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Richard A. Horsley, Covenant Economics. A Biblical Vision of Justice for All,
Westminster/John Knox Press, 2009.

Introduction: "All People Are Endowed by Their Creator ..."

Many Americans understand themselves as a biblical people. Historically politicians as well as

preachers have boldly claimed that the United States is God's New Israel, a chosen people with a

destiny to embody "justice and liberty for all."

new covenant communities (ix)

the Constitution of the United States, the foundation of the people's self-government, was

understood as a new Covenant.

The Constitution, like the Covenant, is focused on the protection of people's rights, as articulated

explicitly in the first ten amendments, usually called the Bill of Rights.

law as derived ultimately from a higher source, God or Nature. In Jefferson's terms, law in

ultimately the "law of nature and of nature's God."

While declaring that all people are "endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,"

they systematically denied the rights and the very humanity of the Africans whom they enslaved.

Attended by the inconsistency and hypocrisy involved in its adaptation to North American

democracy, the Covenant continued to pay a prominent role in political life. (x)

the Constitution was finally amended to extend civil rights to the descendants of former slaves and

to extend the franchise to women.

In the 1770s and 1780s the driving concern was to assert independence from the English

monarchy and to establish self-government. Political rights were again the principal concern

The biblical Covenant, however, like the exodus with which it is linked, is focused as much on

economic rights as on political rights. The hard bondage under Pharaoh in Egypt that the Hebrews

escaped in the exodus was not only political subjugation but economic oppression. (xi)

This ideology of freedom as pursuit of self-interest reinforced and shaped the strong sense of

individualism in U.S. society. The ideology of individual self-interests gave license to

entrepreneurs in nascent capitalist enterprises.

The marriage of capitalist corporations with industrialization and international trade brought about

a complete transformation of the economy in the United States

Workers became dependent on the owners and management. Fewer and fewer people came to own

and control more and more of the wealth and resources.

Capitalism, which requires an economic return on capital invested, thus became the economic

system, with no effective challenge and little serious criticism. (xii)
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economic concerns run throughout the Bible.

Economic concerns are central also in the teachings of Jesus. The petitions of the Lord's Prayer
focus on enough food to eat each day and the cancellation of debts. (xvi)

Despite the prominence of economic issues throughout the Bible, the field of biblical studies has
generally neglected economics. In recent years, however, a few scholars have given special
attention to the economic system assumed in biblical books and/or to economic concerns evident
in particular texts.

investigation of the political-economic context in which Jesus and his movement emerged has
enabled us to hear previously undetected economic implications in his teachings.- 6 -

Drawing on these recent studies we can formulate a provisional picture of the economic structures
and dynamics in which the ancient Israelites lived and we can gain a sense of the economic

concerns of the prophets and of Jesus and the Gospels. (xvii)
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