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ñEvaluating policy and practice in light of the        

realities and our values can guide us in calling    

ourselves and our elected officials to accountability 

in this time of crisis. It will make agents of positive 

change.ò 

   Amata Miller, IHM, page 12 
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I am the breeze that nurtures all things green.  

I am the rain that makes grass laugh with the joy of life. 

     -Hildegard of Bingen 
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Justice-Making Is Not for the Fainthearted 

 
ustice-making is slow, tedious work. Sometimes it takes 

years to achieve results; sometimes we only plant seeds 

and never see even a tiny sprout. It reminds me of water 

dripping on a stone ï the stone doesnôt seem to be affected 

until years of exposure to the droplets eventually effect a 

smoothening and wearing away of the rock. 

 

It is easy to become impatient when injustices continue. I am sure many 

working to end apartheid in South Africa thought that they would never be 

able to break the system. I am sure that those living under communism in 

Russia felt freedom would never come. I am sure African Americans in the 

U.S. felt they would never have the same civil rights as whites. And con-

servationists, who warned of global warming many decades ago, are only 

beginning to see glimmers of belief and change of attitudes. 

 

The worldwide economic crisis has made all of us aware of how our ñspirit 

of greed and reckless borrowingò has contributed to the current recession. 

One of our writers, Sister Amata Miller, an economist, calls our attention 

to the causes of the crisis and how Catholic Social Teaching can provide 

guideposts for our consciences. She believes that through this crisis ñwe 

may come to a greater realization of our interrelatedness as a world ï mov-

ing from our devotion to independence, through our understanding of our 

interdependence, to a sense of human solidarityéò 

. 

S 
usan Smith, scholar and theologian, writes about the failure of 

Christians to pray for and care for creation. She believes the 

churches are greatly responsible for this omission since they rarely 

preach or pray about ecological issues. She offers some suggestions on 

how church leaders and congregations can raise awareness and include en-

vironmental concerns in their liturgies and other kinds of prayer. 

 

And although merging communities may not be directly connected with 

justice-making, Miriam Schnoebelen, OSB, describes a very painful 

merger that renewed and reenergized both groups. When the ten sisters at  
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Red Plains Monastery in Oklahoma faced the decision either to find a way 

to merge with another monastery or dissolve, they prayed, discerned and 

discussed their future together. After much deliberation they asked to 

merge with the Benedictine Sisters in Atchison, Kan., and were received 

with open arms. It was a just solution to the problem of diminishment and 

lack of resources met with vision, honesty and mutual discernment. 

 

Monastics are called to act justly like all other followers of Christ. It may 

be in the form of prayer and fasting. Or it may be in the form of letter writ-

ing to congresspersons. Or it may be as advocates for the poor, demonstra-

tors for an end to war, or as teachers of the Churchôs social doctrine. No 

matter what our age or situation, all of us can get involved in justice-

making. We build hope and confidence and our voices are stronger when 

we do it together. 
 

      Barbara Mayer, OSB 
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BENEDICTINES 

The Economic Crisis  

and Catholic Social Teaching  

 
By Amata Miller, IHM  

 

 

Sister Amata Miller points out that the economic 

collapse of 2008 was the result of greed and         

irresponsible borrowing. She advocates the use of 

Catholic Social Teaching as "guideposts for our 

consciences."  
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  The Economic Crisis and Catholic Social Teaching  

T 
he media have told us in great 

detail about the institutional 

causes of the current economic 

mess. But these are responses to national 

cultural trends of recent decades. And all 

of us have been a part in some way of the 

loss of confidence at the core of the cur-

rent economic crisis.   

 

Cultural Causes 

 

F 
or the past two decades the nation 

has been in one of the three peri-

ods in U.S. history when money 

has been king:  the late 19th century era of 

the Robber Barons, the 1920s, and the 

period since the mid-1980s.  We have 

been in what Fortune magazine called ña 

St. Vitus Dance of money.ò The value of 

having more and more things has become 

paramount. What Thorstein Veblen called 

ñconspicuous consumptionò has been the 

custom. Media and fans have been ab-

sorbed by the lifestyles of the rich and 

famous. We have come to measure per-

sonal value in terms of how big our 

house, what kind of car we drive and 

purse we carry. Greed has become good 

and this spirit undermines the confidence 

essential in a free market economy.  

This spirit has fostered a culture of 

irresponsible borrowing. Our economy 

depends on the ability to borrow in antici-

pation of future ability to repay and on 

the willingness to lend in reliance on that 

repayment. National data shows that we 

have become a nation of people living 

beyond our means, using borrowed 

money to finance our lifestyle without 

considering whether the debt will grow 

our potential for repayment. When loan 

parties forget about the inherent risk and 

their responsibility, confidence is        

undermined and lending freezes up. 

 

The spirit of greed and of reckless 

borrowing has generated economic 

ñbubblesò in which a spirit of euphoria 

expecting ever-rising prices rules deci-

sion-making. McMansions and massive 

foreclosures bear witness to the arc of the 

recent housing bubble. Forgetting that 

what goes up also inevitably comes down 

in the marketplace leads to unsustainable 

behavior and ultimately devastates confi-

dence and generates a widespread climate 

of fear that paralyzes and can panic. 

 

Little attention has been paid in re-

cent decades to the dramatic growth in 

inequality of incomes. Some have gained 

inordinately while incomes of middle-and 

lower income workers stagnated or 

inched up. Tax cuts have favored the 

wealthy and productivity gains have en-

riched those at the top instead of being 

shared more equitably. 

 

The sense of citizenship has dimin-

ished as individualism has supplanted    

We have come to measure personal 

value in terms of how big our house, 

what kind of car we drive and purse 

we carry.  

Amata Miller, IHM, is Professor  

of Economics and Director of the  

Myser Initiative on Catholic    

Identity at the College of St.   

Catherine in St. Paul, Minnesota.      
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co-responsibility for the common good.  

Economist Randy Albeda has remarked 

that at some point in the 1980s the 

American people began to think of them-

selves primarily as ñtaxpayersò rather 

than as citizens. A sense of government 

as only taking away from private satisfac-

tion came to predominate. 

 

These cultural trends have gradually 

come to govern our decision-making. 

Cultural change is a gradual process. 

Honesty reveals that changing to a more 

responsible way of living will take time 

and cause pain for individuals and the 

nation.   

Structural Responses 

 

I 
nevitably the cultural trends of greed, 

irresponsibility, euphoria and indi-

vidualism spawned institutions and 

behavior that supported them. People saw 

that they could make money from them 

and did so.  Financial speculation became 

the economic driver as it ranged the 

world seeking profit.  In the USA, sup-

port for a pro-capital and anti-

government ideology of deregulation and 

non-enforcement meant that safety rules 

were ignored, untenable risks were taken, 

unsustainable levels of debt were multi-

plied, and underwriting principles were 

relaxed.  Securities of many different 

grades were bundled together and sold to 

investors on small margins creating a 

domino effect when the loans were 

called. 

Presciently, financier George Soros 

pointed out in the late 90s that laissez-

faire capitalism carries within itself the 

seeds of its own destruction when it ne-

glects the common good and focuses only 

on self-interest. Critics point out that 

global capitalism can create overproduc-

tion when it generates levels of inequality 

which prevent people from using what is 

produced. As Henry Ford demonstrated 

in the 1920s, you have to pay people 

enough to be able to buy what you pro-

duce.  

 

Globally, the crisis has borne out the 

implications of our interrelatedness. The 

rapid growth of the Chinese economy has 

been based on its ability to export huge 

quantities of manufactured products to 

Europe and the United States, tying its 

economic fate to that of these economies. 

Its failure to enable its own people to pur-

chase its products is now causing an   

economic slowdown, widespread unem-

ployment and social unrest as well as an 

inability to foster a global economic re-

covery. The national income of other 

countries ï middle income as well as 

poor countries ï depends heavily on their 

exports and on remittances from their 

emigrant workers. Thus they are ad-

versely affected by economic slowdown 

The spirit of greed and of reckless 

borrowing has generated economic 

ñbubblesò in which a spirit of  

euphoria expecting ever-rising prices 

rules decision-making. 
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elsewhere. The crisis is worldwide and so 

must recovery be. 

 

Some Admonitions 

 

W 
hat next? Many ideas for reso-

lution have been put forward 

and continue to be suggested.  

Inevitably many critics are also speaking 

out. This is one of those situations where 

we are walking on untrodden paths in a 

new kind of economic reality that we 

have not seen before.  So, like FDR in the 

Great Depression, we have to try differ-

ent kinds of things ï some of which will 

work and some of which wonôt.  As dif-

ferent policy proposals come forth, we 

will have to evaluate them ï both on the 

basis of the societal realities, and from 

the perspective of the values of Catholic 

Social Teaching.  

 

 In terms of the economic realities we 

will need to attend to some admonitions: 

 

¶    Separate Wall Street volatility from 

experience of an economic recession. The 

gyrations of stock market prices are signs 

of the state of mind of investors. As such 

they generate optimism or pessimism 

about economic reality and influence eco-

nomic decision-making about whether to 

borrow or spend now in order to gain in 

the future. Stock prices may go up but the 

economy may still be in a recession. 

Stock markets may recover quickly, de-

pending on investor demand in relation to 

the number of stocks being offered for 

sale. But it will take longer for the econ-

omy to recover from a recession. The 

consensus as of this writing is that it will 

take 12-18 months ï into 2010 ï for the 

economy to recover from this deep and  

complex recession. Government assis-

tance for stimulus is essential. 
 

¶    Donôt expect a quick fix. Turning 
around the economic cycle so that there 

are enough jobs at a livable wage for eve-

ryone who wants to work requires 

enough spending by households, busi-

nesses, governments, and people in the 

rest of the world on the things those 

workers make and do. There is plenty of 

work to be done to produce food, cloth-

ing, housing, basic education and health 

care for everyone. But enabling everyone 

to register their need for those things in 

the marketplace requires a more equitable 

distribution of income so their need can 

be translated into work-producing de-

mand. That takes time ï whether you 

The consensus as of this writing is 

that it will take 12-18 months ï into 

2010 ï for the economy to recover 

from this deep and complex           

recession. 
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think in purely national terms or in global 

ones. And unfreezing the credit markets 

is a first step. Households, farmers, small 

and large businesses and governments at 

all levels need to be able to borrow in 

order to get the construction, agricultural, 

industrial, and infrastructure sections cre-

ating jobs and income again. 
 

¶    Donôt expect President Obama and 
Washington to fix everything. National 

policy making is a critical piece of the 

necessary change. Only the federal gov-

ernment has enough resources to take big 

enough steps to get things moving again. 

But unrealistic expectations can be self-

defeating. Patience will be needed. If  the 

public mood sours the crisis will be pro-

longed. What is needed is understanding 

that these changes will take time while 

advocating for the things that will ulti-

mately work to address unmet human 

needs. 
 

¶   Donôt neglect the long-term. In this 

recession public and private groups will 

have to address the basic needs of those 

for whom the recession means homeless-

ness, hunger and unemployment.  But 

policy and practice should do this in ways 

that also attend to the neglected infra-

structure needs in education, health care, 

transportation and the environment. Sys-

tem-fixing is required in each of these 

areas. Even if we had it, we could not fix 

the long-term problems by just throwing 

money at them. 
 

¶    Remember that we have to balance a 

more active government with individual 

freedom. We have just come through a 

very partisan period as a nation. The elec-

tion seemed to show that people want to 

move beyond this. But individual free-

dom is a very powerful value among 

Americans, and we have always resisted 

too-strong government. As commentators 

have reminded us, the election showed a 

movement to the middle, not to the left, 

and those who wish to be more progres-

sive have to be patient and support new 

leadership in its efforts to reunite us. 

 

¶    Donôt forget the rest of the world. As 
pointed out above, we live in a very inter-

dependent world.  Climate change, inter-

national terrorism, and cross-border 

transmission of diseases and the global 

economic recession demonstrate this all 

too vividly. It is critical to keep our 

promises about trade, about commitments 

for overseas development  assistance, 

about debt relief and the United Nationsô 

Millennium Development Goals and 

about the Global Fund to conquer HIV/

AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. In our 

own national interest as well as concern 

for the universal common good we have 

to rethink our role in the world, reduce 


