.  

Hayek also proposed that individualism “is based on the respect of Christianity for the 

                                                 
223

 Emmitt, God's Miraculous Plan. 
224

 Bill Hybels, Recession Lessons (South Barrington, IL: Willow Creek Church, February 20, 2011), 

MP3 Audio File. 
225

 Ramsey, Enough. 
226

 F.A. Hayek, The Road to Serfdom: The Condensed Version as It Appeared in the April 1945 Edition 

of Reader's Digest (London: Institute of Economic Affairs, 2001), 34. 



103 

 

 

 

individual man and the belief that it is desirable that men should be free to develop 

their own individual gifts and bents.”
227

  In this mode of thought, Hayek’s thought 

matches that of Emmitt, who said that unemployment is an unnecessary condition, 

because God has endowed each individual with characteristics and gifts that can be put 

to economic use, and so free the believer from unemployment and government-

sponsored programs like unemployment insurance.  For his part, Friedman believed 

that it was “far more humane” to place economically disenfranchised individuals into 

“low-paying, unattractive work” than it was develop complicated government 

programs for combatting poverty and joblessness.
228

  Friedman strongly believed in 

the power of competition and individual incentive for assuring a prosperous society.  

He suggested that government programs (like unemployment insurance) curbed 

personal initiative, and de-incentivized individuals from looking for work.
229

  Echoes 

of each of these ideas were present throughout the sample, whether pastors were 

talking about unemployment, or social welfare spending in general.   

Section Five:  Consumerism, Spending, and Debt 

 Many pastors addressed in their sermons the presumed American tendency for 

indulging in consumerism.  They also typically situated this consumerism as stemming 

from individual greed or a lack of satisfaction with God’s provision, rather than as 

something that is a necessary condition for keeping the modern economy running.  

This is a longstanding critique among conservative Protestants when it comes to 
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modern economic life.  As I described in the last chapter, when capitalism changed in 

the middle of the Second Industrial Revolution from a system based largely in the 

production of capital goods, to one that privileged credit, consumption and quick self-

gratification, many conservative Protestants responded with alarm.  Daniel Bell 

concisely described this reaction in in his book, The Cultural Contradictions of 

Capitalism.  Here, Bell argued that although the changeover in capitalist priorities 

gave more people quicker access to expensive wares, and so increased living standards 

across the board, it also subtly undermined the value of delayed gratification, even as 

being in debt lost its stigma as the purview of the poor and the immoral. Cheap 

consumer goods furthered this undermining, as they made instant pleasure accessible 

to more and more people, and slowly made human “wants” seem equivalent to human 

“needs.”
230

  People stopped laboring as means for evidencing God’s grace and 

Christian character, and began to view work as little more than a means to continue 

consuming.  This remains the chief – indeed, very nearly the only – structural critique 

about capitalism that evangelicals engage.  Whereas more progressive economic-

cultural analysts, including Harvard sociologist Jacob Hacker and Princeton economist 

and New York Times columnist Paul Krugman, situate increased income inequality in 

the United States, along with a weakened social safety net, as being important causes 
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of the economic downturn; conservative Christians blame rampant consumerism that 

stems from individual self-indulgence.
231

 

In order to emphasize the gravity and ubiquity of this presumed problem with 

spending and greed, some preachers included accounts of their own wishes for new 

things in their sermons, which amounted to a tacit acknowledgement of the shift in the 

macroeconomy from a system that emphasized capital goods, to one that embraced 

consumerism and debt.  “I feel like I’m one of the most materialistic people I know,” 

Andy Stanley said in a guest sermon at Willow Creek Community Church on February 

14, 2010.  “I love stuff.  I want every Apple Computer Product…  I don’t know if this 

is true of you, but it’s true of me, but I never know what I want until I see it; then I 

know I want it; and then I eventually convince myself that I need it.”
232

  On March 20, 

2011, Charlie Campbell, Associate Pastor of Worship at San Clemente Presbyterian 

Church, described in detail a catalogue he had received that included a specialized 

audio product that would put “legendary vintage ‘all tube’ technology into a modern 

day channel strip format… That’s like ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.’ 

You know, for me! (audience laughter)”
233

  Both Stanley and Campbell used these 

illustrations as rhetorical devices to draw listeners in to the dilemma of consumerism, 

as each made arguments about how believers should regard spending habits as 

benchmarks for measuring personal character and individual priorities. 
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 “Spending less is a message we are never given by the church of our 

consumerism culture,” Eric Atcheson remarked to his church in Longview, 

Washington on November 27, 2011.
234

  Atcheson’s remark was typical of the way in 

which many pastors imagined the “consumer culture” of the contemporary United 

States.  Ministers tended to animate this “world” as a site of enormous “temptation,” 

with the potential to wreak havoc in the lives of undisciplined individuals.  “People 

say, ‘I don’t know where all my money goes,’” Rick Warren told attendees at a special 

weekend seminar Saddleback Church held promising to help individuals get their 

financial lives in order in June 2010.  “Money doesn’t talk, it just walks away quietly.  

It doesn’t tell you [where it’s going]… Ignorance of your financial condition plus easy 

credit equals disaster, because you’re spending money you don’t have.”
235

  

 Throughout the sample of sermons I analyzed, many pastors talked about 

spending and, especially, over-spending, as typically stemming from rabid consumer 

appetites for unnecessary goods.  “We spend a lot of our time at the malls, like they 

are temples,” Joshua Harris said to his Gaithersburg, Maryland congregation in a 

sermon about the recession in January 2009.  “We are always aware of the new stuff 

that we ‘need’…  Isn’t that a little suspicious?”
236

  Similarly, Ramsey did an extended 

take in his guest sermon at Willow Creek Church about the “illegal word… that has 

been surgically removed from all the dictionaries… [which is] the ancient word no,” 
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and included for the audience instructions in pronunciation. “The way you do it is you 

put your tongue toward the roof of your mouth, make a kissing motion with your lips, 

blow air past, and release the tongue.  No.”
237

  Ramsey’s illustration demonstrated the 

kind of individual spending discipline pastors insisted their audience members should 

embody if they hoped to be financially secure, even as this advice was sometimes 

offered in ways that were both farcical and infantilizing.   

 Discerning the relationship between consumer spending in the United States 

and the financial crisis that began in 2008 is complicated and, in some ways, reaches 

beyond the scope of this dissertation.  Nonetheless, in analyzing the broad spectrum of 

the sermons that I listened to, I found the pastors’ descriptions of those individuals 

most typically caught in struggles with overspending (or debt, which I will turn to 

next) rather remarkable.  For the most part, ministers seemed to conjure images of 

relatively simple people – some might even say theoretically rationalized economic 

men and women – who simply needed to learn to make better consumer choices and 

so be able to manage their own money supplies better.  Such a rhetorical portrait helps 

to explain the tendency among pastors to frame economic struggle as something that 

could almost always be overcome through learning to pay better attention to one’s 

finances or choosing to resist the temptation to buy the latest consumer gadget.  Even 

so, financial life is complicated and budgeting is hard.  Thus, percolating beneath the 

pastoral rhetoric about the dangers of overspending and debt seemed to be the question 

why – perhaps especially given the gravity of the contemporary financial crisis – did 
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so little complicating narrative emerge in the sermons?  That is, why did pastors so 

strongly individualize the recession phenomenon, and pay such little attention to 

macroeconomic structure? 

 Even as I raise these questions, I cannot fully answer them.  Some clues can be 

found through considering the particular tenets of the conservative Protestant faith.  

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca suggested that rhetors often present appeals using 

perceived “truths,” and that this kind of argumentation is especially common in 

religious communities.  The purpose of these truths, the authors wrote, is to develop 

explanations for how “complex systems” sometimes “transcend [individual] 

experience.”
238

  This kind of simplifying argumentative structure was present 

throughout the sermon sample I studied.  Indeed, especially when it came to claims 

about spending and debt, pastors often offered straightforward formulas that would 

best fit uncomplicated situations and so serve as a legitimate basis for reasoning.  Even 

so, these straightforward formulas also depended on particular kinds of presumptions.  

Indeed, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca proposed that “all audiences admit 

presumptions.”
239

  One of the most common of these is “the presumption that the 

quality of an act reveals the quality of the person responsible for it.”
240

  That an 

evangelical audience might hold such a supposition seems especially likely, since 

these Christians tend to believe so deeply that their actions represent the live 

embodiment of their faith, and also that their lives reflect a witness for Jesus to 
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nonbelievers.
241

  I suggest that this tenet of faith increases the possibility that audience 

members might assent to claims that assert deep personal responsibility for complex 

financial issues, including the appearance of national economic recession, even when 

the arguments presented diverge from their own experience or otherwise seem overly 

facile.   

 Nevertheless, in following the pastoral discourse about spending, along with 

the topic that I will turn to next – debt – what was remarkable was how most pastors 

spoke about cash flow problems as always having individual causes that lent 

themselves to individual solutions.  The broader economic structure was absent but for 

its existence as a site of temptation that could be resisted and so overcome through 

personal will.  This kind of methodological individualism – the idea that social 

phenomena can most accurately be explained by showing how they result from the 

intentional states that motivate individual actors – was central to Hayek’s economic 

theory.  Recall from the last chapter that he emphasized that because all individuals 

are unique, all people must be free to act – or not act – as they will.  Likewise, each 

must then face the consequences – for good or bad – from this action or inaction.  

Hayek thus contended that the sum of this individual activity was the macroeconomy.  

There existed, for him, no real collective from which to broadly theorize. 

Similarly, the pastors I studied framed economic struggle or financial failure in 

starkly personal terms, as ministers described individuals involved in failed battles 

against consumer culture; struggles that inevitably led to overspending and subsequent 
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debt.  Ramsey continuously repeated throughout his sermon that the key to financial 

freedom was to “spend less than you make.”
242

  Stanley remarked that personal 

solvency would come to those who would simply learn to “give, save, and live on the 

rest.”
243

  Many pastors argued that individuals would realize financial prosperity 

through choosing to apply biblical principles to money management, while learning to 

do without extravagant purchases.  In making these claims, however, evangelical 

clergy neglected to mention the rising costs of budget staples that have strapped many 

budgets during the years of the financial crisis, including those for housing, 

transportation, and food.
244

  They also paid almost no attention to institutional power – 

whether in the form of business or government – or to the problems of deregulation or 

corporate predatory practices, particularly in mortgage lending, in the years leading up 

to the recession. 

The Problem of Debt 

Many pastors made smooth transitions in their sermons from the problem of 

spending to the problem of debt.  In so doing, ministers sometimes pointed to the 

problem of national debt, and very often admonished their congregants against 

carrying too much personal debt.  “You always want more than you can afford, that’s 

step one,” Warren asserted.  “Your yearnings exceed your earnings… You can’t afford 

it, but you go ahead and buy it anyway on credit, and you get over extended 
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financially.  You buy a house you can’t afford, a car you can’t afford, a boat, a 

vacation, a stereo system, or whatever.”
245

  Joshua Harris made a similar argument 

when he suggested that debt comes from misunderstanding wants for needs – much 

like Daniel Bell argued had first become common during the early part of the 

twentieth century.  For Harris, the problem that Bell first identified (although Harris, 

of course, does not mention Bell) has only become worse.  “We think that we not only 

need to be clothed, but to wear the latest fashion and have five of everything,” he said.  

“We think we need more than just a roof over our heads. We want a bigger house, 

with a big yard.”
246

  These appeals from Harris and Warren demonstrated how closely 

many pastors tied together the problems of spending and debt.  They also make 

evident the ways in which ministers imagined that uncontrolled spending, which led 

inevitably to unmanageable debt, emerged from personal failures to control desires for 

unnecessary things.  Again, mostly absent was any notion that structural economic 

pressures from widespread unemployment, stagnant wages, a fraying social safety net, 

or the changed underlying nature of the market itself might play any role in strained 

family budgets. 

 Sometimes pastors tried to characterize the typical individual who was prone to 

taking on too much debt, even to the point of caricature.  Mark Driscoll of Mars Hill 

Church in Seattle imagined that “the most likely person to be in credit card debt is a 

young, single woman, apparently out buying clothes to look nice to attract a man who 
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likes to pay off credit card debt.”
247

  Bill Hybels, founder and senior pastor of Willow 

Creek, suggested that there were several kinds of individuals most likely to be affected 

by the recession, including a person who had foolishly gone off to flip condominiums 

in Vegas with “Cousin Nicky” and so had lost everything.
248

   

But even when ministers were less imaginative (some might say 

condescending) in their portraits of those most likely to be in significant debt, pastors 

still emphasized individual responsibility for paying these liabilities and, importantly, 

stressed that having incurred these costs in the first place almost certainly stemmed 

from personal folly.  While many pastors did talk about daunting mortgage debt, I 

only once heard a pastor speak directly to debt resulting from unexpected medical 

crises or medical costs, which is the number one cause of bankruptcy in the United 

States.
249

  In this case, Robert Emmitt told a personal story about a surgery he had to 

have, and described the bills that still remained after the insurance paid its part.  He 

felt like the amount he owed was higher than he could ever repay, even though the 

“hospital folks were good and let me send in 10, 20, 30 bucks, whatever I could at the 

end of each month.”
250

  Finally, desperate to pay what he owed, the pastor secured a 

job doing after-hours maintenance in a building owned by one of his congregants.  The 
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extra income allowed him to pay his hospital bill.  “You do whatever you gotta do to 

pay off your debts,” Emmitt said.
251

 

 Emmitt argued, as did some other pastors in the sample, that reneging on one’s 

liabilities is evidence of significant personal failing.  “Up there with the evils of 

entitlement are also the evils of bankruptcy and not paying the debt that you owe,” the 

minister said.  “It’s easy in this country… We borrow money… hoping everything’s 

gonna go well; it doesn’t so we tell the people we owe, ‘Oh, hey, tough luck, I’m out 

of money so I’m not gonna pay you.’”
252

   This comment suggested an argumentative 

thread back to the necessity of hard work and the corresponding need to constantly 

guard against laziness.  Bankruptcy happens not because one has been overwhelmed 

by the economic system or has suffered catastrophic loss, but rather because one took 

and wasted easy money and then refused to labor diligently to pay it back.  A similar 

idea appeared in a sermon given at The Chapel Church in Fort Wayne, Indiana on 

March 4, 2012.  “Before you borrow money, think it through,” Rick Hawks said.  

“The borrower is servant to the lender.  The lender sets the term of the loan.  The 

lender sets the covenants by which the loan can be called.  The lender is the one who 

says, ‘If you fail to keep the covenants, we can recall the loan, and we can seize the 

assets that collateralize the loan.’”
253

  At the end of this admonition, Hawks 

acknowledged that lenders must set fair interest rates, based on the market average and 

no more.  But the market was the standard, and the benchmark to which borrowers had 

                                                 
251

 Ibid. 
252

 Ibid. 
253

 Rick Hawks, God's Wisdom on Money, Part 9 (Fort Wayne, Indiana: The Chapel, March 4, 2012), 

MP3 Audio File. 



114 

 

 

 

to rise, no matter its trends or fluctuations.  Indeed, Hawks strongly emphasized the 

assumed fairness of contracts, the rights of lenders to collect, and the duty of 

borrowers to work diligently to be able pay whatever obligations they owed.  

Even when ministers did not specifically take up the obligation to pay one’s 

debts no matter how difficult, many still posed arguments that suggested that 

borrowing always results in bondage – a kind of selected indentured servitude.  “But 

you know a lot of us are also slaves to… masters like MasterCard and American 

Express and Discover and Sears,” Matthew St. John said to his congregation in Fargo, 

North Dakota on December 12, 2010.  “And what we do is we put ourselves in a 

position where we are hogtied by masters who do not care for us…  It doesn’t matter 

to them how much it hurts us.  They just want to embed their pocketbooks with cash, 

no matter the cost. I’m telling you, many of us are enslaved to a lender.”
254

  Likewise, 

Bill Hybels told his congregation with a matter of fact tone, “This is how it is gang, 

when you load up on debt, then you start feeling like a slave. You feel in bondage.”
255

  

Finally, Dave Ramsey employed humor to make a point similar to the one that both St. 

John and Hybels had made about the stress that becoming overleveraged with debt can 

cause in life, rhetorically playing off of the names of various debt-holding companies: 

You have Mastercard in your life? Who named that anyway? Have you 

Discovered bondage or American Distress?  You got a student loan 

that’s been around so long you think it’s a pet?  Two fleeced cars in the 
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driveway?  And you can’t figure out why you can’t fund your kids’ 

college fund.  Hello?
256

   

  

These pastors may, in fact, rightly identify the feeling of deep anxiety that 

individuals experience when facing enormous debt.  But what is perhaps more 

interesting is the way the pastoral rhetoric suggests that individuals should or, more 

particularly, always should, feel this way.  Pastors tended to characterize debt as a 

choice – a sinful habit – that required acknowledgement, confession, and change.  No 

explanations, no excuses, but rather simply admitting that the problem exists because, 

as Mark Driscoll said: 

You didn’t have a plan, you didn’t have disability insurance, you got 

sick… and all of a sudden now you are in shackles and years of your 

life and thousands of hours of your existence are not your own. 

Somebody owns you...  Some of you say, ‘Well, what do I do?’  You 

need to get out [of debt] and sometimes this takes a while. This takes 

financial coaching. This takes repentance. This takes work.
257

   

 

 Driscoll’s comments revealed how pastors did occasionally lift the problem of 

debt from the realm of rampant consumerism and apply it to situations beyond 

uncontrolled shopping sprees or becoming over extended in unnecessarily large 

mortgage loans.  Even so, Driscoll again framed the hardship under the argumentative 

rubric of individual inadequacy, this time the failure to plan – namely, to have 

disability insurance – rather than on unexpected illness or the lack of a solid social (let 

alone church or private) safety net to help ameliorate catastrophic financial burden.  
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Dave Ramsey made a similar point in his sermon, as he appealed to listeners about the 

importance of saving: 

It’s going to rain.  Get ready.  There’s job layoffs.  There’s sick people.  

There’s car wrecks.  Life happens.  The transmission goes out on the 

same month you need to buy a prom dress.  Life is coming, baby, get 

ready.  It’s gonna rain… You need to get ready.
258

 

 

And, indeed, saving money is essential to achieving financial solvency as well as 

being prepared for unexpected economic emergencies, as Ramsey suggested.  But 

planning and, even, saving may offer only limited protection against truly catastrophic 

loss.  However, most of the pastoral discourse that I heard elided taking up this 

possibility, but emphasized instead the idea that God would bless those who wisely 

planned, and turn his back on those who behaved foolishly or acted selfishly.   

Section Six:  The importance of the Tithe 

Throughout the sermon sample, pastors repeatedly emphasized the importance 

of paying one’s tithe.  Many pastors structured their arguments about obligations to 

tithe in frames that reminded listeners that nothing really belonged to them in the first 

place, such that giving back to God – usually by giving to the church –simply 

represented returning financial assets to their rightful owner.  “Now you may say, I’m 

not comfortable with you talking about my money,” Darryl DelHousaye remarked to 

his audience at Grace Community Church in Tempe, Arizona in November 2010.  

“Ok, then I’m not going to talk about your money” (emphasis his, indicates where 
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DelHousaye pastor stretched the word for effect).
259

  Kyle Idelman of Southeast 

Church in Louisville, Kentucky also used this rhetorical strategy in a particularly 

engaging way in a sermon on March 13, 2011: 

This should be our perspective on life: That God owns everything.  And 

so whatever he allows us to use, we have an attitude of gratitude… 

That can be hard.  That can be hard for me; you (sic) just get caught up 

in what you don’t have.  One of the things that I find helps me with this 

ownership theology is you (sic) just go through the day and you 

acknowledge that everything belongs to God.  I would encourage you 

to try this sometime… You get up out of God’s bed, and you walk into 

God’s bathroom, and you turn on God’s shower, and you put on God’s 

clothes, and then you go into the kitchen and you eat God’s cereal 

(Frosted Flakes) and then you drink God’s coffee, [and so on 

throughout the day]…
260

 

 

In emphasizing the many ways in which all that one has really belongs to God, 

Idleman was thus able to structure his claim that “as the owner, God has the right to 

dictate how his resources will be used… [and] the servant has the responsibility to use 

these resources how the master directs (emphasis mine).”
261

  Thus, tithing, or giving, 

was also discursively framed by many pastors, like Idleman, as a matter of personal 

responsibility and individual self-discipline.   

 In fact, many pastors went so far as to suggest that failing to pay one’s tithe 

while enjoying nonessentials in life implied personal indolence.  “If you currently are 

enjoying cable television and not tithing, that’s a problem. I truly believe that’s a 
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problem,” Brennan Coughlin of Fellowship Baptist Church said on July 31, 2011.
262

  

In a nearly identical appeal, Idleman urged to his congregants to consider “going 

without cable for a year so that a brother and sister who are starving in Indonesia will 

have food.”
263

  And Andy Stanley suggested that too much consumption combined 

with too little giving represented greed.  “Greed is the assumption that the extra [is] 

for my consumption,” Stanley said.  “And the reason I’m guilty of that kind of greed, 

and perhaps you are, as well, is because in my mind I think as long as my income goes 

up, that my lifestyle should [too], and that there doesn’t need to be margin, [but rather 

I can spend all that I earn].”
264

 

 Stanley’s statement revealed again the tendency in pastoral discourse for 

ministers to include themselves in the admonitions and advice offered to audience 

members.  But even as many pastors in the sample acknowledged how hard it can be 

to charitable, most emphasized that individual urges to hold on to assets and wealth 

stemmed – once again – from greed, self-indulgence and selfishness, rather than 

strapped personal or family budgets.  This fact seemed even more striking given that 

most ministers tightly hold to biblical prescriptions that tithes should equal ten percent 

of income, a significant amount for most people.
265

  Many pastors couched their 
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claims that these payments were essential, however, through insisting that they 

revealed faithful hearts to God, and so would engender God’s faithful provision, in 

return.  In this way, the narrative of personal responsibility ran through the evangelical 

tithing discourse:  Should one fail to give faithfully to the church or other worthy 

church-centered causes, then one is fully culpable for whatever consequences – 

financial, especially – that might result.  Likewise, a faithful giver can rightfully 

expect God’s faithful protection and provision. 

 Bill Hybels made this assertion directly in his sermon, “Recession Lessons,” 

when he admonished his listeners against trusting God with every aspect of life 

besides personal finances.  Hybels recounted how he’d known many people who had: 

[Told God] I’ll trust you with my future, I’ll trust you with my eternity, 

but money is all mine… And when you… do that, you are truly on your 

own, my friend. Next recession comes, there’s no supernatural thing 

happening, blessing you, protecting you. You cut God out of the 

equation, you are on your own.”
266

 

 

Other pastors asserted that the individual responsibility to tithe as an expression of 

faith was so essential that one should continue the practice, even if these contributions 

caused significant personal financial hardship.  “We give back to God what he has 

already given to us, and… he [promises] to bless us with so many blessings we can’t 

possibly hold them,” Brennan Coughlin said. “[But] even if tithing sent us below the 
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poverty line and made us utterly miserable, we should still tithe.”
267

  Coughlin’s claim 

made evident the neat logic of individual accountability at work in pastoral rhetoric 

about the necessity of paying one’s tithe.  On the one hand, it is essential to securing 

God’s protection and blessing; thus, to shirk it is to engage in foolish peril.  On the 

other hand, should one still financially struggle even after paying the tithe, one should 

continue in faith.  “The issue is not tithing, it’s trusting,” said Jay Wolf of First Baptist 

Church in Montgomery, Alabama on February 6, 2011.  “You get true riches when 

you pass the test.”
268

 

 Beyond representing yet another way to underscore the importance of personal 

responsibility for economic success or failure, while emphasizing, too, one’s Christian 

duty to individual faith and obedience, the tithing discourse also revealed an 

evangelical preference for private charity over government-sponsored programs.  Here 

again, this partiality for voluntary aid is concomitant to the theories of both Hayek and 

Friedman, each of whom argued that private provisions aimed at caring for 

economically underprivileged citizens were always superior – and better guarantors of 

freedom – than were state-sponsored welfare programs.  To this end, John Ortberg, a 

pastor at Menlo Park Presbyterian Church in the Bay Area, directly contrasted the 

difference between paying taxes as a means for contributing to the social good, as 
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compared to giving money to the church.
269

  In a sermon he gave in March 2009, 

Ortberg began by talking about a recent missions trip he and his wife had taken to 

South Africa.  He noted the devastating consequences of AIDS in the country, and 

said that destitution reigned.  But he also said that individual death found its match in 

individual hope and redemption.  “People die one at a time,” he said.  “People get help 

one at a time… I can’t do everything, but I can do something.”
270

  Ortberg’s statement 

is likely similar to appeals for financial contributions from nonreligious charitable 

organizations.  I suggest that what made Ortberg’s remarks different was his framing – 

and in particular the way in which he distinguished one’s tax obligation (about which 

there is no individual choice) from the higher good of voluntarily paying the tithe. 

Taxes confer on their payer no promise of something better.  With God, Ortberg said, 

the opposite is true: 

The government does not say, “Test us in this. Just try paying your 

taxes, and see if your life doesn’t run better, if it doesn’t make you 

happier and more productive.”  The government doesn’t say stuff like 

that. The government doesn’t ask when you pay your taxes, there is no 

place on the form to note like, how’s your heart with this? Are you 

giving with joy? The government doesn’t really care if you give with 

joy, it just wants the money.
271

 

 

With this statement, Ortberg suggested that for charity to really work – for it to benefit 

both the giver and the receiver – it must be freely chosen and offered with an attitude 

of trust and benevolence.  Only this kind of sacrifice – not payments demanded by 
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government – has the potential to transform destitute social spaces and the hearts of 

financial givers, alike.  In advancing this line of thinking, Ortberg’s comments match 

the beliefs about public welfare that both Carl Henry and Millard Erickson – among 

others – eventually took in the last chapter with regard to how the church could best 

promote economic justice.  Each advanced the notion that voluntary charity is better 

and more godly than are government-sponsored programs for poor relief.  To be clear, 

I only infrequently heard the outright assertion that social programs aimed at income 

redistribution were absolutely un-biblical.  Rather, the connection was more implicit.  

Many pastors said that if all American Christians would faithfully tithe 10 percent of 

their income, poverty in both the United States and around the world would steeply 

decline, and eventually make economic aid from government almost unnecessary.  To 

this end, Gene Henderson of Pinelake Church in Brandon, Mississippi told his 

audience on May, 31, 2009, that giving is more important in times of scarcity (like 

during a recession) than during times of abundance.  He grieved for what he described 

as declining generosity among Christians, and noted that “if American Christians had 

tithed a full 10 percent of their income in 2008, then there would have had another 

$172 billion raised for the church to apply to its missions and services. And this 

money would likely have been enough… [to] very nearly eradicate deaths of small 

children because of starvation and disease.”
272
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Section Seven: The Recession as a Supernatural Response to Global Poverty 

 Henderson’s statement about poverty pointed to another significant theme that 

appeared in the sermon sample.  This was the idea that the economic downturn was 

God’s way of bringing global poverty to the forefront of public discourse.  It also 

served as a way to make Americans understand their own presumed – and automatic – 

wealth.  John Piper, pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, articulated 

this as perhaps God’s main purpose in the recession when he said on February 1, 2009,  

that the downturn would “wake us up to the constant and desperate condition of the 

developing world where there is always and only recession of the worst kind.”
273

  

Piper built this claim on the idea that prosperity had made Americans “blind… to the 

miseries of the world” and that economic collapse came like a shout from heaven to 

“remember.”
274

  If this temporary recession “bothers us,” Piper said, then what of the 

“one billion people do not have safe water to drink [or the] … sixteen thousand 

children [who] die every day from hunger related illnesses[?]”
275

 

 Jay Wolf also pointed to the general affluence of American life, as compared 

to the rest of the world, even in the middle of recession.  “If you are an American, and 

if you have plenty of food to eat, you have a clean source of water to drink, you have 

indoor plumbing, and you have transportation, you are more wealthy than 80 percent 

of the people in this world,” the pastor said.  “That puts you ahead of about four-and-
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a-half billion people. My dear friend, you are wealthy.”
276

  Similarly, Andy Stanley 

insisted that nearly all Americans have more resources than they need, unlike citizens 

of the developing world: 

I never walk through the mall and think to myself, “Wow, I certainly 

have a lot of extra, don’t I?”  When I walk through the mall, I feel poor.  

I feel like I’m poorly dressed, I feel like I’m behind.  And most of 

culture focuses us on what we don’t have, focuses on what we think we 

need, and so consequently we don’t feel like we have any extra.  But 

every once in a while you go on a mission trip… and you realize there 

are people in the world that have so much less than you, and then you 

have that weird American guilt feeling like, “Why do I have more?”  

And then we just kind of move on.  But in that moment, when you 

were… focused on the fact that you have more than other people, it was 

recognition of this fact:  You and I have extra.
277

 

 

For Stanley recognizing this “extra” and being generous with it represented the key to 

“breaking the power of greed” in American life.
278

  Acknowledging the ubiquitous 

prosperity of the United States was simply to accede to the country’s obvious bounty 

and blessing, and recognizing that this wealth conferred national responsibility along 

with personal peril.   

 “One of the most amazing parts about our culture is how much we are ruled by 

the messages, the power, around money,” Tod Bolsinger said.  “Around the fact that 

we are the richest nation of all time, and [around the idea] that we should continue to 

be the richest nation of all time. That we have gone through difficult times… [and the 
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ways in which difficult times] can shape entire people and cultures for a lifetime.”
279

  

Like Bolsinger, other pastors in the sample suggested that too much focus on wealth 

and entitlement could create a kind of blindness to true need in the world, and so 

reveal an absence of character on the part of the American citizen.  “[Y]ou need to 

know that historically and globally, we’re the rich. And what tends to happen is we 

always look at someone who’s one rung above us on the class ladder and say, ‘When 

Jesus thinks about the rich, he’s thinking about those guys,’” Mark Driscoll said.  “No, 

he’s thinking about us, those of us with vehicles and places to sleep and electricity…  

I’ve had the pleasure of traveling [to developing countries] and it gives you a little 

perspective.”
280

 

 Driscoll’s statement demonstrated a tendency among pastors to universalize 

American affluence, without paying attention to the economic situation, circumstance, 

or class of any individual citizen, in particular.  This theme of economic flattening 

fundamentally underscored the other themes that appeared throughout the sample, as 

pastors used appeals of presumed prosperity to develop arguments about personal 

responsibility.  Ministers pressed their congregants to recognize that the indisputable 

bounty of the United States meant that everyone, or at least almost everyone, could 

access whatever resources were necessary to secure financial stability.  Thus, 

individual economic struggle ostensibly stemmed from hapless stewardship of one’s 

resources, rather than from a lack of access to them.  Pastors throughout the sample 

repeatedly pointed to the ways in which the problem in the United States was a 

                                                 
279

 Bolsinger, Talking to the Powers That Be. 
280

 Driscoll, Parable of the Rich Fool. 



126 

 

 

 

problem of abundance, rather than a problem of paucity. “The biggest medical 

problem in our country is obesity. That’s really never been a huge issue [before this 

period in history], right?” Mark Driscoll said in another sermon on May 29, 2011. 

“We have so much food and so little space for it that we're dying of malted Milk Duds 

and Chiclets. We are a people who are going to eat until we blow up, just like the 

Monty Python skit. We’re the rich… Go to a third world country. We’re the rich.”
281

   

 Because the United States is a nation made up of “the rich,” many pastors 

suggested that the recession posed but a temporary struggle brought on by 

undisciplined behavior on both a national and a personal level.  Clergy throughout the 

sample developed appeals suggesting that the economic downturn was a wake-up call, 

a reckoning, and an opportunity to develop better financial habits.  In juxtaposing 

financial struggle in the United States against extreme poverty in the developing 

world, and through combining this argumentative strategy with the strict emphasis on 

personal responsibility for economic success that I highlighted earlier in this chapter, I 

suggest that a somewhat strange rhetorical effect took shape.  Pastors implicitly 

advanced claims that situated struggling American citizens as only slightly less 

privileged than the very wealthy in the United States, and so nearly as responsible for 

having caused the financial crash as were Wall Street bankers who developed new 

strategies for risk in lending and trading, along with lawmakers who passed the 
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deregulation legislation that made those strategies possible.
282

  Such arguments based 

in order (i.e. “heavier than,” or “less righteous than”) made it possible for pastors to 

argue that economic hardship in the developing world was simply more burdensome 

than economic hardship in the United States.
283

  This amounted to proposing that 

Americans had little to complain about but much for which to take responsibility – no 

matter the true economic position or actual life circumstance of any individual, in 

particular.  In this way, financial suffering in the United States was often posed as a 

kind of chosen suffering, whereas structural, unavoidable economic anguish existed 

elsewhere.  Moreover, comparing and contrasting suffering in terms of its order of 

hardship underscored and made essential the emphasis on personal responsibility that 

became preeminent in assertions about work, debt, saving, laziness, and more.  Tod 

Bolsinger described this idea of chosen suffering in a particularly poignant way on 

January 10, 2010: 

We are always trying to make sense out of suffering.  And in the Bible 

there are three different ways to think about suffering... First of all…  

there’s Christian suffering. Christian suffering is that which we should 

never avoid. It’s the suffering that comes for our faith…  The second 

type of suffering is human suffering. It’s the suffering that comes from 

living in a world that is mortal and created and fallen. It’s the suffering 

of earthquakes and cancer and diseases, the suffering of mortality, the 

suffering that comes from bearing the reality of being humans…  But 

there’s a third type of suffering in the scriptures. It’s the suffering that 

we usually don’t avoid. And it’s foolish suffering…  A fool isn’t 

someone who’s stupid or silly or does something kind of crazy. A fool 

in the scripture is someone who doesn’t heed commandments…. 
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You know, everybody thinks that they don’t have idols. I spend all my 

time with a lot of people [and] over and over and over again, [maybe 

it’s] this economy… but I’m having more conversations with people 

who are saying to me… “You know what? If you would have told me 

two years ago that I was clinging to an idol, I’d have said, ‘Oh, no, no 

possible way. Not me. I go to church, I’m a Christian.’ But now you 

know what? All of a sudden I realize – now that there’s no name on the 

door, now that there’s no corner office, now that my house is in 

foreclosure, and I’m not sure if I can keep my car, now that I’m not 

even sure about my future, I have no idea what a retirement is, now that 

I find myself in this place, I start to realize that I had way more idols 

than I ever imagined.
284

   

 

Bolsinger then moved to close his sermon by re-articulating his claim that “foolishness 

leads to suffering.  You don’t heed the commandments, it’s pain.”
285

  But the 

foolishness the pastor pointed to, as he freely exchanged the words foolishness and 

idol throughout his sermon, included basic components of everyday economic life for 

most Americans.  Buying homes.  Financing cars.  Pursuing careers.  Saving for 

retirement. 

To accede to Bolsinger’s claim is to accept the logic that economic pursuit that 

results in economic hardship is to experience life consequences that have been fairly 

inflicted, because they stem from poor judgment and possibly questionable character.  

This kind of suffering is not the same as standing for righteousness and so being 

mocked for not conforming “any longer to the pattern of this world,” or living in a 

place that is wracked with earthquakes or famine.
286

  Those kinds of suffering are 

different; perhaps harder; certainly more righteous.  Hence, as was the case with many 
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of the sermons in the sample, comparing and contrasting suffering in terms of its order 

of hardship underscored and made essential the emphasis on personal responsibility 

that became preeminent in assertions about debt, saving, laziness, and more. 

Finally, it is likely that these appeals about global poverty proved especially 

effective or were particularly stinging to audience members precisely because the 

issue is, in fact, real and significant.  In many ways, the pastors were probably right to 

point out the depraved conditions of life that many citizens in the developing world 

must face on a daily basis.  My suggestion is that, rhetorically speaking, the 

juxtaposition ultimately set up a false dilemma about what it means to be rich or poor 

in the United States, as opposed to the undeveloped world.  This, in turn, had the 

effect of delegitimizing the economic experience and struggle of many Americans, 

even as it also created a recession narrative that relied on themes of personal 

responsibility and individual self-discipline.  In looking away from structures of 

corporate and government power as causes of the economic collapse, and instead re-

focusing attention on those who are still worse off, the rhetorical effect was to identify 

those in the so-called middle (or, even, slightly below) as individually responsible for 

the financial downturn.  Moreover, I propose that this pastoral emphasis on personal 

responsibility, along with the tendency to endow the poverty of the developing world 

with a kind of “superlative” quality, may have ultimately left evangelical audiences 

feeling disempowered to call for or enact any type of structural change.
287

  That is, if 

the Great Recession can be blamed on a series of individual bad acts that were made – 
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albeit en masse – by individual people, rather than on systemic weakness, there is little 

reason to consider, or agitate against, the broader macroeconomic situation, itself. 

Section Eight: Chapter Conclusion 

 I began this chapter wondering why economic discourse in the United States 

has remained decidedly conservative, even in the aftermath of the 2008 financial 

crisis.  I also noted that conservative Protestants in the United States seem to share in 

this preference for free-market discourse and policymaking, as evidenced by the fact 

many evangelicals have been drawn into the Tea Party movement, and have embraced 

its rhetoric calling for individual financial responsibility and reduced government 

spending as proper responses to the economic downturn.  With these questions in 

mind, I turned to analyze the homiletic rhetoric of conservative Protestant pastors.  

This analysis, in turn, made clearer the reason why evangelical believers take to 

conservative economic ideals.  Evangelical discourse about the economy engages the 

logic of methodological individualism in much the same way as do free-market 

theorists like Hayek and Friedman.  While economists are more likely to use the word 

“freedom” in couching their claims about the superiority of the market society, and 

evangelical pastors are more likely to use the word “responsibility,” I argue that the 

central argumentative thread between the two is actually quite similar.  Each means to 

suggest that the primary unit that bears considering is the individual, who must be 

allowed to enjoy the fruits of her labor or, on the other end of the spectrum, be held 

accountable for any economic failures that result from her decisions or acts.  This 

finding of rhetorical resonance in the discourse of economic conservatives and 
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religious conservatives also helps to explain why the tripartite coalition in the 

Republican Party among economic conservatives, business conservatives, and 

religious conservatives continues to hold.  All three groups use language that affirms 

individual responsibility, autonomy and freedom.  Moreover, there is a kind of 

conservative economic morality that undergirds evangelical rhetoric about the 

economy – a rhetoric of personal responsibility for life choices that aligns with the 

mores of the Protestant work ethic that privilege hard work, temperance, delayed 

gratification, and autonomy from outside interference. 

 As I noted earlier, Perleman and Olbrecht-Tyteca’s theory of rhetoric 

emphasized that persuasive arguments emerge from those premises a speaker shares 

with an audience.  Once this rhetorical common ground has been established, speakers 

can then advance claims that seek to move an audience from shared premises to 

desired conclusions.  In the case of economically-themed sermons during the 

contemporary period of economic downturn, most ministers focused on themes of 

personal responsibility and individual self-discipline in developing their homiletic 

appeals.  These appeals typically worked in one of two ways.  In the first case, pastors 

argued that those who had been most affected by the recession had made decisions or 

behaved in ways that put them at greater risk for financial hardship.  These individuals 

needed to shape up and change so as to get their lives in order and become better 

prepared for a stronger economic future, even if another financial crisis should come.  

The second kind of appeal was similar to the first, but slightly different.  In this case, 

personal responsibility was still emphasized, but the individual duty at stake was to 
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recognize that things could actually be worse, and so to realize that no matter how 

stark one’s struggle seemed, the Western (especially American) recession stemmed 

from mismanaged abundance.   

 This theme of abundance underwrote the pastoral claims for and calls to 

personal responsibility throughout the sample.  The imagined profusion of American 

bounty that was freely available to all through hard work; smart saving and investing; 

and being generous often sounded like throwback advice to earlier economic times.  

Dave Ramsey admitted as much when he said, “Enough with the stuff that doesn’t line 

up with Grandma’s common sense [way of managing money].”
288

  The logic of these 

claims pictures an open, merit based system that rewards rigor and dogged 

perseverance.  Simply, it pictures the American Dream. 

 But even as this theme was prevalent, so was a corresponding theme that 

disparaged contemporary consumerism and consumer culture.  Indeed, this was the 

sole structural argument that evangelical clergy advanced.  In so doing, pastors 

partially acknowledged the changed economic climate, even as they insisted it was 

also possible to break free from it by engaging habits of self-discipline.  By both 

embracing capitalism as a necessary site of toil and fruitful possibility, while also 

condemning its supposedly more deleterious effects, ministers throughout the sample 

were able to elide and avoid discussions of things like increasing economic inequality 

in the United States.  Pastors also stressed the effects of failed personal responsibility 

across the income spectrum, and only infrequently addressed questions of power or 
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broader macroeconomic causes of the recession.
289

  In all, this emphasis on individual 

initiative and personal responsibility for financial success and failure makes plain the 

fact that conservative Protestant discourse includes an articulated economic ideology – 

a financial narrative that parallels the theory and market priorities of conservative 

economists.  Moreover, the examples of homiletic rhetoric that I have provided in this 

chapter reveal that the language of moral traditionalism embraces arguments that favor 

free-enterprise and small government, alike. 

 In the next chapter, I will analyze three sermons in particular, and consider 

deeply how the themes presented in this chapter were developed over the course of 

full homiletic texts.  I will pay special attention to the ways in which pastors draw 

their argumentative aims together, as well as advanced appeals that privatized the 

recession experience, while insisting that individuals already have the tools they need 

to find and keep suitable work; become less entitled and more responsible; and so 

become financially free.  I will also demonstrate how the framing and narrative 

structure of evangelical economic rhetoric mirrors that of evangelical values rhetoric.  

This will make even more evident my argument that a proper understanding of the 

culture wars requires engaging with questions of pecuniary policy alongside the values 

debate.  

                                                 
289
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Chapter Three:  

If the Frame Fits:  How the Narrative Patterns of Evangelical Economic Rhetoric 

Mirror those of Evangelical Values Rhetoric 

 

In attempting to describe the worldview of Friedrich von Hayek, Sidney 

Blumenthal once wrote that the Austrian economist was deeply nostalgic for “the old-

fashioned native virtues of hard work and individualism.”
290

  Hayek, he continued, 

“yearned for a lost world” that embraced the power of “fabled individualism.”
291

  This 

insight reveals how conservative economic theory, in spite of its reputation for 

rewarding bold entrepreneurialism and risk, also carries with it a certain traditionalist 

impulse.  It is precisely this traditionalist impulse that makes free-market rhetoric 

resonant with evangelical economic discourse.  Like Hayek, when conservative 

Protestants talk about pecuniary issues, they tend to emphasize individual freedom, 

coupled with the importance of personal responsibility for achieving success.  This 

inclination, in turn, often leads to claims that (perhaps unwittingly) endorse a kind of 

methodological individualism, or the idea that only individuals ever really act or 

choose.  States, institutions, and other groups of people, do not.   

Indeed, methodological individualism was originally the idea of Ludwig von 

Mises, Hayek’s teacher, colleague, and friend.  For Mises, “meaning is always the 

meaning of individuals.”
292

  Although we may perceive social groups (crowds) and 

collective effects (recessions), he wrote, human life is really best understood “as an 
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unceasing sequence of individual actions.”
293

  This notion, more than anything, is 

central to the evangelical critique of consumer capitalism.  As I noted in the last 

chapter, conservative Protestant pastoral discourse about the 2008 recession has 

mostly been void of criticism about the economic structure, writ large, that led to the 

crash, – i.e., the problem of deregulation or the concentration of wealth and power 

(and so also risk) in Wall Street banks, to name just two.  Instead, evangelical 

economic discourse has identified individual recklessness and ineptitude as the best 

explanations for why there was ever a financial catastrophe, at all.  Thus, while 

conservative Protestants did have an overall structural complaint – that the consumer 

capitalism of today devalues fortitude, hard work, and self-denial in favor of quick, 

hedonistic, pleasure – their solution to this problem remained individual.  The way out 

of the recession, pastors argued, was to engage practices of self-discipline that eschew 

the consumerist impulse.  In fact, many clergy who advanced this line of argument 

seemed to do so blind to the fact – or else willfully ignoring it – that the overall 

success and stability of the market system depend precisely on the practices of 

continuous consumption that their rhetoric agitated against.  Buying and spending are 

the mutual engines of capitalist growth. 

Nonetheless, this evangelical antipathy to consumer capitalism, along with an 

emphasis on the necessity of individual moral character for achieving economic 

success, began long before the contemporary recession.  As I highlighted in the last 

chapter, Daniel Bell argued nearly forty years ago that conservative Protestants found 
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troubling the capitalist developments of the early 1900s, when the system shifted from 

privileging the production of durable, capital goods, to favoring consumerism and easy 

credit, instead.  In response to this change, highly religious individuals began to 

articulate arguments in defense of hard work and traditional values, and against self-

seeking behaviors aimed at instant gratification.  I argue that, in many ways, this 

difference of opinion between how capitalism ought best be organized – whether 

around self-denial and restraint or spending and leisure – gesture toward the very same 

culture wars debates that James Davidson Hunter described in his book on the topic.  

This means that we should understand the culture wars and, especially the highly 

divisive discourse that is associated with these debates, as having precursors that 

extend beyond hot-button issues like abortion, access to pornography, or gay rights, 

and into the economic realm. 

 On the one side of the culture wars are the orthodoxy, individuals who began 

their defense of traditional culture at the turn of the twentieth century in response to 

the changes in capitalism, and who continue to prefer a traditional approach to 

governance today.  On the other side are progressives, who embrace progress and 

change.
294

   Although Hunter emphasized in his text the ways in which cultural 

hostilities articulate most profoundly to questions about what constitutes the public 

interest and, by extension, concern divergent opinions about “[the] course and 

direction of… mainstream American public culture,” he also suggested that there is 
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also always present a discourse that aims to define preferred individual behaviors.
295

  

Those aligned with orthodoxy advance a notion of truth that is both static and eternal, 

where the imagined “good” emits from an external source – usually God as manifest 

through scripture.  Such truth, therefore, is beyond question, but rather demands 

submission and obedience.  It also applies to all parts of human life, including the 

political, social, cultural and economic realms.
 296

  This further suggests that it is 

almost always possible to divine (and define) right from wrong, and to attribute 

causation for everything that happens in life, even if this means simply saying, “It 

must have been God’s will.”
297

 

Indeed, I suggest that the themes I presented in the last chapter as comprising 

the main thrust of evangelical economic rhetoric bend toward Davidson’s description 

of orthodoxy, even though most of Culture Wars is about social issues, rather than 

pecuniary ones.  They also carry with them the ideological resonance of 

methodological individualism that is common among free-market economists like 

Hayek.  Conservative Protestant pastors consistently advanced a set of prescribed, 

individual, behaviors they said would yield financial stability, and these rules were as 

follows:  Work hard.  Stay out of debt.  Save as much you can.  Pay your tithe.  

Believe in America.   In this chapter, I will consider how these same themes were 

deployed and supported by pastors over the course of full homiletic texts.   Doing so 
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should make even clearer how the economic rhetoric of evangelicalism resonates 

strongly with laissez-faire theory and discourse.   

Furthermore, given Davidson’s claims about the culture wars and, in particular, 

his argument suggesting that those on the traditional (orthodox) side of this struggle 

privilege notions of defined truth and set behaviors over more flexible systems of 

belief, I also consider in this chapter how the language that conservative Protestant 

pastors employ in their sermons about economic issues mirrors their discourse about 

values questions.  In particular, I will show how pastoral rhetoric about financial 

matters rests on similar assumptions as does pastoral rhetoric that seeks to distinguish 

moral right from moral wrong.  In both cases, conservative Protestant pastors often 

advanced claims that stressed the importance of individual choice – which is not to 

imply a belief that all choices are, in the end, equal, but rather to emphasize the idea 

that individuals must choose well, so as to avoid the consequences of bad behavior, 

whether in economic situations or social circumstances.  Evangelical clergy also often 

stipulated that individual will and discipline are all that are necessary to remedy 

personal hardship, whether financial or personal.  Through considering the three 

sermons in this chapter – two specifically about the Great Recession, and one about a 

perceived moral decline in the United States –it will become clear how economic 

questions generate as much salience in the culture wars as do disagreements over 

abortion rights, debates over a perceived “gay agenda,” and so on.  The three main 

constituencies of the contemporary Republican Party – libertarians, business 
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conservatives, and so-called values voters – share a deep and unifying discourse that 

cements them as a community of minds and so holds the movement together.   

Section One:  Why these Three Churches? 

 I have chosen sermons from churches in Alpharetta, Georgia, which is just 

outside of Atlanta (North Point Church); South Barrington, Illinois, which is just 

outside of Chicago (Willow Creek Church); and Louisville, Kentucky (Southeast 

Church).  I chose these churches for the following reasons.  First, because this sample 

provided for limited geographical diversity, as the first came from the Midwest, the 

second from the urban South (near Atlanta), and the third from a more remote part of 

the South.  I also selected these three churches because they are among the ten largest 

megachurches in the United States, and because a relatively famous pastor leads each.   

North Point is pastored by Andy Stanley, who spoke fourth at the National Prayer 

Service following the inauguration of Barrack Obama in 2009.
298

  Willow Creek is 

pastored by Bill Hybels who, among other things, was one of Bill Clinton’s closest 

spiritual advisors during his presidential years.
299

  And Southeast Church is pastored 

by Dave Stone, who frequently contributes to the website PreachingToday.com, an 

internet resource for pastors that offers advice about developing sermons, and also has 

sermons available for download.  PreachingToday was developed and is run by the 
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highly influential evangelical magazine, Christianity Today.
300

  Most important, 

having listened to more than 100 evangelical sermons over the course of the past year 

(most, but not all, about economic issues), I can say with confidence that these 

sermons are strong representative examples of my sample data, and so I have included 

them in here in my study. 

Section Two:  Sermon One  

 The first sermon that I will analyze was given by the Reverend Andy Stanley 

of North Point Church on August 21, 2011.  North Point is a non-denominational, 

Protestant church located in Alpharetta, Georgia, just outside of Atlanta.  A 2005 

ethnographic field and statistical study completed by Ulrike Ingram at Georgia State 

University found that the congregation at North Point was predominantly white.
301

  

Ingram’s data also inferred – though it could not be confirmed – that the per capita 

income of the church probably exceeded the Georgia state average.
302

 

Stanley’s sermon, “Recovery Road,” was the first in a six-part series he offered 

in response to the financial crisis.  Stanley’s purpose in giving this sermon series was 

to try to persuade Christians to view the economic downturn as an “opportunity” to 

change their economic behavior and to take personal responsibility for their own part 

in the country’s financial problems.  And so while Stanley did not specifically take up 

the question of the genesis of the crisis, he did implicitly address how the downturn 
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began throughout his sermon, as he advanced appeals that aimed to persuade listeners 

to regard their own poor pecuniary habits as being central to why there had been a 

financial crash, at all. 

 In developing his homiletic narrative, Stanley essentially posed a three-part 

argument that emphasized several of the main themes I identified in the last chapter.  

These included appeals that stressed the natural abundance of the United States; the 

assumed abuse of this abundance by American citizens, many of whom often over-

dramatize their own financial struggles as compared to the plight of the world’s truly 

poor; and a generalized tendency to mistake overconsumption for inadequate income.  

Stanley repeatedly insisted that individuals and the country, alike, have more than 

enough money to fulfill genuine, though usually unspecified needs; likewise, he 

continuously pressed that the financial crisis stems from an insatiable American 

appetite for wants.  In creating this framework, the pastor – as was so common among 

clergy in the last chapter – elided any mention of structural causes for the financial 

catastrophe, including the relatively easy monetary policy of the Federal Reserve, 

especially during the George W. Bush years; the burst of the housing bubble that was 

likely caused, in part, by that monetary policy; and regulatory failures in financial 

markets – to name just a few.  Instead, Stanley stressed his perception that the crisis 

was caused by a general lack of discipline on the part of individual citizens, a problem 

that was further exacerbated by a widespread tendency toward finger pointing and 

poor management.  Stanley also proposed that a proclivity among the American 

citizenry to demand too much – both in terms of material goods and government-
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sponsored services –has led many people to take obvious prosperity for granted, and 

so to disregard their own responsibilities for managing their resources well. 

 In The New Rhetoric, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca proposed that rhetors 

often seek to extrapolate an event’s “whys” by closely considering its “whats.”  That 

is, speakers sometimes build their arguments backward, and begin with consequences, 

in order to speculate about causes.
303

  Stanley’s narrative framing in “Recovery Road” 

was reminiscent of this theoretical notion.  He opened his remarks by asking his 

audience to consider the recent spree of individual and corporate bankruptcies 

throughout the United States, and to admit how “flabbergasting” it felt to see the once 

financially stalwart morph, seemingly overnight, into the financially struggling.
304

  He 

then said that the only possible way to explain this phenomenon was to blame it on 

individual inadequacy and monetary mismanagement.  He said most people think, 

“Oh, no, that could never happen to me,” whenever they heard about millionaires 

who’ve turned into paupers.
 305

  The truth, he continued, is that individuals across all 

income groups act irresponsibly with money all the time.  In so asserting, the pastor 

linked and made rhetorically equivalent the lost fortunes of financially disgraced 

celebrities, along with now-defunct companies like Circuit City, with the monetary 

struggles of “average” citizens affected by the financial crisis.  This narrative strategy, 

in turn, situated financial failure as the primary purview of the economically inept and 

immature, as the pastor argued that for those who are willing to act responsibly, 
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financial stability – indeed, financial prosperity – is both possible and likely.  The 

problem, Stanley continued, is that rather act like adults who should be held 

accountable for their pecuniary decisions and acts, most citizens behave like spoiled 

and entitled children.  As with youngsters, Americans don’t “like to hear [the word] 

no,” Stanley pressed.  “We want to have, and we want to have it now.”
306

 

 Throughout most of my analysis I have primarily relied on the rhetorical rubric 

of Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca for analyzing the contours of evangelical economic 

discourse.  I will continue to do this in the pages to come, as well.  However, Stanley’s 

argument so closely resembled the thinking of linguist and cognitive scientist George 

Lakoff, that his work bears mention here as well.  In his book,  Moral Politics: How 

Liberals and Conservatives Think, Lakoff put forward a theory of politics that situated 

liberals as having the mindset of “nurturing mothers,” and conservatives (like Stanely) 

as embodying a morality reminiscent of “strict fathers.”  In this way, Lakoff argued 

that political liberals and conservatives alike cognitively conceive of citizens as 

members of families, with liberals favoring a flexible approach to public life and 

governance, and conservatives a more rigid one.  As part of this framework, the Strict 

Father Morality regards liberal programs that aim to promote social welfare, like food 

stamps or public health care policies, as unnecessary and unhelpful, a kind of coddling 

of citizens.
307

   The Strict Father Model of governing also holds that “people [should] 
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learn to fend for themselves.”
308

  Too much government provision makes people 

morally weak, an incompetence that most forcefully evinces itself through failures in 

self-discipline and will power.
309

  “The myth of America as the Land of Opportunity 

reinforces this [dominant ideology],” Lakoff wrote. “If anyone, no matter how poor, 

can discipline himself to climb the ladder of opportunity, then those who don’t do so 

have only themselves to blame.”
310

 

 Throughout his sermon, Stanley appealed to the idea of widespread American 

bounty, in much the same way as Lakoff described, and as was common throughout 

the sample of sermons I studied.  He built his message from the premise that national 

insolvency should be impossible given the natural resources and geographic privilege 

of the United States: 

Ultimately our problems don’t stem from a lack of prosperity. Come 

on. We are the United States of America. We’re sea to shining sea.  

We’re not way north where you freeze to death. We’re not way south 

where you burn up.  We have the ultimate piece of real estate.  You 

realize that. You look all over the world and … if you started all over 

and God said that there aren’t any countries, you get to pick one, and 

here’s all the pieces in the world you can look at, you might find some 

more beautiful ones, but in terms of strategic locations, you’d say, I’ll 

take that one, sea to shining sea, right in the middle, full of resources, 

that’s the way to go.
311
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Stanley’s articulation of this belief in American hegemony and economic 

exceptionalism was as robust as any that I heard throughout my research, and it was 

crucial to the development to the pastor’s overall argument.  In fact, Stanley paid no 

attention to the fact that, properly constituted, American exceptionalism is about the 

nation’s presumed standing as model for other countries to follow – the purported city 

on a hill whose good works and moral values engender providential blessing.
312

  

Instead, exceptionalism appeared sui generis, an unquestionable, already extant, thing.  

This framing of the presumed (and rightful) place of the United States as the best, 

most blessed, nation on earth, resembled Perelman’s and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s 

description of arguments that are based in “unlimited development.”  This framing 

style allows rhetors to “insist on the possibility of always going further in a certain 

direction, without being able to foresee a limit to this direction.”
313

  These kinds of 

appeals also allow speakers to “present at the end an ideal which is unrealizable, but 

whose realizable terms will constitute incarnations that are ever more perfect, ever 

purer, and ever closer to the ultimate term.”
314

  Stanley’s sermon evoked this kind of 

emphasis on the “ultimate” nature of American exceptionalism.  The United States – 

as an idea, a concept, and a geographical landscape – represented for the pastor the 

definitive historical model, from sea to shining sea, not too far north, and not too far 

south.  Such a privileged positioning further suggested that, inside the United States, 

there is, for everyone, always more than enough.  This notion of freely-accessible 
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abundance allowed Stanley to frame the financial crisis as the natural outgrowth of a 

pandemic of personal failure.  In this way, the pastor eliminated the need to investigate 

structural causes for the financial crash, but to highlight instead individual habits of 

gluttony, greed, and general irresponsibility, while also asserting that solving the 

financial crisis should be as easy as insisting that individuals become more 

economically self-disciplined. 

 Individual economic self-discipline and the nature of personal responsibility 

for financial success and failure represent ideas that are, of course, closely related.  

This may help to explain why so many pastors linked the two together in their efforts 

to describe the reasons for the recession, and personal economic struggle, alike.  From 

a rhetorical standpoint, it may be worth recognizing that the language of responsibility 

implies opposition to dependence, to (means-tested) welfare, in favor of individual 

will, good decision-making, and a readiness to accept life consequences – for good or 

bad.  Because of this, understanding the tenor of Stanley’s sermon requires 

considering contemporary conservative attitudes toward social welfare programs, 

although the pastor never directly addressed these policies, or called on them by name.  

Instead, Stanley referred to a broad rubric of entitlements – things demanded, but 

neither paid for nor earned.   

 Soon after Stanley’s assertion about the obvious bounty of the American 

landscape, he said, “We do not have a prosperity problem.  We have an abuse of 

prosperity problem.”
315

   This statement marked a discursive transition in the sermon, 
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and it also provided the pastor with a bridge into the topic of self-discipline.  Stanley’s 

segue here was strongly reminiscent of Lakoff’s model of the Strict Father in Moral 

Politics.  To simplify the kind of individual self-discipline he meant to persuade his 

audience would be necessary for financial recovery, the pastor encouraged his 

listeners to envision their relationship with their own children; to realize how hard it is 

to get youngsters to behave well; and to see a parallel between these home 

relationships and the national economic situation: 

We have a discipline problem as a country. You know what discipline 

is. Discipline, if you have kids, discipline is when they want to do 

something, and they want their way, and you say no, and they do it 

anyway. That’s a discipline problem.
316

 

 

This kind of rhetorical infantilization is not unusual among those who oppose a 

generous, state-sponsored, welfare system.  As Frances Fox Piven and Richard 

Cloward have shown, many conservatives make widely divergent assumptions about 

the underlying natures of welfare recipients, as compared to the character structures of 

individuals higher up the income scale.  Pivens and Cloward wrote that many 

conservatives hold to the “archaic idea” that affluent citizens are wealthy because they 

are inclined toward hard work, and so respond well to the incentives that work 

provides, like “increased profitability and low[] taxes.”
317

  Poorer citizens, on the other 

hand, respond “only to punishments – to the economic insecurity that will result from 

reductions in income support systems.”
318
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 In much the same way, Stanley seemed to suggest that government spending 

and entitlement programs make clear the presence of widespread moral weakness 

among Americans.  The pastor insisted that most of what individuals claim to need, 

are actually gratuitous and avoidable wants: 

We don’t take “no” for an answer. If somebody tells us no, we get rid 

of them and elect somebody that will say yes. That’s the American 

Way…  We have a discipline problem. And not only that, we have an 

entitlement problem… You know what the old fashioned world for 

entitlement is?  Spoiled.  We’re spoiled. (audience laughter)  OK?  

Everybody in this country, everybody in this room, everybody 

watching [online], you feel entitled. Entitled is, you owe me. You owe 

me. You owe me. Why do you owe me? Well, I’m breathing aren’t I? 

Oh, yeah. I’m a breathing American, aren’t I? You owe me.
319

 

 

 

 As this assertion shows, Stanley’s rhetorical emphasis was decidedly personal.  

His logic fit neatly within the construct of methodological individualism, as he 

seamlessly linked individual economic indiscipline with over-entitlement, and easily 

moved back-and-forth between these two ideas throughout his remarks.  Also still 

resonant was the theme of abundance; the abundance of the United States itself, and 

the corresponding prosperity this abundance necessarily conferred on each citizen.  

This may help to explain why Stanley situated all entitlements as essentially 

equivalent, no matter the individual circumstances of a particular recipient: 

 

Do you know what happens when you try to take something away from 

a rich person who feels entitled to it? The same thing that happens to a 

poor person when you try to take something they feel entitled to away 

from them. Which is the same thing that happens when you try to take 

something away from a middle class person who has something they 

feel entitled to… which is the same thing that happens to a four-month-
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old when you try to take something away from him or her, when they 

feel like they’re entitled to it: We whine and we complain and we come 

up with all kinds of reasons why, “You owe me, you owe me, you owe 

me, the government owes me.”… We are so unbelievably spoiled.
320

 

 

 

This claim by Stanley depended on an important assumption about poverty and, 

especially, on what it means to count as “poor” in the United States, in much the same 

way as was common in many of the sermons I considered in the last chapter.  Indeed, 

the pastor soon implied that poverty in the United States is less bothersome and so 

easier to carry than is financial hardship in other parts of the world.  Immediately after 

Stanley stipulated that “we” – ostensibly meaning all Americans – “are so 

unbelievably spoiled,” he briefly made an aside to “any of you who’ve been to a third 

world country.”
321

  The pastor then asserted that the feeling one brings home from 

such an experience is to marvel at how the citizens of the underdeveloped world “have 

so little, and they’re so happy.  Those people have so much less and they have so 

much joy.”
322

  The American poor, however, feel entitled.  To take from them is to see 

the same reaction as occurs when one takes from the rich.  For Stanley, what the 

American poor really lack, is joy.  And this spurning of joy yields a tendency to rebuff 

financial responsibilities while making heavy demands on government programs.   

 This drawing of a near equivalency between classes helped Stanley to 

substantiate one of the most crucial claims in his sermon, which was that the United 

States finds itself facing financial crisis because of too much spending, rather than too 

little income.  “It wasn’t an income problem, it was a Twinkie problem, OK?” Stanley 
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explained. “It was a spending problem.”
323

  With this statement, Stanley again elided 

structural economic causes or practices undertaken in the private, corporate sector that 

contributed to systemic financial weakness, and accentuated instead the role of bad 

personal financial habits.  More striking, however, was his use of the metaphor, 

“Twinkie.” 

 As snack foods, Twinkies are almost exclusively the purview of the lower and 

middle classes.  Read in this way, Stanley’s use of the word Twinkie to underscore his 

point that that American income is sufficient, but spending too high, seemed to indict 

those members of the citizenry most dependent on – which is to say most “spoiled by” 

–  social insurance programs.  The word Twinkie also suggested that these entitlement 

programs may in fact be unnecessary, even harmful.  Twinkies are always superfluous 

foods, comprised of empty calories, partially-hydrogenated fats, and a shelf-life so 

long it is the subject of ridicule.  They are utterly, and irredeemably, unhealthy.   

 In the same way, many conservatives argue that social welfare programs are 

like Twinkies.  They see them as unnecessary programs comprised of empty social 

calories that encourage idle hands – a kind of sitting around on a shelf.  Such a 

rhetoric suggests that these programs, these calories, actually hurt the poor and the 

unemployed, among others.  This notion is most deeply associated with Charles 

Murray’s book, Losing Ground, which came out during the Reagan years and 

forcefully argued that social welfare programs undermine personal responsibility and 
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create mindsets of permanent entitlement and dependency among recipients.
324

  This 

argument, in turn, has been used to justify tax policies that favor wealthy constituents, 

even if cutting these taxes meant that social welfare programs also had to be cut.
325

  

Stanley’s argument easily fit this frame:  The problem was not income, but spending.  

Or, the problem was not tax receipts, but entitlements – social programs.   

 In all, Stanley’s sermon is useful for understanding evangelical economic 

rhetoric writ large because he, like so many of his counterparts, emphasized the 

importance of taking personal responsibility for financial success or failure.  For 

Stanley, understanding reckless individual behaviors, undisciplined personal habits, 

and gluttonous consumerist demands were of primary concern for uncovering the 

genesis of the financial crisis, and for solving it, too.  In this way, the macroeconomic 

structure was mostly absent from the pastor’s analysis.  In his remarks, Stanley 

concentrated on the abundant affluence he insisted was always already available to all 

Americans.  This assertion, in turn, allowed him to condemn financial struggle as 

automatically issuing from individual indolence and economic mismanagement.  In 

this way, he indirectly affirmed the capitalist system, as he suggested that if people 

would work harder, save more, and expect less from government, the market would 

quickly self-correct and find itself back on track.   
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Section Three:  Sermon Two 

 The next sermon that I analyze in this chapter was called “Recession Lessons,” 

and was given by the Reverend Bill Hybels of Willow Creek Church, near Chicago, 

on February 20, 2011.  Hybels is an important figure in American evangelicalism, 

particularly in the institutionalization and spread of megachurches.
326

  Willow Creek 

church is a non-denominational Protestant church.  As is the case with most 

megachurches, its congregation is predominantly white, but around 20 percent of its 

membership is made up of minorities.  About 7,800 people attend Willow Creek’s 

main campus in South Barrington, Illinois.
327

  The church also consists of six other 

“satellite” campuses around the Chicago area, who participate in the South Barrington 

service via video projection.
328

 

The initial tone of Hybels’ sermon differed somewhat from that of many other 

evangelical messages about economic issues and the financial downturn that I heard 

throughout my study.  This is because Hybels paid some attention to structural causes 

of the financial crisis in his remarks.  But even as Hybels conceded that the market 

system includes an inherent volatility, he still stressed the need for individuals to take 

personal responsibility for achieving financial success, and he presented his argument 
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for why this should be the case on two fronts.  He first stipulated that individuals must 

behave with discipline and restraint in order to survive the current recessionary period.  

He then argued that individuals must carry forward these habits of hard work and 

asceticism, even after this economic crisis has passed, as a way to insure against the 

inevitable financial slumps of the future, be they slight or severe.  In order to make 

this link between structural instability, on the one hand, and the possibility that good 

economic stewardship has the power to indemnify individuals from financial hardship, 

on the other, Hybels began his sermon with a statistical comparison of the Great 

Depression and the so-called Great Recession.  The fact that such dramatic crises 

could occur, and that between them other, smaller economic downturns had also 

wreaked havoc in people’s lives, proved, Hybels said, that periods of financial tumult 

are an inescapable part of life, and so should be expected.  Even so, he continued: 

I want to go on record and say, in my lifetime, this recession is the 

worst I’ve ever seen.  It’s impacted almost every single person I know.  

For some, it’s wrecked them financially.  For some, it’s set them way 

back, and I thought maybe it was time for us, in the middle of this 

recession, to just think a little bit about what we’re living through… 

There’s some lessons we can learn from this.  And the first lesson is 

quite obvious and it’s this: there will always be another recession…
329

 

 

 

It was with the statement, “there will always be another recession,” that Hybels 

seemed to concede that the economic structure itself causes recurrent financial slumps.  

However, the inevitability of tumult in the business cycle did not lead Hybles to 

suggest that another economic system might be better or, even, to stipulate that 

economic instability requires dependable government programs for protecting people 
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against financial catastrophe.  Instead, Hybels developed his sermon from the premise 

that individuals already have within them the necessary tools to escape economic 

hardship.  Indeed, as I will demonstrate in this analysis, Hybels’ overall elision of 

issues related to general, macroeconomic, distress were particularly noteworthy, given 

that he built his message from the premise that recession is a normal part of the 

business cycle.  Therefore, I will note below instances where the pastor’s claims 

seemed to ignore obvious evidence of contemporary structural economic instability, in 

favor of emphasizing how individuals could always overcome financial difficulty 

through executing his prescribed financial behaviors. 

 In his sermon, Hybels’ proposed a four-part “plan” for fiscal health, which – as 

with Stanley’s sermon – included nearly all of the primary themes that I identified in 

the last chapter as comprising the core of evangelical economic rhetoric:  working, 

saving, avoiding debt, and giving (tithing).  I will shortly turn to considering Hybels’ 

explication of each of these ideas.  But before Hybels moved to take up these 

specifics, he first deployed an argument that framed the economic downturn in deeply 

personal terms, rather than as a macroeconomic phenomenon with near universal 

effects.  This was a particularly important rhetorical move on the pastor’s part, 

because it worked to starkly privatize the recession experience, and to make financial 

strain seem like something that could always be avoided, so long as one behaved (and 

believed) properly.
 330

  For Hybels, only the economically imprudent faced any real 
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risk for pecuniary struggle, no matter the broader financial climate.  Because of this 

insistence that only those who behaved badly had any real need to worry about the 

macro economy, Hybels was able to move quickly from the fact of structural 

weakness to proposing that only the financially hapless should fret over being overly 

harmed recessionary effects.  He then described a series of misguided economic 

actions that some individuals had engaged in during the years leading up to the 

financial crisis; reckless behaviors that he said had ultimately invited personal 

financial harm into the lives of many of those who were experiencing difficulty in the 

aftermath of the crash: 

Usually when someone wants to talk to me about how decimated 

they’ve been by this current recession, they start by saying it was the 

worst possible time for a recession to occur.  And then I say, “Well, 

like what were you in the middle of [doing] when this recession 

occurred?”  And they say, “Well, Cousin Nicky had just talked us into 

taking all of our life savings and all of our retirement money to get in 

with him in a condo deal in Las Vegas that we were gonna flip, and 

then recession came and now we’re hung, and – there.  Worst possible 

time for a recession to occur.”  My secret thought, should they have 

been taking their life savings and [flipping] condos in Vegas?  Really?  

Or someone says, “We probably shouldn’t have taken out that hundred 

and ten percent mortgage on this house that we loved, but we couldn’t 

afford, but we loved it, and since college all we’ve known is that 

housing prices go up, the housing values go up and up and up, and so 

we went for it.  We would’ve felt stupid if we hadn’t, and then the 

recession came.”…  I think the learning in this, gang, is that the riskier 

your financial profile, the likelier you are to attract a recession your 

way.  Like you’re taunting it – it’s like waxing your car on a cloudy 

day.
331
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This insight from Hybels is rich with texture and implication.  But the main of the 

passage implied that individuals have the means to escape structural economic events 

through discipline, planning, and good-decision making.  The wise Christian should 

have been able to scorn the foolish appeals of “Cousin Nicky” who wanted to rush off 

to Sin City and flip condominiums.  The steady believer understood that housing 

prices might not go “up and up and up,” even if it turns out that Federal Reserve 

Chairman Alan Greenspan was wrong when he asserted that there was no need to 

worry about a bubble in the housing market – a misguided calculation that many other 

economists seem to have shared, as well.
332

   

 Moreover, it is important to understand the emphasis that Hybels placed on the 

seemingly widespread – but still individually enacted – speculative practices of the 

housing bubble years, in order to be able to follow the construction of his four-part 

solution for avoiding personal financial catastrophe.  Again, this was resonant with the 

construct of methodological individualism that free-market economists like Hayek so 

often advance.  Hybels set up a clear bifurcation between those who sought to make 

easy money during the housing bubble years, and the disciplined individuals he meant 

to instruct.  This implied division between groups suggested that individuals in the 
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first group were to blame for their economic plight, and so should be held responsible 

for their actions, while individuals in the second group could still be helped.  There is 

a certain Calvinism implicit in Hybels’ portrait, to be sure.  But also obviously 

resonant was the theme of personal responsibility, along with an implied bias against 

the welfare state.  The unstated implication of Hybels’ position was that many of those 

most affected by the Great Recession had grasped for quick fixes, and other easy ways 

to make money fast.  Or alternately stated, the problem was not the new and riskier 

forms of (especially mortgage) lending that banks peddled during the housing bubble 

years that were the root problem, but rather those atomized consumers who sought to 

take advantage of these deals and so became dangerously overleveraged.  In this way, 

Hybels suggested that financial security is always within the reach of self-controlled 

individuals who embrace the ascetic mores of “God’s economy.”
333

 

 The first component of Hybels’ four-point plan for economic security was the 

necessity of hard work.  The idea, Hybels said, was that everyone should find a job, 

and that any kind of work would do.  In making this claim, the pastor articulated a 

relatively common refrain among conservative opponents of the welfare state, similar 

to those I discussed above in my analysis of Andy Stanley’s sermon.  This argument 

suggests that poor people are lazy and don’t want to work hard, or else lack qualities 

like diligence or basic pertinacity when it comes to securing employment.  Thus, 

financial penury resulted from individual torpor and personal lassitude.  This rhetoric 

is also resonant with the arguments of both Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman, 
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who opposed means-tested welfare programs on the grounds that such systems of 

support de-incentivize hard work.
334

  For Hybels, the important thing was not the kind 

of job a person had, or the idea that one’s vocation should fit a particular life call, but 

simply the importance of having a job at all.  “The Bible says [that] everyone who can 

possibly work and can find work, should [do so],” Hybels said.  “It doesn’t restrict it 

to say you should only work in the field in which you have been educated. You should 

only work [at] your dream job if it should arise…. The Bible says there’s something 

noble and something that adds dignity to the human soul when you work.”
335

  And, 

indeed, many philosophers and scholars agree with Hybels’ point about the inherent 

dignity of labor.  The difference stems from how he entered into this claim, in which 

he imagined a kind of shunning of work, except under ideal circumstances.  The 

implied corollary of this notion, of course, is that jobs are readily available and so any 

who are jobless, at least for any extended period of time, remain so, by choice.
336
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 This rhetoric of voluntary unemployment, which imagines that many workers 

demand only the most desirable kinds of work, along with exceptional remuneration 

and too-costly benefits in return for their labor, fits neatly into a narrative emphasizing 

personal responsibility for avoiding recessionary effects.  For Hybels, the best and 

easiest way to avoid financial difficulty was to always remember the value of honest 

work, even if such work happened to be low-paid.  To illustrate this point, the pastor 

reminisced about growing up and working with and for his father.  “One of the 

greatest gifts my father gave to me was at an early age he invited me into the 

workplace, loading trucks, later on driving semis, later on  driving tractors, working on 

farms,” Hybels said.  “[M]any times, even when it was strenuous physical labor, by 

the time my head hit the pillow at night, I felt a little bit ennobled… I didn’t get a lot 

of money, but I worked… I know how to work.  I was taught how to work.”
337

   

 Many people have similar stories.  They make for powerful narratives.  

However, missing from Hybels’ account of hard work, and the underlying assumption 

about voluntary nature of unemployment, was any real acknowledgement about the 

dire situation facing job seekers since the onset of the financial crisis.  Instead, Hybels 

worked from the premise that the diligent would always be able to find work.  

However, a brief glance at the job situation in the United States in early 2011 paints a 

slightly different picture.  For example, in January 2011, the month immediately 

preceding this sermon by Hybels, the Bureau of Labor Statistics released a report 

showing that job openings nationwide had decreased by 80,000 the previous 
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November.  The BLS also reported that there were 3.25 million job openings 

nationwide, but 15 million people actively seeking work; or, 4.6 people for every one 

opening.
338

  These numbers interrupt the idea that jobs are easy to get or readily 

available, if only workers would lower their expectations about what kinds of labor 

they might be willing to do, or match their wage demands to meet what employers are 

willing to pay.   

 Nonetheless, Hybels avoided taking up these structural deficiencies facing job-

seekers, and asserted instead that prosperity naturally follows from hard work.  Again, 

this premise implied that those facing economic struggle should spurn their laziness 

and accept whatever work they could find.  With this first part of his recession 

recovery plan in place, Hybels moved on to step two: saving.  For Hybels, savings is 

easy, but requires discipline.  To illustrate, the pastor used a passage from Proverbs 

that describes ants working and socking away food in the summer, to use the 

following winter.  He further explained that the lowly ant behaved this way 

instinctively, without the benefit of an elite education.
339

  “You don’t need Harvard,” 

Hybels said.  “You need the Ant Academy.”
340

  Saving money during economic good 

times would necessarily make the bad times less severe.     
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Hybels further instructed that the standard, minimum, amount that individuals 

should save – across all occupations and income groups – is ten percent.  And, indeed, 

in the early 1970s, this was a standard savings rate for many American households.
341

  

Nonetheless, this ability to save has probably declined in recent decades, and not just 

because of rampant consumerism, revealing again Hybels’ tendency to elide structural 

realities in favor of personal responsibility.  In 2009, the U.S. Census Bureau reported 

that median household income had fallen to $50,303 from $52,163 in 2007, a drop of 

more than $1,800.
342

  This means that for a median household to meet Hybels’ 

monthly savings goal, it would have to first find a way to reduce its expenses by  $155 

per month to account for the two-year income drop the recession has imposed, and 

then sock away another $419.19 to achieve a full ten percent savings rate.  

Nonetheless, Hybels’ rhetoric framed savings as easy; that is, as something that even 

ants could do.  This framing again situated financial hardship under the rubric of 

choice.  The financially disciplined would always be ready for economic recession, 

because they would have chosen to sufficiently plan and save for downswings in the 

business cycle.  Contrarily, financial struggle made evident prior indiscipline, no 

matter one’s job, economic class, or particular life situation.   
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In fact, I suggest that Hybels’ invocation of the ant metaphor ultimately served 

to frame all workers as essentially independent financial creatures, each equal and 

self-sufficient, each universally able to choose to generate a ten-percent savings rate, 

no matter one’s actual take-home pay.  For those who lacked such savings, Hybels 

recommended a “kamikaze approach” for accruing cash reserves.  Under this rubric, 

Hybels imagined that savings account balances could be built up through forgoing 

Starbucks coffee or eschewing the purchase of new clothes.  He thus implied that 

everyone who struggled to save, across all income groups, likely struggled out of an 

inability to forego unnecessary purchases for disposable consumer goods – fancy 

coffee, stylish new t-shirts, and the like.  And while this may, in fact, be true for some 

people, such a framing does not cover many other types of expenses that might make 

saving difficult, nor does it acknowledge how the modern economy depends on these 

kinds of purchases, often financed through easily-available consumer credit.  

Moreover, Hybels never mentioned the skyrocketing cost of healthcare, or the high 

price of childcare, among other things, that working- and middle-class families face.  

Instead, he insisted that the “[personally] motivated can make dramatic improvements 

quite quickly in their savings, if they’re committed to it.”
343

   

 The third component of Hybels’ plan for individual financial freedom was 

eliminating debt.  As with saving, Hybels made little distinction in kind when it came 

to debt.  He encouraged his Chicago-area audience to, “Hate debt.  Hate it like you 
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hate the Green Bay Packers.”
344

  He may have used this light turn of phrase as a way 

to broach a delicate topic with his audience – Federal Reserve statistics show that the 

average consumer held nearly $6,500 worth of credit card debt alone in early 2011 – 

without risking alienation or seeming overly judgmental.
345

  Instead, the pastor 

deployed a winsome, metaphor-driven approach, which invited audience members to 

his side of the argument:  Beating debt was like beating a rival football team.  It was 

important but also, with practice, possible.  Further, it was easy to envision this kind 

of victory, because it had happened before and, with training, could happen again.   

Beyond this “rah-rah” approach, however, Hybels’ admonitions against debt 

were relatively vague.  Rather than speak directly to the causes of debt, the pastor 

broadly stipulated that all promissory obligations represented a desire to live beyond 

“God’s provision for [one’s] life.”
346

  This claim called to mind Hybels’ earlier 

assertion that too much Starbucks coffee might deplete personal savings, a premise 

that further suggested that widespread indebtedness could be curbed entirely if 

individuals would abandon the impulse to spend recklessly on unessential consumer 

goods.  Moreover, as I suggested earlier, for some people this may be true.  Many 

Americans carry a significant amount of consumer debt.  But research by Harvard’s 

Jacob Hacker, among others, revealed that most middle-class family debt does not 

come from this kind consumption, but rather stems from loans for education and 
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housing, alike.
347

  To be fair, as I indicated earlier, Hybels did speak briefly about the 

problem of high mortgage debt at the beginning of his sermon.  But he framed home 

borrowing in a way that made it seem unessential, even as he further implied that 

domicile overleveraging stemmed from individual greed and mismanagement, rather 

than from the pre-recessionary banking system that had strongly rewarded excessive 

risk, and also encouraged loose lending requirements.   

Remarkably, Hybels linked his ideas about this kind of unnecessary 

overleveraging to the next step in his financial recovery plan, which was giving.  Debt, 

Hybels said, makes generosity impossible.  “You’re loaded up with debt, and you’d 

like to bless someone [with financial help],” he said.  “You can’t, [because] you’re 

loaded up with debt.”
348

  Indeed, as was the case with so many other pastors whose 

sermons I studied, Hybels positioned sacrificial financial giving as, perhaps, the most 

important step for achieving financial solvency.  While the pastor admitted that this 

attitude might seem surprising, given how strongly he had admonished his listeners to 

embrace attitudes of diligence about their work, savings rates, and attitudes toward 

debt; he countered with the idea that generosity is what ultimately makes these other 

values realizable.  That is, he said, munificent giving evidences a godly attitude about 

money, and so makes economic advancement more likely.   “This final piece… is a 

little counterintuitive,” Hybels conceded.  “If you take all giving out of your financial 

equation, if you focus only on working hard, saving a ton of money, driving debt 

down so that you have no debt, you’re probably going to become a very selfish person, 
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with a shrinking heart, with a diminished capacity for generosity.”
349

  To defend 

against this outcome, Hybels, like many other evangelical clergy, encouraged his 

audience to tithe ten percent of their incomes to the church.  This would allow 

Christian believers to embrace with empathy “people in need… family members, 

[and] the poor.”
350

   

At this moment in the sermon, Hybels seemed poised to articulate something 

about the economic plight of structurally disadvantaged constituencies – the elderly 

and disenfranchised denizens of inner cities, to name just two.  But he didn’t.  Instead, 

the pastor returned to the theme of individual responsibility, and also raised the 

possibility of personal gain:  Hybels proposed that a faithful tithe would insure 

believers against catastrophic loss, because God has promised to bless those who 

sacrificially give.  So, while the pastor explicitly disavowed the extreme wealth 

promises of the prosperity gospel, he also suggested that economic ruin would befall 

the financially unfaithful: 

The Bible never says that you give, in order to expect to get rich. That’s 

aberrant theology… [But] I want you to get on this plan… [B]ecause if 

you don’t and the] next recession comes, there’s no supernatural thing 

happening, blessing you, protecting you, you cut God out of the 

equation, you are on your own.  Someone was kidding me, they said, 

Bill, do you ever get tempted to give less than the [full ten percent] 

tithe when a bad recession is coming?  “I go, are you kidding me?  I 

want the protection and blessing of God so badly during a bad 

recession I would never fudge on this.  That’s … my guarantee if 

nothing else that God’s supernatural blessing and engagement is gonna 

be on my life.  I would never want to give God a reason to be any more 

disinterested in my equation.  I wanna make sure he’s a part of my 
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equation when it all gets rough.”  So that’s how I feel about that.
351

 

 

In sum, Hybels argued that although another recession is inevitable, it is also true that 

individuals could protected from its worst effects, through working, saving, paying 

down debt and – if these three should happen to fail – through supernatural 

intervention from having faithfully tithed.  And, in fact, many conservative Protestants 

seem to share his conviction about the importance of tithing for securing God’s 

financial protection.  To wit, in 2008 USA Today reported that when faced with the 

choice between giving to their church or continuing to make their house payments, 

many evangelicals chose foreclosure over stopping their monthly tithes, even if 

eliminating this charitable disbursement would help them to be able to continue 

paying their home loans.
352

     

 Hybels’ sermon, like Stanley’s above, created a recession narrative that relied 

on individual initiative and personal responsibility for achieving (or regaining) 

financial stability.  For Hybels, it mattered little if a person faced structural 

disadvantage or had been otherwise economically dis-included – say, for example, 

from a job layoff.  He argued throughout his message that individuals can realize 

economic solvency through embodying particular kinds of prescribed behaviors, 

which included working hard, saving lots, avoiding debt, and paying a faithful tithe.  

From this perspective, financial struggle is actually chosen:  One does not face 

destitution because of overall weakness in the macroeconomic system, but rather 
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because one has failed to prepare properly for all manner of financial climates through 

having enacted the elements included in Hybels’ prescribed list for achieving 

pecuniary security.   

 In fact, this discourse of “prescribed living” is common throughout evangelical 

discourse.  This is why I have suggested several times in this dissertation that the 

economic language of conservative Protestantism is not only rhetorically resonant 

with fundamentalist economic discourse – which helps to explain why the coalition 

between religious and fiscal conservatives in the Republican Party remains strong – 

but also carries a tenor comparable to the one found in the culture wars debates and 

evangelical values discourse.  The language and argument structure evangelicals use 

to defend moral traditionalism is similar to the language and argument structure they 

use to promote economic conservatism.  Given this proposition, the last sermon I will 

analyze in this chapter is not about economics, or the recession, but rather takes up 

values and culture wars questions.  My purpose in doing this is to reveal, up close, 

how evangelical rhetoric about social issues depends on similar language and 

foundational propositions as does evangelical rhetoric about economics.  Considering 

the similar structure of these two discourses, then, will make clear why I argue that 

conservative rhetorics about social issues like abortion, gay marriage, and so forth, and 

conservative rhetorics that privilege free-market policymaking, are mutually 

reinforcing.  They rely on similar framing patterns and argument structures.  They do 

not inhabit separate political spheres or narrative spaces, as the work of Thomas 

Frank, among others, sometimes makes it seem.  Instead, conservative economic 
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rhetoric, and conservative values rhetoric, is rhetorically resonant, and has developed a 

shared language that its constituency can easily understand.   

Section Four:  Sermon Three 

The sermon I have chosen to compare evangelical values rhetoric with 

evangelical economic discourse was called, “The Story of Us: Family – The 

Foundation of a Nation.”  This homily was given by Dave Stone, head pastor of 

Southeast Christian Church, on July 4, 2010.  Like both North Point Church and 

Willow Creek, Southeast is a non-denominational, Protestant, congregation.  While 

headquartered in Louisville, Kentucky, Southeast Church also has three separate 

“campuses” in northern Kentucky and eastern Indiana.  “Family – The Foundation of a 

Nation” was fourth in a series of five sermons about marriage and family life.  Each 

message in the series aimed to address some reason why contemporary families are 

(ostensibly) under threat, as well as establish reasons why the traditional model of 

marriage deserves protection and defending.  Throughout the five-week series, pastors 

articulated arguments that described their biblical vision of what constitutes proper, 

godly, masculinity and femininity, and also argued that contemporary pop culture 

(television and film) sometimes distorts individual perceptions about romance, 

marriage, and child-rearing, by subtracting out the difficulties, and emphasizing the 

good – and funny –moments, instead; or else through promoting the idea that divorce 

or separation are easy and acceptable options for couples to pursue, even at the first 

sign of trouble. 
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In the sermon I analyze here, Stone began his remarks through invoking the 

importance of Independence Day.  He declared that the Fourth of July represents an 

important moment for citizens to remember the country’s founding principles, and to 

recommit themselves to living with a sense of gratitude and humility for the privilege 

of living in the United States.  He then proceeded to introduce a series of claims aimed 

at persuading his listeners that the U.S. has slipped away from its original foundation, 

which he insisted had comprised a sturdy structure that emphasized moral rectitude 

and personal character in its citizens.  He further asserted that, as a result of this slide, 

the country runs the risk of falling into a state of intractable disrepair.  But even as 

Stone recounted how bad things had become – fractured marriages, high rates of 

abortion, and the absence of school prayer – he encouraged his audience to realize that 

Christians who actively live out their faith have it within them to mend, and then 

protect, the country’s moral fiber. 

As was so common in the evangelical economic rhetoric I studied, Stone built 

his argument around the idea that the United States is an exceptional nation.  He did 

this through invoking carefully selected insights from important American leaders, 

both historical and relatively recent.  I will turn in a moment to analyzing in greater 

depth some of the writings Stone specifically used as argumentative evidence.  But 

first let me offer a thought about Stone’s main purpose in relying on these quotes and 

statements in his sermons.  The pastor seemed to want to provide evidence of what 

once was, which is to say I think he wanted to create a kind of nostalgia for an 

imagined American past that placed God at the center of both the public sphere, and 
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public life. After Stone had rhetorically created this sense of longing in his audience, 

he began to introduce a series of statistics that he said were evidence of moral 

slackness and inattention on the part of many citizens; a softness that he further 

averred threatened the country’s value system, potential for prosperity and, even, the 

American way itself.  Stone concluded his sermon by calling on individuals in 

attendance to make individual changes of hearts, attitudes and, most prominently, 

behaviors, in order to regain God’s favor, and assure a bright American future.  

Throughout his sermon, Stone employed onomatopoetic repetition as a 

rhetorical device for creating a distinction between the American past and present, and 

also as a way to amplify his calls to audience action. Stone said that the American 

founders lived and governed with a strong sense of resolve.  He characterized the 

mood of the contemporary moment as being riddled by ethical relativism.  And he 

concluded his remarks by calling his audience to repent.
353

  Perelman and Olbrechts-

Tyteca proposed that sound repetition enhances “the feeling of presence” for an 

audience, which is to say that argumentative verbal cues help make intangible ideas 

more immediately – and psychologically – available and concrete.
354

  Thus, by using 

words with similar sounds, Stone was able, “by verbal magic alone… to enhance the 

value” of the earlier time period, and to thereby denigrate the contemporary culture 

that privileges values like tolerance and plurality.
355

  Sound repetition links together 

argumentative threads – when speakers use words with similar sounds, differences are 
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accentuated, while similarities are amplified.  This makes it easier for speakers to 

delineate between the better (i.e the more “weighty”) and the worse.
356

 

Stone also used the metaphor of a movie cliffhanger as a way for his audience 

to understand his message.  He compared the history of the United States to a 

theatrical thriller, and said that while the “movie” had begun well, a happy ending was 

far from certain.  This rhetorical move gave Stone’s sermon a kind of formulaic feel; 

much like films in particular genres (including cliffhangers) have standard openings, 

middles, climaxes, and resolutions, so Stone implied that American life and history 

should follow a pre-set course.  This prescription for living resonated strongly with the 

sermons I described earlier in this chapter by Stanley and Hybels, as each of these two 

men argued that individual economic solvency is almost always the product of 

particular, and tightly defined, financial practices.  In much the same way, Stone 

insisted that living well meant living right; and living right signified the decision to 

decide actively to align one’s behaviors and beliefs with biblical admonitions and 

insights.  To be truly Christian was to be truly American.  And to be truly American, 

was to identify with conservative Christian beliefs and practices. 

“At the beginning, America had a solid foundation,” Stone said.  “It wasn’t 

perfect, but the foundation was solid.”
357

  Indeed, he continued, the active and open 

faith of men like George Washington, John Adams, Abraham Lincoln and Theodore 

Roosevelt made obvious the nation’s Christian underpinnings.  As evidence, Stone 
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pointed to the decision of the Continental Congress to declare that May 17, 1776, 

should be set aside as a day for national “fasting and prayer.”
358

  He reminded his 

listeners that George Washington had added, in a kind of ad hoc way, the words “so 

help me God” to the end of his inaugural oath, and then had kissed the Bible on which 

he had rested his hand while he swore the presidential pledge.  Stone next invoked the 

words of John Adams, and told his audience that the second president once declared 

that the “Constitution was made for a moral and religious people.  It is wholly 

inadequate to the government of any other.  For democracy to work, the majority of 

the people have to be religious and moral at their core.”
359

  Moreover, Stone said, 

early American intellectual life privileged sacramental over secular knowledge.  “In 

fact, 106 the first 108 schools in America were founded on the Christian faith,” he 

said. “Did you know that Harvard and Yale began as ministry training schools?”
360

  

Abraham Lincoln declared that without the Bible, “we would not know right from 

wrong,” Stone continued.
361

  And Teddy Roosevelt delighted in leaving behind the 

“perplexing problems” of the presidency to attend a weekly worship service.
362

 

Stone related each of these examples in a straightforward manner, and added 

very little context or meaning to the statements he had chosen to highlight.  That so 

many American leaders spoke using such obviously religious language seemed to 

prove for Stone an important point – a point so obvious, in fact, that it seemed not to 
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merit overt declaration.  This, of course, is the bedrock evangelical belief that the 

United States is a nation chosen by God, meant to be a city on a hill, an example for 

others to follow, preordained for greatness.  Thus, in much the same way as pastors 

used the assumed prosperity of the U.S. to ground their economic arguments in the 

notion of presumed individual abundance, Stone invoked the nation’s “godly” 

founding as evidence of its presumed historical exceptionalism; a preeminence that he 

further stipulated emerged primarily out of a national preference for moral 

traditionalism.  I suggest that Stone’s assertion of American superiority in this values-

based sermon, especially when considered alongside its common inclusion in 

economically-based sermons, reveals how widely and deeply shared this belief is 

among American evangelicals.  Quite simply, conservative Protestant discourse 

continuously returns this theme.  Its ubiquity across homiletic appeals makes evident 

its rhetorical power inside this constituent group.   

Furthermore, recall that Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca wrote that effective 

persuasion always begins with these kinds of shared premises; audiences usually reject 

arguments that emerge from frames of reference – or worldviews – that diverge from 

their own.  Even so, these premises do not always have to be specifically articulated, 

in order to be rhetorically generative.  Stone’s sermon makes this fact clear.  He only 

had to verbally gesture toward the idea of American exceptionalism, through invoking 

judiciously culled insights from various leaders, in order to achieve a kind of 

adherence of mind with his audience.  Stone did not have to come out and say, for 

example, “The United States is the greatest nation on earth,” or, “America is a land 
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above all others,” in order that his listeners might know – and presumably agree with – 

his  starting vantage point. Instead, Stone took as given the assumption that his 

audience already believed these things – an assumption likely bolstered by the 

rhetorical kairos of the July 4 holiday.  And with this rhetorical common ground in 

place, Stone was able to move quickly to establish the faith of the founders, while 

situating conservative Christianity as central to the American creed. 

Indeed, the notion of lost devotion was at the heart of Stone’s rhetorical 

mission to delineate the solid past from the slippery present.  To govern with faith, 

was to govern with resolve.  It was to understand the value of freedom and, in 

particular, the desire for religious (Christian) freedom that drove the early American 

settlers to cross the Atlantic and take up residence in a new land.  It was to hold the 

line between absolute right and absolute wrong.  It was to regard American symbols as 

sacred.  Thus, in transitioning in his sermon from a sense of nostalgia for the past, to 

concern for the present, Stone began by despairing for the Pledge of Allegiance, and 

the American flag, itself.  The pastor recounted the 2010 decision of the school board 

in Arlington, Massachusetts to deny a student’s request seeking daily recitation of the 

Pledge over the high school’s loudspeaker.  For Stone, that such a simple request 

could not be granted “because we might offend someone,” made obvious the problems 

of political correctness, along with public education, itself.
363

  When the student asked, 

“Why, why can’t we do it in class?” the principal responded (according to Stone), 

“I’m not certain that we will be able to get teachers that would be willing to lead the 
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pledge in their classroom.”
364

  Such a response demonstrated the national turn from 

resolve to relativism.  If principals like the one in the Arlington case could not find it 

within themselves to defend such an obvious good as the flag, or to celebrate the 

necessity of fostering a sense of national devotion in students, then neither could these 

educators be trusted to decide well about other important things.  

In fact, Stone continued, relativism has begun to ruin the resolve evident in the 

founding documents, themselves.  He described a decision on the part of Wilder 

Publications to distribute copies of the Constitution and Declaration of Independence 

with a label warning readers that the texts represent “a product of [their] time and [do] 

not reflect the same values as [they] would if [they] were written today.”  The 

disclaimer also encouraged parents to “discuss with their children how views on race, 

gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and interpersonal relations have changed since [these] 

book[s] [were] written.”
365

  And while this does seem like a somewhat bizarre and, 

perhaps, unnecessary step for the publisher to have taken, Stone denounced it with 

absolute incredulity, and suggested that the founding documents were obviously 

perfect in their original form.  “To say that they really didn’t know what they were 
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talking about back then, that times have changed so take it with a grain of salt,” 

undermined the utter importance and inherent veracity of the founders’ words, Stone 

said.
366

  Moreover, such a warning threw needlessly into doubt the idea that gender 

roles exist, along with the concomitant notion that traditional sexual ethics (i.e., 

heterosexual sex inside of marriage) matter and deserve defending.   

In much the same way as pastors in their sermons about economic issues 

framed consumerist impulses as the product of external, secular temptations, which 

could always be overcome through resistance and self-denial, no matter how hard it 

might be to do so, Stone described contemporary American culture as rabidly against 

God, and so morally contaminated and corrupt.  He further argued that conservative 

Protestants were once again complicit in the national shame, in much the same way as 

other pastors said that Christians shared responsibility for bringing on national 

economic catastrophe, because so many had engaged in individually bad financial 

behavior.   Contemporary social mores celebrate unwise and unethical conduct, Stone 

said, even as “Christians seem[] to be oblivious… [to the fact that] moral standards… 

American values… biblical principles and common sense are quickly fading.”
367

  And 

the result of this complicity, Stone continued, was cultural dysfunction and disaster: 

In our efforts to cover our mistakes, we have allowed 51 million 

abortions to take place.  In our quest for more and more possessions, 

we’ve racked up huge debts, which rob us of our joy.  In our attempt to 

be tolerant, we have discounted the sanctity of marriage.  In our search 

for the fountain of youth, we have stopped listening to the wisdom of 

the elderly.  In our desire for wealth, we have communicated, “In gold 
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we trust.”  In our efforts for political correctness, we have neutered the 

power of our Christian witness.
368

 

 

 Having laid out this case, Stone moved to conclude his sermon by declaring 

that such deleterious consequences as the ones he had described are the inevitable 

outgrowth of a national tendency to encourage and embrace cultural relativism.  From 

a rhetorical standpoint, this is where Stone’s earlier assertions about the Christian 

beliefs of the American founders came full circle, and emerged as crucial to 

understanding the cultural peril he wanted to highlight.  He had used the words of men 

like Washington, Lincoln, and Teddy Roosevelt to assert the centrality of Christianity 

to strong leadership, and to the American project itself.  Stone never overtly linked the 

presumed faith of the American forefathers with widespread evangelical belief among 

the general citizenry.  Indeed, this notion was left unarticulated, even as the overall 

structure of his argument depended on this being true.  If the American people, in 

general, had never been as religiously motivated as Stone imagined the founders to 

have been, then there would be no real contrast between the historical era of resolve, 

and the contemporary tendency to champion relativism.  Again, this mirrors the same 

kind of harkening back that many pastors engaged in when they spoke about economic 

issues and personal financial management.  Many clergy supposed that earlier 

generations of Americans had been wiser about money, which is to say that they were 

harder working and more frugal, than is true of many citizens today, who tend to be 

lazy, and on the lookout for easy material gratification.  I suggest that this makes 

evident a common tendency among evangelicals to think of the past as better – as 
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more culturally godly – than is the present, no matter the subject under discussion.  

Cultural change is always suspect.  Likewise, tradition is always worthy of protection, 

and always deserves defense. 

 However, there is one significant difference between the way Stone described 

the problems of cultural relativism, and the ways in which other clergy spoke about 

economic and financial mismanagement.  This regards the idea of structure.  As I 

noted earlier on several occasions, as well as in the last chapter, when conservative 

Protestant pastors talked about economic issues and, most prominently, when they 

talked about the root causes of 2008’s financial crash, they tended to emphasize 

individual failure and personal responsibility, over mentioning structural economic 

weakness, the problems on Wall Street, or government deregulation.  Most ministers 

framed the economic recession as the product of widespread, but still individual, 

laziness, materialism (which is to say impulses to spend lavishly on homes and cars, 

along with other unnecessary things), and irresponsible attitudes about debt.  There 

was a structural component to this critique, to be sure.  But this criticism often existed 

only to the side of the pastors’ main economic arguments, and was limited in as much 

as it disparaged the consumerist culture as a site of temptation that could lead to 

personal ruin, if believers too readily engaged with its wares.  The solution to this 

problem, then, was to withdraw from shopping and overspending as far as one 

possibly could.  In this way, many evangelical clergy implied that it was the economic 

behavior of average citizens, rather than structural macroeconomic weakness, which 

had made the financial collapse so severe.   
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 Stone addressed the problem of poisoned culture much more directly that did 

those clergy I listened to speak about economic issues.  Indeed, Stone framed 

contemporary culture in starkly structural terms, and urged that it was directly 

responsible for widespread immorality. Furthermore, whereas in sermons about 

pecuniary issues clergy usually encouraged withdrawal from consumption as a way to 

mitigate against harm, Stone urged individual engagement and action aimed at 

restoring traditional cultural values.  Understanding how this worked requires a patient 

engagement with his argument as it unfolded.  “The majority of our forefathers 

believed in absolute truth,” Stone said.  “But that’s not as in vogue in this updated 

America.”
369

  Instead, the culture celebrated “a sliding scale” about what constitutes 

ethical behavior.
370

  Any belief system goes, so long as the believer is sincere, he 

continued.  “We have compromised.  We have made it too easy just to be a Christian 

in name-only.”
371

  Stone’s invocation of the word “we” seemed meant to indict 

conservative Christians in particular (a constituency to which he, too, belongs), and 

American citizens, in general, the majority of whom he presumed used to hold 

steadfastly to a conservative Protestant faith, but no longer do.  Stone’s argument 

rested on the idea that non-Christian people have always posed a cultural threat.  

Thankfully, from his perspective, their influence had previously been contained, 

because U.S. citizens had before lived out their call to be a “nation under God,” and so 

had built a culture – a structure – that privileged faith.  But beginning with the 1962 

Supreme Court decision that banned prayer in public schools, and so displaced 
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Christian dogma from the center of public life, Stone argued that American culture has 

changed profoundly for the worse.
372

  Now, faith is marginalized at best, and banned 

at worst.  And this changed sense about the structural centrality of faith to the public 

square has had the effect of elevating the value of secularism, along with the notion 

that all lifestyles, and all belief systems, are morally equivalent.   

 But even as Stone made this seemingly structural argument about poisoned 

national culture, the solution he presented remained starkly individualistic nature.  He 

insisted that the best remedy to declining moral and ethical values in the United States 

would emerge from changed behaviors on the part of Christian believers.  Stone 

agitated against the ways in which, from his perspective, Christians had “caved in” 

and so allowed for relativism to prosper.
373

  He urged his audience to stop tolerating 

the proliferation of anti-American sentiment, and to repent of the tendency to devalue 

military sacrifice, traditional sexual ethics, and the heteronormative family.  Stone 

thus made clear his notion that all Christian believers should individually stand for 
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“the faith of our fathers, which leads us to a cross, which starts spiritual revival… So 

listen to your country; she desires a restoration that can only come through the power 

of God.  But it begins with prayer, with humility, and with repentance.”
374

 

 In all, Stone’s remarks about declining American values bore a similar 

argumentative structure to many of the sermons about economic issues that I analyzed 

earlier.  I suggest this makes evident the fact that evangelical language about 

traditional morality is confluent with evangelical language about personal, and 

national, financial management.  This finding helps to explain why evangelical 

discourse about economics so often carries a traditionalist, conservative tone, and why 

the culture wars should not be framed merely as disputes over individual behavior or 

notions about what constitutes proper morality, but should also be seen as differences 

of opinion about what constitutes sound economic theory and economic policy.  This 

is because whether evangelicals are speaking about moral values, or whether they are 

speaking about monetary issues, they rely on the same basic underlying premises:  

America is exceptional nation.  Where problems exist, they stem from individual 

ineptitude, indiscipline, and irresponsibility.  Moreover, these problems become 

exacerbated when individuals of faith become too immersed in secular culture, and so 

fail to behave with personal integrity.  Thus the solution to seemingly intractable, 

structural problems will come from widespread individual action, not collective 

agitation aimed at destabilizing hegemonic power structures.  To the contrary, 

evangelical rhetoric about both morality and economics tends to affirm established 
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institutions and institutional authority, and argues that Christians can restore 

traditional morals and achieve economic prosperity through submission and obedience 

to already extant public and social systems.  There is little appetite for progress or, 

especially, change, except to assert that returning to the past, which is to say re-

engaging with “the way things used to be,” represents a superior approach for 

realizing both a prosperous individual future, and a congenial collective life. 

Section Five:  Chapter Conclusion 

 This chapter has shown that that discourses of personal responsibility and 

individual self-discipline are deeply embedded inside sermons preached on economic 

and financial issues in evangelical churches in the United States.  Moreover, these 

same arguments undergird evangelical discourse about values and culture war issues, 

even as they are also rhetorically resonant with Ludwig von Mises’ theory of 

methodological idividualism. This rhetorical privileging has many consequences.  I 

have tried to suggest that one of the more important repercussions of this conservative 

discourse is that it minimizes and, even, ignores the real experiences – and needs – of 

“everyday” people and families, as revealed through sociological data and national 

economic indicators, like unemployment figures.  These arguments also make it seem 

like there are prescribed sets of behavior that define not only what it means to be a 

Christian,  but an authentic American, as well. 

This raises the question as to whether or not other – perhaps more liberal – 

evangelical churches talk about economic questions, or approach economic 
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catastrophe and injustice, in different ways.  I will turn to consider this question in the 

following chapter.  This analysis will demonstrate that there is nothing embedded in 

religious discourse that necessarily leads to narrative framings about economic issues 

that are deeply individualistic in nature.  Instead, the way people of faith conceive of, 

and talk about, pecuniary issues has as much with the ideology they find persuasive, as 

it does with anything that emerges organically from the inherent tone of financial 

discourse.  
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Chapter Four:  

What a Difference Structure Makes: The Economic Rhetoric of a Mainline 

Church 

 

 In the last two chapters, I demonstrated how pastors in evangelical and 

conservative churches employ rhetoric that clearly emphasizes themes that include 

personal responsibility and self-discipline in sermons about economic issues.  I also 

argued that the use of these rhetorical strategies often causes ministers to 

underemphasize the very real stress that many individuals live under, including 

decreased job security and rising living costs.  This finding, I suggest, raises the 

question as to whether churches or faith communities exist whose leaders frame fiscal 

messages with these kinds of structural economic issues in mind.  In this chapter, I 

take up this query.  In particular, I will comparatively analyze sermons from a 

mainline Protestant church of national significance – Washington D.C.’s Western 

Presbyterian Church – against some of the themes that I presented in the second and 

third chapters.  These themes included the relationship between personal responsibility 

and work; the tendency among American citizens to spend too much and save too 

little; and the idea that poverty in the developing world is a far more serious problem 

than it is in the United States.  By considering these same themes through a different 

lens – namely, that of a mainline Presbyterian church – I will reveal rhetorical 

strategies that still affirm the role of individual responsibility for achieving financial 

security, but also acknowledge structural economic conditions and the need to offer 

compassion and help to the less fortunate.  



185 

 

 

 

Before I turn to engage in this analysis, let me first offer some thoughts about 

what is at stake in considering alternate discursive strategies for framing economic 

problems in faith communities.  As I have noted in earlier chapters of this dissertation, 

my interest in studying the economic rhetoric of conservative Christians is multi-

faceted:  It stems from a desire to understand why the tripartite coalition in the 

Republican Party that consists of free-market libertarians, business conservatives, and 

religious values conservatives continues to adhere, in spite of seeming contradictions 

within its constituencies.  I am equally interested in gaining insight as to why the 

rhetoric of the free-market seems to have retained a good measure of political and 

cultural legitimacy in the United States, in spite of the onset of the financial crash in 

2008 that (at least at first) seemed to discredit this conservative economic theory.  And 

finally, I have tried to grasp how the discourse of personal responsibility has become a 

narrative that is so dominant that it is often articulated as unproblematic, self-evident 

truth, especially among conservative constituencies.  Thus, as I have analyzed the 

narrative structure of economic homilies given in evangelical churches, I have paid far 

less attention to issues of theology and biblical interpretation than I have to questions 

about the emphases pastors tend to place on the power of the free market for 

addressing social ills and promoting personal prosperity.  Even so, this kind of 

ideological stress on personal will and self-discipline has deep roots in Christian 

thought, particularly with regard to the rise of the Protestant ethic and Calvinist 

thinking, which put forth the notions that individual industriousness and success make 

evident God’s providence and grace.  Nonetheless, although religious underpinnings 
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exist for the argumentative strategies that conservative pastors put forth in sermons 

that emphasize personal responsibility about economic and fiscal issues, theories of 

liberalism also appear.  While this may be an obvious stipulation – classical liberal 

thought necessarily values the rights and corresponding responsibilities of individual 

citizens – considering how this theory underscores evangelical sermons will help to 

contextualize the power of the economic rhetoric that this dissertation seeks to 

interrogate.  In essence, what I hope to reveal in this chapter are differences of opinion 

among people of faith about the fundamental, historical relationship in liberal 

democracy between questions of freedom and questions of equality.  Evangelical 

pastors tend to emphasize individual and economic freedom as foremost concerns.  

Mainline pastors, on the other hand, seem to prioritize rhetorically the need for real, 

structural equality among citizens. 

 That there should be such a stark difference in how churches talk about notions 

of individual liberty and equality is as interesting as it is revealing.  This is because 

notions of freedom and equality are often articulated as mostly equivalent human 

rights.  In practice, however, freedom and equality often exist in tension.
375

  Promoting 

                                                 
375

 Another useful to way to think about the tension between freedom and equality is through applying 

Isaiah Berlin’s descriptions of negative and positive freedom, as he articulated them in his lecture and 

essay, “Two Concepts of Liberty.”  For Berlin, a negative freedom is essentially a “freedom from 

interference” – or the right to be left alone.  This is the realm of freedom most often emphasized in 

evangelical sermons.  Negative freedoms include things like rights to privacy, religion and speech, 

among others.  A useful metaphor for understanding negative freedom is that of unlocked doors.  With 

negative freedoms, the ideological stress falls on how many political, economic or social “doors” are 

unlocked and available for individual entry, should an individual desire to pass through the “door.”  

However, little attention is paid to assuring that persons actually have the means or ability to enter 

through these doors.  To do so – or not – is the choice and responsibility of individual citizens. 

 Positive freedoms, on the other hand, relate as much to the idea of equality as they do to 

individual liberty.  A positive freedom is essentially a “freedom to do” – a kind of affirmative 

entitlement meant to encourage human flourishing.  Here, the recognition is made that while “doors” 
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the equality of one individual or group often means reducing the freedom of another 

individual or group, and vice-versa.  This tension sometimes results in political 

struggle and, I argue, over the past several decades this struggle has resolved itself 

more often in favor of individual freedom than in favor of equality.
376

  Practically 

speaking, this means mores of equality often sound more like assurances of fairness, 

than they do promises of individual rights to access or, especially, condition.  The state 

is obliged to treat all individuals fairly, but not required to guarantee all individuals a 

corresponding fair chance.  This difference tends to reduce “political equality to a 

formal principle of one-person-one-vote, equal opportunity to an equal right to strive, 

and economic equality to minimal and declining efforts to support those at the 

bottom.”
377

  And, indeed, these are the forms of equality most often recognized by 

evangelical pastors, as my analysis in earlier chapters has shown.  Ministers 

recognized a universal right – even a universal responsibility – to strive and to 

accumulate.  However, these same clergy people tended to elide the possibility that 

some individuals might face structural or systemic obstacles to success. 

                                                                                                                                             
may, indeed, be unlocked and available for entry, obstacles exist that make it difficult for some people 

(usually those who are underprivileged or excluded in some way) to get through.  With positive 

freedom, the question regards ensuring that all people have both the opportunity and the capacity to take 

advantage of unlocked doors in order to reach political, economic and/or social inclusion.  Positive 

freedoms are also thought to be a way of encouraging individuals to overcome their “lower” or more 

“base” selves to select those values and opportunities that lead to personal self-actualization.  Rights to 

public education, and the corresponding requirement that all citizens go to school, is a good example of 

positive freedom, as are seatbelt laws for cars and helmet laws for motorcycles.  (Isaiah Berlin, Two 

Concepts of Liberty: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the University of Oxford on 31 October 

1958 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966). 
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 It is precisely this proclivity among evangelical pastors to overlook how an 

individual’s original (or current) structural position relates to the likelihood of 

economic achievement, in conjunction with a relatively narrow conception of what 

equality means, that leads me to suggest that a comparative Christian discourse will 

prove informative and useful.  Specifically, the resonant contrast that I will try to draw 

out between the two discourses presented in this chapter will still center on the notion 

of responsibility.  But whereas the emphasis in the evangelical sermons that I analyzed 

in earlier chapters tended to fall on individual responsibilities to self and God, the 

sermons that I analyze in this chapter accentuate arguments about why, and how, 

people and communities are both responsible to others, and responsible for others.  

This represents, in fact, a key difference between evangelical and mainline clergy.  

That is, the mainline pastors whose sermons I examine in this chapter employ 

rhetorical strategies that stress a Christian accountability to other people, rather than 

simply to one’s own self or family.  This is in direct contrast to evangelical clergy who 

continuously emphasized the need for individuals to take personal responsibility for 

economic problems and economic solutions, alike.  By changing their rhetorical focus 

from problems of freedom to problems of equality, mainline ministers were able to 

foreground the macroeconomic structure in their sermons in ways that were mostly 

absent in evangelical sermons. 

 Finally, much like the traditional tone of evangelical economic rhetoric finds 

its roots in the past – in the early twentieth century changeover in capitalism from an 

emphasis on capital goods to consumer wares – the pecuniary discourse of progressive 
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Christians also has historical antecedents.  The Social Gospel was a progressive 

Christian movement that emerged in the middle of the Second Industrial Revolution in 

the United States.  Its mission was to apply scripture to the problems associated with 

industrialism, including abolishing child labor; improving employment conditions for 

factory women; and establishing a living wage for workers; among other goals.
378

  

Christian who advocated in favor of the Social Gospel urged that the job of believers 

was “to reform the present world to make it more nearly represent a godly society.”
379

  

From nearly the beginning of this movement, evangelical believers disputed this goal, 

and argued instead that questions of personal salvation and individual character were 

more important than social reform.  This division in attitudes remains present today.  

Where fundamentalist believers continue to advance an economic ideology that favors 

individualism, laissez-faire capitalism and personal responsibility for financial success 

or failure, progressive Protestants encourage “the belief that a Christian’s 

responsibility should be the reform of social institutions” and not “personal piety.”
380

 

Section One:  About Western Presbyterian Church 

 Western Presbyterian Church was founded in 1948, and sits in the heart of the 

nation’s capital – the famed Foggy Bottom neighborhood – in Washington, D.C.   On 

its website, the church notes with seeming pride that it counts among its members 

“musical composers, university professors, scientists, government officers, and 
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working members of the national media.”
381

  The church website boasts a photo of 

Michelle Obama helping in their soup kitchen.  Indeed, this snapshot of the First Lady 

makes evident the ways in which Western Presbyterian tries to blend power and social 

service.  To this end, the church stipulates that part of its central mission includes the 

call to find ways “to involve in the nation’s flow of benefits those who are left out of 

the decision-making processes.”
382

  The pastors at Western Presbyterian routinely take 

up questions of financial inequality and economic disenfranchisement in their Sunday 

messages. 

 Unlike most evangelical churches, Western Presbyterian does not hold as a 

tenet of faith the notion that the Bible is inerrant.  Even so, the church still affirms that 

scripture represents “the word of God” and so should be taken seriously.  However, I 

suggest that Western Presbyterian’s less-literal approach to understanding the Bible 

changes in important ways how pastors advance and support their homiletic appeals.  

In more conservative and evangelical churches, whose messages I considered in 

earlier chapters, scripture marked the necessary end of an argumentative claim.  

Pastors thus often employed rhetorical appeals that were mostly deductive, as they 

worked to develop narratives that would fit into, and so affirm the truth of, biblical 

texts.  Pastors at Western Presbyterian instead take the Bible as a place to begin, and 

then offer claims and examples that build from these opening premises. 

                                                 
381
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 This does not mean that the pastoral staff at Western Presbyterian takes the 

Bible lightly, although more conservative Christians (especially scriptural literalists) 

might insist that they do.  However, Western Presbyterian pastor John Wimberly, Jr. 

affirmed for his audience both the reliability and authority of scripture on October 17, 

2011.  In this sermon, which Wimberly offered in commemoration of the 400
th

 

anniversary of the printing of the King James Bible, the pastor observed: 

[T]he Word of God as found in Scripture [is] a revelation of what God 

wants us to do and be, a revelation of who God is and what God does.  

Scripture is a mighty fortress, an everlasting truth, a sure foundation 

upon which we can build happy, holy lives; lives filled with integrity.  

As Christians, it is the touchstone for all our decision-making.
383

 

 

Even as this ratification of the Bible seemed in many ways similar to doctrines of faith 

at more evangelical churches, Wimberly’s overall emphasis about how scripture 

should be applied in the life of the Christian was markedly different.  Whereas many 

conservative pastors placed heavy emphasis on personal responsibility for life 

outcomes, along with the essential idea that each individual is called to decide 

personally for Christ and then behave accordingly, Wimberly suggested that the main 

purpose of scripture is to offer God’s guidance for building a just and equitable world, 

including during the contemporary moment of economic turmoil: 

As I look at our society today, scripture serves as a critical filter in our 

time of national crisis.  For if scripture speaks loudly and clearly about 

anything, it talks about the need for a society to be equitable and just.  

As we are already seeing with the Tea Party on the right and the 

Occupy Wall Street movement on the left, when gross inequities are 
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not dealt with effectively and fairly by government, it generates 

enormous conflict among a nation’s citizens.  Worst case scenario, it 

leads to violence.  The potential for inequities to lead to social discord 

and violence is one of the reasons God’s word speaks so clearly about 

the importance of fairness and justice ruling a society.
384

 

 

Thus, Wimberly would go on to argue, the Bible offers important prescriptions for 

understanding things like inequality and injustice, without always stipulating the 

precise means for ameliorating these kinds of social ills.  Instead, solutions would 

emanate as believers began to take seriously God’s expectation that people might 

“reason together to come up with the solutions” (emphasis Wimberly’s, in the written 

text of his sermon, available on the Western Presbyterian website).
385

  In essence, 

Wimberly interpreted the Bible as foremost a social – even, communal – text, rather 

than as a book intended primarily for individuals, and with mostly divine – 

preordained – meaning.  Scripture speaks, the pastor said, to ideas of the common 

good. 

Section Two:  The Economic Rhetoric of Western Presbyterian Church 

 Pastors at Western Presbyterian often stipulated that addressing questions of 

both economic and social justice is part of the church’s primary mission.  This often 

led these ministers to advance claims in their messages seeking collective and personal 

action toward addressing economic disenfranchisement and income inequality.  This 

approach to pecuniary matters differed from the one often employed by evangelical 

pastors.  Whereas conservative pastors consistently pressed the theme of personal 
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responsibility for financial success in their economically-themed messages, Wimberly 

and his staff sought to move the conversation from apportioning blame or – perhaps 

more importantly – from understanding who had failed or whose failure was primary 

in causing the financial crisis, toward instigating social change.  In fact, I suggest that 

a key difference in the argumentative style and structure in sermons on economic 

issues at Western Presbyterian, as opposed to those given in conservative and 

evangelical churches, concerned a pastoral emphasis on the economic structure itself.  

While Western Presbyterian clergy did almost always include calls to individual 

reflection and action in their sermons, the pastors also made a habit of reminding 

listeners about the broader social and financial landscape.   

Section Three:  Western Presbyterian Church and Work 

 Sermons about work are relatively common in conservative churches.  Many 

conservative ministers argued that human labor is a fundamental part of the human 

psyche and experience.  As evidence of this fact, many of these clergy pointed to the 

fact that God himself worked to create the universe, and then called Adam and Eve to 

cultivate and tend the Garden of Eden, even before the fall.  “When God present[ed] 

himself to humanity, he [chose] to do so as a construction worker,” George Hinman of 

Seattle’s University Presbyterian Church – which affirmed in its statement of faith the 

final authority of scripture, making it more like an evangelical congregation than a 

mainline one –  said on October 3, 2010.  “[As] an Israelite construction worker… on 

the first day I did this, and then there was night and there was day, [and so on, 
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throughout the week].”
386

  Moreover, in Chapter Two I showed how many evangelical 

pastors framed sermons about work using arguments that encouraged congregants to 

be on continuous guard against a kind of natural human proclivity for laziness.  I also 

suggested that many ministers employed a rhetoric in sermons about economic issues 

that understands individual unemployment – and especially long-term joblessness – as 

a matter of voluntary choice.  Pastors argued that the best way to escape the 

recession’s effects was to find and take any available work – in essence to choose 

labor over inactivity.  In advancing this argumentative strategy, many ministers also 

seemed to suggest that finding employment depends more on personal will and 

persistence than it does on finding a job that meets one’s skill set or – more noticeably 

– on structural, macroeconomic conditions.  Self-sustenance could be achieved, if 

necessary, through ever-lowering work expectations.  “There’s a business somebody 

has in this church… called ‘The Bomb Squad.’  Do you know what the bomb squad 

does for a living?  They scoop poop out of the backyard,” Robert Emmitt of 

Community Bible Church in San Antonio said.  “I had no idea that you could make a 

living scooping poop…  [and if that doesn’t appeal to you], for a smile and a 

handshake you can be a greeter at Wal-Mart. Hi, welcome to WalMart.”
387

 

 Claims like this one by Emmitt evidenced the concept of individual freedom 

because they carried the implication that personal ingenuity and continuous striving 

can overcome all manner of systemic obstacles.  People willing to press on and 
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continually adapt to changing or difficult circumstances will surely, eventually, 

succeed.
388

  In many ways, this idea is at the heart of the American Dream.  The power 

of this discourse is probably even further enhanced for evangelicals because of their 

tendency to believe that the United States is an especially blessed country, chosen by 

God for prosperity and success.  Perhaps this makes it difficult for some evangelical 

Christians to concede that struggle and inequality might manifest from structural and 

systemic causes, as much as they do from failures to work hard or to take personal 

responsibility for one’s life circumstances. 

 The mainline clergy at Western Presbyterian Church, on the other hand, 

employed noticeably different kinds of appeals in sermons about labor and 

joblessness.  As I noted earlier, the pastoral staff at Western Presbyterian takes as part 

of its central mission the call to give voice to silenced and marginalized groups.  This 

emphasis caused Western Presbyterian clergy to use the contemporary moment of 

national economic struggle to offer messages about the circumstances that 

disenfranchised groups, including the unemployed, face.  While ministers at Western 
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Presbyterian do not absolutely disregard the role of personal responsibility for finding 

a job, they also extolled their audiences to remember that securing employment might 

be harder than it seems, and actively troubled the notion than most joblessness is 

ultimately voluntary. 

 In fact, senior pastor John Wimberly directly addressed the idea that many 

jobless citizens are unemployed by choice in a sermon on January 21, 2012.  In this 

message, Wimberly began by talking at length about the power of freedom and free 

will, and argued that both of these concepts are central not only to American ideology, 

but to the very experience of being human.  “[W]e are free,” Wimberly said.  “Free to 

follow God’s rules.  Free to break them.  Free to create.  Free to destroy.  Free to love.  

Free to hate.  We don’t need a devil to tempt us.  We are perfectly capable of messing 

things up ourselves.”
389

  This stipulation by Wimberly affirmed that individuals must 

take responsibility for their decisions, and for the outcomes that these decisions bring 

to bear, for both good and bad.  But even as Wimberly acknowledged this fact, and 

stated that one of his responsibilities as a pastor was “defending free will,” he 

reminded his listeners that there are limits to what hard work and self-autonomy can 

accomplish: 

It amazes me how we turn a positive concept like free will on its head 

and use it to beat up people.  For example, some accuse those who are 

unemployed or under-employed of being lazy.  “They are free to get a 

job, just as I am free to get a job.  Why don’t they?” these voices ask.  

Well, in fact, our freedom can be prescribed by powerful systems that 

deny us opportunities.  This results in a form of slavery but not a lack 

                                                 
389

 John Wimberly Jr., In the Beginning (Washington, D.C.: Western Presbyterian Church, January 10, 

2012), MP3 Audio File. 



197 

 

 

 

of free will.  Give the unemployed a chance to work and most will 

work as well as the next person…  We can’t just wish away inequality, 

injustice and inequity.
390

 

 

This argument by Wimberly agreed that taking responsibility for life outcomes is an 

essential component of human free will.  However, Wimberly’s appeal also made 

evident a belief that even individuals who do take personal responsibility for achieving 

success, and evince enormous industriousness for changing difficult circumstances, 

many might still struggle, as a freedom of pursuit could be thwarted by “powerful 

systems.”  The broader macroeconomic structure can create obstacles for even the 

most willing of job-seekers.  The narrative of voluntary unemployment fails to account 

for this possibility.  In this way, the pastor encouraged his audience to ask questions 

about the origins of economic and social inequalities, and to recognize that 

ameliorating injustice required a communal commitment to making economic 

opportunity and advancement widely – and equally – available.  Wimberly did not 

suggest that ample opportunities abound for those who proved themselves willing to 

seek them out, as was a common theme in economic sermons given in evangelical 

churches.  Instead, he stressed that opportunities come in limited quantities, and so 

necessarily exclude some people. 

 In another sermon about economic equality and work, Wimberly directly 

addressed the problem of power differentials that exist between employers and 

workers.  The pastor began the sermon by recalling a job that he had held in an Oscar-

Meyer plant in Wisconsin during his early 20s.  During this time, Wimberly was not 
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only a plant employee, but also a union shop steward, charged with representing and 

defending the needs of his fellow workers to local management.  This experience left 

Wimberly with a “belie[f] in the power of workers,” along with an appreciation for the 

value of organized labor.
391

  Whereas conservative evangelical discourse sometimes 

disparages unions – Robert Emmitt sardonically posited himself as a “radical labor 

union pastor” who would reveal a universal right to “work for whatever you need,” as 

opposed to labor leaders who supposedly try to limit work obligations and carefully 

circumscribe job responsibilities
 392

 – Wimberly argued that worker organization was a 

necessary counterweight to corporate power:     

Management organizes to exercise its power – the Chamber of 

Commerce, National Association of Manufacturers, powerful industry 

lobbying groups.  As our tax code reflects, management is both highly 

and effectively organized.  Fair is fair.  Labor also needs to organize.
393

 

 

This statement by Wimberly worked to make the contributions and rights of workers 

and those of employers rhetorically equivalent.  From an argumentative standpoint, 

this equalization is important because it subtly undermined discourses of personal 

responsibility and self-sustenance.  To illustrate, recall that evangelical pastors often 

talked about the duty of workers to serve their employers well – even generously – and 

affirmed organizational hierarchies.  Excepting only the most extreme of cases (for 

example, requests to engage in illegal behavior), many ministers ratified the idea that 

bosses should be respected and obeyed as matters of faith, and that hard work on the 
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part of the believer would make manifest an attitude of submission.  In this way, 

human structures of authority were depicted as matters of providence; things not to be 

challenged, but rather acceded to, so as to demonstrate respect for God’s order, along 

with a sense of personal accountability and work ethic.   

 Wimberly, on the other hand, suggested that corporate power demands a 

countervailing weight in the form of an appreciation for the contributions of 

employees and a commitment to the rights of workers to fair pay and benefits.  

Perleman and Olbrechts-Tyteca wrote that developing this kind of argumentative 

equivalency between things that are more usually depicted as naturally hierarchical – 

in this case, the typical idea that capital is more important than labor – endows the 

thing of a lower degree with “the value which would normally attach to the higher 

degrees.”
394

  Thus, Wimberly’s statement evinced the notion that workers and bosses 

alike are necessary for creating a successful business enterprise, and so may equally 

make claims to capitalist spoils.  However, the main text of Wimberly’s sermon did 

not solely spotlight the importance of unions, or posit that collective bargaining 

represents the only or best way for appreciating and defending workers.  Instead, the 

pastor used the example of his time as a shop steward as a means for demonstrating 

how attitudes about what employers owe to workers have changed.   

 Wimberly’s sermon was based on a parable that Jesus told describing men 

hired to work in a vineyard.  In this story, a landowner began early in the morning 

hiring people to help with the harvest.  He promised the workers “a full [and fair] 
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day’s wages” in exchange for their labor.  Every three hours, the landowner continued 

to hire more people, until just an hour before the workday ended.  When the workers 

went to collect their wages, everyone was paid the same amount, no matter how much 

or how little each had worked.  “The workers in that vineyard would have been prime 

prospects for a union organizer,” Wimberly said.  “They were a disgruntled bunch.”
395

 

 Many preachers use this parable to advance claims about God’s grace and 

generosity, and as evidence that divine abundance is always available to those who 

seek it, whether early or late in life.  Other pastors use it to suggest that the job of the 

believer is to serve God wholeheartedly for as long as he asks, and to trust that his 

reward will be more than satisfactory – and beyond question.  This second 

interpretation fits homiletic themes emphasizing personal responsibility and individual 

freedom, alike.  Those who the landowner hired had a duty to labor with diligence, no 

matter whether they were hired at the beginning or the end of the day.  Likewise, each 

was free not to accept the work, had they so chosen.  But no matter which of these 

interpretations may dominant a sermon, each in some way highlights the sovereignty 

of the landowner – the employer – to treat the workers in whatever way he deemed 

appropriate; and the corresponding duty of the workers to respond to this sovereignty 

with diligence and gratitude.
396

 

 But Wimberly advanced a different claim in his remarks about this parable.  

He said that the lesson of the sermon was not about the fairness of work, wages or, 
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even, the sovereign generosity of the landowner in paying his workers at the end of the 

day.  Instead, the lesson regarded: 

the landowner’s desire for everyone to work.  When he saw men 

standing around at five o’clock in the afternoon, he asked them, “Why 

are you standing idle?”  They responded, “Because no one has hired 

us.”  The landowner willingly paid them a full day’s wage just to put 

them to work.  Such was the value the landowner placed on people 

being employed, rather than unemployed.
397

 

 

For Wimberly, the value of equal access to labor was the larger lesson of Christ’s 

story.  The landowner evidenced a sense of responsibility for all workers, and did 

what he could to provide each person he met with a place to toil.  He expected that 

those he met would want to labor, and that given the chance they would labor well.    

 Wimberly further suggested that the social value of universal access to labor 

has been lost, and urged that it needed to be remembered and re-prioritized.  “If ever 

there was one, [this] is a parable for our times,” Wimberly said.  “Our nation seems to 

have forgotten about the importance of everyone working… [W]hy we have not 

engaged in a massive program to put Americans back to work mystifies me.”  As he 

made this statement, Wimberly also affirmed that government aid to prop up 

floundering banks during the onset of the financial crisis had been necessary, and said 

that the 2009 Congressional stimulus package was a good, if insufficient, means for 

advancing economic relief to citizens.  But he disparaged the idea that businesses 

should be left unfettered by either regulation or the expectation that they might 

contribute to economic recovery and the common good: 
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[M]any of our companies feel no responsibility to create jobs, even 

though our nation is the womb in which their prosperity grows.  It is 

one thing for people to say, “Let the private sector create the jobs.”  It 

is another thing for the private sector actually to do it!  To date, despite 

reaping record profits, they are showing no indication that they will 

create jobs.
398

 

 

Wimberly’s phrase, “the womb in which our prosperity grows,” pointed to a reciprocal 

relationship between industry and the common citizenry, with each side responsible 

for helping to create the necessary conditions for widespread economic stability.  As I 

noted earlier, the pastor began his sermon by stipulating that workers were ready to do 

their part and work hard, if afforded the chance.  Thus, the problem of shirked 

responsibility for financial recovery belonged to business, as evidenced by a refusal to 

hire, and not to labor, and certainly not to individual workers or job seekers.  

Companies that could easily afford to add employees, given their “record profits,” 

were mostly not doing so.  Wimberly further pressed that where companies were 

hiring, the positions they sought to fill typically required little skill came with low 

pay: 

The type of jobs upon which we have become dependent is also 

problematic.  This summer, in Newsweek, there was a revelatory piece 

about jobs.  It displayed the largest single employer in each state.  The 

largest single employer in California? Taco Bell.  Texas?  Pizza Hut.  

Illinois?  McDonald’s.  These jobs are the antitheses of well-paid, good 

benefit employment. If you are working a full-time job in most fast 

food restaurants, you are earning about $15,000.  With rent for a small 

apartment in this city around $12,000 a year, the math speaks for 

itself.
399
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 Evangelical pastors, on the other hand, often spoke about these kinds of low-

paying jobs in positive ways.  Many conservative ministers argued that any kind of job 

– even a necessarily low-paying one – was better than being unemployed, because all 

work demonstrated a commitment to personal responsibility and self-sufficiency.  

Wimberly pointed to a basic problem in this kind of argument; namely, that the wages 

offered for low-skill jobs are typically so poor so as to make the goal of self-

sufficiency practically impossible.  “We currently have a lot of thriving businesses 

who aren’t being good corporate citizens,” Wimberly said.  “They need to reinvest… 

in the people – the workers of this nation.”
400

  

 This emphasis on corporate responsibility for alleviating unemployment did 

not cause Wimberly to eschew the kinds of individual benefits (or responsibilities) that 

come from working that evangelical pastors had emphasized.  Indeed, Wimberly said 

that work is necessary for promoting “independence versus dependence.”  He added 

that employment makes it possible for people to pay their bills and take care of their 

families, both good and necessary things.  The difference in Wimberly’s sermon was 

one of tone and argumentative structure.  Evangelical pastors preached at length about 

individual responsibility for seeking and finding jobs.  Wimberly pointed to structural 

and systemic economic factors that might make those job searches unsuccessful, and 

urged that collective action needed to be taken to ameliorate these obstacles.   
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Section Four:  Consumption, Spending and Debt 

 Themes of freedom and choice also permeated evangelical sermons about 

personal spending and debt.  Conservative ministers postulated that individual debt 

most usually stemmed from individual financial recklessness and greed.  They also 

emphasized that overspending one’s budget – or failing to set a budget at all – 

evidenced a personal inability to control unnecessary desires, rather than from rising 

costs for essential goods and services.  In this way, individuals were depicted as 

having the ability to surmount systemic economic pressure:  Financial freedom was 

available to anyone who would choose to behave responsibly with money and other 

assets, as evidenced by dutifully paying down debt and only buying those things that 

could be (easily) afforded.  Evangelical pastors blamed an animated – and rampant – 

consumer culture for being at the heart of the financial stress that people faced.  They 

mostly avoided talking about debt and financial hardship that stemmed from 

unavoidable medical costs, or rising college tuition rates and ballooning student loan 

requirements for financing higher education.  When it came to the housing market and 

the mortgage crisis that were at the heart of the contemporary financial collapse, 

evangelical pastors stressed that those individuals whose home loans were underwater 

had, more than likely, either bought more house than they could afford, or else had 

foolishly opened home equity lines to make unnecessary improvements or other 

purchases.  These ministers thus downplayed the role of speculative the Wall Street 

banking practices that many economists believe helped to lead the nation into 

recession, including new and risky kinds of mortgage loans. 
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Like their evangelical counterparts, the pastors at Western Presbyterian Church 

argued that overconsumption, spending and debt represented significant problems in 

the lives of many individuals.  Western Presbyterian clergy also criticized the 

contemporary consumer culture as being full of forces that encourage people toward 

fleeting pleasures and away from the habits and values that should embody believers 

in Christ.  For example, in November 2011, in a message applying Christ’s beatitudes 

as recorded in the book of Matthew and specifically concerning Jesus’ words that 

worldly wealth pales in comparison to being “poor in spirit,” Pastor Jessica Tate said: 

There are a lot of very well-paid folks on Madison Avenue whose job it 

is to convince us that we are not good enough.  It is their goal to create 

in us a sense of dissatisfaction and hunger, just so that they might tell 

us exactly what product will feed that hunger.  As a result we go out 

and buy it.  But we are not sated by that consumption, because the 

actual hunger we experience is not for disposable stuff, but for 

something deeper… for things to be put right, for ourselves to be put 

right.
401

 

 

This statement by Tate is partially resonant of similar claims made in evangelical 

churches.  “Advertising exists to create in you a sense of discontentedness,” Mark 

Driscoll of Mars Hill Church in Seattle said on November 7, 2012.  “[It makes you 

want] things you didn’t even know you needed.  And the truth is you don’t really need 

them.”
402

  However, even with this similarity, Tate drew a different conclusion in her 

attempt to explain the appeal and lure of consumerism and consumer culture.  Driscoll 

urged that advertising is effective because it encouraged an attitude of sinful 
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covetousness, which required repentance and personal change to escape.  “Americans 

don’t see coveting as a sin, but it is.  It’s actually one of the Ten Commandments,” he 

said.  “The whole point of the mall is window coveting.  Why do you think they put all 

the stores together?  So when it’s raining you can walk around and go, ‘I need that’…  

The whole point is coveting and discontentedness.”  This comment by Driscoll worked 

to privatize and personalize individuals’ tendencies to shop, spend and, in particular, 

over-consume.   

Tate, on the other hand, suggested that proclivities toward materialist 

indulgence stemmed from feelings of personal detachment.  Overspending evidenced a 

dearth of community and trustworthy relationships.  Tate also argued that 

consumption acted as a substitute for slowing down; it covered up feelings of 

instability or any sense that the world was broken – meaning full of  injustice and 

human suffering – and so in need of repair.  She said: 

The problem with consumption isn’t material things.  The problem 

arises [when] we don’t value the material goods we need to sustain our 

lives; when everything becomes disposable.  It arises as we try to sate 

our hunger and quench our thirst through the accumulation and disposal 

of things, when the real hunger and thirst we have is for righteousness – 

for things to be put right.
403

 

 

Tate, thus, did not frame consumption as sin that needed to be turned away from and 

so overcome.  Rather than condemn those struggling with materialist impulses as 

greedy or selfish, she emphasized the facts of ubiquitous human pain and longing.  

There was almost something Marxist in her description, a theory that stretched far 
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from notions of personal responsibility for life outcomes.  In The Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx vividly described how capitalism alienates 

individuals from one another, destroying human community in favor of the pursuit of 

wealth.  Because of this, the impulse for acquisition – for private property – leads not 

only to “alienated labor” but also to “alienated life.”
404

 

 I am not arguing that Tate is a Marxist.  Rather, I suggest that just as Marx 

despaired for lost human community, so did Tate.  To understand the pastor’s 

argument about overconsumption, one must look beyond explanations that blame 

individuals as engaged in a kind of covetousness, and consider how the economic 

structure itself damages human relationships, and causes a sense of widespread grief 

and longing.  “Busyness is rooted in our unchecked anxiety,” she said.  “In this day 

and age we are anxious about so many things…  We are anxious about our economy. 

We are anxious about our imperfections…  [This anxiety] has the effect of making us 

strive to be just a little bit more, to do just a little bit more, control just a little bit 

more.”
405

  The key to overcoming this anxiety would not come from self-flagellation 

or confessing sin, however.  Rather, the anxiety could be alleviated best through 

acceding to a yearning “for righteousness,” by which the pastor meant the impulse to 

serve the common good.  “That’s where home is,” Tate said.
406

 

 Western Presbyterian pastors did directly address the problem of debt in 

American society, as well.  And, like their evangelical colleagues, Western 
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Presbyterian clergy framed these messages, at least in part, using claims that suggested 

that propensities for individual and national debt stemmed from similar root causes.  

In a sermon on May 23, 2011, John Wimberly said: 

As a nation, we are in [a] tough, desert moment[].  Over the past 

twenty-five years, we have been through a period of incredible 

economic growth.  We used the profits of that growth in some 

profoundly unwise ways.  Rather than saving and building the 

infrastructure of our personal lives and nation, we lavished non-

necessities on ourselves.  Worse, to do so, nationally and, in many 

cases, personally, we went into debt.  The resulting financial pressures 

are now stressing everything else in life…
407

  

 

This statement by Wimberly sounded very much like Rick Warren’s assertion that I 

described in Chapter Two that suggested that failures of personal responsibility and 

the national economic downturn were natural counterparts.  “Our entire nation is in a 

financial crisis because of this tendency of human nature to have an inability to delay 

gratification.  We want it and we want it now,” he said.  “And the government’s been 

doing that for years, and now we have a financial crisis that teeters on the brink of 

collapse, all because of buying things we don’t need, with money we don’t have…”
408

  

Thus, both Wimberly and Warren understood the recession as having been (at least 

partly) caused by a lack of individual discipline with money and other resources.  Each 

suggested that members of the general citizenry overextended themselves and made 

imprudent purchases, often on credit.  Each pastor also asserted that a similar tendency 

is evident at the national level.  Both agreed, in short, that individuals were responsible 
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for their own financial decisions, and for the life consequences these decisions 

wrought, including the fact of economic downturn and financial stress.  “When we are 

less than faithful in our individual financial lives, it strikes back at us in catastrophic 

ways,” Wimberly said.  “What we do as individuals adds up and has had a massive 

negative collective effect.”
409

 

 What made Wimberly’s approach to explaining the recent proliferation of debt 

different from his evangelical colleagues was his willingness to explore reasons why 

individuals become over-leveraged beyond simple consumer consumption.  Wimberly 

acknowledged the usual suspects of overindulgence and foolish spending, but also 

reached beyond these causes to address the problems of rising college tuition costs and 

ineffective bank regulations, among other things.  In taking up these other sources of 

financial encumbrance, Wimberly developed appeals that apportioned some collective 

blame for conditions of personal indebtedness.  In a sermon on January 18, 2012, the 

pastor began with remarks about the languishing personal savings rate in the United 

States and, as was common among evangelical pastors, pressed that some individuals 

had become over-leveraged through having unwisely borrowed against their home 

loans.  But even as this admonishment hung in the air, Wimberly transitioned to what 

he described as the equally devastating problem of student loan debt.  He said that it 

was “ironic” that students should be entering their professional lives so over-

leveraged, because educational financial obligations used to be more manageable, and 

represented a gateway to better, more prosperous lives.  In the contemporary moment, 
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however, many students must continuously stretch to access more and more money to 

fund their educations, even as the job market tightens and the borrowed amounts 

become greater than can realistically be paid back.  “The… schools have their 

money,” Wimberly said.  “A growing number of graduates, however, have only 

debt.”
410

  Furthermore, there is little public outcry pressing for the alleviation of this 

situation, but merely the expectation that individual students will find ways to prosper 

and survive. 

 Carol Howard Merritt, another Western Presbyterian pastor, made a similar 

point about the problem of student loan debt – and its relationship to contemporary 

struggles with joblessness – in a sermon on November 16, 2008.  In this message, 

Merritt addressed the so-called Millennial Generation directly, and noted that these 

citizens were “facing economic difficulties, student loans, and a tight job market.”
411

  

Merritt went on to add that these stresses make it difficult for young workers and 

professionals to focus on community or the common good, because they have to 

expend so much time and energy trying to attain the necessary financial stability to 

repay their loans (although the pastor also urged that working for change and doing 

community service were essential for everyone, including the very stressed and 

struggling).  Robert Wimberly sounded a similar note about the effects of educational 

debt on the lives of young people in a sermon on December 13, 2010.  Wimberly 

included student loan obligations in a list of economic burdens that might overwhelm 
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people, and suggested that one of the best ways to survive financial pressure was to 

come into a community of supportive, like-minded individuals, in order to brainstorm 

for solutions and then agitate for their implementation.  As a means for describing how 

this might happen, the minister used a metaphor of a desert to describe financial 

difficulty, and suggested that money trouble sometimes make one’s life – and one’s 

life potential – seem barren and desolate.  But, just as the prophet “Isaiah spoke of the 

desert blossoming,” mutual aid and understanding could bring healing and help to 

those who needed it.  “We need a community where we can come together with others 

who share our belief that, in fact, deserts can bloom,” he said.  “Because ten percent 

unemployment is a desert…  Trying to pay off student loans with low salaries, looking 

for another job in the current marketplace, these are all deserts.  And so we journey to 

this place [the church, the communal gathering] hoping… that we will find [what] we 

need to sustain us… through the desert.”
412

  

In making this assertion, Wimberly did not suggest that individuals should 

simply take responsibility for whatever economic trouble they faced, and then 

personally work to find a way through it.  Indeed, an important difference between the 

rhetoric of both Merritt and Wimberly, as opposed to their evangelical counterparts, 

was that each spent time describing the effects of financial stress in human lives – 

ranging from psychological pain to material deprivation – and did not focus 

exclusively on the causes of this stress.  This distinction meant that Western 

Presbyterian clergy often pressed for compassion and collective problem-solving for 
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remedying a continuously fraying social safety net, instead of emphasizing individual 

self-reckoning for becoming more financially secure. 

 Moreover, as was the case in messages about unemployment, Wimberly and 

his staff framed messages about the macroeconomy by considering structural and 

systemic obstacles to, and causes for, individual insolvency.  This was particularly true 

in instances where these pastors spoke to problems in the banking industry that had 

both helped to cause the financial crisis, and had left many individuals to struggle to 

pay their mortgages as their home values slipped, or else to face other economic 

problems.  For example, Wimberly distinguished between those who, despite many 

obstacles, continued to pay down their debts, from those in the banking industry who 

seemed to encounter little accountability for their reckless behavior, and had also 

received more government aid than most average citizens.  Wimberly framed these 

everyday individuals as actually more responsible and trustworthy than were business 

institutions.  He said: 

Think of the people who are underwater with their mortgages and yet 

they continue to make their mortgage payments.  Why do they keep 

paying?  For many people it is about obligation.  They signed the paper.  

They feel an obligation to make the payments.  So how do they feel 

when they see bankers walking away from their obligations?  Enraged.  

Cheated.  Betrayed.
413
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Thus, Wimberly suggested, different standards led to different outcomes, where the 

powerful were mostly indemnified against responsibility and loss, while the mostly 

powerless were left holding the proverbial bag.   

Section Five:  The Role of Business Regulation and Government Oversight 

 In other sermons, Western Presbyterian pastors pointed to power discrepancies 

using appeals concerning the history of business and banking regulation in the United 

States.  Again, whereas evangelical pastors tended to affirm the rights and freedoms of 

business to act out of self-interest, often through reifying the free market system as 

natural – even divinely ordained – Western Presbyterian clergy raised doubts about the 

wisdom behind encouraging too much freedom of enterprise, coupled with too little 

restraint.  Furthermore, rather than frame the problem of greed exclusively in 

individual terms, as a means for explaining overconsumption and debt, ministers from 

Western Presbyterian noted, too, issues of corporate avarice.  On November 22, 2009, 

for example, John Wimberly directly affirmed government as a necessary 

counterweight to business power.  In this sermon, titled “Good Government,” the 

pastor took up the idea that too much freedom on Wall Street had led to financial 

collapse.  “Look at the greed that recently brought the world to the brink of economic 

catastrophe,” he said.  “Even many conservative economists admit that the ill effects 

of greed in the marketplace could have been limited by appropriate, effective 

government regulation.”
414

  In order to further buttress this point, Wimberly drew on 
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the philosophy of John Calvin, and in particular his notion that while work was crucial 

to human salvation and emancipation, good government was essential for helping to 

corral human passions.  “Those who would reduce government to a tiny player in the 

human drama ignore Calvin’s fundamental insight into why government is crucial,” he 

said.  “Human beings do bad stuff.  We do it all the time.”
415

   

 In speaking about the human tendency for bad acts, Wimberly did not take up 

the topic of individual sin, as was common among evangelical pastors, especially as 

they tried to explain how people become economically disenfranchised.  Instead, 

Wimberly described corporate misbehavior that he suggested proliferated, at least in 

part, from a lack of government regulation: 

Bernard Madoff was left alone by federal regulators.  As a result, he 

was able to rip off countless individuals and charities.  Enron, 

Worldcom and other unscrupulous corporations were left alone to rip 

off their employees, customers and stockholders.
416

 

 

Undeniably, Wimberly continued, malfeasance as evidenced by these firms made clear 

the need to articulate a “theology of government” that affirmed the “value-add” of 

public sector contributions for maintaining and protecting public welfare. 

 To underscore even further this point, the pastor also talked about differences 

of opinion about the proper role of government in the private economy, and said that 
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those who favored less regulation misunderstood the United States’ social contract.  

He even identified the Tea Party movement and, in particular, its emphasis on 

individual rights and freedoms, as representing an almost anti-American discourse.  

Wimberly argued that citizens would soon have to choose between those forces who 

sought to protect founding principles, and those who sought to undo important 

progress: 

Our nation is at a crossroad.  It is always at this crossroad.  One road 

was laid by the founders of this nation.  It is eloquently described in the 

opening lines of the U.S. Constitution, “We the People of the United 

States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure 

domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the 

general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and 

our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United 

States of America.” 

 

The other road leads to a place where government is scorned and 

despised.  Today, this place is described on the web sites of groups 

such as the Tea Party Patriots where they say, “there exists an inherent 

benefit to our country when private property and prosperity are secured 

by natural law and the rights of the individual.” (Emphasis added by 

Wimberly in the written text of this sermon, available on the Western 

Presbyterian web site.)
417

 

 

 

In drawing out this contrast, Wimberly suggested that paying too much attention to the 

needs and interests of individuals would undermine the ability of the government to 

promote the general welfare – the common good. 

 This sermon about government’s potential for advancing the collective interest 

differed from the image of government often projected by evangelical pastors.  

Evangelical ministers tended to speak about state authority and power as something 
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that was to be respected and submitted to, even if an individual might disagree with 

particular governmental programs or policies.  That is, these pastors instructed 

congregants to acknowledge the authority of state power, even if they sometimes 

doubted the legitimacy of state action.  These kinds of appeals were especially marked 

in sermons about social issues, like abortion or gay marriage, but also appeared in 

messages about economic concerns.  For example, in his sermon “Recovery Road,” 

Andy Stanley insisted that Christians were called to pay taxes fairly, no matter one’s 

individual opinion of tax policy, or if one believed the government was too big or 

spent its money unwisely.  Stanley even suggested that going too far to find loopholes 

– including legal ones – was ungodly.  “Are you paying your taxes?” Stanley asked.  

“Or do you have some kind of Republican scheme where [you don’t] pay and… don’t 

believe it’s a legitimate government and nah, nah, nah-n-nah…  If [you do this], [y]ou 

are part of the [national economic] problem.”
418

  Similarly, in 2005 (admittedly before 

the recession began), John Piper asserted that “it doesn’t matter what human means 

brought… authority to power, and it doesn’t matter whether the power itself is just or 

unjust…  God is behind all authority and that… authority has at least some claim on 

our submission.”
419

 

 The role of government for both causing the economic crisis, and for helping 

to spur recovery, and especially the different ways in which conservative and 

progressive pastors framed the purpose of government in their messages, illustrates 

how these clergy discursively handled questions about the importance of equality and 
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freedom in American life.  To talk about government policy may seem like a detour 

from the more strict economic issues of joblessness or spending and debt.  However, 

government action undergirds the whole of the economic landscape, for good or for 

bad, depending on one’s point of view.  Moreover, Wimberly’s stress on possibilities 

for good government also differed notably from the portrait of state action typically 

put forward by evangelical clergy, who often framed government programs and 

interventions in either neutral or negative ways.  By including the role of the state in 

his framing of economic issues, as well as pointing to reckless behaviors on the parts 

of businesses and individuals alike, Wimberly (along with other clergy at Western 

Presbyterian) developed appeals that spread responsibility for financial recovery 

across constituent groups, and took into account the broader macroeconomic structure 

itself.  Evangelical pastors, on the other hand, focused almost exclusively on the role 

of individual action for achieving economic well-being. 

  Ultimately, I suggest that the ways in which ministers at Western Presbyterian 

Church widely apportioned responsibility for restoring the nation and its citizens to 

financial health signifies the key rhetorical distinction from the discourse of 

evangelical pastors.  The staff at Western Presbyterian church affirmed the notion of 

collective, rather than individual, responsibility for achieving prosperity, and 

rhetorically affirmed the need to restrain the rights of industry when necessary, while 

harnessing the power of government for social good.  This does not mean that these 

ministers disregarded the ways in which some individuals made poor financial 

decisions in the lead-up to the economic crisis – like taking on too much consumer 
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debt, or borrowing against inflated housing values to make unnecessary purchases or 

home improvements.  Indeed, pastors at Western Presbyterian, like their evangelical 

counterparts, encouraged their congregants to abstain from these behaviors, and to 

recognize their own culpability for creating financial hardship.  But whereas 

evangelical preachers tended to emphasize that individual change was all that was 

necessary for achieving financial solvency, Wimberly and his counterparts painted a 

more complex picture, and pressed that even conscientious individuals sometimes 

suffer economic hardship and need help.  And, where this help is needed, the ministers 

at Western Presbyterian Church called for compassion through collective action, and 

included appeals in their sermons aimed at changing laws (i.e. stronger business 

regulations) and strengthening government programs.  Evangelical clergy, on the other 

hand, encouraged their congregants to do what they could to self-sustain and then, 

only if absolutely necessary, to access church-sponsored programs for help, on a 

temporary basis.   

Section Six:  Who Counts as Poor? 

 Pastors at Western Presbyterian Church also talked about poverty in ways that 

differed from their conservative colleagues.  In Chapter Two, I described how 

evangelical ministers often argued that being poor in the United States is far less 

burdensome than is being poor in the developing world.  Conservative Protestant 

pastors tended to frame the United States as a land of obvious and historical 

abundance.  This bounty, which the pastors also took as freely available to all people 

at all times, meant that most American citizens already had the tools they needed to be 
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economically independent and finically solvent.  Indeed, evangelical ministers often 

argued that being able access to basic necessities – like water and indoor plumbing, for 

example – symbolized great wealth and suggested corresponding opportunity.  I also 

argued in Chapter Two that the tendency among conservative pastors to frame wealth 

in this kind of simplified way, and to argue on this basis that almost everyone in the 

United States is already rich, no matter one’s actual financial position or class, had the 

rhetorical effect of making average citizens seem more similar to the very wealthy, 

than they were to the struggling poor in the rest of the world.  This postulation of 

wealth, then, worked to underscore and re-inscribe arguments that emphasized 

personal responsibility for financial hardship (and recovery) in a kind of circular 

fashion:  Those individuals who were struggling, were likely struggling because of 

individual ineptitude or indiscipline.  Even so, these same individuals were wealthy by 

world standards.  Thus, they already had access to all that they needed to financially 

recover and prosper.  So, to continue to struggle evinced further personal failure 

and/or an unwillingness to take personal responsibility for economic success. 

 Pastors at Western Presbyterian, on the other hand, routinely addressed the 

problem of economic inequality in American life, and argued that it should be a 

foremost concern of the church.  These clergy strongly bifurcated between the status 

and situation of the powerful and the privileged, from the circumstances of everyday 

citizens and, particularly, the American poor.  In fact, these pastors often delivered 

messages emphasizing what they took to be widespread conditions of poverty in the 
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United States, and paid relatively little attention to questions of global deprivation.
420

  

Moreover, in advancing appeals about economic hardship – and in describing those 

who this hardship most typically affected, including single women and people of color 

– Western Presbyterian pastors often described structural obstacles that they said 

prevent individuals from bettering their circumstances.  In this way, the focus fell on 

what at-risk individuals lacked, like access to education, healthcare, and childcare, 

among other things; rather than on what they already had, like clean water or 

electricity.   

 That clergy at Western Presbyterian Church seemed to hold a different opinion 

about what constituted poverty – or, perhaps more specifically, that they maintained a 

willingness to include the American poor among the world’s destitute populations – 

led these ministers to articulate more robust claims about financial struggle than was 

true of evangelical pastors.  Furthermore, the staff at Western often encouraged a 

sense of shared responsibility for reducing poverty and inequality.  Rather than 

blaming individuals facing financial hardship for their plight, or insisting that they 

should somehow “buck up” and do better, pastors at Western Presbyterian sought to 

cultivate a discourse of shared responsibility for alleviating economic struggle and 

inequality. 

                                                 
420
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 For example, during a sermon on February 12, 2012, Carol Howard Merritt 

talked about who was most likely to be poor in the United States, and exhorted 

congregants toward compassion for the economically excluded.  In the middle of the 

sermon, Merritt took up the question of how poverty affects women, in particular, and 

explained how female penury is not simply an inner-city phenomenon.  Merritt spoke 

of the first pastoral assignment she took after finishing seminary, which was in South 

Louisiana.  While there, she was assigned to work with many young, pregnant 

females.  This experience made obvious to her the ways in which teenage pregnancy 

makes poverty very difficult to escape, even if motherhood always remains a very 

noble calling: 

Teen pregnancy keeps women in a cycle of poverty.  Oftentimes young 

women could not imagine a future.  They may not have known a 

woman who went to college or had any type of professional career.  

But they did know of one satisfying option.  They began to imagine 

themselves as mothers.  Motherhood is extremely meaningful, but 

when a teenager becomes a mother, she can get trapped in poverty.  

And it can be a cycle that can last for generations.
421

 

 

Evangelical pastors, too, talked about the social blight of teenage pregnancy, and 

argued that starting a family too early in life would lead to economic hardship.  

However, these ministers often framed these messages under a rubric that suggested 

moral decay, and urged that the best way to reduce teen pregnancy was through 

encouraging pre-marital abstinence.  Thus, the best (and maybe only) way to avoid 
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poverty was to make good decisions, take responsibility for self-control, and to live in 

prescribed ways.   

 Merritt, on the other hand, suggested that a better way to understand and 

alleviate rural – and female – penury, was to acknowledge first that individuals 

couldn’t do it alone.  She talked about how the southern part of Alabama had a large 

percentage of Roman Catholics who shunned birth control, a policy that she argued 

made teenage pregnancy more likely.  She then suggested that a better approach would 

be to develop effective, community-based programs for assisting families, including 

after-school programs, because the lack of them contributed to the likelihood that a 

teenage girl might become pregnant.  Merritt then concluded her sermon by directly 

disavowing the cultural, religious discourse that positioned women as foremost meant 

for reproduction, and that branded those who could not measure up to standards of 

abstinence as failures.  “Women and men of faith need to speak out with the truth that 

women are created for more than bearing children,” she said.  “I believe in religious 

freedom…  But I must also speak out that I resent the loud and constant religious 

voice that threatens the rights of women every day.”
422

   

 Merritt’s framing of female poverty as a social condition that required 

collective attention through, for example, creating strong after school programs to help 

working parents, is notable not simply because it offered an alternative way of 

understanding economic depravity.  Instead, I argue that it pointed to a discursive 

focus among clergy at Western Presbyterian church to highlight structural conditions 
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of poverty that make life more difficult for particular populations.  Rather than 

pointing to the historic bounty of the United States, and exhorting that prosperity is 

available to almost all who would choose to toil ardently, and so making those 

individuals who face economic struggle culpable for their plight, pastors at Western 

Presbyterian highlighted problems of system and structure.  And, as I said before, 

among the most frequent calls these clergy made from the pulpit was for congregants 

to take action for ameliorating economic inequality in the United States. 

 Evangelical ministers rarely engaged in sermons about problems of privilege 

or basic financial inequities.  Instead, the rich were often praised as righteous and 

worthy of emulation.  Some even suggested that the rich were especially blessed 

because they had been faithful to God, and so had taken responsibility for achieving 

financial stability.  For example, in a sermon on May 29, 2011, Dave Stone of 

Southeast Church talked about how J.L. Kraft, the founder of Kraft foods, had “failed 

in a number of attempts [over the course of his life] to have a successful business.”
423

  

But, Stone said, after Kraft realized the importance of offering to God his business 

plan and “first fruits,” success naturally followed.  Once Kraft determined to “run the 

cheese business the way God would have him do it,” he became extremely 

successful.
424

 

 Stone’s rhetoric emphasized the idea that individual change leads to individual 

prosperity.  The economic life choices of singular persons for explaining individual 

                                                 
423

 Dave Stone, On the Job (Louisville, Kentucky: Southeast Christian Church, May 29, 2011), MP3 

Audio File. 
424

 Ibid. 



224 

 

 

 

conditions reside at the heart of this discourse.  I suggest that this framing helped to 

validate extant systems of business power and privilege, because those who “have” are 

framed as having acquired in legitimate – imitable – ways.  Calls for the powerful to 

contribute to helping others or to the collective coffers are limited to the insistence that 

financial stewardship requires a faithful tithe.  In this way, among evangelicals, the 

discourse that promoted sacred giving, and the discourse that individualized and 

privatized poverty, intermingled.  The faithful sacrifice of resources to the church 

would allow individuals to take full advantage of the abundant resources of the United 

States, and so alleviate individual economic insecurity. 

 For Western Presbyterian Church pastors, however, penury strikes at entire 

communities, not only individual people.  As well, these ministers encouraged the 

powerful to understand their complicity for allowing poverty to persevere.  They also 

challenged their audience to support – and willingly paying for – public programs 

aimed at helping the economically disenfranchised.  Western Presbyterian clergy 

disavowed efforts to cut social spending, and used rhetorical strategies that strongly 

condemned rising economic inequality in the United States.  For example, on April 22, 

2012, John Wimberly said, “When I talk about the growing economic inequity in our 

nation, my point is not to make those of us who are affluent feel guilty.  I am asking 

those of us who are affluent to be more proactive in reducing income inequality.”
425
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 In another sermon, Wimberly spoke directly about who is to blame for 

economic iniquity; what constitutes fair taxation; and argued that the trend in recent 

decades to reduce overall income tax rates for the wealthiest citizens was socially 

unjust.  Wimberly began this message by raising questions about whether or not 

demons – as described in gospels as supernatural forces that Christ sometimes cast out 

and aside – really exist.  He said that although many people believe these accounts to 

be the stuff of myth, reality is more complicated.  In the contemporary moment, 

demons are mostly not blamed as primal agents for causing human diseases that 

require “casting out” in order that afflicted individuals might be healed.
426

  Instead, 

Wimberly said, humans make demons of one another:   

To the far right, President Obama is a demon.  To much of the Tea 

Party, government is a demon.  To many in Occupy Wall Street, 

financiers are demons.  To some environmentalists, oil and coal 

companies are demons.  To some on the left, Rush Limbaugh is a 

demon.  Many on both the left and right have decided that the 1 percent 

who are richest among us are demons.
427

 

 

One significant problem with this kind of universal ascription of evil across 

constituency groups was that it distracted attention away from concrete issues of 

economic injustice, Wimberly continued.  If everyone is guilty, then no one is really to 

blame.  This, in turn, made solving problems even harder.  “We need to stop looking 

for demons among us,” he said.  “[Instead, we should] start looking for pragmatic 
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solutions to the very real problems we face as a people, none of which are greater than 

the growing gap between the rich, middle class and poor in this county.”
428

 

 Again, whereas evangelical pastors tended to amalgamate questions of 

economic class in the United States, through stipulating that the simple fact that living 

in the developed world evidenced great wealth, while also affirming systems of human 

rank and authority as products of providential design, clergy at Western Presbyterian 

church insisted otherwise.  Wimberly called the discrepancy between rich and poor in 

the United States “disgraceful” and said that those with more were duty-bound to 

reallocate some of their wealth and assets to those with less.
429

  He further suggested 

that while charitable giving was an important way to accomplish this goal, progressive 

tax policies mattered more.  Wimberly also reminded his listeners that the Bible and 

classical economic theory alike supported his claim: 

In these United States, we ask the rich and everyone else to share 

through our taxation system.  In a truly progressive tax system, the rich 

are asked to give generously from their abundance while the middle 

class and poor are taxed with lower rates.  No one more loved by the 

anti-tax crowd than Adam Smith wrote, “It is not very unreasonable 

that the rich should contribute to the public expense, not only in 

proportion to their revenue, but something more than in that 

proportion.”  Our denomination approved a Social Creed that included 

[the following words of Jesus]… “[O]f them that have much, much will 

be required” (Luke 12:48)…  So whether we look at income inequality 

from the perspective of Adam Smith or Scripture, progressive taxation 

seems a fair and just approach to insuring that a society doesn’t end up 

with grotesque imbalances of wealth, the type of imbalances that are 

growing by the day in these United States.
430
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Wimberly’s affirmation of progressive taxation as part of a sound theological 

approach to economic policy is notable for at least two reasons.  First, as I suggested 

earlier, it subtly undermined the idea that wealth and privilege are directly related to 

divine ordinance.  Second, Wimberly’s claim encouraged audience members to think 

about the creation of a strong social safety net as a matter of collective – and public – 

concern.  Those with more had a responsibility to share with, and to help care for, 

those with less.  Wealth did not represent something that individuals had the right to 

protect because it stemmed from personal industriousness.  Rather, he framed wealth 

as the product of social systems that tended to favor some, while disadvantaging 

others.  Justice, then, required formal means of redistribution, especially including 

progressive tax policy.  “There is not one Christian answer to what constitutes a fair 

tax code,” Wimberly concluded.  “But there is absolutely a Christian imperative that 

the tax code be fair.  Today, it is not.”
431

 

Overall, through advancing the issue of economic inequality as something that 

Christians should condemn and defend against, pastors at Western Presbyterian church 

framed the problem of poverty differently than did their evangelical counterparts.  

Evangelical ministers emphasized the ways in which individuals, especially 

individuals in the United States, already more than likely had access to all necessary 

things, and that the country’s natural abundance meant that hard work would lead to 

prosperity.  This led conservative clergy to advance appeals implying that financial 

struggle was a matter of choice that stemmed from ingratitude and a general failure to 
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manage well one’s obvious bounty.  “Every person I’ve met pretty much thinks when 

the Bible says rich, it’s somebody just above them. And when it says poor, it’s them,” 

Mark Driscoll said. “Everyone thinks someone else is rich. And you know what? 

Somebody thinks you’re rich... We have electricity and lights. Wow. It’s magic. It’s 

amazing.”
432

 

Conversely, ministers at Western Presbyterian Church argued that economic 

hardship and inequality were a national blight in the United States – significant issues 

that required a collective commitment to alleviating.  These pastors also insisted that 

monies raised through private charitable giving would always be insufficient to 

respond fully to the needs of all citizens, including the very poor.  This led them to 

advance appeals that affirmed the value of good government, along with the necessity 

of non-religious social programs.  “In a democracy, taxation is a group decision to use 

a portion of our individual harvests for the good of the whole,” Wimberly said in 

2012.  In this way, needy citizens would be fairly provided for, and the United States 

citizenry would live up to its commitments to justice and equality as articulated in the 

country’s founding creeds.  “As a nation, our body is the government.  Just as a human 

body organizes all the parts into a cohesive whole that can serve God, so a government 

does the same for a people,” Wimberly said.  He later exhorted that, “[All citizens] 

need to fight the [contemporary] anti-government sentiment...  It is more than 

delusional thinking.  It is a threat to the founding vision of this nation in which we 
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came together to form a government [which was to]… promote the general 

welfare.”
433

 

Section Seven:  Chapter Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have comparatively considered the economic discourse of 

evangelicalism with that of a more progressive, mainline, protestant church.  My 

purpose in engaging in this analysis was not to suggest that one rhetorical strategy was 

superior to the other.  Rather, my intent was to reveal how different faith communities 

interpret Bible texts in different ways, and so come to different conclusions about the 

role of freedom and equality in American life.  Whereas conservative pastors tended to 

emphasize the importance of personal freedom for explaining individual success, 

failure, and economic prosperity, and so tended to favor a free-market approach to 

managing the economy; the mainline clergy whose rhetoric I took up in this chapter 

stressed the importance of defending equality of economic access among citizens, 

along with the need to create strong community that would bring the financially 

disadvantaged into fuller economic inclusion.  This discursive contrast between 

pastoral groups affected how each explained and accounted for the role of the 

individual in economic contexts.  Evangelical ministers employed language that 

framed people as individually – and almost wholly – responsible for all financial 

outcomes, ranging from securing employment, to paying down debt, to recognizing 

the fact of one’s general affluence, as compared to citizens in the developing world.  
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This emphasis, in turn, often led these clergy to elide and avoid mentioning systemic 

and structural economic constraints to individual success.  Instead, evangelical pastors 

advanced appeals suggesting that financial security was available to anyone willing to 

work hard at habits of self-discipline and self-sufficiency. 

 Mainline pastors, on the other hand, argued that financial hardship can strike 

even the most economically prudent of people.  Rather than focusing exclusively on 

the role of the individual for achieving economic success, these ministers articulated 

claims asking congregants to notice structures of power, and to acknowledge that the 

capitalist economic system necessarily privileges some constituent groups, while 

leaving others out.  Pastors at Western Presbyterian church did not exclude the role of 

personal responsibility for explaining economic success or failure – indeed, they said 

that many individuals who were most affected by the contemporary recession had 

behaved in financially reckless ways, including becoming over-leveraged with large 

mortgages or consumer debt.  But even as these ministers urged their audience to 

acknowledge their own possible culpability for bringing on economic strain, along 

with helping to cause the national economic downturn, they also stipulated that the 

best way to overcome financial hardship was through building strong community 

programs for support, while engaging government to protect and sustain the social 

safety net.   

 In short, I suggest that the constitutive argumentative difference between 

evangelical and mainline churches, in terms of understanding economically-themed 

sermons, regarded how each understood the question of accountability:  Who one was 
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accountable to, and what was accountable for.  Conservative clergy emphasized that 

individuals were accountable foremost to God, and then to themselves and their 

families, for achieving economic success.  Mainline clergy emphasized accountability 

to and for others.  These ministers appealed to congregants to take notice of the 

economically excluded, and to feel responsibility for doing what they could to create 

spaces of inclusion, while also supporting collective efforts to equalize access to 

systems of privilege and power. 

 Nonetheless, although I have demonstrated how a rhetoric that accounts for 

both and an individual and a collective role for fostering economic security might 

function, the discourse that stresses personal responsibility for achieving financial 

success, as evidenced in evangelical sermons on financial topics, is clearly more 

hegemonic in the United States today.  Language that frames the free market as the 

best means for advancing individual opportunity, while also providing the means for 

ameliorating social ills, proliferates widely throughout the public sphere.  It is for this 

very reason, it seems to me, that Thomas Frank’s argument in What’s the Matter with 

Kansas? falls short.  Frank fails to account for the ways in which evangelical 

Christians – values voters – understand economic issues as moral questions about 

individual behavior, rather than as simply representations of practical politics or even, 

macroeconomics.  In the concluding chapter of this dissertation, I will offer some final 

thoughts about the discursive power of the rhetoric of the free market and the rhetoric 

of personal responsibility, alike.  I will also offer some final thoughts about how 

conservative economic discourse has so fully enfolded evangelicals into the 
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Republican coalition – so much so that many have gone so far as to embrace 

methodological individualism to the full, and to fully embody a self-regulating 

discourse of personal responsibility for achieving economic success.
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 Near the end of his forty minute long guest sermon at Willow Creek Church, 

Dave Ramsey affirmed once more the virtue inherent in taking economic 

responsibility for oneself and one’s family.  In so doing, Ramsey – perhaps 

inadvertently – downplayed the Christian obligation to care for the poor, even as he 

venerated capitalism, and promised that powerful companies were worthy of 

investment and admiration.  He noted that while many in the audience were facing 

depleted 401(k) account balances, they should not feel discouraged, but should 

continue to pursue personal gain.  “Keep investing, it’s on sale,” he said.  “Capitalism 

is not dead.  Wall Street is not all evil.  These are companies like Home Depot, and 

Lowes, and Google, and Microsoft, and Coca-Cola, and McDonalds…  the best 

buying opportunity, in the last four decades, [is happening] at this moment.”
434

    

 From here, Ramsey wound down his remarks with a somewhat unexpected 

twist.  He had spent the first 35 minutes of his sermons emphasizing (though he did 

not mention the theory by name) methodological individualism – the popular 

philosophy among free-market theorists that contends that only the effects of 

individual action really matter – or can even be measured – on the historical or social 

stage.  The overall influence of groups or macro forces cannot.
435

  Ramsey’s rhetoric 

fit this frame rather exactly, as he asserted that only individual people (his listeners) 

had the means to take the necessary steps to set their economic lives in order and so
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have the chance to escape the recession’s worst effects, while taking advantage of 

bargain opportunities on Wall Street.  Ramsey then moved to close his sermon by 

gesturing toward the value of Christian generosity.  In much the same way as other 

evangelical pastors urged their audiences to engage habits of tithing as a means for 

realizing financial prosperity, Ramsey affirmed the necessity of “giving… a tenth of 

your income to your local church, that’s a minimum, that’s where you start.”
436

  But 

for Ramsey, meeting the needs of the poor was really a secondary obligation; 

individual Christians were responsible first to demonstrate habits of economic 

prudence and pecuniary discipline.  Then they could turn to thinking about “social 

justice… [and] compassion.”  To clarify this point further, Ramsey began to speak 

about a profit-sharing benefit that he paid to his employees each month.  The bonus 

amount ranged, he said, from $300 to $500.  Ramsey said that one particularly shrewd 

woman who works for him often used her bonus for her: 

waffle house ministry… She and her husband go to a waffle house and 

they pray before they go in that God will sit them at the right table, a 

table for someone that needs help.  And the first time they did this, they 

went in, and there was a little lady in there about eight months 

pregnant.  If you’re eight months pregnant, waiting tables in a waffle 

house, you know what?  You need a job.  And you’re not afraid of 

work, either.  That’s a tough gig, right there.  Can you imagine going in 

there and getting the opportunity to leave her a $300 tip?  Yes!  How 

cool is that?  How fun is that?  Broke people can’t help other people.  

Margaret Thatcher said no one would remember the Good Samaritan if 

he didn’t have money…  Broke people can’t help other people.  And 

the way you’re not broke people is you start doing smart stuff.  Wealth 

is not evil…  Quit telling everybody that everybody that’s wealthy is 

evil.  That’s not true.  Only those people that have gathered up some 
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coins can give them away (italics indicate where Ramsey very nearly 

screamed for effect).
437

 

 

This appeal by Ramsey was noteworthy on several levels.  Perhaps most significant 

was the absence of structure.  I have noted throughout this dissertation that this elision 

is common in evangelical economic rhetoric.  Even so, Ramsey’s framing was 

particularly caustic.  The woman working in the waffle house served as little more 

than a prop in his story.  Wow! – he seemed to say.  The working poor!  Just imagine 

the difference you might make if you managed your own finances well.  He thus 

insisted that the pathway to being able to take care of needy citizens would be found 

through providing first for one’s own needs.  This prescribed provision for self and 

family extended beyond immediate needs like food and housing.  “You take care of 

your own household first, or you’re worse than an unbeliever,” he said.  “But you get 

food, clothing, shelter, transportation, utilities going; you get the kids’ college going, 

you get retirement going; then there’s some money.  OK, now what are we gonna (sic) 

do? Oh, it’s waffle house.”
438

  Methodological individualism was embedded deeply in 

this claim.  Only after one’s individual needs were all fully met – from daily bread to 

personal retirement – did any call appear to notice the most disadvantaged 

constituencies.  Moreover, even then, the call to action was discrete and confined:  one 

waitress in one waffle house.  The notion of a social safety net, or any kind of 

collective action, was gone, even in a call to generous action on behalf of the 

admittedly hardworking poor.    
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Indeed, I suggest that Ramsey’s economic rhetoric in vociferous embrace of 

methodological individualism was all the more peculiar given the statistical argument 

he also used to frame the dire nature facing single mothers in the United States today.  

He explained their pecuniary plight in terms that would please the most liberal of 

economists, sociologists and, very likely, those clergy whose rhetoric I described in 

Chapter Four.  “Fifty-two percent of single-moms living in the United States live 

below the poverty line,” he said.  However, Ramsey did not decry this rate of penury, 

or make a claim that something should be done to reverse the trend.  Instead, he 

doubled-down on his admonition that his audience should only act once they had their 

own financial houses in order.  Once this was accomplished, then room would exist 

for extraordinary action, like paying a single mother’s “light bill through the end of the 

year and don’t tell her who did it,” he said.  “Shut up!  I mean really, people!  This is 

how it’s supposed to work!  And I gotta (sic) tell you, it’s fun.  It is so fun.  You get to 

do some really cool things with coins when you get a few…When good people get 

good money, it changes the face of this country, and for that matter in this country, it 

can change the face of the world” (italics indicate where Ramsey very nearly screamed 

for effect).  This statement gestured toward the evangelical tendency to favor rhetoric 

that emphasized American exceptionalism and the ability of the American style of 

capitalism to advance global prosperity. 

 I have taken the time in the opening pages of this conclusion to detail this 

illustration by Ramsey because I think it animated nicely many of the main themes 

and arguments I have tried to bring forward in this dissertation.  One, as I have already 
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indicated, was the role of methodological individualism in evangelical economic 

rhetoric.  Another was the way in which the discourse of so many of the conservative 

Protestant pastors profiled in this study situated the mores of the Protestant work ethic 

at the heart of economic prosperity.  Clergy often pressed that hard work, rigid 

asceticism, and delayed gratification would generate financial abundance and 

individual prosperity.  Thus, even as the recession lingered in the United States 

throughout the years of my study, very few pastors suggested that there was any 

reason to think that the market system itself required fundamental change or closer 

government oversight.  Instead, most of the evangelical ministers I listened to, from all 

across the country, deployed language that mostly affirmed American capitalism in its 

already extant form, although this affirmation was often more implied rather than 

directly stated.  That is, I only infrequently heard pastors unambiguously – or directly 

– situate the free enterprise system as an unassailable good.  Rather, the underlying 

tone of their arguments suggested this to be the case, as clergy lauded American 

exceptionalism, often in a kind of sui generis fashion, and insisted that the American 

dream was still available to those who were willing to work hard, stay out of debt, and 

wisely save. 

 Furthermore, in developing their claims around this often unstated, but almost 

always extant, methodological individualism, many clergy extended their arguments to 

apply not only to particular audience members, but to the nation as a whole.  To 

explain, let us return again Dave Ramsey’s example of the waffle house waitress from 

the sermon above.  Recall that Ramsey buttressed his claim that hard work and 
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discipline would lead to abundance, and so monetary extra that individuals might 

earmark to use in discrete acts of charity, by emphasizing the fact that 52 percent of 

single mothers live below the poverty line.  And yet like so many of his 

contemporaries, Ramsey chose not to spend any time talking about the problem of the 

working poor, increasing levels of inequality in the United States, or the 

macroeconomic structure that systemically disenfranchises particular constituent 

groups.  Instead, he emphasized how individual action could best explain individual 

circumstances, while also providing insight into why a recession had occurred in the 

first place, and what might be done in response.  His answer in the end was relatively 

simple:  Those who would act better – by working hard, saving, paying down debt, 

and tithing – would realize prosperity.  Those who would persist in old habits 

(perhaps, like the waitress) would continue to struggle. 

For the most part, the explanation offered by most pastors really was this easy.  

In this way, ministers throughout the study applied the idea of methodological 

individualism to the economy, and so to the nation, as a whole.  There was no 

structure that required analysis.  Neither were there many groups whose action 

required attention – few businesses who had misbehaved and so required regulation; 

few populations who merited direct aid; and few recessionary effects that were 

described as wide reaching and so almost unavoidable, no matter how hard one might 

have tried to do the right thing.  Instead, many pastors forwarded arguments with a 

tone that embraced, usually implicitly, Margaret Thatcher’s famous proposition that 

there really is, “no such thing as society.”  Instead, the recession made evident the fact 
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that only individual agents ever really matter – individual consumers, individual 

workers, individual debtors, and individual spenders – who may live within the 

confines of the same nation, and share access to the same bounty, but who nonetheless 

must choose to succeed or else to fail on their own.  Each must, moreover, make this 

individual choice independent of whether the economy has crashed, or not.  In this 

way, the macroeconomic structure matters little, compared to one’s own individual 

initiative and willingness to press on with diligence and discipline, despite all 

obstacles and odds. 

 But even as this emphasis in evangelical economic rhetoric on methodological 

individualism and the Protestant work ethic situated success as within the reach of 

almost anyone willing to grasp for it, there was also an unintended contradiction at 

work in this pecuniary discourse.  Throughout this study, I have noted how 

infrequently conservative Protestant pastors paid attention to questions of economic 

structure when they talked about financial matters; among other things, they tended to 

minimize the problems of unemployment and poverty in the United States.  Instead, 

ministers pointed to the things individuals could do:  work hard, make smart 

investment decisions, and pay a faithful tithe.  Indeed, most evangelical pastors went 

so far as to argue that maintaining these habits would all but assure financial security.  

However, there was one structural complaint that conservative Protestant clergy often 

did make.  This had to do with the problem of consumer culture and the ways in which 

the modern market system continuously tempted people to indulge their appetites for 

the latest clothes, gadgets, and more.   
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 In some ways, the clergy were right to make this critique.  Many economists 

believe that overconsumption and easy credit contributed to the 2008 financial crash.  

However, the modern economic system, as John Maynard Keynes explained so long 

ago, depends precisely on the kinds of escalating consumer spending that the 

evangelical clergy in my study decried.  And so this was the contradiction.  Even as 

evangelical clergy affirmed the market system through advancing a discourse that 

promoted American exceptionalism and the mores of the old-fashioned Protestant 

work ethic that would allow its adherents to realize the American dream; these same 

ministers encouraged their listeners to withdraw – that is to stop participating in – the 

same consumer-based economy they were praising.  Clergy almost always stopped 

short of interrogating contemporary systems of power, which is to say they did not 

typically raise questions about whether those in positions of governmental authority or 

industrial influence should be held accountable in some way for decisions they made, 

or behaviors they engaged in, that may have helped lead to the financial crash.  I 

suggest that the rhetorical effect of this was a relative affirmation of the economic 

status quo, which amounted to an overall privileging of conservative free-market 

discourse and policymaking that lined up with the economic agenda of the Republican 

Party’s platform and political leadership.  This, then, is why I have argued throughout 

this study that the tripartite constituency in the contemporary conservative movement 

in the United States that is made up of libertarians, business conservatives, and social 

conservatives is not as “surprising” – as U.C. Davis sociologist Fred Block once wrote 
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– as it might at first seem.
439

  Instead, members of all three constituencies share an 

economic rhetoric that prizes individualism, personal responsibility for financial 

success or failure, a tightly circumscribed system of social welfare, and a robust, 

unregulated system of free enterprise.  This shared discourse comprises for the 

Republican coalition a “community of minds,” with a rhetoric based in intellectual 

cohesion and “univocity,” especially concerning questions related to group values and 

beliefs.
440

 

Moreover, when it is necessary to persuade group members to desired points of 

view, the presence of this community of minds makes this task is not only possible, 

but likely.  This, then, helps to explain why, when the recession hit in 2008, and the 

validity of the unregulated capitalism was thrown into doubt, the fall into disrepute 

was really quite temporary.  The Republican coalition was able to leverage a deeply 

established rhetoric that situated the free-market as the best way to defend human 

freedom; encourage individual innovation; reward personal effort; and solve social 

problems.  Thus, when the Obama stimulus package – among other things – only 

proved strong enough to stave off a major recession, but was insufficient to restore 

robust economic growth, free-market discourse, which has had discursive power in the 

United States since at least the late 1970s, re-surfaced again with renewed legitimacy.  

The clerical language and argumentative patterns I have presented in this study are 

evidence of this fact.   
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Of course, the fact that pastors in this study used language that (probably 

unconsciously) endorsed methodological individualism, along with the mores of the 

Protestant work ethic, as a means for explaining the roots of the recession and the 

means for solving it, too, does not alone resolve the question.  There is more to the 

story.  First, there is the question of whether the ministers’ lay audience does, in 

general, share the economic arguments their clergy espoused.  I suggest that they 

probably do, for the following reasons.  First, as I noted both in the introduction and in 

Chapter Two, evangelicals vote overwhelmingly for candidates who support a free-

market policy agenda.  And while it is true that these same politicians are usually also 

socially conservative, the study I have presented here reveals that evangelical leaders 

also engage rhetoric that supports unfettered capitalism along with personal 

responsibility for economic success or failure.  Moreover, Glenn H. Utter and James 

L. True have studied whether evangelical churchgoers trust and follow the points of 

view espoused by their clergy, as opposed to members of more mainline 

congregations.  “Mainline laity are less accepting of pastoral leadership than 

evangelicals, and thus evangelical pastors can rely more confidently on their claim to 

have biblical sanction for their social and political pronouncements,”  the wrote.  

“Evangelical clergy are also in greater agreement with their congregations on political 

matters than are mainline clergy.”
441

  Thus, while mainline clergy – like the ones I 

highlighted in Chapter Four – might actually be more liberal than the members of their 

congregations, there is good reason to believe that members of evangelical 
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congregations share the systems of belief, and so likely the rhetoric and narrative 

framing patterns, of their pastors. 

 I further suggest that free-market discourse derives power through the fact that 

it carries rhetorical resonance across political constituencies and social spheres.  In 

Chapter One, I explained that resonance is the rhetorical idea that people with 

different worldviews sometimes become linked together through using language and 

arguments that sound very much the same.  “In the acoustical sense, feelings and 

emotions [become] prolonged and intensified by tapping into sympathetic vibrations,” 

wrote Jonathan L. Walton in his essay “Onward Christian Soldiers:  Race, Religion, 

and Nationalism in Post-Civil Rights America.”  “In terms of conservative… 

discourse, the sympathetic vibrations come in the form of cultural familiarity – that 

which has always been, just is, and should always be.”
442

  I have used this 

understanding of resonance to argue throughout this study that conservative economic 

discourse is linked together through its traditionalist impulse.  For example, in Chapter 

Two, I described how the economic rhetoric of thinkers like Friedrich von Hayek and 

Milton Friedman was very similar to that of the contemporary evangelicals I studied, 

even though neither Hayek nor Friedman identified as a conservative Christian.  

During the recession years I studied, conservative Christian economic rhetoric 

emphasized the virtues of individualism and hard work, along with the necessity of 

limiting the growth of the social welfare state as a means for assuring prosperity, in 
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much the same way as was true of Hayek and Friedman in their speeches and writings.  

Indeed, Friedman, along with his wife Rose, wrote in their book Free to Choose, that 

welfare programs enacted deep indignities on their recipients, because “many of the 

people now dependent on them would have become self-reliant individuals instead of 

wards of the state” had these programs never been created.
443

  For the Friedmans the 

“much more humane” thing for government to do would be to force low-income 

individuals to accept any job that was available, even if it happened to be “low-paying, 

unattractive work.”
 444

  These words were deeply resonant with those offered by many 

pastors in my study, including those of Robert Emmitt, Pastor of Community Bible 

Church in San Antonio.  Emmitt, recall, told his audience that each had a marketable 

skill that could easily be put to use, from working as a janitor in a building, to greeting 

customers at Wal-Mart, to scooping poop.
445

  Thus, while Christians – as I showed in 

Chapter One – initially struggled with the question of how best to respond to the 

questions raised by the Civil Rights movement and the structural inequalities and 

obvious economic indignities it made manifest, by the time of the Great Recession, 

evangelical discourse had embraced discursive framing patterns that endorsed hard 

work for overcoming financial strife, and private systems of charity for reaching needy 

populations. 

In sum, I argue that as this traditionalist free-market rhetoric has moved 

through social spheres and across public spaces, it has gained resonance and firmly 
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established itself as the accepted discourse among the conservative community of 

minds in the United States.  The theory of Chaim Perelman and Lucie-Olbrechts 

Tyteca, as I have applied it throughout this study, underscores this claim.  So does the 

theory of Michel Foucault, in particular his theory of discourse, and how discourse 

works to create and re-inscribe systems of power.  For Foucault, truth, morality, and 

meaning were all created through discourse.  Without delving too deeply into his 

work, one of Foucault’s most crucial insights about discourse (or forms of 

knowledge), was that our collective ways of knowing and understanding the world 

move through and across social spaces (in much the same way as I have described is 

true of rhetorical resonance) and, in so doing, amass hegemonic power.  That is, as 

individuals we internalize and so normalize discourses.  Narratives thus take on a kind 

of dominant status, the truth of which we then begin to live out unconsciously.  We 

behave according to social norms and rules; prescriptive and proscribed ways of 

being.
446

  For Foucault, this amounted to the modern exercise of power – an 

“interactive network of shifting and changing relations among and between 

individuals, groups, institutions and structures.”
447

  

I cannot say with certainty whether free-market discourse has yet achieved the 

kind of hegemonic power that Foucault described in his work; whether or not we, as 

individuals, feel necessarily compelled to be personally responsible for every financial 

outcome in life, and to eschew social safety net programs that might make economic 
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life easier or more just.  On some level, I think that many of us do, at least in the 

United States.  More narrowly, I think the evidence I have presented in this study 

suggests that free-market discourse does circulate inside conservative constituencies in 

the ways Foucault described.  Moreover, I argue that this has a strong structuring 

effect on their behaviors and systems of belief.  This, after all, was precisely Thomas 

Frank’s complaint about non-elite religious voters in What’s the Matter with Kansas?  

My effort in this dissertation has been to offer some explanation for why this 

population might engage in the behaviors that Frank described, and I have looked for 

answers in the discursive realm.  I argue that their behavior makes sense given the 

rhetoric they use and find persuasive, even if it remains frustrating to thinkers like 

Frank. 

Finally, the rhetoric of the free market has almost certainly changed how we 

understand and apply meaning to the word “community.”  To me, this is, perhaps, the 

biggest – and most condemnable – effect of this changed discourse, especially when it 

comes to communities of faith.  In Chapter One, I described how conservatism, 

especially religious conservatism, in the United States used to find its footing in the 

philosophy of Edmund Burke.  Burke, of course, insisted on a kind of tempered 

individualism, one that was built on a sense of commitment to generations present, 

past and future.
448

  One cannot feel this kind of reverence to others and not also feel a 

sense of community.  However, the ideas of Burke are no longer controlling in the 

contemporary conservative movement in the United States, even among evangelical 
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adherents.  As I noted above, conservative Protestants have now moved to embrace a 

free-market ideology more in line with Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman.  

Sometimes, as with men like Paul Weyrich, Jerry Falwell, and Pat Robertson, the link 

has been direct.  Other times it has been more implicit.  But in either case, evangelical 

economic rhetoric now more often emphasizes individualism, personal responsibility 

for financial success or failure, and the virtues of laissez-faire, than it does community 

or a sense of obligation to others. 

I suggest that it was precisely this bereft sense of community, this empty call to 

duty, which made this discourse sound so strange when it came from the pulpits of so 

many churches over the course of my research.  After all, the timing of my study was 

not a moment of economic boom, but rather one of cataclysm – the worst financial 

climate since the Great Depression.  But not even this fact could interrupt the 

dominant rhetorics of laissez-faire capitalism, and personal responsibility for 

economic success or failure.  As the rhetorician James Arnt Aune wrote in 2001, long 

before the Great Recession, “[free-market] economic rhetoric has been allowed to 

trump the moral and cultural meanings of community, nature, [and] work (emphasis 

his).”
449

  I suggest that this study has shown that this meaning has only frayed more 

since the time of Aune’s writing.  Given this, if we cannot even look to churches as 

spaces of safety and community, even during times of national economic catastrophe, 

where can we look?  If even religious institutions will persist in advancing a rhetoric 
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that insists that individuals can and should always do better, and are always to blame 

when their lives fall apart, to where are the broken and bankrupt supposed to go?
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This study takes as its aim identifying and explaining the rhetorical resonance 

between the economic discourse of evangelical conservatives, on the one hand, and 

libertarian and business conservatives, on the other.  In this short methodological 

appendix, I will broadly sketch my research procedures and, especially, the theory of 

rhetoric with which I most fully engaged during my study.  In developing my analysis, 

I considered the work of many scholars in the field of discourse and rhetoric, including 

Michel Foucault, Kenneth Burke, James Arnt Aune, Celeste Michelle Condit, Gerard 

Hauser, and Sonja Foss, among others.  Of particular interest to me was the work of 

Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca and the approach they developed in their 

book, The New Rhetoric.  In this book, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca argued that 

studies of rhetoric should extend beyond the examination of pure logical reasoning, in 

order to consider questions of values and belief.  The authors further suggested that 

these questions of values and belief should be conceived of as argumentative 

propositions about how things ought to be, rather than as static pictures about the 

world as it already is.
450

  Perelman’s and Olbrecht-Tyteca’s rhetorical approach is thus 

nicely suited for a study of evangelical discourse, because it provides a framework for 

finding and analyzing the belief and value claims at work in the sermons included in 

this study.  

                                                 
450

 Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, The New Rhetoric: A Treatise in Argumentation, 66, 74-79. 



251 

 

 

 

With limited exceptions, I found all of the sermons that I analyzed through 

relying on a website built and maintained by the Hartford Institute for Religious 

Research.  This site includes a catalogue of megachurches in the United States, a list 

that the Hartford Institute regularly updates in order to keep it current.
451

  I did not 

choose to follow so-called megachurches because I mean to argue they necessarily 

represent the best place for exploring the contours of evangelical economic rhetoric, 

but rather because the Hartford site provided a uniform place from which I could draw 

data.  Indeed, smaller evangelical congregations may privilege different kinds of 

economic arguments than the ones I found in my research, and so this necessarily 

constitutes an important limitation to this work.  To find sermons for my study, I 

began by trying to randomly sample sermons from every third church listed on the 

site’s “by state” listing, as many megachurches post audio mp3 or video streams of 

their weekly services.  However, this approach quickly became unworkable, as I found 

that some of these churches either did not have a web page at all, or else posted only a 

limited number of sermons for public access.  This meant that I had to become more 

deliberate in the way I found sermons to study, even as I still tried to pay close 

attention to achieving good geographical diversity.
452

  In the end, I would not describe 

my sermon sample as random, but rather think it represents a carefully culled 

convenience sample.   
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In selecting sermons, I paid special attention to make sure that I chose 

messages that were likely to have economic themes, and I found these kinds of 

sermons based on their titles or else on the Bible passages that were listed next to the 

sermon title.  Finally, for a church to be included in my study, it had to publicly affirm 

(usually found in its statement of faith) a belief that the text of the Bible is divinely 

inspired and so always authoritative.  Indeed, the vast majority of the churches I 

studied used language that declared the Bible to be the “infallible Word of God, and 

the supreme and final authority on all matters upon which it teaches,” or something 

very similar to this.
453

  I chose this as my key selection criteria because, as Robert 

Putnam and David Campbell wrote in their book Amazing Grace, the doctrine of 

Biblical authority represents “the very bedrock of evangelical theory.”
454

  A small 

number of churches were excluded from my study because I could find no such 

statement of faith. 

I also included in my study many sermons from the first church that I began to 

follow, San Clemente Presbyterian Church, which is a large church, although it does 

not yet qualify as a megachurch.
455

  In all, I listened to 101 sermons, plus nearly every 
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Sunday message preached at San Clemente Presbyterian over the past three years.
456

  I 

did this as a way to develop an “ear” for evangelical homiletic rhetoric.  Even so, I do 

not argue that my sample covers the entire swath of evangelical thought when it comes 

to economic issues in the United States today.  Evangelicalism is an exceptionally 

creative and fluid movement – even as it is difficult to define – as the large spectrum 

of scholarship on this religious group shows.  Given this, my intention throughout this 

study has been to reveal some of the most consistent narratives and themes found 

inside the sample that I have drawn, and then to make links between this discourse and 

other important discourses as is possible. 

Section One:  Sermons as forms of Rhetoric
457

 

 Obviously, the sermons collected in this sample have never been amalgamated 

in such a way before.  But my intent in the dissertation was not to try to replicate 

exactly, or to a full extent, any of the preachers’ words for the reader.  Instead, I set 

about offering a systematic assessment of the meaning that underscored the pastors’ 
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main argumentative claims, using the techniques of rhetorical analysis and rhetorical 

criticism.  While the sermons I included in this study represent a rather small sample 

of evangelical preacherly discourse, and even if this discourse is narrowed to include 

only financial issues, I still think that it can reveal something significant about how 

conservative economic theory proliferates in the United States today. 

 As I indicated in the introduction, some might suggest that my concentration 

on pastoral rhetoric represents a perspective that is too parochial and exclusive to be 

able to determine very much about the economic language of most evangelicals, let 

alone predict the political preferences of this constituency.  However, I think the 

findings of the Pew Research Center’s polling that I have noted in several instances in 

this dissertation, and repeat again now, suggest that many evangelicals do share a 

discourse that favors a conservative approach to economic policymaking, at least 

somewhat.  According to Pew, in the 2010 midterm election, “white Protestants… 

voted for Republicans over Democrats in their congressional districts by a 69 percent-

to-28 percent margin.”
458

  In the 2012 presidential election, “nearly eight-in-ten white 

evangelical Protestants voted for Romney (79 percent), compared with 20 percent who 

backed Obama. Romney received as much support from evangelical voters as George 

W. Bush did in 2004 (79 percent) and more support from evangelicals than McCain 

did in 2008 (73 percent).”
459

  More important, as both St. Augustine and Susan Friend 

Harding have explained, ministers significantly influence how believers interpret the 

world they world they inhabit, and help to determine the language they use when 
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speaking about this world.
460

  Conservative Protestants often replicate the language 

and arguments they hear from their clergy.  This means that through studying the 

language of an admittedly small – but still influential – group of people, pastors, we 

can come to understand something about the words and worldviews of a larger 

constituency; in this case, conservative Protestant believers and voters. 

 Preaching, as with most forms of rhetoric, offers its audience the chance for 

critical reflection.  Rhetorical theory suggests that such moments of reflection are 

created through the concepts of “kairos,” which has to do with timing; audience; and 

invention.
461

  Rhetorical kairos characterizes both the time and the place – the 

atmosphere – in which a speech event takes place.  For the most part, the kairos of 

each sermon included in this study was the economic downturn of the years 2008 

forward, although this fact was not always mentioned in the sermons I listened to.  

Audience refers to those who have gathered to hear a particular speech, both present 

and imagined.  Invention describes how a rhetor develops a speech (or sermon), 

especially as it comes to the appeals a speaker chooses to employ, as well as to how 

these appeals are placed throughout a text.  I will now turn to explicate more fully 

each of these key terms.   

Section Two:  Kairos 

 As I noted earlier, the overarching kairos of the sermons included in this study 

is the economic recession of the years 2008—forward.  Nonetheless, the kairos of each 
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sermon also included the more mundane fact that each was delivered as part of a 

weekly, (usually) Sunday church service.  Financial downturn or not, these evangelical 

services would have gone on, and a sermon would have been given.  Whether or not 

the economic crisis made economic messages more or less likely is unclear; in some 

cases it appears obviously so, as with the sermons discussed in Chapter Two by Andy 

Stanley and Bill Hybels.  Both Stanley and Hybels directly addressed the recession in 

their messages, and prompted their congregations to draw specific lessons from the 

experience of financial distress.  But the connection to the recession was not always as 

clear throughout the sample.  For example, on May 10, 2010, Jeff Allem preached a 

sermon at Calvary Fellowship Church in Downingtown, Pennsylvania called 

“Submission – Home, Work, World.”  In this message, Allem exhorted his listeners to 

believe that “the key to life is found through patient toil, patient work, even when it 

seems like there is no reward in work at all, nor hope that there will ever be,” without 

specifically mentioning the recession at all.
462

 

  As a concept, kairos refers both to the “right time” and the “right measure.”
463

  

This idea suggests that rhetors must intuit when it is best to speak, as opposed to when 

it is best to stay silent, as well as be able to discern how soft or sharp an argument to 

make.  Thus, the kairos of an argument often meets with its invention.  For example, 

some pastors seemed to press hard in claims that carry longstanding ideological 

backing and also seem easy to talk about, like the necessity of hard work; but then 
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went easier on more delicate topics, like the perils of debt.  “We don’t like to talk 

about money in our society,” San Clemente Presbyterian’s Reverend Tod Bolsinger 

said.  “It’s too intimate.  We get uncomfortable.  I don’t like to talk about it either.”
464

  

As Bolsinger’s words revealed, the kairos of rhetoric helps to develop a means for 

speakers to offer “appeals that advise [listeners] about belief and conduct in a 

particular case… [often through using] appeals designed through an intersection 

between ideas and [shared] experiences.”
465

  In fact, developing successful 

instersubjectivity between speaker and audience is crucial to successful rhetoric. 

Section Three:  Audience 

In The New Rhetoric, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca wrote that the main 

purpose of all argumentation (and sermons are arguments at heart) is to gain “the 

adherence of minds.”
466

   This idea suggests that pastors give sermons as a way to earn 

the assent of their audience-congregants to particular beliefs, which is crucial to 

understanding one aspect of how the relationship between ministers and their “people” 

function.  Clergy gain rhetorical authority as congregations embrace the merits of their 

message.  Furthermore, persuasion is impossible unless listeners are willing to 

contemplate the oratorical appeals that are presented.  Given this, rhetorical criticism 

almost always considers how an audience shapes the composition of a text, or else 

seeks to gauge how an audience has responded to a text that has been presented for 

consideration.  This understanding of rhetoric is evident in Perlman’s and Olbrechts-
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Tyteca’s idea that “it is in terms of an audience that an argumentation develops” 

(italics theirs).
467

  Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca thus insisted that most rhetors 

consistently adapt their arguments to align with those frames of reference and systems 

of belief that they already know they hold in common with their audience.  “In 

argumentation,” the authors explain, “the important thing is not knowing what the 

speaker regards as true or important, but knowing the views of those he is 

addressing.”
468

  It is through building camaraderie and trust with an audience that 

persuasion is able to occur.   

Speakers are usually also members of the audience they address – a helpful 

fact that makes persuasion all the more likely, and something which is almost always 

true of pastors and their congregations.  Shared value systems between the two groups 

entrench particular moral outlooks and frames of reference.
469

  Shared language 

creates a thriving sense of social affinity, which eventually yields “an effective 

community of minds.”
470

  Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca held that until such a 

community of minds is present, no real audience exists, and so neither does any real 

chance for argumentation or possible persuasion.  A speaker must intimately 

                                                 
467
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succeed in persuasion, or even to have such an intention” (ibid., 24-25.).  
469
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understand her audience before she can attempt to convince its members.  In fact, 

Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca argued that it was more important for speakers to 

appreciate their audiences’ mindsets, than it was to develop especially pithy or 

insightful messages.  When speakers fail to assess accurately their hearers’ beliefs or 

extant value systems, they wrote, they will usually fail to offer appeals that their 

listeners might find persuasive, compelling – even reasonable.  Given this, one might 

logically conclude that the starting and ending points of argumentation are actually the 

same.  That is, wrote Miriam Perkins, “a ‘community of minds’ is both the beginning 

place of argumentation and its desired outcome.”
471

   

A note about the population comprising the evangelical audience 

 Defining the conservative Protestant population in the United States is hardly 

an easy task.  As I noted earlier, evangelicalism is a highly complex religion and social 

movement, with porous boundaries.
472

  Moreover, many large, nondenominational 

churches do not have formal membership rolls, a fact which means that scholars and 

analysts of these congregations can only estimate about the population’s size and 

demographics.
473

  Nonetheless, demographic data collected by The Pew Forum on 

Religion and Public Life suggested the following:  Just more than 26 percent of the 

American population identifies with the label “evangelical.”  Of this 26 percent, 81 

percent are non-Hispanic whites.  Fifty-three percent are female; 47 percent male.  In 

terms of income, 34 percent of evangelicals earn less than $30,000 dollars per year, 
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and another 24 percent earn between $30,000 and $49,999.  Even so, 13 percent make 

over $100,000 per year.  And, 50 percent of evangelical churches in the United States 

are in the South, while only ten percent are in the Northeast.
474

 

 As I indicated earlier, for purposes of this study, I identified as an evangelical 

church – and so an evangelical congregation – those places of worship that affirmed a 

belief that the Bible is inerrant, or at least inspired by God, and so worthy of utmost 

worldly authority.  Other tenets of faith that are essential to conservative Protestantism 

include the notion that eternal salvation comes from Jesus Christ alone; that humans 

are inherently sinful and in need of divine grace and redemption; and that it is possible 

for individual people to have a personal relationships with God, and so to discern his 

will for their life.
475

  In preparing this analysis, I paid attention to how each of these 

beliefs seemed to take shape in the messages evangelical clergy gave about economic 

issues. 

Section Four:  Invention 

 Rhetorical invention has to do with how ideas are applied to particular 

situations, and with how rhetors deploy creativity to make argumentative appeals.  In 

the main analytical chapters of this dissertation, I deeply considered the inventive 

aspects of the sermons I heard, in order to draw conclusions about how evangelical 

ministers talk about pecuniary issues.  I specifically analyzed how these pastoral 
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appeals fit with other economic discourses and, where appropriate, suggested what 

made some appeals compelling and others, less so.   

 Most pastors included in this study relied on one of three inventive frames.  

The first type emphasized narratives based in “quasi-logical” claims.  The second type 

attempted to define for hearers a preferred “structure of reality.”  And the last sought 

to establish a new way of thinking – a new “structure of reality.”  Quasi-logical 

appeals aim to expose contradiction and, especially, argumentative incompatibility.
476

  

Incompatibilities in argument “oblige one to make a choice between at least two 

seemingly incongruent beliefs, wrote Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca.
477

  Arguments 

based on the structure of reality typically begin with “accepted judgments” about the 

way the world is between a speaker and her audience, and then broaden to include 

appeals a speaker “wishes to promote.”
478

  Common forms of this argumentative 

strategy include claims based in “sequential relations” such as cause and effect; 

elaborations of ends and means; examinations of the futility of waste (and wasted 

effort); and arguments of direction or unlimited development (the slippery slope).
479

  

Of particular importance for the evangelical audience in this regard are arguments that 

draw links between “the person and his acts” and “the group and its members.”
480

  

This is because conservative Christians fervently believe in the idea of a public 

                                                 
476

 Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, The New Rhetoric: A Treatise in Argumentation, 195. 
477

 Ibid., 197. 
478

 Ibid., 261. 
479

 Ibid., 263, 63-92. 
480

 Ibid., 293, 321. 



262 

 

 

 

witness – or the notion that their very lives stand as organic arguments that will either 

attract or repel others to come to shared faith.     

 Finally, argumentative frames that seek to “establish the structure of reality” 

are deployed when speakers want to encourage listeners to embrace a new way of 

seeing things.  These appeals most often take the form of illustrations, personal 

examples, and individual narratives.  These kinds of claims also tend to appear in 

arguments where a speaker hopes to foster new agreement about the meaning or 

significance of an event.  In evangelical sermons, Bible passages and Biblical 

examples are often used as a means for pastors to “make generalizations possible,” a 

key function in arguments that seek to structure reality, and so serve as models for 

good behavior.
481

   

 The empirical portion of this dissertation revealed how each of these framing 

devices worked throughout the sample of sermons I studied.  Moreover, some sermons 

relied on several different inventive approaches.  For example, some pastors tried to 

structure new realities through encouraging their congregations to pay less attention to 

the catastrophic effects of the recession, and to re-focus instead on how the financial 

downturn actually represented an opportunity for changing individual habits to 

become more financially secure.  These same messages also often included quasi-

logical claims that underscored the godliness of wealth, and the benefits being a wise 

financial steward.  This was the case in the following remarks made by Dave Ramsey, 

in a guest sermon at Willow Creek Church in Chicago, in early 2009: 

                                                 
481

 Ibid., 350. 



263 

 

 

 

I hear… people say sometimes, “All those rich people are miserable.”  

Bull.  Huh-uh.  (audience laughter)  Now I’m not shallow enough 

theologically or philosophically to suggest to you that money’s gonna 

make you happy.  It will not make you happy.  As a matter of fact, it 

will make you more of what you are.  If you’re miserable, you will 

become amazingly miserable.  If you’re a jerk, you’ll become a large 

jerk.  It makes you more of what you are.
482

 

 

With this insight, Ramsey seemed to argue that no contradiction existed between 

seeking wealth, and seeking godliness.  Instead, money is merely a magnifier – “it 

makes you more of what you [already] are.”  This appeal thus framed prosperity in in 

terms that privileged personal responsibility, personal character, and personal choice.  

Moreover, it allowed Ramsey to avoid worrying about the problems of structural 

inequality or to consider how individual economic privilege makes financial stability 

easier for some people to achieve and maintain, than others.  Instead, he highlighted 

the role and responsibility of the atomized individual for attaining monetary success, 

and insisted that his “financial rules” would work equally well for all people, across all 

income groups.  This rhetorical strategy was very common throughout the sample of 

sermons I heard. 
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List of Sermons Included 

Map of States Included
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Name of 

Church 
Name of Sermon Pastor Name State 

1 
Church of the 

Highlands 

Financial Peace on Earth -- 

Part Three 
Chris Hodges Ala. 

2 
Church of the 

Highlands  

Financial Peace on Earth -- 

Part One 
Chris Hodges Ala. 

3 
Church of the 

Highlands  

Financial Peace on Earth -- 

Part Two 
Chris Hodges Ala. 

4 
First Baptist 

Church 
Be Wise With Wealth Jay Wolf Ala. 

5 

Central 

Christian 

Church 

What if: God Were Your 

Financial Advisor 
Cal Jernigan Ariz. 

6 

Central 

Christian 

Church 

What if: You were Able to 

Live Debt Free 
Cal Jernigan Ariz. 

7 

Central 

Christian 

Church 

What if: Money were No 

Object 
Cal Jernigan Ariz. 

8 

Central 

Christian 

Church 

What if Giving Came Easily Cal Jernigan Ariz. 

9 

Grace 

Community 

Church 

Kingdom Economics 
Darryl 

DelHousaye 
Ariz. 

10 
Fellowship 

Bible Church  
Profile of a Sluggard Mark Henry Ark. 

11 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
Believing and Choosing Scott Scruggs Calif. 

12 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
Make it all About Money John Ortberg Calif. 

13 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
Financial Freedom John Ortberg Calif. 

14 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
God's Heart for the Poor John Ortberg Calif. 

15 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
Because Justice Matters Kevin Kim Calif. 

16 
Menlo Park 

Presbyterian 
The Power of Greed Kevin Kim Calif. 

17 
Saddleback 

Church 

The Five Foundations of 

Financial Freedom 
Rick Warren Calif. 

18 
Saddleback 

Church 
Set Free From Me Rick Warren Calif. 
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19 

San Clemente 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Raised Down to Earth Tod Bolsinger Calif. 

21 

San Clemente 

Presbyterian 

Church 

When What's in Your Hand 

Gets in Your Way 
Tod Bolsinger Calif. 

22 

San Clemente 

Presbyterian 

Church 

The Most Personal Matters Tod Bolsinger Calif. 

23 

San Clemente 

Presbyterian 

Church 

God is the Boss of You Tod Bolsinger Calif. 

24 
The Next Level 

Church 
Money Brian Gray Colo. 

25 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Momentum: Our Financial 

Peace Declaration 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

26 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

On Location Part 1: Head 

Count 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

27 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

On Location Part 3: Shine Andy Stanley Ga. 

28 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

On Location Part 4: Road Trip Andy Stanley Ga. 

29 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

On Location Part 2: Being 

There 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

30 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Recovery Road Part 1: We the 

People  
Andy Stanley Ga. 

31 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Recovery Road Part 2: Taking 

Inventory 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

32 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Recovery Road Part 4: 

Declaration of Dependence 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

33 
North Point  

Comm. Church  

Recovery Road Part 5:The 

Spending Crisis 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

34 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Recovery Road Part 6: Entitled  Andy Stanley Ga. 
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35 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

Recovery Road Part 3:The 

Credibility Factor 
Andy Stanley Ga. 

36 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

The Immeasurable Life Part 1: 

Immeasurably More 
Joel Thomas Ga. 

37 

North Point 

Community 

Church  

The Almighty Dollar and the 

Almighty God  
Mike Minter Ga. 

38 

Cole 

Community 

Church 

A Believer's View of Work Jackson Cramer Ida 

39 
Evangelical 

Free Church 

Lie #4: Money Equals 

Happiness 
Rick Wagner Ill. 

40 
Willow Creek 

Church 
Recession Lessons Bill Hybels Ill. 

41 
Willow Creek 

Church 
Enough Dave Ramsey Ill. 

42 
Willow Creek 

Church 
In God We Trust Andy Stanley Ill. 

43 The Chapel 
God's wisdom on Money, Part 

6 
Rick Hawks Ind. 

44 The Chapel 
God's Wisdom on Money, Part 

9 
Rick Hawks Ind 

45 
Third Church, 

Pella, Iowa 

Creation --The Story of God, 

The Story of Us 
Jason Nelson Iowa 

46 
Olathe Bible 

Church 
Invest Generously 

Carl & John 

Blackburn (Joint 

Sermon) 

Kan. 

47 

Southeast 

Christian 

Church 

Where Should it Go 
Dave Stone and 

Bob Russell 

Ky./ 

Ind 

48 

Southeast 

Christian 

Church 

Ownership Rights Kyle Idleman 
Ky./ 

Ind 

49 

Southeast 

Christian 

Church 

On the Job Dave Stone 
Ky./ 

Ind. 

50 Healing Place  Lessons in Crisis Brady Boyd La. 

51 

Covenant Life 

Church, 

Gaithersburg 

The Good Recession, Part One Joshua Harris Md. 

52 Grace Chapel Good Work Bryan Wilkerson Mass. 
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53 

Central 

Weslyan 

Church 

Can I Be Trusted with Money? 

The Story of the 10 Apples 
Lynn Bruce Mich. 

54 
Northridge 

Church 

It's A Wonderful Life… Be 

Generous 
Brad Powell Mich 

55 
Bethlehem 

Baptist Church 
What is the Recession For John Piper Minn. 

56 
Pinelake 

Church 
Giving up Ownership Gene Henderson Miss. 

57 
Capefirst 

Church  
Money Matters Part I Gary Brothers Miss. 

58 
Capefirst 

Church  
Money Matters Part II Gary Brothers Miss. 

59 
Capefirst 

Church  
Money Matters Part III Gary Brothers Miss. 

60 Lifegate  
Hit the Road "No More To A 

Guilty Conscience 
Les Beauchamp Neb. 

61 Lifegate  
Hit the Road "Learning to Say 

No More" 
Les Beauchamp Neb. 

62 

Manchester 

Christian 

Church 

Giving, Not getting Bo Chancey N.H. 

63 

Manchester 

Christian 

Church 

It's His, Not Mine Bo Chancey N.H. 

64 
Fellowowhip 

Baptist Church 
Kingdom Finances 

Brennan 

Coughlin 
N.J. 

65 
Faith Christian 

Family Church 
The Principle of First Fruits David Swann N.M. 

66 
Forest Hill 

Church 
Live to Give, Give to Live David Chadwick N.C. 

67 Bethel Church 
Our Financial Peace 

Declaration 

Matthew St. 

John 
N.D. 

  
   

68 
Cuyahoga 

Valley Church 
Fear Not Part I Rick Duncan Ohio 

69 
Cuyahoga 

Valley Church 
Fear Not Part II Rick Duncan Ohio 

70 
Morningstar 

Church 
Worshipping in the Workplace Scott Nelson Ore. 

71 

Calvary 

Fellowship 

Church 

Submission-Home, Work, 

World 
Jeff Allem Penn. 
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72 Grace Church Confrontation With Grace Mark Bailey S.C. 

73 Grace Church An Act of Worship Bill White S.C. 

74 

Celebrate 

Community 

Church 

What's in Your Wallet -- Week 

One 
Keith Loy S.D. 

75 

Celebrate 

Community 

Church 

What's in Your Wallet -- Week 

Two 
Keith Loy S.D. 

76 

Celebrate 

Community 

Church 

What's in Your Wallet -- Week 

Three 
Keith Loy S.D. 

77 

Celebrate 

Community 

Church 

What's in Your Wallet -- Week 

Four 
Keith Loy S.D. 

78 
Beltway Park 

Baptist Church 
Grace of Giving David McQueen Texas 

79 
Beltway Park 

Baptist Church 
Money, Money David McQueen Texas 

80 
Community 

Bible Church 

God's Miraculous Plan of 

Economy 
Rober Emmitt Texas 

81 
Cornerstone 

Chapel 

Malachai--On Matters of 

Marriage and Money 
Gary Hamrick Va. 

82 

Fairfax 

Community 

Church 

Recovery Begins With Me Rod Stafford Va. 

83 

Fairfax 

Community 

Church 

Addicted to Spending Rod Stafford Va. 

84 

Fairfax 

Community 

Church 

Financial Integrity Rod Stafford Va. 

85 

Fairfax 

Community 

Church 

Dealing With Entitlements Rod Stafford Va. 

86 
First Christian 

Church 
Spending Less Eric Atcheson Wash. 

87 
Mars Hill 

Church 
Parable  of the Rich Fool Mark Driscoll Wash. 

88 
Mars Hill 

Church 

The Parable of the Dishonest 

Manager 
Mark Driscoll Wash. 

89 
Mars Hill 

Church 

Jesus on Money, Idolatry, and 

Comedy 
Mark Driscoll Wash. 

     



270 

 

 

 

90 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is a Gift George Hinman Wash. 

91 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Hard Ryan Church Wash. 

92 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Eternal George Hinman Wash. 

93 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Common George Hinman Wash. 

94 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Ministry George Hinman Wash. 

95 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Inspired Bruce Baker Wash. 

96 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Purposeful George Hinman Wash. 

97 

University 

Presbyterian 

Church 

Work is Transforming George Hinman Wash. 

98 
Capitol Hill 

Baptist Church 

The Financial Breakdown: A 

Spiritual Diagnosis 
Henry Forums D.C. 

99 

Christ the Rock 

Community 

Church 

Who's the Boss? 
Mitch 

Lautenslager 
Wisc. 

100 

Christ the Rock 

Community 

Church 

Helps & Hinderances to 

Growth, Part One 
Bill Lenz Wisc. 

101 
Door Creek 

Church 

How to Find Comfort When 

Bankrupt 
Marc Maillefer Wisc. 

102 

Highland Park 

Community 

Church 

ThanksLiving Milo Miller Wyo. 

 

  

2
6
5
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