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Foreword, 1992 Edition

I felt honored when asked to write the introduction for the republica-
tion of this book, chiefly because it allowed me to repay a debt. Religion
and Capitalism: Allies, Not Enemies was one of the initial texts that
introduced me to the possibility of integrating liberalism, classically
understood, with Christianity.

In retrospect, it seems providential that I received this book from a
friend who knew of my struggle to integrate my Christian beliefs
with what was then my newly discovered philosophy of ¢Cconomic
liberty. This friend was not a man of faith and did not believe the
integration 1 sought was possible. In fact, when I took the book down
from its venerated place in my library to read it anew for this
introduction, T saw its inscription: ‘‘Robert—‘and never the twain
shall meet’—so good fuck. E.”’

But the twain have met. Since that time, almost two decades ago, 1
have worked extensively with others who are skeptical of any alliance
between religion and the free economy. Presently, I direct my efforts
at clergy and laity to help them appreciate the moral basis of the
market economy through the programs of Acton Institute for the
Study of Religion and Liberty. I gladly confess that the earlicst seeds
of the idea for the Acton Institute were planted in my mind when I
first read this book.

Think of how dramatically different the world was when Ed Opitz
sat down to write this book in the late 1960s. At that time a great
cultural and social shift was taking place in world history, second
perhaps only to the Industrial Revolution. The “God is Dead™
movement was in its heyday and the most base forms of collectivism
were on the rise. Each of these, in its own way, strengthened the
division between religion and free human associations.

The form of Christian socialism that would become Liberation
Theology was so new that it wasn’t yet named. But Ed knew enough
about the trajectory of certain philosophical principles that he re-
markably anticipated and identified that nascent theological and
economic aberration in his discussion of Christian socialism. The
chapter, **Christian Socialism: A Profile’” remains a classic examina-
tion of the fundamental issues involved in the religious confusion
with politics, and aptly describes the mistakes in what would later
emerge as Liberation Theology. He says,



*“The methods of religion are not the methods of politics. Religion
renews and elevates society by enhancing the quality of personal life,
by recalling men to a true sense of what it means to be human, by
quickening the individual conscience, by increasing our sensitivity to
the full range of our environment. But some churchmen are tempted
to short-circuit this process. They come to believe that if they can
only control, or at least guide, affairs of state by manipulating the
political machinery, religion can make its weight felt directly in
human affairs—even though men themselves remain unregenerate.””

It is saying a great deal about a book to argue that after more than
two decades it not only ought to be republished, but also that it may
be without substantial revisions, especially when one considers what
occurred during those decades. It would be excessive to say that this
book caused all the monumental changes we have witnessed in the
intervening years, but it would not be inaccurate to say that the ideas
and moral premises upon which it rests, and which are outlined in
these pages, were responsible for those changes. When first written,
the ideas contained herein were considered absurd in many quarters
and Ed Opitz’s was a lonely voice crying out in an intelectual
wilderness. From the vantage of hindsight, we see how prescient he
in fact was. Today, the people emerging from under the yoke of
collectivism fully understand that not only is religion (Protestant,
Catholic, Moslem and Jewish) an essential part of the downfall of
tyranny, but that it also must continue to act as a benchmark toward
which their newly freed societies are oriented.

Consider how the world has changed and how anticipatory Ed
Opitz’s thoughts were when first penned. What was once accepted as
an inevitable fact of political life collapsed in a moment of time. The
utter failure of socialism surprised some of the most renowned
pundits in the land; but not, I suspect, Ed. Presently, the moral and
economic failure of collectivism is laid bare for all the world to see,
but when that case was presented in the first edition of this book
many were skeptical.

Yet, despite the demise of the Marxist incarnation of collectivism
and the manifest superiority of the free market economy from a
practical standpoint, there remain significant numbers of people who
still fail to see how a free society can be compatible with the trans-
cendent concerns of religion and morality.



It is precisely the antipathy many people feel toward the integration
of capitalism and religion, which frequently comes from a misunder-
standing of both disciplines, that makes the reappearance of this book
a happy and necessary occasion.

Those who see Christianity as a purely spiritualized religion so con-
cerned with the hereafter that the material world becomes irrelevant
(as Marx did) are not describing Christianity but gnosticism. This
Christian heresy posits a dualistic conception of the world and
teaches that there is a radical split in reality between the good and
real world of spirit and heaven, and the evil and false material order
of earthly existence. Ed confronts this confusion early in this work
when, with his usual erudition, he reminds us that moral sense can
and must be made of the physical world into which God places the
human person, which in turn renders man subject to the exigencies of
scarcity—thus to the faws of supply and demand.

There is, likewise, the danger of an excessively inflated view of
economics that is tempted to belicve that its discipline contains a
specifically moral insight into what ought to be the case in human
affairs, and this misconception is likewise tackled.

Yet, as Ed ably indicates, Christianity qua Christianity has no
specific economic model to recommend to the world any more than
economics gua economics has a specific moral model to recommend.
And this, of course, is the precise reason for and thesis of this work:
that an alliance is needed between these two disciplines whereby
those who wish to construct a world that is both prosperous and good
may study the ‘‘is’’ of liberal economics, and direct it to the
“ought’” of revealed religion.

For some forty years Bd Opitz has labored in what was a
frequently barren vineyard from his watchtower at The Foundation for
Economic Education, planting the seeds of liberty through numerous
lectures, prolific writings and by conducting a vast correspondence.
(Unknown except to a few of us was that much of this cor-
respondence was with prisoners.) Ed continued the legacy of FEE's
venerable founder, Leonard Read, in his generous erudition and
unflagging commitment to the cause of both religion and liberty.

I can only imagine that after so rich, varied, and challenging a
career how deeply satisfied Ed must feel to see so much of his life’s
work vindicated on such a grand scale. Many who read this
introduction may not know Ed personally. In thinking of how I might



communicate to you the feel of the man, some lines, penned by
a sage from another time, came to mind. In writing on the character of
a gentleman, John Henry Cardinal Newman articulates my sense and
frequent experience of Ed:

““The true gentleman . . . carefully avoids whatever may cause a
jar or a jolt in the minds of those with whom he is cast—all clashing
of opinion, or collision of feeling, all restraint, or suspicion, or
gloom, or resentment; his great concern being to make every one at
their ease and at home. He has his eyes on all his company; he is
tender towards the bashful, gentle towards the distant, and mercifui
towards the absurd; he can recollect to whom he is speaking; he
guards against unseasonable allusions, or topics which may irritate;
he is seldom prominent in conversation, and never wearisome. He
makes light of favours while he does them, and seems to be receiving
when he is conferring. He never speaks of himself except when
compelled, never defends himself by a mere retort, he has no ears for
slander or gossip, is scrupulous in imputing motives to those who
interfere with him, and interprets everything for the best. He is never
mean or little in his disputes, never takes unfair advantage, never
mistakes personalities or sharp sayings for arguments, or insinuates
evil which he dare not say out. From a long-sighted prudence, he
observes the maxim of the ancient sage, that we should ever conduct
ourselves towards our enemy as if he were one day to be our friend
... If he engages in controversy of any kind, his disciplined intellect
preserves him from the blundering discourtesy of better, perhaps, but
less educated minds; who, like blunt weapons, tear and hack instead
of cutting clean, who mistake the point in argument, waste their
strength on ftrifles, misconceive their adversary, and leave the
question more involved than they find it. He may be right or wrong
in his opinion, but he is too clear-headed to be unjust.”

This important book will give you merely the slightest sense of the
depth and breadth of this man and his intellect. His contribution to
the advancement of what may one day be a free and virtuous society
is incalculable, and will, undoubtedly, be recounted by gencrations
yet unborn.

Ad multos annos, Ed.

—ROBERT SIRICO

Paulist Father Robert Sirico is founder and president of the Acton Institute
Jor the Study of Religion and Liberty in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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Preface

THE LATE RicHARD HENrRY TAWNEY, EMINENT BRrITISH
Fabian and Laborite, delivered the Holland Memorial Lectures at
King’s College, London, in 1922. They were published in 1926 as
Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, a book which has had an
immense vogue. The Holland Lectures for 1949 were delivered by
Canon V. A. Demant, appearing three years later in book form as
Religion and the Decline of Capitalism. The present volume might
almost have been entitled Religion and the Restoration of Capital-
ism, except that the connotations I attach to the word “capitalism”
would be unacceptable to Tawney and Demant.

The confusion over terminology is well illustrated by a letter
which Demant received from George Bernard Shaw when the
1949 lecture series was announced. “Capitalism, far from decay-
ing,” writes Shaw, “has been carried to unpredecented magnitudes
in the Tennessee Valley and elsewhere, and is culminating in state
capitalism, alias communism, socialism, Fabianism. . ..” Intelligi-
ble discourse is impossible if words may be twisted to mean what-
ever the speaker wishes. Shaw, it may be inferred from the above
sentence, understands capitalism to mean large scale enterprise,
whether carried on under private or state auspices. Tawney and
Demant, both of whom are in the British Socialist tradition, accept
this dubious terminology, and add some thoughts of their own.
Capitalism, in their view, is the secular wo! id outlook that has
spread over the West since the Reformation; it is the factory
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system, the overweening pursuit of material advantage, the ero-
sion of community ties, popular government; it is a rehearsal
which sets the stage for socialism. Capitalism, in short, is the sum
total of the impediments which prevent man from building himself
a heaven on earth, and its overthrow is invested with religious
sanctions.

My understanding of capitalism is quite different. I understand
capitalism to mean the free economy, the market. Economics has
to do with the efficient allocation of the planet’s scarce goods so
that human wants are met in the order of their urgency, and with
a minimum wastage of time, energy, and resources. People’s buy-
ing habits provide the clues needed by entrepreneurs to tell them
what to produce, and in what quantities, colors, sizes, and so on.
The goods people actually produce and consume in a given era will
depend on several factors: the geographical setting, the level of
technological and related skills, popular taste, the prevailing eth-
ical code, the religious outlook. Economic habits will be altered as
these several factors change for better or worse. Their unfettered
interplay constitutes the market economy, provided—and this is
a critical proviso—the society is free.

If a society enjoys political liberty a certain pattern of economic
activity will be precipitated, depending on historical circum-
stances and the factors cited above. This pattern is capitalism, the
posture assumed by economic actions when men are free; this is
the free economy, and it doesn’t have to be made to work, it works
of its own accord unless it is prevented from functioning.

The free economy-—or economic liberty-—is an idea at the same
level of importance as free speech or freedom of the press. Now,
no one accuses the believer in free speech of endorsing gossip,
slander, or demagogic oratory. Nor is the champion of freedom of
the press accused of endorsing everything that appears in print—
unintelligible poetry, bad novels, uplift literature, socialist tracts,
pornography. But the believer in economic liberty is often accused
of defending every evil, illegal, tasteless action that occurs in the
business sector of society. The accusation is gratuitous. In point
of fact, economic liberty is justified by the same arguments, muta-
tis mutandis, that justify intellectual and religious liberty.

These, then, are some of the themes to be expanded in the pages
that follow. The book deals also with one aspect of the contempo-
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rary ecclesiastical sphere, the penchant of certain church officials
to make dubious pronouncements on economic and political issues
in the name of the Church. Christian social action, as it is called
today, has the effect of making the Church subordinate to transient
schemes for reforming society, and Christian Socialism is a contra-
diction in terms. But there are connections between Christianity
and the free economy, and it will be our task to trace them.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge my indebtedness to the authors
whose words are cited herein, and I am grateful to their publishers
who freely granted permission to quote. My best thanks also to
Mr. Theodore Lit, then senior editor of Arlington House, who
broached the idea for this book. My main debt, however, is to my
secretary, Mrs. R. H. Norrell, whose persistent nagging gradually
overcame this author’s inertia.






