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Globalization is bringing Western, market-based economies to the rest of the world, 
resulting in unprecedented economic growth and reductions in poverty. Nevertheless, 
there is reason to be concerned about the current form of global capitalism that is 
encompassing the world. Drawing on biblical anthropology, theological insights 
from virtue ethicists, and empirical evidence, this article argues that mainstream 
economics has a tendency to transform image-bearers of the triune God into self-
interested, materialistic creatures, who are not flourishing despite market-induced 
increases in their material well-being. In order to offset this deforming process, the 
article suggests formative practices for the church and the marketplace and calls 
for a research agenda that explores true human flourishing in an era of expanding 
global markets.

Introduction1

One of the primary features of globalization is the expansion of market-based 
economies from the West to the rest, creating a world that is gradually converg-
ing on a fairly common set of economic narratives, institutions, policies, and 
practices. As a result, many countries are now reaping the same benefits from 
economic growth that the West has enjoyed since the industrial revolution, not 
the least of which is a massive reduction in poverty.2 Indeed, since 1990 the 
number of people living on less than $1.90 per day—the World Bank’s poverty 
line—has declined by more than half, falling from 1.95 billion in 1990 to 896 
million in 2012.3 Furthermore, many global leaders believe that, should such 
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growth continue, it may be possible to lift the entire world above the $1.90 
poverty line by the year 2030.4

While the spread of economic growth and the unprecedented reduction in pov-
erty are remarkable accomplishments, a growing number of observers are raising 
concerns about the form of Western capitalism that is increasingly encompassing 
the globe.5 Consider that while real income per capita tripled in the United States 
between 1946 and 2014, the self-reported happiness of the average American 
actually stayed the same or declined slightly over the same period.6 Similar results 
have been found for a wide range of wealthy, poor, and transitional economies,7 
resulting in what some economists are calling the “paradox of unhappy growth.”8

In addition, a number of more objective measures of physical, social, and 
psychological health are also on the decline in the United States.9 For example, 
from the late 1930s to the present, a period of rapid economic growth in the 
United States, there has been a marked increase in mental illness among America’s 
youth.10 To cite just one statistic, the rate of suicide for people under the age of 
twenty-four increased by 137 percent from 1950 to 1999.11 Seeking to uncover 
the root causes of the rising rates of mental illness in America’s youth, an expert 
team gathered at Dartmouth Medical School to examine the leading empirical 
evidence, mostly from the field of neuroscience, and concluded: 

[T]he human child is “hardwired to connect.” We are hardwired for other 
people and for moral meaning and openness to the transcendent. Meeting 
these basic needs for connection is essential to health and human flourishing. 
Because in recent decades we as a society have not been doing a good job of 
meeting these essential needs, large and growing numbers of our children are 
failing to flourish.12

Although there is no single cause for these disturbing trends, there are strong 
theological reasons to believe that the current form of global market capitalism is 
partly to blame. In particular, if left unchecked, the narratives, institutions, poli-
cies, and practices of mainstream economics that are at the heart of globalization 
tend to transform homo imago Dei—an inherently relational being created in the 
image of a relational God—into homo economicus—an autonomous, individu-
alistic, purely self-interested, materialistic creature. Because human flourishing 
consists of people being what they are created to be, this transformation of homo 
imago Dei into homo economicus is necessarily contrary to human flourishing 
and casts a shadow over the rightly lauded benefits of the global economy. This 
article presents a theological case for this assertion and summarizes some sup-
porting empirical evidence. 
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It is crucial to note that we are not arguing for a wholesale rejection of market-
based economies in favor of high degrees of government control of economic 
life. Indeed, the track record of the latter is far from stellar. History has shown 
that markets are generally superior to government bureaucracies at processing 
information and at coordinating economic activity. More importantly, economic 
exchange is essential for human flourishing, enabling humans to specialize 
according to their individual gifts and callings in order to jointly steward God’s 
creation. However, this article is an attempt to raise some major concerns about 
the fundamental nature of the approach to economic life that flows out of the cur-
rent form of mainstream Western economics that is being exported to the world. 

Of course, this raises a question: What is the alternative to the current global 
economic order? The Bible does not give a detailed blueprint for constructing an 
economy in the twenty-first century. However, the Bible does call Christians to 
improvise on the narrative, principles, and practices of the kingdom of God—a 
kingdom bursting forth into the here and now because of the resurrection of our 
king—in all aspects of our lives, including the economic (Matt. 6:19–34; Luke 
4:16–21; Eph. 1:18–23). Such improvisation requires God’s people to resist 
being transformed into homo economicus and to be transformed into the image 
of Christ, who is the exact representation of God’s being, the ultimate homo 
imago Dei (2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 1:15; 3:10; Heb. 1:3). Such improvisation requires 
Christians to seek new models of economic life that are more consistent with 
the economics of the kingdom. Toward that end, this article suggests formative 
practices and calls for additional research that the church can pursue to promote 
true human flourishing in an era of expanding global capitalism. 

We begin by exploring the unique creature homo imago Dei.

Homo Imago Dei: Nature, Flourishing, and Identity 
The Bible does not provide a systematic description of the nature of the human 
being, but numerous theologians have found it consistent with the text to describe 
human beings as having both substantive and relational dimensions.13 

The substantive dimension refers to the components of the human being: a 
mind, heart, will, and body that are integrally connected to form an “embodied 
psychosomatic creature.”14 As philosopher James K. A. Smith has emphasized, 
the heart—the center of human beings’ deepest loves, affections, and commit-
ments—is the driving force behind the rest of the creature; hence, although human 
beings have rational capacities, we are primarily lovers.15 It is for this reason that 
the Scriptures command us to pay special attention to the direction of our hearts: 
“Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the well spring of life” (Prov. 4:23).
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The relational dimension of humans is reflective of the fact that the triune God 
is inherently a relational being. From all eternity, the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost 
exist in loving, intimate relationship with one another, a love that overflows when 
the triune God creates and cares for both human beings and for the creation in 
general.16 As those who bear the image of this relational God, human beings are 
created to express love and to enjoy communion in four fundamental relation-
ships as well: relationships with God, self, others, and creation (Deut. 6:4–6; 
Gen. 1:26–28).17 This is human flourishing. Note that it is God who has designed 
these relationships to operate in a certain way. He is the one who defines human 
flourishing, not the autonomous individual represented by homo economicus. 

It is crucial to note that these four relationships are highly integrated with a 
person’s substance, so that the human being is a mind-heart-will-body-relational 
sort of creature. As a result, changes in one of these relationships impacts a per-
son’s entire being in both its substantive and relational dimensions. In this light, 
unemployment is not just a loss of income, for it entails a broken relationship 
with creation that impacts the person as a whole—the person’s other relation-
ships (poor self-image, stress in marriage, and so on) and substance (depression, 
health issues, and so on).18 Most importantly, while Western civilization has often 
operated out of a body-soul dualism in which one’s relationship with God can be 
compartmentalized from the rest of the human being and from life as a whole, a 
biblical anthropology insists that one’s relationship with God impacts the other 
three relationships and even one’s mind, heart, will, and body.19

As theologian Richard Lints notes, this mind-heart-will-body-relational crea-
ture has both constant and malleable qualities.20 On the one hand, God has 
hardwired humans in a certain way so that we can see enormous commonality 
in people across the ages and in many different cultures. At the same time, 
because humans’ relational and substantive dimensions are integrated, people 
are deeply impacted by the social setting in which they live. For example, there 
is empirical evidence that systemic racism in a sense “rewires the brains” of 
those being victimized, the result being that the oppressed internalize the lies 
of their oppressors and start to automatically think, feel, and act in ways that 
are consistent with the lie that they are an inferior race.21 Human beings shape 
culture, and culture shapes human beings.22

There is considerable empirical support for this theological anthropology. 
Research in the natural and social sciences supports the substantive characteriza-
tion of mind-heart-will-body.23 And research in the fields of business, econom-
ics, education, neuroscience, positive psychology, and sociology are all lending 
empirical support to the notion that the human person is intrinsically wired for 
loving relationships with God, self, others, and creation.24 
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In addition to shedding light on the nature of human beings, the Bible has 
much to say about human identity. Humans are called to be image bearers, act-
ing as mirrors that reflect God’s being to the rest of the creation.25 This reflec-
tive activity is possible because the human being is actually transformed into 
the image of whatever god it worships (Ps. 115:8; 2 Cor. 3:18).26 Indeed, as 
mentioned earlier, a person’s relationship with God impacts all aspects of their 
being, including their mind, heart, will, body, and other relationships. And as 
human beings take on the qualities of the god they are worshipping, they then 
create culture in that same image.27 In this light, in order to analyze where human 
beings and culture are heading in any particular setting, the first step is to ask 
what god(s) the human beings in that culture are worshipping. Once this question 
is answered, theologians and philosophers provide resources, at least in part, for 
understanding how human beings and the cultures they create unfold based on 
their worship and allegiance.

The Process of Human and Cultural Formation
In particular, virtue ethics provides some insights into the process of human and 
cultural formation, a process for which there is some empirical support.28 The 
stories a community tells shape the community’s understanding of the good life. 
This metanarrative directs the community toward a common goal, a telos that 
shapes the community’s understanding of membership and provides its members 
with heroes to emulate.29 Such metanarratives include an account of the gods the 
community serves and the ends toward which those gods are directing human 
worshippers. 

The community’s story is embodied through formative practices, the behaviors 
in which the community engages in order to achieve its goals. These practices 
result in the community’s narrative being embodied in the community’s institu-
tions and policies, which order the community, norm its decisions and practices, 
define its membership, and carry out its tasks.30

The community’s narratives, institutions, and formative practices create a 
daily rhythm that shapes individuals in line with the community’s telos such 
that the community both pursues its telos and shapes the character of its mem-
bers.31 Like an athlete training for a competition, the person’s repeated exercise 
of these story-shaped practices develops the individual’s character so that they 
achieve greater virtue—the disposition to think, act, feel, and see in ways that 
are consistent with the community’s goals.32 

Integrating this framework into the earlier discussion about human nature, 
we can say that the repeated exercise of a community’s story-shaped practices 
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transforms a person’s mind, heart, will, and body so that they are better able to 
relate to God, self, others, and creation according to the community’s standards of 
what those relationships should entail. Figure 1 below shows how these elements 
create a “formative feedback loop.” A web of mutually reinforcing narratives, 
institutions and policies, understanding of character, and formative practices make 
particular communities what they are and shape individual members, equipping 
them to participate in the community’s story-shaped projects.

Given this framework, we can now ask: How do the narratives, institutions and 
policies, practices, and understandings of character at the heart of the globalizing 
economy shape the human creature? The first step in answering this question is 
to determine the god who is being worshipped in the narrative of mainstream 
Western economics.

Figure 1

Homo Economicus, the God of the Global Economy33

Although there are a number of perspectives and schools of thought that are used 
to understand and evaluate the global economy, there is a particular economic 
orthodoxy that has come to dominate Western academia, public policy, and 
business.34 And through the process of globalization, this economic orthodoxy is 
the primary shaper of the narratives, institutions, policies, practices, and under-
standings of character at the heart of the global economy. Because this economic 
orthodoxy is so dominant, it is the primary focus of this article. 
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It is crucial to note that, despite its claims of moral neutrality, there is a very 
distinct ideology and ethics at the heart of this economic orthodoxy. 

The first chapter of nearly every economics textbook in the orthodox tradition 
makes a distinction between positive statements and normative statements.35 
Positive statements are said to be statements of fact that simply describe the way 
the world really is without making any value judgements. In contrast, normative 
statements are said to be statements that describe the way the world should be. As 
such, normative statements necessarily involve value judgments that depend on 
some ultimate notion of good and bad. Normative statements, the reader is told, 
are beyond the scope of orthodox economics. As a “science,” orthodox economics 
says it leaves the value judgments inherent to normative statements to others.36 

Despite the fact that theologians and philosophers have nearly universally 
rejected the Enlightenment epistemology that underlies the positive-normative 
distinction, orthodox economists press on with their methodology, even though 
it leads them regularly into contradictions. Indeed, orthodox economists make 
normative statements under cover of positive “science” all the time. For example, 
one of the most famous textbooks in international economics includes the fol-
lowing in the introduction to one of its chapters: “What should a nation’s trade 
policy be? For example, should the United States use a tariff or an import quota 
to protect its automobile industry against competition from Japan and South 
Korea?”37 The book then goes on to answer these very normative questions, 
explaining why in most cases free trade is “good” and tariffs and import quotas 
are “bad.” 

This is not an isolated case. Indeed, in every matter—whether it be monopoly, 
minimum wages, taxation, finance, trade, unemployment, inflation, insurance, 
pollution, intellectual property, or long-run growth—orthodox economists make 
statements about what should be done in order to achieve the “best” outcome 
possible. And in so doing, orthodox economists are necessarily making norma-
tive statements, implicitly applying an ideology and an associated set of ethics. 

As economist Bob Goudzwaard has argued, the fact that orthodox economics 
claims to be value-free, a mere description of the way the world really is, makes 
it a very dangerous school of thought. Like the rest of modernity, this method-
ological approach lulls people to sleep through the illusion that the current global 
economic system—including all of its exchanges, prices, and allocations—is 
something like gravity: a law of nature that simply must be followed and for which 
no human being is morally responsible. Competitively pursuing one’s material 
self-interest as the central goal of one’s economic activity is not a moral choice; 
it is simply the way things are, and there is no alternative. Goudzwaard pleads 
with Western civilization to wake up from its hypnosis so that it can understand 
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the false ideology embedded in orthodox economics and deliberately choose a 
pathway that is more consistent with biblical notions of human flourishing.38 

Toward that end, consider the ultimate good—the telos, in the language of 
virtue ethics—that is implicit in the orthodox framework. Orthodox economists 
use the principle of “Pareto efficiency” to evaluate the relative merits of various 
policy options. Policy A is considered to be more “efficient” than Policy B if 
Policy A allows for more “mutually beneficial trades” to take place than Policy 
B does.39 Note that orthodox economists take it as a given that a more efficient 
policy is better than a less efficient policy. For example, one popular textbook 
states: “A principle is a self-evident truth that most people readily understand 
and accept” and then describes Pareto efficiency as one of those principles.40 
Pareto efficiency is the unquestioned—and supposedly obvious—ethical stan-
dard of the field.

Note that it is the parties who could potentially make a particular trade who 
determine whether or not the trade is good. Since each party is assumed to be 
rational, purely self-interested, and perfectly knowledgeable about what makes 
them happy, if each party believes that the trade will make them better off, then 
the trade must necessarily do so. Hence, the trade should happen. “Who could 
argue with that?” says the orthodox economist. One simply needs to consider 
the voluntary exchange of pornography to see the ethical problems with this 
standard from a Christian point of view. 

Whenever an ethical standard violates the moral law of God, it must be the 
case that this ethical standard has been decreed by a false god. So exactly who 
is the false god at the center of orthodox ideology? As we have seen, orthodox 
economics makes autonomous individuals the ultimate standard. They are the 
ones who determine if a trade is good or not, and their determination must be 
followed. The autonomous individual is the god of orthodox economics.

And what exactly is this god like? As mentioned earlier, the orthodox god 
is the autonomous individual—homo economicus—an individualistic, purely 
self-interested, materialistic creature who rationally allocates its income in order 
to maximize its happiness by increasing its consumption while doing as little 
work as possible.41 Although it is recognized that the marginal increase in homo 
economicus’ happiness from each unit of consumption or leisure eventually 
diminishes, more consumption and leisure are always better than less for homo 
economicus. Hence, the key to increased levels of happiness is never-ending 
increases in income per person through the removal of any inefficiencies and 
the accumulation of more capital and better technology.42 Toward that end, the 
pathway to human flourishing is for the world to adopt the institutions, policies, 
and practices that have promoted both economic efficiency and long-run growth 
in the West.43 
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Numerous challenges have been made to the concept of human beings as homo 
economicus, but for the purposes of this article, three will be highlighted. First, 
describing the human being as an autonomous, individualistic, rational materialist 
contradicts the biblical description of a mind-heart-will-body-relational creature. 
As summarized in table 1, this anthropological difference results in homo eco-
nomicus and homo imago Dei relating in radically different ways to God, self, 
others, and creation. Second, homo economicus is impervious to outside forces, 
implying that it cannot be shaped by the narratives, institutions, policies, and 
practices of the culture in which it lives; this contradicts what is known about 
the process of human formation, described above. Third, as mentioned above, 
in many countries in which material consumption has increased dramatically, 
self-reported average happiness has not increased and psychological well-being 
has declined, casting serious doubt on the view of human flourishing embodied 
in homo economicus. Indeed, as described in the next section, embedding homo 
imago Dei in a global economic system whose narratives, institutions, policies, 
and practices have been created to serve homo economicus can be profoundly 
deforming and contrary to true human flourishing.

Table 1

Relationship Homo economicus views … Homo imago Dei views …

God … God as irrelevant to 
happiness.

… God as the ultimate 
source of happiness, which 
is achieved through intimate 
communion with him.

Self … self as the ultimate god 
whose happiness is dependent 
upon greater consumption and 
leisure.

… self as a creature designed 
to glorify God by faithfully 
fulfilling a variety of God-
ordained callings.

Others … others as potential rivals or 
competitors for resources and 
opportunities to consume.

… others as fellow image 
bearers with whom one 
cooperates so that all can fulfil 
their respective callings.

Rest of Creation … creation as something to 
be exploited for personal gain 
and work as something to be 
avoided as much as possible.

… creation as something to 
be stewarded on behalf of the 
Creator and work as a gift from 
God.
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Mainstream Economics and Human Deformation
Competing Narratives, Policies, and Practices

As discussed earlier, human beings are transformed into the image of what-
ever god they are worshipping and then create culture in that same image. Using 
the process pictured in figure 1, let us examine how the narratives, institutions 
and policies, formative practices, and understandings of character of the global 
economy may be transforming people into the image of its god, homo economicus. 

Narrative: As discussed in the previous section, implicit in the narrative of 
orthodox economics is that homo economicus is the god who is to be served. 
Furthermore, this narrative states that it is normal for human beings to actually 
be homo economicus, pursuing their material self-interests in the marketplace 
and in all aspects of their lives, including their marriages, child-rearing, and even 
religion.44 As the process depicted in figure 1 describes, repeatedly exposing 
people to this narrative will have the tendency to actually make them more like 
homo economicus. In fact, there is at least some empirical evidence suggesting 
that this is indeed the case: university students who study orthodox economics 
tend to become more self-interested and hedonistic.45 

Institutions and policies: The primary shapers of the institutions and policies 
that structure the economies of the globalizing world have all been immersed in 
the narrative of orthodox economics. This includes all of the following:

• International bodies such as the International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank, and the World Trade Organization, each of which is 
devoted to promoting institutions and policies that promote efficiency 
and long-run growth in order to serve homo economicus;

• National and local governments, whose economic policies are shaped 
by the narrative of efficiency and growth in order to serve homo 
economicus;

• Multinational and national corporations, which are legally bound 
to maximize shareholders’ profits so that they can flourish as homo 
economicus;

• Mass media—Internet, television, radio, and social media—all of 
which promote the pursuit of homo economicus’ self-interested 
materialism through advertising, music, images, and plot lines;46

• Non-economic organizations that are increasingly being shaped 
by adherence to the narrative and demands of homo economicus, 
including nonprofits, prisons, healthcare, libraries, schools, churches, 
and families.47 
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Formative practices: Finally, the daily rhythm of life in the globalized world 
involves formative practices that engage the mind-heart-body-will-relational 
creature in repeated behaviors that are both narrated by and are consistent with 
serving—and indeed creating—homo economicus in the arenas of work, con-
sumption, and increasingly in all of life.

How Telos Affects Policy and Practice

Let us consider the fictional and somewhat stylized example of “Erin,” who 
works in the human resource department of a US corporation, an institution that 
is legally required to pursue profit maximization for its shareholders. Because 
the telos of this corporation is profit-maximization, its narratives, policies, prac-
tices, and notions of “good character” are shaped by that telos.48 For example, 
the board and CEO of Erin’s corporation are lauded as heroes when profits go 
up, and their self-interested behavior may even be praised as “altruistic” ser-
vice to humanity.49 Moreover, what the corporation hails as good character in 
its employees includes “honesty” and “integrity”—because they are good for 
business—as well as the “courage” and “creativity” to pursue higher profits by 
all legal means necessary.50 Moreover, this entire narrative is reinforced through 
financial rewards to the shareholders, managers, and employees who exhibit 
these “virtuous” character traits.

Consistent with this narrative and incentives, Erin spends much of her time 
seeking to “control labor costs” by fostering competition amongst workers, using 
compensation systems that are heavily incentive-based, and reducing hiring, 
compensation, and benefits as much as possible without undermining employee 
productivity.51 Calling these practices “controlling labor costs” obscures the 
fact that her company’s workers—image bearers of the triune God—are valued 
only to the extent that they increase the profits accruing to homo economicus, 
as incarnated in the firm’s shareholders. 

More subtly, the very design of the work itself in Erin’s corporation can be 
dehumanizing, transforming image bearers into robot-like creatures a la homo 
economicus. The never-ending drive for more profits pushes firms toward an 
ever-increasing division of labor and standardization of the production process. 
As a result, work often consists of highly repetitive tasks performed in isolation, 
thereby separating mind and heart from hands and removing the human relation-
ships that are essential for homo imago Dei to flourish.52 

An important caveat to this stylized description of Erin’s corporation is that 
in reality there are often competing narratives and practices operating within 
the same workplace. As a result, corporations often behave in ways that are 
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less damaging to human flourishing than would be the case if serving homo 
economicus were the only shaping narrative.

However, this caveat does not negate the fact that placing homo imago Dei—a 
mind-heart-will-body-relational creature—in the context of a formative environ-
ment that is often dominated by the individualistic, self-interested, materialistic 
homo economicus is potentially deforming. Indeed, some psychologists are finding 
that the model of the American corporation that is at the heart of the globaliza-
tion process is in basic conflict with the factors that are known to contribute to 
psychological well-being.53 Consistent with this, a recent study found that the 
number of Americans who report being satisfied with their jobs declined from 
61.1 to 47.7 percent between 1987–2013, the respondents listing “interest at 
work” and “people at work” as the most important factors in job happiness.54 

It is important to emphasize that profits are necessary for businesses, and we 
are not suggesting that it is wrong to consider the cost of compensating work-
ers.55 What we are suggesting is that making profit maximization the ultimate 
telos of the business enterprise potentially transforms homo imago Dei into 
homo economicus.56 This raises concerns about some current theological and 
philosophical accounts suggesting that profit maximization should be the ultimate 
telos of a corporation because it creates the most good for the most people and 
is thus the “right” thing to do.57 

Homo Economicus and Consumption

Homo economicus also dominates the consumption side of Erin’s life, where 
the media bombards her with programming and advertising whose narratives 
and images are intentionally designed to create dissatisfaction.58 And it works. 
Empirical research demonstrates that exposure to such media increases people’s 
materialistic attitudes and behaviors.59 

Unfortunately, consuming more never seems to satisfy Erin—creating instead 
a consume-earn-consume-earn treadmill in an exhausting quest for happiness. 
Researchers have discerned two related factors behind this dynamic. First, people 
quickly adapt to new levels of consumption. The initial burst of happiness that 
comes from consuming at a higher level quickly dissipates, requiring an even 
higher level of consumption to restore the fleeting happiness. Second, people are 
more concerned about their consumption relative to others than their absolute 
level of consumption. Hence, as some people prosper, it creates anxieties for 
others, pushing them to earn more so that they can consume more in a never-
ending competition.60



113

Homo Economicus Versus 
Homo Imago Dei

Although economists and policy makers often rely on increased consumer 
expenditures to stimulate economic growth, it is important to remember that 
consumerist practices form habitual characteristics that classical Christianity 
calls vices. They deform homo imago Dei, foster materialism, inappropriate 
discontentment, and ingratitude.61

Unfortunately, the self-interested pursuit of materialism does not confine its 
impacts to the marketplace. The consume-earn-consume-earn treadmill is time 
consuming, reducing Erin’s and her husband’s availability for family and other 
relationships. Furthermore, Erin’s corporation may ask her to quickly relocate 
to another city, a move that would require her to put income generation above 
relationships to family, church, and neighborhood. And as these relationships 
break down, there is evidence that Erin is likely to become more materialistic, 
seeking to fill the relational void with more material things.62 The treadmill turns 
faster and faster, causing homo imago Dei to increasingly look more and more 
like homo economicus. 

Of course, no human being is purely homo economicus, because there are 
other narratives and influences in our lives than mainstream economics. However, 
we believe the picture we are painting captures the deforming power of homo 
economicus, absent other forces, and makes it clear that true economic flourish-
ing in the current global economy depends on virtues that homo economicus not 
only cannot create but also actually undermines.

A Counter Argument: The Market Produces Virtue 
Both Adam Smith and orthodox economics argue that the invisible hand of the 
market can harness individual self-interest for the social good. In contrast, numer-
ous scholars have argued that the market is actually a moral training ground in 
which participants develop such character traits as honesty; fairness; creativity; 
prudence; hard work; thrift; self-control; courage; service; altruism; initiative; 
justice; and even faith, hope, and love.63 Although it seems very likely that the 
market fosters some of these virtues, particularly hard work, initiative, prudence, 
and creativity, we have three concerns about these scholars’ thinking.

First, if a community’s narrative, institutions, policies, and practices are all 
centered on the telos of serving homo economicus, it is not possible for that 
community to produce individuals whose character is antithetical to homo 
economicus. Indeed, the process of character formation summarized in figure 
1 makes it impossible for a global economic system committed to the telos of 
self-interested materialism to produce character that is consistent with that of 
homo imago Dei, a being who sacrificially loves God and others. Hence, scholars 
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arguing that the market is a moral training ground need to demonstrate that a telos 
other than serving homo economicus is the dominant shaper of the narratives, 
institutions, policies, and practices of the global economy and that this alterna-
tive telos is consistent with forming virtue in the character of homo imago Dei. 

Second, the fact that market actors exhibit behaviors that appear to be virtu-
ous does not prove that the market is fostering virtuous character in these actors. 
Indeed, such behaviors are consistent with the standard view that the invisible 
hand harnesses individual self-interest for the common good. Moreover, such 
behaviors could actually be consistent with the view that the marketplace is 
deforming of character. For example, the market may incentivize a dishonest car 
dealer to speak truthfully to his customers so that he can maintain his reputation 
and stay in business just to serve homo economicus. Unfortunately, repeatedly 
faking concern for the customer by telling the truth only when it is profitable 
to do so is very likely to be deforming of the car dealer’s character, cultivating 
insincerity and cynicism that will become evident in situations when telling the 
truth is not profitable.

Third, the very few empirical studies that are used to support these claims are 
extremely weak, relying on artificial, experimental games and on correlations 
that do not demonstrate causation.64 For example, finding a positive correlation 
between countries’ degrees of trust and their use of markets does not demonstrate 
that markets form higher degrees of trust. Rather, the causation could be in the 
reverse direction: countries that already have high degrees of trust are able to 
use markets more than otherwise. It could even be the case that neither of these 
variables causes the other. Correlation does not equal causation.

Empirical Evidence of Transformation 
into Homo Economicus
While there is no conclusive test of the theological case we have made, there is 
a body of empirical evidence that—taken together—provides strong support for 
our claim that global market capitalism is partially transforming people from 
homo imago Dei into homo economicus. As a result, contrary to the expectations 
of mainstream economics, growth decreases self-reported happiness and other, 
more objective measures of well-being. 

Consider the following:

• There is considerable evidence that materialistic messages in one’s 
environment—including the modeling and messages from family 
members, peers, television, celebrities, and advertising—make one 
more individualistic and materialistic.65 
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• There is very strong evidence that throughout the postwar era—an 
age that has combined rapidly expanding markets with an increase 
in materialistic modeling and messaging—Americans have become 
more individualistic and materialistic in their values and behaviors.66

• There is overwhelming evidence that individualism and materialism 
result in lower self-reported happiness, poorer interpersonal rela-
tionships, higher levels of anxiety and depression, greater antisocial 
behavior, and lower health.67 

• There is evidence that globalization is spreading this deformation 
to other countries.68 For example, self-reported happiness actually 
declined in China from 1990–2007, a period of rapid growth through 
expanding markets.69

Alternative Formative Practices for the People of God
What then should the church do in light of our current economic culture? As 
illustrated in figure 2, in other deforming economic contexts, God gave his 
people strategies for resisting economic deformation and embracing economic 
discipleship. The outer ring represents the world as it is, created by God and 
under the ever-encroaching reign of King Jesus. We encounter this world in the 
Scripture’s narratives, institutions and policies, formative practices, and accounts 
of character. The middle ring represents any given culture within God’s world, 
which has its own narratives, institutions and policies, formative practices, and 
accounts of character. But the inner circle represents the community of faith, 
whose stories, practices, character, and institutions may either be coopted by the 
culture or provide resources for resisting the deforming effects of one’s culture 
and contributing to the common good within it.70
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Figure 2

What the church must do, then, is embody narratives, institutions and policies, 
formative practices, and character that “go with the grain of the universe,” that 
is, the kingdom of God, making God’s world (the outer circle) “habitable” within 
a hostile economic culture (the middle circle).71 To do so requires nothing short 
of the free grace of God who radically transforms our hearts so that we forsake 
all other gods and seek to worship him alone. Indeed, by being miraculously 
united to Christ and in-dwelt by the Holy Spirit, Christians become new creatures 
whose mind, hearts, wills, bodies, and relationships are all transformed and are 
still being transformed more and more into the image of Christ. 

Because the local church is the primary institution that God has ordained to 
foster this transformation, its narratives, policies, and formative practices become 
“habitations of the Spirit”72 for those who are in Christ. Hence, it is imperative 
that all of these be more intentionally designed to shape believers to combat 
homo economicus and to seek first the kingdom of God in our economic lives. 
Some possible improvements could include: 

• More sermons and teaching about the dangers of materialism and 
the radical economics of the kingdom; 

• Greater emphasis on how the sacraments undermine economic divi-
sion by uniting people across class lines; 

• Offering prayers for strength to resist the deforming impacts of the 
global economy;
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• Encouraging attendees to deeply commit to a particular church 
and neighborhood in order to foster relationships and combat 
individualism; 

• Frequently eating meals together across class lines in order to deepen 
relationships; 

• Practicing Sabbath rest in order to militate against the consume-
earn-consume-earn treadmill; 

• Encouraging greater sharing of resources to foster cooperation and 
care rather than unrestrained competition and pursuit of material 
self-interest.

All of these and more can and do shape us into people less likely to be deformed 
into homo economicus.

In addition, Christians in the marketplace can also embrace formative eco-
nomic practices by bending their lives in the marketplace toward those on the 
margins. In fact, a growing number of Christians around the country are exploring 
ways to do this. For example, Prime Trailer Leasing in Colorado partners with a 
halfway house for single mothers to intentionally create work opportunities that 
pay above-market wages and assists these women in making the difficult transi-
tion into the workplace.73 Prime Trailer treats these workers as image bearers 
capable of contributing rather than as “labor costs” to be “controlled.” “I look 
at our entire payroll as profit,” founder Wes Gardner says. “I look at payroll and 
think, look how much money we’ve made.”74

Other similar formative practices on the production side of the marketplace 
include:

• Profit sharing with employees;
• Choosing to pay lower-skilled workers above-market wages, often 

by limiting differences in compensation between lower and higher 
level employees;

• Intentionally hiring former offenders, people with disabilities, and 
so forth. 

The economic narrative embedded in such practices places image bearers and 
the kingdom as the telos rather than serving homo economicus through profit-
maximization. As such, they form those who practice them more toward homo 
imago Dei. 

On the consumption side, Christians can practice gratitude, contentment, 
and generosity.75 Ron Sider’s graduated tithe, which advocates giving a higher 
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percentage of one’s income with each pay increase, can build all of these into 
one’s consumption patterns.76 In addition, “political consumption” that pursues 
social ends through patterns of consumption and market-based transactions—
for example, paying higher prices to companies that pay higher wages—is a 
powerful way to resist endless desire because such practices embed our pursuit 
of consumption within a larger concern for all of God’s people and creation.77

Conclusion
Some of the practices just suggested may sound strange to some ears. Indeed, 
some of them may even seem impossible, like trying to defy gravity. Clearly, 
utopian solutions that fail to recognize the impacts of the Fall on human nature 
and on the economy are doomed to fail. At the same time, approaches to eco-
nomic life that do not lean into the present and future reality of the kingdom of 
God will also ultimately fail, for they go against the very “grain of the universe.” 

In this light, we believe our proposals are actually far too limited, reflecting 
the imprint of homo economicus on our imaginations and our lack of faith in the 
power of Christ’s death and resurrection. Thus, we invite readers to join us in 
repenting of homo economicus by engaging in formative practices that reshape 
our characters and by embarking on a research agenda that seeks additional 
ways of producing, consuming, and trading in order to promote greater human 
flourishing for homo imago Dei.
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