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Abstract:  This  paper  explores  the  need  for  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking,  as  well  as              

its  possible  sacred  and  secular  ends.  To  facilitate  this  explora�on,  America’s  Social  Gospel              

movement  of  the  late  19th  and  early  20th  centuries  is  examined  as  a  historical  case  of                 

theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  True  to  form,  its  policies  were  oriented  by  theology             

and  supported  by  economic  analysis,  while  seeking  to  reform  the  economic  system,  rather  than               

replace  it.  Arguably,  a  driving  force  in  the  Social  Gospel  movement’s  policy  successes  was  the                

postmillennial  eschatological  views  held  by  many  of  its  adherents.  As  postmillennialism  is  not              

widely  shared  and  unlikely  to  sustain  a  movement,  this  paper  considers  eschatological  concepts              

of  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  and memento  mori  to  exemplify  ways  in  which  theology  can  presently               

inform   and   sustain   economic   policymaking   toward   worthwhile   ends.   

 



On  the  ques�on  of  what  theology’s  rela�onship  to  contemporary  economics  should  be,  a              

spectrum  of  perspec�ves  exists.  Heyne  (1986)  supports  separa�on  to  avoid  unnecessary            

conflict,  and  Richardson  (1994)  contends  that  economists  should  focus  on  their  compara�ve             

advantage  in  economics  and  leave  theology  to  the  theologians.  Authors  of  an  edited  volume  by                

Kidwell  and  Doherty  (2015),  however,  highlight  the  importance  of  and  make  the  case  for  be�er                

engagement  between  economists  and  theologians.  Going  further,  Oslington  (2000)  and  Tatum            

(2017b)  call  for  integra�on  through  proposals  for  an  interdisciplinary  field  of  theological             

economics.  Such  calls  for  engagement  and  integra�on  go  beyond  any  personal  or  spiritual              

benefits.  They  instead  point  to  theology’s  poten�al  to  alter  the  ques�ons  we  ask  and  how  we                 

approach  those  ques�ons  in  our  economic  analysis  and  policymaking.  Although  the  field  of              

theological  economics  includes  such  diverse  tradi�ons  as  Islam  and  Buddhism,  the  present             

paper  explores  the  field  from  a  Chris�an  perspec�ve,  focusing  on  the  secular  and  sacred  ends  of                 

theology-oriented   economic   policymaking.  

Oslington  (2000)  defines  theological  economics  as  economics  that  “is  posi�oned,  [rela�vized],            

and  [cri�cized]  by  theology”  (5).  Economists  who  pay  a�en�on  to  theologians  are  likely  to  be                

aware  of  instances  where  theology  has  been  used  to  cri�cize  economics  -  or  at  least  caricatures                 

thereof  -  but  how  is  it  that  economics  can  be  posi�oned  and  rela�vized  by  theology?  It  is                  

certainly  not  difficult  to  relate  the  two.  Each  concerns  ma�ers  of  the  material  world,  including                

the  following:  produc�on,  distribu�on,  work,  rest,  debt,  stewardship,  well-being,  ins�tu�onal           

design,  and  our  rela�onships  to  others.  The  terms  rela�vized  and  cri�cized  are  also  used  when                

Oslington  (2000)  again  defines  theological  economics  later  in  his  paper,  but  in  the  la�er               

defini�on,  the  term  posi�oned  is  replaced  with  orients  (12).  Although  either  of  these  terms,               
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posi�oned  or  orients,  suggests  that  theology  might  inform  economics  and  its  goals,  neither              

Oslington  nor  Tatum  is  arguing  that  economics  should  be  deduced  from  theology.  Nonetheless,              

as  “iron  sharpens  iron”  (Prv  27:17),  theological  considera�ons  can  help  generate            1

methodological  advancements  in  economics,  be�er  understanding  of  economic  systems,  and           

be�er   economic   analysis   and   policymaking   within   a   given   economic   system   (Tatum   2017a,   66).   

The  above  list  suggests  the  nascent  field  of  theological  economics  is  broad  and  its  poten�al  to                 

affect  the  discipline  of  economics  is  great.  To  understand  the  value  added  of  this  field,  the                 

present  paper  does  not  seek  to  explore  its  breadth,  but  to  more  narrowly  focus  on  the  ends  of                   

theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  Tradi�onally  in  economics,  the  ends  of  policymaking           

include  efficiency  and  welfare  gains.  Nonetheless,  ques�ons  of  what  we  can  or  should  maximize               

and  under  what  constraints  remain.  Theology,  even  for  nonbelievers,  can  be  a  source  of  and  for                 

exploring   these   ques�ons.  

The  present  study  follows  Hay  (1989)  and  Tiemstra  (1990)  in  directly  using  biblical  scripture  to                

develop  socio-economic  principles  to  guide  economic  analysis  and  policymaking.  The  difference            

here,  though,  is  a  specific  focus  on  eschatology.  This  area  of  theology  concerns  the  end  of  the                  

present  world  with  an  eye  to  what  comes  next,  including  the  possibility  of  a  be�er  world.  As                  

this  study  will  examine,  eschatology  may  be  par�cularly  well-suited  to  help  us  consider  possible               

ends  of  economic  analysis  and  policymaking.  Of  course,  this  is  done  with  the  understanding  that                

eschatological  ideals  cannot  be  achieved  in  this  world;  they  can  at  best  be  approximated.  As  Hay                 

(1989)   writes:  

1  Unless  otherwise  indicated,  all  scriptures  are  taken  from  the  English  Standard  Version  of  The                
Holy   Bible.   
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There  is  li�le  point  in  advoca�ng  for  a  secular  society  economic  structures  which              
presuppose  the  existence  of  a  close-knit  community  of  love,  as  in  the  early  church  in                
Jerusalem.  That  would  be  foolish  utopianism.  Instead  we  have  to  look  for  a  second  best,                
which  approximates  to  what  God  requires,  and  which  is  credible,  given  the  mo�va�on              
and  incen�ves  which  are  present  in  a  par�cular  situa�on.  The  search  for  second-best              
solu�ons  should  not,  however,  be  allowed  to  erode  our  percep�on  that  they  are  only               
second  best  and  not  fully  consistent  with  what  God  requires.  In  pursuing  the  possible,               
we  must  not  forget  the  ideal,  and  there  should  be  an  element  of  sadness  and                
repentance   that   our   solu�ons   must   fall   so   short   of   the   ideal.   (63)  

  
Consequently,  eschatology  can  provide  some  understanding  of  both  the  end  and  end  goals,  but               

economics   is   useful   for   considering   how   we   might   best   reach   or   approximate   those   goals.   

Policymaking  by  its  very  nature  is  a  prac�cal  endeavor.  Thus,  the  ends  of  theology-oriented               

economic  policymaking  must  be  secular,  even  if  they  may  also  be  sacred.  Policy  analysis  and                

policymaking  are  without  meaning  and  purpose  if  they  are  not  applicable  or  are  overly  utopian                

concerning  this  world.  The  sacred  and  secular  ends  of  policymaking  can  be  intertwined,  though,               

without   �nges   of   theocracy.  

Nonetheless,  the  very  act  of  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  may  be  a  sacred  end              

unto  itself.  For  instance,  believers  may  derive  value  in  seeking  God’s  will.  They  may  also  see                 2

theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  as  an  act  of  worship  of  the  Creator,  rather  than  of  the                

created.  Moreover,  as  theologian  Lesslie  Newbigin  notes,  “the  public  poli�cal  act  has  its  real               3

meaning   simply   as   a   kind   of   acted   prayer   for   the   coming   of   God’s   reign”   (1986,   137).  

2  See,  for  example,  Romans  12:2:  “Do  not  be  conformed  to  this  world,  but  be  transformed  by                  
the  renewal  of  your  mind,  that  by  tes�ng  you  may  discern  what  is  the  will  of  God,  what  is  good                     
and   acceptable   and   perfect.”   
3  See,  for  example,  Colossians  3:17:  “And  whatever  you  do,  in  word  or  deed,  do  everything  in                  
the   name   of   the   Lord   Jesus,   giving   thanks   to   God   the   Father   through   him.”  
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One  way  sacred  and  secular  ends  might  intertwine  concerns  the  countercultural  nature  of              

biblical  scripture  and  its  tendency  to  speak  truth  to  power.  Examples  abound  from  the  Old                

Testament  Prophets’  focus  on  the  injus�ces  of  their  day  to  Jesus’s  reproach  of  Pharisee  and                

Sadducee  religious  leaders  to  the  Bible’s  general  concern  for  the  vulnerable  in  society.              

Consequently,  sacred  ends  may  help  us  consider  and  achieve  secular  ends.  In  the  United  States,                

such  religious  precepts  fueled  the  aboli�on  of  slavery,  the  Civil  Rights  movement,  and  the  Social                

Gospel   movement,   the   last   of   which   we   will   discuss   as   a   case   study   in   this   paper.  

Theocracy  is  avoided  because  of  the  rights  inherent  in  liberal  democracy  and  the  du�es  inherent                

in  Chris�an  theology.  As  theologian  Miraslov  Volf  writes,  “in  a  polity  that  calls  itself  liberal,  each                 

.  .  .  should  have  a  right  to  speak  in  the  public  square  in  a  voice  of  its  own”  (2011,  125).  Not  only                        

is  the  right  to  par�cipate  fundamental  to  a  liberal  democracy,  authen�c  pluralism  helps  the               

polity   thrive   (136).  

In  terms  of  a  Chris�an’s  duty  to  the  polity,  Newbigin  (1986)  points  to  the  example  of  Jesus:  He                   

“did  not  set  out  to  destroy  the  rule  exercised  by  the  Roman  and  Jewish  establishment.  By                 

manifes�ng  and  exercising  the  true  kingship  of  God,  he  exposed  the  corrup�on  and  thereby,  as                

Paul  says,  disarmed  them,  robbed  them  of  the  pretensions  to  absolute  authority.  He  exercised               

his  kingship  by  bearing  witness  to  the  truth”  (126).  Thus,  “the  place  of  the  Chris�an  must  always                  

be  outside  the  citadel  of  the  establishment  and  on  the  side  of  its  vic�ms,”  and  “a  church  that                   

sees  the  cross  of  Jesus  as  the  central  event  of  history  can  never  iden�fy  any  poli�cal  order  with                   

the  reign  of  God.  .  .  .  It  is  only  possible  to  entertain  that  idea  if  one  denies  the  biblical  account  of                       

radical   sinfulness   of   human   nature,   a   sinfulness   that   no   social   order   will   remove”   (125).  
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Of  course,  it  is  because  of  the  “radical  sinfulness  of  human  nature,”  one  might  worry  that  a                  

purported  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  might  do  more  harm  than  good.  However,            

such  an  outcome  results  not  from  faith,  but  from  what  Volf  (2011)  calls  a  malfunc�on  of  faith.                  

Two  relevant  malfunc�ons  should  be  noted  here.  If  “Chris�an  communi�es  withdraw  from  the              

world  and  turn  inward,  the  result  will  be  the  idleness  of  the  Chris�an  faith  as  a  prophe�c                  

religion.  .  .  .  On  the  other  hand,  if  such  Chris�an  communi�es  enter  the  world  and  a�empt  to                   

remake  it  in  their  own  image,  .  .  .  the  Chris�an  faith  will  become  coercive”  (88).  The  path  of  faith                     

is  between  idleness  and  coercion.  This  also  seems  consistent  with  Jesus’s  call  for  his  followers  to                 

be   both   “the   salt   of   the   earth”   and   “the   light   of   the   world”   (Mt   5:13-14).  

The  Social  Gospel  Movement  of  the  late  nineteenth  and  early  twen�eth  centuries  may  provide               

some  answers  as  to  how  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  can  be  done  without             

idleness  or  coercion  of  faith.  As  many  of  their  adherents  espoused  a  postmillennial              

eschatological  view,  a  study  of  the  movement  may  also  allow  us  to  consider  how  eschatological                

thinking  can  drive  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  As  will  be  argued  below,  though,             

eschatological  concepts  of  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  and memento  mori  may  be  be�er  at  informing              

and   sustaining   economic   policymaking   than   pre-   or   postmillennialist   views   alone   would.   

The   Case   of   the   Social   Gospel   Movement  

The  Social  Gospel  movement  is  an  American  Protestant  movement  of  the  late  19th  and  early                

20th  centuries  and  is  considered  to  be  the  religious  wing  of  the  American  Progressive               

movement  of  the  same  �me  period.  Early  Social  Gospel  figures  included  economists  Richard  T.               

Ely,  the  principal  co-founder  and  first  secretary  of  the  American  Economic  Associa�on,  and  his               
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student,  John  R.  Commons.  For  Ely,  “the  role  of  economics  was  to  contribute  to  the  requisite                 

base  of  knowledge  in  order  to  succeed  in  ‘a  never  ceasing  a�ack  on  every  wrong  ins�tu�on,                 

un�l  the  earth  becomes  a  new  earth,  and  all  its  ci�es,  ci�es  of  God’”  (quoted  in  Nelson  2001,                   

41).  Many  other  founding  members  of  the  American  Economic  Associa�on  were  also  Social              

Gospelers,  including  Washington  Gladden,  a  minister  who  was  considered  to  be  a  founding              

father  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement  and  an  advocate  for  the  rights  of  African-Americans  and                

of   workers   to   form   labor   unions   (Bateman   2008).  

A  complete  theology  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement  might  be  hard  to  pin  down;  a�empts  to                 

formalize  it  came  late  in  the  movement  with  Walter  Rauschenbusch’s  1917  book, A  Theology  for                

the  Social  Gospel .  Its  biblical  founda�ons  though  can  be  found  in  Jesus’s  Sermon  on  the  Mount                 

and  more  specifically  in  a  passage  from  the  Lord’s  Prayer:  “Your  kingdom  come,  your  will  be                 

done  on  earth  as  it  is  in  heaven”  (Mt  6:10).  Adherents  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement                 

understood  that  by  working  to  approximate  the  kingdom  of  God  on  earth,  they  could  help  bring                 

forth  the  prophesied  second  coming  of  Christ,  thereby  fully  establishing  the  kingdom  of  God  on                

earth.  With  industrializa�on  as  they  were  experiencing  it,  Social  Gospelers  saw  great  injus�ces,              

inequality,  poverty,  and  exploita�on  of  the  working  class;  they  saw  what  they  perceived  as               

social  sins  -  sins  of  society  -  and  sought  poli�cal,  economic,  and  social  reforms  as  society’s                 

means  to  salva�on  from  those  sins.  Surely  the  perceived  opportunity  to  bring  forth  the  kingdom                

of  God  gave  even  greater  impetus  to  enact  reforms  than  what  economic  condi�ons  or  general                

biblical   calls   to   help   the   poor   and   vulnerable   might   have   done   alone.   

The  1908  Social  Creed,  which  was  widely  adopted  by  mainline  U.S.  Protestant  churches,              

illustrates  some  of  the  policies  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement.  “The  creed  consisted  of  eleven                
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principles  that  formed  a  manifesto  for  ac�on  as  well  as  a  statement  of  faith”  (Bateman  1998,                 

40),   namely:  

● For   equal   rights   and   complete   jus�ce   for   all   men   in   all   sta�ons   of   life,  
● For   the   principle   of   concilia�on   and   arbitra�on   in   industrial   dissensions,  
● For  the  protec�on  of  the  worker  from  dangerous  machinery,  occupa�onal           

diseases,   injuries   and   mortality,  
● For   the   aboli�on   of   child   labor,   
● For  such  regula�on  of  the  condi�ons  of  labor  for  women  as  shall  safeguard              

the   physical   and   moral   health   of   the   community,   
● For   the   suppression   of   the   “swea�ng   system,”   
● For  the  gradual  and  reasonable  reduc�on  of  the  hours  of  labor  to  the  lowest               

prac�cal  point,  with  work  for  all;  and  for  that  degree  of  leisure  for  all  which  is                 
the   condi�on   of   the   highest   human   life,   

● For   a   release   from   employment   one   day   in   seven.  
● For   a   living   wage   in   every   industry,   
● For  the  highest  wage  that  each  industry  can  afford,  and  for  the  most              

equitable   division   of   the   products   of   industry   that   can   ul�mately   be   devised,  
● For  the  recogni�on  of  the  Golden  Rule  and  the  mind  of  Christ  as  the  supreme                

law  of  society  and  the  sure  remedy  for  all  social  ills.  (Quoted  in  Bateman               
1998,   40-41)  

 
The  Social  Gospel  movement  heavily  influenced  such  poli�cal  leaders  as  Theodore  Roosevelt             

and  Woodrow  Wilson,  as  it  would  later  do  for  Dr.  Mar�n  Luther  King,  Jr.  and  his  work  in  the  Civil                     

Rights  movement.  Its  policy  proposals  were  overwhelmingly  enacted.  Moreover,  as  a  result  of              

the  Social  Gospel  movement,  government  interven�on  in  the  economy  became  more  widely             

accepted,  as  did  the  role  of  social  scien�sts  in  designing  appropriate  policy.  With  these               

successes  in  mind,  Bateman  (1998)  rhetorically  asks  “why  this  movement,  if  it  was  so  central  to                 

American  culture,  is  virtually  unknown  to  us  today”  (42).  The  Social  Gospel  movement  was  not                

only  a  vic�m  of  its  success  as  its  call  for  policy  changes  were  heeded  and  more  broadly                  

accepted,  but  also  as  Bateman  notes,  it  was  appropriated  by  more  na�onalis�c  and  less               
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social-reform-minded  Protestant  ministers  during  World  War  I  (42-3).  Furthermore  and  despite            

the  Social  Gospel  movement’s  policy  successes,  Fogel  (2000)  reports  that  its  ul�mate  goal  “to               

reform  human  nature,  to  crush  evil,  and  to  create  God’s  kingdom  on  earth  .  .  .  failed.”  This                   

reminds  us  that  the  ends  of  theological  economics  may  be  varied,  and  theology-oriented              

economic   policymaking   may   succeed   by   some   measures   yet   fail   by   others.   

The  Social  Gospel  movement,  the  broader  Progressive  movement,  and  progressive  economists            

of  the  era  such  as  Richard  Ely  are  certainly  not  without  addi�onal  cri�ques.  One  very  serious                 

charge  is  ar�culated  by  Thomas  Leonard  in  his  2016  book, Illiberal  Reformers .  He  argues  that                

the  intellectual  legacy  of  that  era’s  progressives,  including  Richard  Ely’s,  is  tainted  by              

exclusionary  views  on  eugenics,  race,  and  immigra�on.  Economist  Marshall  Steinbaum  and            

historian  Bernard  Weisberger  (2017)  counter  that  “those  [retrograde]  views  were  common  to  a              

broad  swath  of  the  intellectual  elite  of  that  era,  including  the  progressives’  staunchest              

opponents”  (1064),  but  that  nonetheless  does  not  excuse  what  some  progressives  of  the  era               

wrote  and  said.  Richard  Ely,  among  others,  clearly  did  not  rise  to  the  standards  of  our  profession                  

or   of   his   faith.   

A�en�on  is  brought  to  this  controversy  because  it  ought  to  give  us  pause  as  we  consider  the                  

poten�al  use  and  misuse  of  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  Certainly,  the  possibility            

exists  for  what  Volf  (2011)  considers  to  be  a  malfunc�on  of  faith  where  “speaking  and  ac�ng  in                  

the  name  of  God  is  employed  to  promote  preset  desirable  ends”  (10).  Tatum  (2017a)  lays  out  a                  

code  of  conduct  for  scholars  of  theological  economics,  but  it  might  suffice  here  to  say  that  keys                  

to  avoiding  this  trap  include  humility  and  repentance.  Consistent  with  Ephesians  4:2,  humility              
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should  lead  us  to  not  go  beyond  what  theology  supports.  Repentance  is  necessary  when  we                

make   mistakes.   

Even  from  a  purely  secular  perspec�ve,  though,  the  Social  Gospel  movement  and  the  related               

policies  researched  and  advocated  by  progressive  economists  of  the  era  highlight  the  value  of               

pluralism  that  an  interdisciplinary  field  of  theological  economics  can  help  facilitate.  Beyond  the              

long  list  of  policy  achievements  Leonard  acknowledges,  Steinbaum  and  Weisberger  (2017)  note             

that  these  scholars  were  conduc�ng  and  advoca�ng  for  research  methods  the  field  has  only               

recently  come  to  fully  embrace;  it  “[analyzes]  new  sources  of  data  using  methods  that  cast                

doubt  on  the  received  wisdom  of  old  models,  which  had  themselves  been  accepted  largely  in                

the  absence  of  evidence”  (1078,  1081).  Recent  studies  of  wage  se�ng  are  also  consistent  with                

what  these  progressive  economists  understood;  they  “find  a  substan�al  and  increasing  role  for              

firm-specific  bargaining  that  cannot  be  explained  by  worker-side  characteris�cs,”  unlike  John            

Bates  Clark’s  neoclassical  theory  of  labor  and  its  more  contemporary  deriva�ons  (1073).  The              

point  here  is  not  to  examine  this  literature,  but  to  illustrate  how  theological  economics  might                

alter  the  ques�ons  we  ask  and  how  we  approach  those  ques�ons  in  our  economic  analysis  and                 

policymaking.  Accordingly,  it  may  be  worth  examining  the  Social  Gospel  movement  further  to              

see   what   lessons   may   be   learned   and   whether   the   lessons   can   be   more   widely   applied.  

A   Generalizable   Model?  

The  Social  Gospel  movement  certainly  seems  to  fit  reasonable  criteria  for  what  might  cons�tute               

theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  First,  the  policies’  orienta�on,  e.g.  improving  labor           

condi�ons,  and  their  impetus,  i.e.  bringing  forth  the  kingdom  of  God,  are  both  grounded  in                
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theology.  Second,  the  Social  Gospel  policies  were  geared  to  reforming  the  economic  and              

poli�cal  system  rather  than  to  replacing  it.  Third,  the  policy  proposals  of  the  Social  Gospel                

movement  were  informed  by  some  of  the  best  economic  and  sociological  analysis  of  the  �me.                

Not  only  did  “economics,  poli�cal  science,  and  sociology  all  [emerge]  in  American  universi�es  as               

the  result  of  the  influence  of  the  Social  Gospel,”  but  Social  Gospelers  were  also  early  and  ac�ve                  

users  of  social  surveys  (Bateman  2008).  In  short,  the  Social  Gospel  movement’s  theology              

encouraged  both  engagement  in  the  public  sphere  and  applica�on  of  theology  and  economics              

to  policymaking,  all  while  u�lizing  the  skills  of  social  scien�sts  in  policy  formula�on  and  analysis.                

Ques�ons  remain  though  as  to  whether  the  Social  Gospel  movement  represents  a  generalizable              

and  sustainable  model  of  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking.  The  key  to  this  may  be              

with   regard   to   eschatology.   

Eschatology  is  useful  because  it  allows  one  to  begin  with  the  end  in  mind.  According  to                 

theologian  Hans  Schwarz  (2000),  “eschatology  includes  all  concepts  of  life  beyond  death  and              

everything  connected  to  it,”  and  it  “is  determined  by  and  determines  our  understanding  of               

humanity,  of  body  and  soul,  and  of  value  systems  and  worldviews”  (26).  He  goes  on  to  write                  

that  “most  religions  envision  a  final  end  of  all  history  when  our  present  world  will  come  to  a                   

close  and  a  new  world  will  appear”  (365).  The  Bible  goes  as  far  to  say  that  God  “has  put  eternity                     

into  man’s  heart”  (Eccl  3:11).  Historian  Paul  Boyer’s  1992  study, When  Time  Shall  Be  No  More ,                 

found  prophecy  belief  has  par�cularly  and  significantly  affected  American  thought  and  culture.             

The   Social   Gospel   movement   clearly   highlights   the   influence   it   has   had   in   the   public   sphere.  

Postmillennial  theology,  shared  by  many  in  the  Social  Gospel  movement,  was  an  impetus  for               

their  advocacy  for  policy  reforms.  This  theology  interprets  Revela�on  chapter  20’s  reference  to  a               
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thousand  years  as  a  period  of  righteous  rule  before  the  second  coming  of  Jesus  Christ,  rather                 

than  the  period  a�er  his  second  coming,  as  premillennialists  believe.  On  the  one  hand,  such  a                 

view  of  eschatology  would  draw  its  followers  to  develop  and  support  policies  that  are  consistent                

with  what  they  thought  would  bring  forth  the  kingdom  of  God.  On  the  other  hand,  if  the                  

kingdom  of  God  does  not  materialize  as  they  perceived  it  would,  they  would  either  abandon                

policy  reform  or  support  it  through  other  ra�onale.  George  Herron,  a  leading  figure  of  the  Social                 

Gospel  movement,  is  a  great  example  of  one  who  prophesied  about  bringing  an  approxima�on               

of  the  kingdom  of  God  to  earth,  but  was  mournful  when  it  did  not  occur  (Marty  1986,  157).                   

Thus,  absent  the  arrival  of  the  kingdom  of  God  in  some  reasoned  amount  of  �me,                

postmillennial-theology-influenced  movements  like  the  Social  Gospel  do  not  seem  sustainable           

over  the  long  term  despite  their  natural  affinity  for  policy  ac�on.  At  first  glance,  this  would                 

suggest  that  eschatology  is  of  no  value  to  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking,  but  that              

ignores  the  concept  of  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  which  could  be  consistent  with  a  variety  of               

millennial   views.  

Prolep�c  an�cipa�on  is  ac�ng  in  the  present  with  knowledge  and  understanding  of  the  new               

world   to   come,   a   hope   that   is   recognized   by   the   Apostle   Paul   in   Romans   8:18-24   (NIV):  

I  consider  that  our  present  sufferings  are  not  worth  comparing  with  the  glory  that  will  be                 
revealed  in  us.  For  the  crea�on  waits  in  eager  expecta�on  for  the  children  of  God  to  be                  
revealed.  For  the  crea�on  was  subjected  to  frustra�on,  not  by  its  own  choice,  but  by  the                 
will  of  the  one  who  subjected  it,  in  hope  that  the  crea�on  itself  will  be  liberated  from  its                   
bondage  to  decay  and  brought  into  the  freedom  and  glory  of  the  children  of  God.  We                 
know  that  the  whole  crea�on  has  been  groaning  as  in  the  pains  of  childbirth  right  up  to                  
the  present  �me.  Not  only  so,  but  we  ourselves,  who  have  the  firs�ruits  of  the  Spirit,                 
groan  inwardly  as  we  wait  eagerly  for  our  adop�on  to  sonship,  the  redemp�on  of  our                
bodies.  For  in  this  hope  we  were  saved.  But  hope  that  is  seen  is  no  hope  at  all.  Who                    
hopes   for   what   they   already   have?  
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Schwarz  (2000)  contends  that  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  is  the  most  “viable”  response  of  Chris�ans              

to   the   future:  

Knowing  that  the  future  has  already  begun  in  the  resurrec�on  of  Jesus  Christ,  it  dares  to                 
an�cipate  prolep�cally  this  future  along  the  avenue  which  the  Christ  event  provides.             
This  process  of  ac�ve  an�cipa�on  strives  for  a  be�er  humanity,  a  more  just  society,  and                
a  more  worldly  world  to  live  in.  But  since  it  is  only  an�cipa�on,  Chris�an  faith  is  realis�c                  
enough   to   take   into   account   our   intrinsic   aliena�on   from   God.   (407)  

 
This  response  stands  in  contrast  to  possible  responses  of  “despairing  resigna�on”  and  “futuris�c              

ac�vism.”  With  despairing  resigna�on,  we  understand  our  future  in  the  kingdom  of  God,  but               

believe  any  human  a�empts  to  approximate  that  end  will  u�erly  fail.  With  futuris�c  ac�vism,               

we  are  confident  we  can  bring  forth  the  kingdom  of  God  through  our  own  powers.  Between                 

these  two  responses,  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  recognizes  our  limits,  but  also  gives  us  vision  and               

hope  we  can  achieve  something  be�er  in  the  present  world  (405-407).  Arguably  then,  reform               

movements  are  more  likely  to  be  ini�ated  and  sustained  when  advocates  are  ac�ng  out  of                

prolep�c   an�cipa�on   than   through   pre-   or   postmillennial   views   alone.   

Of  course,  reformers  of  faith  may  be  wary  that  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  and  any  reforms  advocated                

therefrom  could  succumb  to  being  treated  as  ends  unto  themselves,  like  idols,  rather  than  in                

acknowledgement  of  and  response  to  a  loving  God.  In  such  a  case,  for  believers,  these  reforms                 

too  will  not  have  las�ng  impact.  This  also  suggests  that  the  path  for  the  reformer  of  faith  is                   4

4  See,  for  example,  the  Apostle  Paul’s  wri�ng  in  1  Corinthians  3:10-15:  “According  to  the  grace  of                  
God  given  to  me,  like  a  skilled  master  builder  I  laid  a  founda�on,  and  someone  else  is  building                   
upon  it.  Let  each  one  take  care  how  he  builds  upon  it.  For  no  one  can  lay  a  founda�on  other                     
than  that  which  is  laid,  which  is  Jesus  Christ.  Now  if  anyone  builds  on  the  founda�on  with  gold,                   
silver,  precious  stones,  wood,  hay,  straw,  each  one's  work  will  become  manifest,  for  the  Day  will                 
disclose  it,  because  it  will  be  revealed  by  fire,  and  the  fire  will  test  what  sort  of  work  each  one                     
has  done.  If  the  work  that  anyone  has  built  on  the  founda�on  survives,  he  will  receive  a  reward.                   
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narrow,  but  eschatological  thinking  is  s�ll  essen�al  to  it.  If  “the  present  and  the  future  are                 

perceived  as  so  radically  disjunc�ve,  .  .  .  either  otherworldly  retreat  or  this-worldly  ac�vism               

results”   (Schwarz   2000,   381).  

Even  though  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  is,  by  its  very  character,  forward  looking,  it  is  biblically               

consistent  in  that  it  is  not  a  call  to  worry  or  be  anxious.  Echoing  numerous  other  scriptures,                  

Ma�hew  writes:  “Do  not  be  anxious  about  tomorrow,  for  tomorrow  will  be  anxious  about  itself                

(6:34).  Prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  then,  is  looking  to  the  good  that  will  come  and  ac�ng  now  in                 

accordance  with  that  and  with  the  peace  of  which  Jesus  speaks  in  John  14:27  (NIV):  “Peace  I                  

leave  with  you;  my  peace  I  give  you.  I  do  not  give  to  you  as  the  world  gives.  Do  not  let  your                       

hearts   be   troubled   and   do   not   be   afraid.”   

A  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  response  is  consistent  not  only  with  scripture,  but  also  with  what  some                

Social  Gospel  leaders  such  as  Walter  Rauschenbusch  and  Shailer  Mathews  advocated.            

Rauschenbusch  (1913)  writes  that  “we  shall  demand  perfec�on  and  never  expect  to  get  it.  But                

by  demanding  it  we  shall  get  more  than  we  now  have”  (126).  In  eschatological  context,  the                 

Apostle  Paul  calls  for  believers  to  “walk  in  newness  of  life”  (Rom  6:4),  and  in  the  Parable  of  the                    

Talents,  Jesus  seems  to  admonish  his  followers  to  u�lize  the  �me  before  his  second  coming  for                 

the  benefit  of  the  kingdom  (Mt  25:14-30).  Of  course,  such  scripture  as  the  Bea�tudes  (Mt                

5:3-12)  remind  us  that  utopia  will  not  be  reached,  that  not  all  wrongs  will  be  righted  in  our                   

present   world   (Lowery   2005,   437).  

If  anyone's  work  is  burned  up,  he  will  suffer  loss,  though  he  himself  will  be  saved,  but  only  as                    
through   fire.”  
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Through  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  eschatology  provides  not  only  a  case  for  policy  reforms,  but  also               

bases  for  them.  According  to  Mary  Doak  (2002),  “an  eschatological  (or  utopian)  ideal  may               

inspire  efforts  for  radical  and  systemic  change  (which  Rauschenbusch  espoused),  but  it  can  also               

be  invoked  in  support  of  moderate  reform  (as  in  Mathews’s  work).  Yet  another  op�on  is  the                 

[Reinhold]  Niebuhrian  ‘realism’  that  acknowledges  the  need  for  radical  change  while  pursuing             

those  policies  likely  to  be  of  real  benefit  given  the  situa�on”  (126).  Whether  radical  change,                

moderate  reform,  or  second-best  policies,  though,  they  would  benefit  from  the  exper�se  of              

economists   and   other   social   scien�sts.   

Poten�al   Influence   on   Policymaking  

None  of  the  above  suggests  that  a  mul�tude  of  policy  proposals  could  come  specifically  from                

eschatological  studies.  True,  some  ideas  could  be  developed  around  issues  like  environmental             

stewardship,  the  unifica�on  of  people  and  na�ons,  and  human  flourishing.  For  instance,  the              

no�on  that  God  created  a  “good”  earth  (Gn  1),  but  will  destroy  it  (2  Pt  3:4-7)  and  replace  it  with                     

a  new  earth  (Rv  21:1)  already  suggests  that  human  ac�vi�es  are  corrup�ng  the  earth  and                

efforts  in  mi�ga�on  or  minimiza�on  may  be  worth  our  a�en�on.  However,  like  other  policies               

which  might  be  derived  from  eschatological  understanding,  principles  of  environmental           

stewardship  might  as  easily  be  derived  from  broader,  more  complete  scriptural  founda�ons  as              

well.  So,  why  focus  on  eschatology  in  par�cular?  In  short,  eschatology  provides  hope  and               

prolep�c   an�cipa�on   is   ac�ng   on   that   hope.  

Moreover,  eschatological  thinking  can  influence  how  economic  analysis  and  policymaking  are            

pursued.  First,  it  puts  the  end  in  sharp  relief.  As  the  La�n  phrase memento  mori  translates,                 
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remember  death.  “The  day  of  the  Lord  will  come  like  a  thief  in  the  night”  (1  Thes  5:2).  Through                    

eschatological  thinking,  we  may  not  put  off  difficult  decisions  and  ac�ons  to  the  future.  Second,                

eschatological  ideals  may  not  change,  but  the  areas  for  which  we  are  furthest  from  those  ideals                 

do  change.  Consider  by  analogy  the  Old  Testament  Prophets.  The  standard  of  jus�ce  might  not                

have  changed  in  the  Old  Testament,  but  the  par�cular  injus�ces  perpetrated  at  given  �mes  and                

places   did   vary.   Likewise,   different   policies   will   be   needed   now   and   in   the   future.  

Third,  eschatological  thinking  can  open  us  up  to  new  ideas  in  policymaking.  History  has  o�en                

influenced  how  we  have  proceeded.  Such  “evolu�on  allows  for  nothing  genuinely  new.  .  .  .  The                 

vision  of  a  new  world,  however,  goes  beyond  these  possibili�es  and  opts  for  something  radically                

new”  (Schwarz  2000,  387).  Fourth,  eschatological  thinking  can  provide  us  a  vision  of  who  we  are                 

and  under  what  condi�ons  we  flourish  ideally.  Visions  of  who  we  are  and  what  we  can  do  are                   

important.  As  Proverbs  29:19  can  be  translated,  “where  there  is  no  prophe�c  vision,  the  people                

are  discouraged.”  Fi�h,  with  a  vision  in  hand,  the  demand  for  scien�fic  and  social  scien�fic                

research  may  rise  as  we  consider  how  we  can  move  closer  to  that  vision.  Arguably,  economists                 

are  well  posi�oned  to  determine  efficient  ways  to  reach  goals  and  for  finding  second-best               

solu�ons  when  ideals  are  una�ainable.  These  and  other  efforts  in  policymaking  may  take  on               

transcendental  quali�es  in  as  much  as  God  uses  humans  to  realize  his  transforma�ve  work  in                

this  world.  While  we  may  recognize  human  instrumentality  in  God’s  transforma�ve  work,             

eschatological   thinking   also   helps   us   accept   the   limits   of   human   power   for   las�ng   change.  

Furthermore,  eschatological  thinking  might  counter  assump�ons  of  con�nual  progress  evident           

in  Enlightenment  and  mainstream  economic  thinking,  as  well  as  assump�ons  of  pending  doom              

evident  in  some  premillennial  and  secular  apocalyp�c  thinking.  This  might  also  reduce  the              
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pervasiveness  and  impact  of  self-defea�ng  prophecies  of  the  former  and  self-fulfilling            

prophecies  of  the  la�er.  More  generally,  eschatological  thinking  might  limit  the  faith  we  place  in                

technology,  progress,  human  goodness,  and  other  poten�al  sources  of  wishful  thinking  so  that              

we  might  grapple  with  the  issues  we  face  in  more  sober  ways.  Of  course,  eschatological  thinking                 

might  just  be  replacing  one  set  of  hopes  with  another,  but  this  is  not  necessarily  bad;                 

well-placed   hope   can   be   transforma�ve.  

Hope  is  at  the  heart  of  eschatological  thinking.  Certainly,  as  can  be  seen  with  Old  Testament                 

prophets,  final  judgment  may  even  be  postponed  with  repentance  and  change,  again  sugges�ng              

human  instrumentality  in  God’s  transforma�ve  work  in  the  world.  However,  eschatological            

thinking  might  also  help  one  to  not  fear  the  end.  The  early  Church  did  not  seem  to  fear  it.  At  the                      

very  end  of  the  Book  of  Revela�on,  a�er  foretelling  a  series  of  apocalyp�c  events,  the  author                 

declares   without   any   apparent   fear:   “Even   so,   come,   Lord   Jesus”   (Rv   22:20   NKJV).   

Nonetheless,  what  may  be  the  most  significant  implica�on  for  eschatology-influenced           

policymaking  is  that  eschatological  thinking  can  help  provide  “hope  for  the  vic�ms  of  history,  for                

those  aspects  of  all  of  us  not  yet  developed  in  this  life,  and,  ul�mately,  for  humanity  itself”                  

(Doak  2002,  117).  “As  [theologian]  Jurgen  Moltmann  points  out,  this  complacent  refusal  to              

imagine  alterna�ves  ignores  the  o�en-voiceless  vic�ms  produced  by  our”  poli�cal  and            

economic  systems  (109).  Theologians  Reinhold  Niebuhr  and  Walter  Rauschenbusch  would  also            

have  contended  that  “an  en�rely  this-worldly  or  historical  hope  accept[s]  an  unjust  triumph  of               

the  victors  of  history  at  the  expense  of  their  vic�ms”  (122).  Economics  trains  us  to  examine  the                  

general  welfare,  but  eschatological  thinking  pushes  us  to  think  beyond  this  to  what  remains  to                

be  done.  For  example,  Rauschenbusch  and  Mathews  both  saw  that  “historical  struggles  and              
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achievements  have  value  insofar  as  they  par�ally  a�ain  the  ideal,  yet  are  cri�qued  in  light  of                 

their  distance  from  it”  (120).  To  this  end,  theological  economists  could  and  should  consider  the                

differen�al  impact  economic  policies  can  have.  As  we  may  be  seeing  in  the  current  poli�cal                

climate,  failure  to  consider  these  differen�al  impacts  may  result  in  outcomes  that  nega�vely              

affect   the   general   welfare   anyway.  

To  be  clear,  the  above  argument  is  not  one  that  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  can               

solve  every  injus�ce  or  inequity  or  that  it  will  bring  utopia  to  this  world,  as  it  certainly  won’t.                   

Rather,  it  can  bring  us  more  in  line  with  and  refocus  us  on  our  eschatological  hope.  It  also  does                    

not  preclude  hope  through  a  personal  a�erlife.  In  fact,  one  might  see  these  two  hopes  -  the                  

communal  and  the  personal  -  as  complements  rather  than  subs�tutes.  If  the  poor,  hungry,               

weeping,  and  hated  are  not  blessed  with  the  kingdom  of  God,  sa�sfac�on,  laughter,  and               

inclusion,  respec�vely,  in  this  life,  hope  can  remain  that  these  blessings  enumerated  in  Luke               

6:20-22  can  be  claimed  in  the  a�erlife.  With  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  we  can  act  toward  those                

ends  now,  though.  If  the  societal  reforms  fail  to  materialize  or  to  accomplish  their  goals,                

eschatological   hope   remains,   which   in   and   of   itself   can   support   the   func�oning   of   society.  

Sacred  eschatologies  are  fundamentally  different  from  secular  no�ons  of  utopian  design  or             

apocalyp�c  avoidance  if  only  because  the  former’s  understanding  of  God  gives  �me  its  “origin               

and  des�na�on”  and  humanity  its  purpose  (Schwarz  2000,  369).  In  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,             

Chris�ans  “do  not  a�empt  to  fulfill  a  dream  or  a  utopian  vision  but  live  according  to  the                  

presence  of  God  through  his  Spirit”  (378).  However,  that  does  not  mean  eschatology-influenced              

economic  policymaking  is  only  the  purview  of  economists  and  policymakers  of  faith.  Surely,              

concepts  such  as memento  mori  are  just  as  relevant  for  such  secular  apocalyp�c  concerns  as                
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climate  change  and  nuclear  war.  The  sacred  can  also  have  synergies  with  the  secular.  For                

instance,  work  on  environmental  stewardship,  peace  among  people  and  people  groups,  and             

protec�on  for  the  vulnerable  can  be  both  acts  of  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  by  believers  and               

movement  toward  secular  goals  by  the  wider  set  of  collaborators.  Thus,  in  these  respects,  the                

two   need   not   be   at   odds.  

To   whose   end   and   when?  

It  has  been  this  author’s  convic�on  expressed  here  and  elsewhere  that  theology  is  useful  not                

only  to  economists  and  policymakers  of  religious  faith,  but  also  to  the  fields  of  economics  and                 

public  policy  more  generally,  just  as  psychology  is  to  behavioral  economics  and  feminist  theory               

is  to  feminist  economics.  Again,  an  interdisciplinary  field  of  theological  economics  can  alter  the               

ques�ons  we  ask  and  how  we  approach  those  ques�ons  in  our  economic  analysis  and               

policymaking.  However,  as  the  present  study  suggests,  theological  economics  would  likely  be  of              

greater  value  to  those  of  religious  faith.  For  instance,  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  may  be  divinely               

important  for  the  religious  faithful,  both  as  a  response  to  God  and  as  a  basis  for  their                  

interac�ons  with  the  wider  world.  With  regard  to  the  la�er,  Schwarz  (2000)  argues  that  “if  the                 

church  wants  to  be  the  reminder  of  the  future,  it  dare  not  leave  humanity  as  it  is,  in  its                    

dispersion,   antagonism,   and   self-destruc�on”   (374).  

Even  if  the  nature  and  relevance  of  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  and  other  theological  concepts  are               

different  for  those  who  hold  sacred  eschatological  views  than  for  those  who  hold  secular  or  no                 

eschatological  views,  eschatological  thinking  can  nonetheless  add  value  more  broadly.  Consider            
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again  the  ways  sacred  eschatological  thinking  can  influence  economic  policymaking  as  discussed             

in   the   previous   sec�on,   namely   by:  

● encouraging   us   not   to   push   off   difficult   decisions   and   ac�ons   to   the   future,  
● allowing   for   dynamic   policy   responses,  
● taking   us   beyond   history   and   evolu�onary   processes   to   a   wider   set   of   possibili�es,   
● providing   vision   of   who   we   are   and   under   what   condi�ons   we   flourish   ideally,   
● raising  demand  for  scien�fic  and  social  scien�fic  research  as  to  how  we  can  more               

efficiently   move   closer   to   the   ideal,  
● recognizing   the   possibility   of   human   instrumentality   in   God’s   transforma�ve   work,  
● accep�ng   the   limits   of   human   power   for   las�ng   change,  
● countering  assump�ons  of  con�nual  progress  or  pending  doom  and  their  poten�al            

to   paralyze   policy   efforts,  
● limi�ng   the   faith   we   place   in   technology,   progress,   human   goodness,   etc.,  
● leaving   the   door   open   for   repentance   and   change,   and  
● providing  a  sense  of  hope  and  purpose  especially  for  the  vic�ms  of  history  and  those                

aspects   of   us   not   yet   developed   in   history,   all   while  
● complemen�ng   the   hope   one   may   have   of   a   personal   a�erlife.  

 
Arguably  though,  a  number  of  these  -  perhaps  even  four  of  the  first  five  -  are  also  relevant  for                    

secular  eschatologies. Memento  mori ,  rather  than  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  might  then  be  the             

minimally  sufficient  condi�on  for  some  aspects  of  eschatological  thinking  to  affect  economic             

analysis   and   policymaking,   even   if   prolep�c   an�cipa�on   is   necessary   for   all   of   them.  

The  case  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement  provides  at  least  four  lessons  as  to  how  a  theological                  

economist,  par�cularly  one  of  faith,  might  proceed.  First,  it  is  worth  considering  one’s              

eschatological  views  and  how  they  might  implicitly  affect  one’s  percep�ons  of  the  role  and               

efficacy  of  policies.  For  instance,  without  prolep�c  an�cipa�on,  premillennial  views  might  lead             

to  different  approaches  to  and  goals  for  policymaking  than  postmillennial  views  would.  Second,              

remember  that  policy  reform  is  not  an  end  unto  itself.  Also  “no  ma�er  how  much  we  emphasize                  

the  emancipatory  character  of  eschatology,  it  is  only  prolep�c  an�cipa�on  and  [it  too  is]  not  the                 
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end  itself”  (Schwarz  2000,  382).  Third,  great  care  and  humility  need  to  be  taken  to  avoid                 

overreach,  “blind  spots,  and  biases”  (Bateman  2016).  This  may  avoid  unfulfilled  expecta�ons             

such  as  those  of  George  Herron  and  ill-considered  and  counterproduc�ve  messages  such  as              

ones  by  Richard  Ely.  Finally,  for  sustainability  and  greatest  impact,  the  process  of              

theology-oriented  economic  policymaking  should  be  considered  to  be  at  least  as  important  as              

any  par�cular  policy  outcome.  Unfortunately,  in  the  case  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement,  once               

the  championed  policy  goals  were  enacted,  momentum  was  lost,  and  no  meaningful  efforts              

were  taken  to  ins�tu�onalize  an  approach  to  theology-oriented  economic  analysis  and            

policymaking.   

Is  now  an  appropriate  �me  for  theology-oriented  economic  policymaking,  though?  Has  the             

opportunity  passed  for  an  interdisciplinary  field  of  theological  economics  to  grow  and  flourish              

given  the  greater  societal  seculariza�on  of  the  present  era,  as  well  as  the  poli�ciza�on  of                

religion?  Parallels  may  be  found  in  our  past.  Just  as  American  economics  experienced  greater               

plurality  in  the  Social  Gospel  era  with  the  coexistence  of  ins�tu�onal  and  neoclassical  schools  of                

thought  than  it  did  in  the  decades  that  followed,  contemporary  economics  may  be  presently               

more  open  to  cri�que  and  diversity  in  methodological  approaches  than  it  was  ten  or  twenty                

years  ago.  Surely,  modest  goals  of  introducing  new  ques�ons,  approaches,  and  objec�ves  into              

economic  analysis  and  policymaking  seem  achievable,  regardless  of  whether  theological           

economists  are  inside  or  “outside  the  citadel  of  the  establishment”  (Newbigin  1986,  125).              

Outside  of  divine  providence,  though,  appropriate  �ming  might  not  be  fully  understood  or              

predicted  anyway.  For  example,  in  looking  back,  Walter  Rauschenbusch  referred  to  the  1890s  as               

a  “dark  �me”  for  advocates  of  the  Social  Gospel  movement  (Bateman  2008).  S�ll,  in  this  dark                 
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period,  Richard  Ely  con�nued  to  organize  summer  seminars  and  Washington  Gladden  con�nued             

to  preach  on  social  problems.  If  anything  can  be  drawn  from  eschatological  thinking,  as  well  as                 

from  such  scriptures  as  Esther  4:14,  Mark  1:15,  John  9:4,  and  2  Corinthians  6:2,  it  is  that  there  is                    

no   �me   like   the   present   to   prepare   for   the   future.   
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