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Hardly a day passes when we don't hear some comment or news 
report about inflation. Furthermore all of us continue to 
experience personally many of the conseq_uences of inf .lat ion. 

/ 

It is c.hanging the shape of human inst1'tutions and eroding 
human hopes and expectations. 

No�tJ you may be wondering what a preacher is doing talking 
about inflation in a sermon. I'm not an authoritative 
economist and do not pretend to be one. I a.m often amused, 
however, with all the many prouncements of the expert 
economists, their diagnosis of the causes and their pre-
scriptions for the cures of inflation. Everyone is against 
inflation, but no one really wants to do much about it, 
particularly if it means doing away with one's own pet 
projects. 

The members 0£ Congress often speak 0£ the evils of an 

unb..alanc;.ed federal budget and run-away federal spending, 
but when it comes to building congressional office buildings 
or voting money for their favorite ''pork-barrel'' legj_s­
lation, then it's a different matter. Inflation thus is 
a political problem as well as an economic problem. Both 
political parties are afraid to apply too harsh measures 
against inflation because it may deter economic growth 
and cause diastrous political consequences. 

Inflation however, is more than just an economic and poli­
tical problem, it also is a spiritual problem and it af­
fects all of us in that w·ay too. 

Most of us are aware of the usual economic explanations 
for the causes of inflation. There is an increase in de­
mand for products and co�.modities on a world-wide scale, 
and also an increased demand for services of all kinds .. 
Add to this the continually rising cost of energy and our 
reliance on foreign energy sources, plus the inability of 
the federal government in particular to reduce expenditures 

�nd we !Jaye tn�latton. 

BtJt -u.nderineath aJ�l these e.conomic and political causes 

are some d�eeper ones which reveal a oasic chan.ge in the 
... 

character, expecta.tions a.nd va.lues of the society of 
which we are a part, 
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To put it s:Lmply··, ris··:Lng l?�tces a.re. al.so caus·ed by soci.al 

change and that gets ·very complex. For example, the price 
of a tube of toothpaste also pays for television executives 
salaries a_nd truck driver t s dental in.surance. Most things 
tn our society are more intricately connected than before. 

Furthermore, in the last two decades, economic growth has 
been tied to various s·oci.al objectives, the chief of �1hi.ch 
have been full employment and. a steady increase in con.­
sumption. ·such things have lead to a po,l\1erfuJ_ and m.aybe 
irreversible revolution in social expectations as well. 
�Jhere i:?orkers once feared losj�ng a _job, ,vhich was the corn.­
man experience of the Depression, we now expect a job and 
with j_t a risj_ng standard of li.ving. The government has 
difficulty in denying these expectations. 

\t'-Jhat this ·has mea.nt practically, is that governments 
necessarily will increase spending and run larger deficits. 
A·t the same. time, governments are called upon to j�ncrease 
soc�a1 expendi.tures� part�cularly �n the areas of health, 

welfare, social services and the like. 

These tendencies ali point to a deeper spiritual problem-­
to a change in values in society. The value question is: 
what kind of society do we want to become? 

Let's looI<. then at what's been ha_ppening to us, at what 
kind of society we are becoming, at our changing values. 
These changing values �"7hich have a. spirituaJ .. base are both 
a cause and an effect of continuing inflation. 

1. First of all, we a.re becom.ing a society which empb.asizes 
more and more the self. As the Wall Street Journal pointed 
out in an article last week on the. editorial page, studies 
of society point up a pervasive trend: r.ve rea.lly are be­
coming a more self-centered people. As accepted values, 
sacrifice for children and for general self�denial are 
declining, and the pursuit of individual pleasure and 
interests is ri.sing. It's not for nothin.g that the new 
m.agazine from the pub}_j_shers of Vogue wi.11 be called 9'Self. '' 

'� '' 1A1e' re no�? a country of vwhat about m.e? 

Studies j_n consumer buying sho\�T that the trend in general 
means consumers are willing to spend on '?me'1 items from 

perfume to entertainment, but they look closer at the 
price-vc1:J_ue relationshj_p for the •s:�,ve'' items like family-
-

room furniture. 

. 
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Since I'm. es.pecially inte.rest.ed tn boo]f.s, :Lt's 'been re-
, 

vealing to note the increase in sales for books that deal 
,;vi th the self. Book.s· sucfi as ''LOOKING OUT FOR NO. 1, '' 
continue to sell j�n b·reath-taki11.g nun1bers. A new book. just 
out and is already a best-seller is called, ''PULLING YOL"R 

Ol"7N STP\.I}JGS. '' We are worshipping a ne1:r1 idolatry of self. 

2. ·Related to this increased emphasi_s on the self, is tl1.e 
fact that consumers are. increasingly willing to pay for 
new experiences for the self. The quest for fulfillment 
in the 1960's, also with an extreme emphasis on the self, 
is giving way· to a thirst for excitement in American 
society. Individuals have the desire to experience all 
things--nothing is to be forbidden. 

Some years back, peopl.e looked for personal fulfil.lment 
through their work, through their avocations, through 
their relationships with others and even social service. 
But now research shows a declining percentage of people 
seek fulfillment in these ways. Fewer than one=fourth 

of the people, according to a recent survey, now look to 
�-vork a.s a source of fulfillm.ent, compared with nearly 
half in 1970. Individuals are increasingly looking for 
experience and. esca.pe. PeopJ_e 't\rant to make sure that 
nothing in life passes them by. So they go to Europe, 
play backgammon, go on a survival week-end, try each new 
restaurant and every new drink. The emphasis is. on con­
sumption. 

In the early development of this country, the unrestrained 
desire to have and to experience everything, was held in 
check·'by Puritan restraint and the Protestant work ethic. 
One worked because of one's obligation to one's calling, or 
to fulfil]_ the covenant of the community. 

In days past, people saved in order to buy those items they 
needed or wanted. But now with instant credit, and install­
ment buying, one can indulge in instant gratification and 
we are encouraged to do so every day. Individuals more and 
more attempt to find fulfillment in their lives through 
buying1and consuming. We no longer believe very much in 
the ethic of buying and consuming only what one needs--
but rather vJe are en.couraged to gratify every desire as a 
way of life. Today everyone joins in the demand for more, 

� not because we necessarily need it, but because we want it 
and. believe we have a right to it. ''You deserve the best 
for yourself,'' we are told in ads every day. 

\ 
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11ore and more we are giving oursel,ves over to the twin 
gods of self and consumption and the worshlp of these 
two gods provides continuing fuel for inflation. What 
were once considered luxuries for most of us are now con­
sidered necessities. Enjoyment is to be found in spending 
and consuming. These values are continually undermining 
the traditional values of thrift, frugality, self-control 
and responsibility to one another. 

Today we are encouraged to go into debt, to buy on the 
installment plan, not jus·t for necessities, but to satisfy 
any desire or whim. It's no wonder vle. have diff icul.ty in 
getting people to w-orry aoout the national debt. Being 
in debt is a way of life. People are no longer afraid of 
deot and deficit spending. No one need be deterred from 
gratifying his or her impulse or desire. It's increasingly 
difficult to demand of the govermant that which we do not 
demand of ourselves. 

Sometime ago, I saw a; .douo1e-page advertisement by Eastern 

Airlines which said, ''T.A.lZE THE BOB A.ND CAROL A.ND TED AND 
ALICE AND PI-IIL MID AN!{E VACATION. '' The them.e of the ad 
vi1as a takeoff on the movie, ''Bob and Carol and Ted and 
Alice,'' a film about the fumbling at tempts of two friendly 
couples to engage in husband and wife swappj_ng. I-Ie)�·e _rr;ras 
Eastern Aj_rlines suggesting, ''1,Je' 1.1 fly you to the Carib-
bean, we will rent you a Cabana, Fly now, pay later. 
You can postpone the money and forget the guilt and take 
thj_s vacation and you ca.n even engage in some ilJ_icit be­
ha.vj_or on the side and. all this on the installment plan. 
At the sarn.e time, one can imagine the President of the 
Airline giving a speech in which he bem.oans the lac!<. of 
morals in our culture. 

On the one ha_nd vJe expect an individ.ual to worlc hard, pur­
sue a career, accept delayed gratification and yet in our 
products and advertisements, we promote pleasure, instant 
joy, relaxing and indulging the self, and all on the in­
stallment plan. One is to be straight by day and a swinger 
by night. 

3. These. __ changes in values lead to a third social fact about 
invlation and its causes and effects. 1,vhile consumers are 
gloomy about inflation and see little chance for curbing 
it soon, they are not gloon1y en.ough to stop buying. We 
are in the inflation habit! 
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A surge in inf lat ton use.d t:o ca-use. consumet·s to cut thei.r 
�peAd.ing, out no more. Suen getting used to inflation 
adds further to inflationery pressures. Higher and higher 
prices no longer seem to effect consum.ption, particularly 
when it comes to items associated with self indulgence. 
Gasoline prices are now about twice as high as they were 
several years ago, yet consum.ption continues to increase. 
Peop]_e also spend now because they a.re certain that the 
prices are going to be higher in the future. 

}Jaw ]_et' s see how these values which are becoming dominant 
in our society relate to the Christian faith. 

5. 

Historically, there have been two Christian traditions con­
cerning wealth and spending. One tradition was rooted in 
the prophetic faith and shows a profound distrust of wealth 
and a glorification of poverty·. Thus the prophets in the 
O.f.-often castigated the predatory rich on two grounds-­
their injustice to the poor and their proud deluded self­
sufficiency. For centuries the church has puzzled over 

one of the sayings of Jesus--''It is ectsier for a camel to 
go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to 
enter the kingdom of God. tf T.fuat needs to be rememt1 ered from 
this tradition is the warning against the clanger of an easy 
accommodation to wealth. 

The second tradition regarding wealth and spending pays a 
higher respect to productive wealth and to productive work. 
This tradition encouraged discipline, diligence, honesty and 
thrift. In this tradition, John Wesley, founder of Metho­
dism, advised hj_s followers, ''Gain all you can, save all 
you can, give all you can. '1 

In some ways the-se two tra,dit1 on� cliff er from each other. 
The one glorifies poverty, the other inculcates habits 
that promote wealth. Nevertheless the two traditions agree 
on one thing--they condemn extrava.g.ance and vul .. gar osten­
tation,. Indulgence in luxury and display are fro�med upon 
as sin--an offense against true religion. Both these tra­
ditions cl.ash in no uncertain manner with. much of tI1.e 
spirit of the present day consuming society. Frugality, 
once a religious virtue, in now regarded as a social threat. 
Debt contracted for indulgence, once deemed sinful, is now 
looked upon as the basis for prosperity. Greed, once casti­
gated as the enemy of the com.man _good, is noiv exal.ted as 
the servant of social welfare. 



All thJ:s goes directJ..y co-14nter to tl\e. �ro,rd$ o;f Je.sus--Do 
not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust consume.'' In other words, do not put your faith 
in consuming. Do not put your faith or expect to find 
your maaning in life by acquiring more and more things to 
play with or with which to gratify your self. 

Inflation is also a spiritual problem. because it reflects 
a basic change in the values which govern our society and 
our individual lives. What kind of society to we want to 
become? Do we like the direction in which we are heading? 
These are the key q_uestions �re Christians need to b.e con­
tinually asking. 

If we do not like the present direction, there are some 
things we can do. 

1. WE can conserve energy and other natural resources. We 
can do o.ur best to cut down waste in every form. In this 
regard we need to find ways to reward conservation rather 

than penalizing it. (water and college) 

2. vJe Christians need to keep asking the a.wkv1ard questj_ons 
about the wav in which all of us use our 'tveaJ_th.. Some of 

w 

our present practices stimulate some of the V'7orst motives 

6. 

of prid.e, envy and greed, and at the same time contribute 
greatly to i.ncreased. inf lat ion. V'Je need to ask such awkv,ard 
q_uestions about hoi:v al.l public agencies spend. money. 1NE 
need to debate the amount of money spent on arma.m .e·nts. 

3. Thirdly and hopefully we can begin again to find ful­
fillment in things other than spending and consum.ing. "f.ATe 
need to recover the fulfillment that comes from a job well 
done, and the fulfillment tha.t comes from human relation­
ships and. being of help to others rather than just trying 
to gratify our own selfish desires. 

Only when we els individuals begin to change our ov.m ,,a 1.ues 
and our own expectations, will we begin to win the battle 
against inflation as well. 


