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Continuing the short series of articles in which Community 
Companion, Peter McDowell, reflects on  

LivingȱtheȱQuestionsȱ

ȱ

ȱ
ȱȱ
ȱ

Howȱthenȱshallȱweȱlive?ȱȱ
NoȱAlternative?ȱ

ȱ“Thereȱisȱnoȱ
alternative”ȱ
wasȱaȱ
favouriteȱ
phraseȱofȱ
Margaretȱ
Thatcher’sȱinȱ
theȱ1980s.ȱȱ
Noȱ
alternativeȱtoȱ
freeȱmarkets,ȱ
freeȱtradeȱandȱ
capitalistȱ

globalisation.ȱȱNoȱmatterȱwhatȱtheȱcostȱtoȱcommunitiesȱorȱ
toȱindividuals,ȱsheȱargued,ȱthereȱwasȱnoȱalternativeȱtoȱfreeȱ
marketȱeconomics.ȱ

InȱmyȱlastȱpostȱIȱbeganȱtoȱexploreȱtheȱquestionȱposedȱbyȱ
theȱNorthumbriaȱCommunity,ȱ“howȱthenȱshallȱweȱlive?”ȱȱ
Inȱparticular,ȱhowȱshallȱweȱliveȱaȱfaithfulȱlifeȱwhenȱweȱareȱ
livingȱinȱthrallȱtoȱaȱsystemȱofȱglobalȱfreeȬmarketȱcapitalismȱ
thatȱisȱtantamountȱtoȱlivingȱunderȱtheȱcontrolȱofȱanȱ
empire?ȱȱThisȱempire,ȱasȱallȱempiresȱdo,ȱmaintainsȱitsȱ
controlȱbyȱtheȱconstantȱassertionȱ‘thereȱisȱnoȱalternative’ȱ
andȱbyȱtheȱsuppressionȱofȱallȱattemptsȱtoȱproposeȱ
alternatives.ȱ

Theȱproblemȱforȱthoseȱlivingȱunderȱanȱempireȱisȱthatȱinȱ
someȱwaysȱthereȱisȱnoȱalternative.ȱȱNoȱmatterȱwhatȱweȱ
thinkȱaboutȱglobalȱcapitalism,ȱeachȱofȱusȱisȱpartȱofȱtheȱ
system.ȱȱTheȱsimpleȱfactȱofȱhavingȱaȱpensionȱorȱaȱ
mortgageȱandȱofȱbeingȱaȱconsumerȱofȱproductsȱandȱ
brandsȱmeansȱthatȱweȱareȱenmeshedȱinȱtheȱsystemȱandȱinȱ
someȱwaysȱdependentȱuponȱit.ȱȱAndȱlet’sȱbeȱhonest,ȱnoȱ
matterȱhowȱweȱfeelȱaboutȱit,ȱthoseȱofȱusȱlivingȱinȱtheȱwestȱ
benefitȱfromȱthisȱsystemȱatȱtheȱexpenseȱofȱmostȱofȱtheȱ
world’sȱpopulation.ȱ

Thisȱeconomicȱsystemȱweȱinhabitȱisȱsomethingȱthatȱweȱasȱ
humanȱbeingsȱhaveȱcreated.ȱȱYetȱitȱseemsȱnotȱtoȱbeȱunderȱ
ourȱcontrolȱ–ȱitȱcontrolsȱus.ȱȱAnd,ȱweȱareȱtold,ȱthereȱisȱnoȱ

alternative.ȱ

ItȱseemsȱtoȱmeȱthatȱJesus’ȱdeclarationȱofȱtheȱKingdomȱofȱ
Godȱisȱaȱdeclarationȱthatȱthereȱisȱanȱalternative.ȱȱTheȱ
Kingdomȱisȱaȱnewȱandȱalternativeȱreality,ȱwithȱstrikinglyȱ
attractiveȱvaluesȱatȱoddsȱwithȱtheȱeconomicȱempire.ȱȱAsȱ
Jesusȱteachesȱandȱembodiesȱit,ȱtheȱKingdomȱisȱhiddenȱandȱ
itȱisȱpitifullyȱsmall.ȱItȱisȱelusive,ȱsomethingȱthatȱweȱsearchȱ
for.ȱȱYetȱwhenȱitȱisȱfound,ȱsellingȱeverythingȱinȱorderȱtoȱ
possessȱitȱisȱnoȱsacrifice.ȱȱItȱisȱnotȱimmediatelyȱapparentȱ
thatȱthisȱKingdomȱandȱitsȱvaluesȱareȱviableȱalternativesȱtoȱ
theȱreigningȱsystem.ȱȱInȱfactȱJesusȱteachesȱandȱ
demonstratesȱthatȱtheȱKingdomȱonlyȱcomesȱthroughȱ
weakness,ȱsufferingȱandȱevenȱdeathȱatȱtheȱhandsȱofȱtheȱ
dominantȱsystem.ȱ

IfȱtheȱKingdomȱisȱaȱresponseȱtoȱtheȱimperialisticȱclaimȱ
‘thereȱisȱnoȱalternative’ȱaȱfaithfulȱlifeȱcannotȱsimplyȱbeȱoneȱ
ofȱprotestȱagainstȱthingsȱIȱdoȱnotȱlikeȱinȱtheȱsystem.ȱȱTheȱ
properȱresponseȱisȱtoȱliveȱasȱifȱthisȱalternativeȱrealityȱisȱinȱ
factȱtrue.ȱ

Theȱshapeȱofȱtheȱ
faithfulȱlifeȱmustȱbeȱ
workedȱoutȱforȱeachȱ
context.ȱȱTheȱdesertȱ
fathersȱandȱmothers,ȱ
StȱFrancisȱofȱAssisiȱ
andȱtheȱgreatȱ
evangelicalȱsocialȱ
reformersȱallȱsoughtȱtoȱ
giveȱshapeȱtoȱtheȱ
alternativeȱrealityȱofȱtheȱKingdomȱinȱwaysȱappropriateȱforȱ
theirȱtime.ȱ

Inȱdevelopingȱmyȱresponse,ȱIȱdoȱnotȱclaimȱtoȱgraspȱallȱofȱ
theȱcomplexitiesȱofȱeconomicȱtheoryȱandȱtheȱvariousȱ
argumentsȱforȱandȱagainstȱglobalisation,ȱfreeȱtradeȱetc.ȱȱ(Iȱ
wouldȱbeȱveryȱinterestedȱtoȱhearȱresponsesȱfromȱpeopleȱ

whoȱareȱexperts.)ȱ

ButȱIȱcannotȱletȱlackȱofȱ
expertȱknowledgeȱpreventȱ
meȱtryingȱtoȱliveȱfaithfully.ȱȱ
SoȱIȱstartȱfromȱsomeȱ
generalȱprinciples.ȱȱOneȱofȱ
theȱassumptionsȱ
underlyingȱeconomicsȱisȱ
whatȱWalterȱBrueggemannȱ
callsȱtheȱmythȱofȱscarcity.ȱȱ
Theȱassumptionȱisȱthatȱ
thereȱareȱlimitedȱresourcesȱ
availableȱandȱthereȱisȱ
thereforeȱcompetitionȱ
betweenȱpeopleȱforȱtheȱ

resources.ȱȱBrueggemannȱpointsȱoutȱthatȱthisȱinevitablyȱ
leadsȱtoȱcompetitionȱandȱtoȱfearfulȱhoarding.ȱȱTheȱmythȱofȱ
scarcityȱsays:ȱ
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‘Thereȱisȱnotȱenoughȱtoȱgoȱaround.ȱȱThereȱwillȱnotȱbeȱ
enoughȱtoȱgoȱaround.ȱȱKeepȱwhatȱyouȱhave.ȱȱGetȱ
more.ȱȱProtect,ȱseize,ȱguard.’ȱ1ȱ

This,ȱBrueggemannȱargues,ȱisȱanȱactȱofȱatheism,ȱofȱunfaith.ȱȱ
ItȱisȱaȱdenialȱofȱtheȱBiblicalȱ‘lyricȱofȱabundance’.ȱȱTheȱlyricȱ
ofȱabundanceȱassertsȱthatȱ

‘becauseȱtheȱworldȱisȱheldȱinȱtheȱhandȱofȱtheȱ
generative,ȱgenerousȱGod,ȱscarcityȱisȱnotȱtrue.’2ȱ

Godȱhasȱcreatedȱaȱworldȱinȱwhichȱthereȱisȱenough.ȱȱThisȱisȱ
notȱmereȱreligiousȱsentimentȱbutȱisȱaȱclaim,ȱwhichȱifȱtakenȱ
seriously,ȱhasȱimplicationsȱforȱindividualȱlife,ȱsocietyȱandȱ
theȱeconomy.ȱ

Iȱfindȱtheȱcontrastȱbetweenȱtheȱmythȱofȱscarcityȱandȱtheȱ
lyricȱofȱabundanceȱprovidesȱmeȱwithȱaȱwayȱofȱassessingȱ
whatȱIȱhearȱofȱnationalȱandȱinternationalȱeconomicȱpolicyȱ
(thinkȱofȱtheȱresponseȱtoȱmigrantsȱarrivingȱinȱEurope).ȱȱ
ButȱitȱalsoȱprovidesȱaȱframeworkȱforȱmeȱpersonallyȱasȱIȱ
seekȱtoȱbeȱfaithfulȱtoȱtheȱrealityȱofȱtheȱKingdomȱwhilstȱ
livingȱinȱtheȱmidstȱofȱtheȱeconomicȱempire.ȱ

Overȱtheȱpastȱfewȱ
yearsȱÅsaȱandȱIȱ
haveȱdeliberatelyȱ
soughtȱtoȱliveȱasȱifȱ
thereȱisȱanȱ
alternativeȱtoȱtheȱ
economicȱempire.ȱȱ
Weȱhaveȱnotȱtotallyȱ
disengagedȱandȱ
goneȱ‘offȱgrid’.ȱWeȱ
haveȱnotȱsoldȱallȱourȱ
possessionsȱandȱgivenȱtoȱtheȱpoor.ȱȱButȱweȱhaveȱmadeȱ
specificȱdecisionsȱbasedȱonȱtheȱfactȱweȱbelieveȱthatȱthereȱisȱ
anȱalternativeȱand,ȱperhaps,ȱtoȱtestȱwhetherȱorȱnotȱitȱisȱ
true.ȱ

Forȱusȱitȱhasȱinvolvedȱdecisionsȱaboutȱmortgagesȱandȱ
property,ȱaboutȱjobsȱandȱcareer.ȱȱInȱparticularȱitȱwasȱaȱ
largeȱfactorȱinȱÅsaȱsettingȱupȱaȱsmallȱbusiness.ȱȱManyȱ
otherȱpeopleȱhaveȱmadeȱsimilarȱorȱequivalentȱchoices,ȱ
someȱfromȱaȱChristianȱfaithȱperspectiveȱothersȱforȱ
differentȱreasons.ȱȱSoȱweȱareȱinȱnoȱwayȱuniqueȱorȱspecial.ȱ

Someȱofȱtheȱissuesȱthatȱweȱareȱfacingȱonȱthisȱjourneyȱare:ȱ

Balancingȱprudentȱplanningȱforȱtheȱfutureȱwithȱaskingȱ
forȱ‘dailyȱbread’.ȱȱThereȱisȱundoubtedȱ(evenȱBiblical)ȱ
wisdomȱinȱsettingȱasideȱforȱtheȱfutureȱinȱtheȱformȱofȱ
pensions,ȱpropertyȱetc.ȱȱTheseȱthingsȱprovideȱaȱsenseȱofȱ
security.ȱȱYetȱJesusȱwarnsȱagainstȱputtingȱtooȱmuchȱ
relianceȱonȱsuchȱsecurity,ȱseemingȱtoȱadvocateȱaȱdayȬbyȬ
dayȱapproach.ȱȱHeȱtellsȱusȱtoȱaskȱonlyȱforȱbreadȱenoughȱ
forȱtodayȱandȱnotȱtoȱworryȱaboutȱtomorrow.ȱȱAreȱ
decisionsȱthatȱgoȱagainstȱtheȱnormsȱofȱ‘havingȱaȱmortgageȱ
paidȱoffȱbeforeȱyouȱretire’ȱactsȱofȱfaithȱorȱactsȱofȱ
foolishness?ȱ

Comingȱtoȱtermsȱwithȱfinancialȱvulnerability.ȱȱAnyoneȱ
startingȱaȱbusinessȱknowsȱtheȱrisksȱofȱinvestingȱyourȱ
assetsȱandȱtheȱsubsequentȱvulnerabilityȱtoȱcashȱflows.ȱȱ
Everyȱpersonȱstartingȱaȱnewȱventureȱknowsȱwhatȱitȱisȱtoȱ
liveȱbyȱfaith;ȱbeȱthatȱfaithȱinȱGod,ȱyourȱownȱabilitiesȱorȱ
faithȱinȱtheȱmarketȱ(orȱaȱmixtureȱofȱthemȱall).ȱȱHumanȱ
natureȱlikesȱsecurity,ȱandȱourȱcultureȱvaluesȱ
independence,ȱparticularlyȱfinancialȱindependence.ȱȱItȱisȱ
humblingȱtoȱacceptȱgiftsȱandȱinterestȱfreeȱloansȱfromȱ
friendsȱwhenȱtheȱcashȱflowȱworksȱagainstȱyou.ȱȱYetȱitȱisȱ
alsoȱaȱchanceȱtoȱexperienceȱtheȱrealityȱofȱChristianȱ
community,ȱandȱtoȱlearnȱtheȱtruthȱofȱinterȬdependence.ȱ

IȱrememberȱtheȱadviceȱofȱanȱIndianȱdoctorȱwhenȱweȱwereȱ
workingȱinȱNepal.ȱȱWeȱwereȱconcernedȱthatȱourȱhelpȱforȱ
someȱdesperatelyȱpoorȱneighboursȱwasȱcausingȱthemȱtoȱ
becomeȱdependent.ȱȱHisȱcommentȱwasȱthatȱweȱwereȱ
assumingȱdependencyȱwasȱaȱbadȱthing.ȱȱPeopleȱbecomingȱ
dependentȱonȱusȱwasȱdefinitelyȱaȱbadȱthing.ȱȱBut,ȱheȱsaid,ȱ
becomingȱdependentȱonȱGodȱwasȱnot.ȱ

TalkȱofȱdependingȱonȱGodȱcanȱsoundȱtwee.ȱȱButȱourȱ
experienceȱofȱfinancialȱvulnerabilityȱhasȱshownȱmeȱhowȱ
illusoryȱourȱculture’sȱobsessionȱwithȱindependenceȱandȱ
securityȱreallyȱis.ȱ

Aloneȱandȱtogether.ȱȱEachȱpersonȱisȱresponsibleȱforȱtheirȱ
ownȱwalkȱofȱfaith.ȱȱWeȱhaveȱmadeȱspecificȱchoicesȱinȱ
tryingȱtoȱliveȱasȱifȱtheȱKingdomȱofȱGodȱisȱaȱviableȱ
alternativeȱtoȱtheȱeconomicȱempire.ȱȱWeȱaloneȱareȱ
responsibleȱforȱourȱdiscipleship.ȱ

Yetȱweȱcanȱonlyȱliveȱthisȱwayȱtogetherȱwithȱothers.ȱȱWeȱ
haveȱfoundȱthatȱweȱneedȱtheȱsupport,ȱencouragementȱandȱ
wisdomȱofȱothersȱwhoȱalsoȱbelieveȱinȱtheȱlyricȱofȱ
abundance.ȱȱOftenȱtheȱdominantȱnarrativeȱsaying,ȱ‘Thereȱ
isȱnoȱalternative’ȱ
soundsȱveryȱloudȱinȱ
ourȱears.ȱȱWithoutȱaȱ
Communityȱofȱ
peopleȱwhoȱremindȱ
usȱofȱtheȱalternative,ȱ
andȱcallȱusȱbackȱtoȱit,ȱ
weȱwouldȱbeȱ
overwhelmedȱbyȱtheȱ
dominantȱnarrative.ȱȱ
Theȱfaithfulȱlifeȱisȱ
trulyȱoneȱofȱ‘aloneȱtogether.’ȱȱPeter McDowellȱ

ȱ
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