A Lutheran’s Call of Economic Neighbor Love

By Allie Willcox

Martin Luther wrote about the many different ways in which Christians are called to love
their neighbor. In particular, he took a keen interest in what it means to love one’s neighbor in
economic terms. Famously he rebuked the Pope and other high cleric officials in the 16™
century for lining their pockets with money from the poor. Luther’s early practice of poverty and
spectacular call for justice through his 95 Theses, specifically his damnation of the sale of
indulgences funding St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, shows how important money and its uses
were to him and his understanding of what it means to be a follower of Christ. While our
contemporary economic systems are much different than those of Luther’s time, modern
Lutherans have a lot to learn from Martin Luther’s public rebuke of those who abuse their
financial power, and his call to love our neighbor with our wallet. Luther spoke of economic love
in two forms that go hand in hand; the first is not taking advantage of one’s neighbor or by not
participating in evil' and the second is taking economic action to help one’s neighbor, that is

participating in good.

Luther felt that to take financial advantage of one’s neighbor was to violate the 8"
Commandment: “You Shall Not Steal.” And he saw this behavior consistently because he
witnessed the historical period when the West began to transition from the feudal system into a
more capitalistic system. During this time he watched as many lay people participated in the
same financial abuse as the Church, though the laity abused their fellow man and woman by
reaping a maximum profit with exploitative business practices, rather than exploitative religious

indulgences. In his Large Catechism, Luther wrote, “...stealing is not just robbing someone’s
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safe or pocketbook but also taking advantage of someone in the market...”? Luther scathingly
called these profiteers “armchair bandits.” They “sit in their chairs and are known as great lords

and honorable, upstanding citizens, while they rob and steal under the cloak of legality.”?

Luther was clear that he believed that we, as Christians, are called to avoid harming our
neighbor. But, he went further than that. Luther’s second step of economic neighbor love
involved a call to perform good works for our neighbor. For example, in his communities, he
enacted a social welfare ordinance of the “Common Purse” in which “charitable gifts” were
collected by the church and given to the poor and the most vulnerable (The Forgotten
Luther,18). But, Luther also recognized that doing works of charity wouldn’t be enough if the
“armchair bandits” remained hidden behind their titles of honor and continued to take advantage
of the most vulnerable under their “cloak of legality.” So, Luther called his fellow Christians to
“‘unmask hidden injustice” in the world so both civil authorities and other Christians might be
better situated to “establish civil justice” (Forgotten Luther, 23). Through this call Martin Luther
has, perhaps unsurprisingly, bestowed upon all modern Lutherans his blessing to publicly call

out the wrong we see and seek the right; rebuke and reform are our Lutheran inheritance.

The ELCA Churchwide has issued a social statement supporting our Lutheran call to be
faithful and discerning in our approach to economics. They call Lutherans to participate in
Sufficient, Sustainable Livelihood for All (1999). This social statement is clear in its call for
Lutheran’s to choose economic engagement that is beneficial to as many human and non-
human neighbors as possible. The social statement reminds us that the ways we spend and

invest our money are “a means through which God’s purposes for humankind and creation are
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to be served.” Martin Luther called the financial and social ethics that pour out of Christians
after that hour we spend in church on Sundays the “liturgy after the liturgy.”® Our worship of God

flows into our financial life.

The modern economic landscape is more complicated than Martin Luther’s. With the
inventions of GDP, stock market, modern banking and more, the modern Lutheran might have a
hard time connecting Luther’s understanding of the 8" commandment with a modern call to
divest from certain businesses and banks. However, with just a little investigation we come to
see the “hidden injustice[s]” that proliferate in the modern banking and investment system. The
top four US banks, JP Moragan, Chase, Citi, Wells Fargo, and Bank of America have poured
$1.36 trillion into fossil fuels in just ten years (since the Paris Agreement in 2015).° These
companies actively invest in and support the expansion of pipe-lines and fracking, which harm
the environment and primarily poor Indigenous communities. This means if you bank or invest
with any of these companies, this may be the largest contributor to your carbon footprint. And if
you bank with Citi or JP Morgan your money has also been invested in Russian oil and gas
companies which have directly fuelled Russia's war on Ukraine. This may be alarming to learn.
Many of us have chosen to bank and invest in these companies without knowing the impact we
are having; without understanding how these companies seek to gain maximum profit by
investing our money into avenues that actively harm our human and non-human neighbors. It is

obvious that we have found our modern day “armchair bandits.”

In the Gospels Jesus tells us “you cannot serve God and wealth” (Mat. 6:24, Luke

16:13). The armchair bandits of our day; the banks mentioned above and the fossil fuel
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companies (such as Exxon Mobil, Chevron, Conoco and others) that profit by exploiting our
“‘good” (Gen. 1:25) earth, have chosen to serve wealth over God. They have also chosen to
serve wealth over the well-being of all who live on planet earth. As Lutherans, however, we can
learn how to use our wealth in the service of God, and in the service of caring for the creation
God made “good”. We have the power to rebuke and reform these companies through moving
our money. As you learn about the connections between banking, the fossil-fuel industry and
the climate crisis, you will also be learning how divesting (and re-investing’) your money is an
act of neighbor love. People around the world have already divested $40.76 TRILLION! 35.4%
of that was divested by faith-based organizations.? It's time to add your dollars to this growing

cry against injustice and take steps towards reform.
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