NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

‘The modern world has its own false
prophets, valuing profit over human worth’

‘… concerning the prophets who lead my people astray, … the seers shall be disgraced
and the diviners put to shame …’
Micah 3:5-8

A

man sat in my office at a little
Christian charity, his cheque
book open. He asked: ‘Can’t I
pay the donation into another
bank account?’ It was the spring of 2007
and he was concerned that our bank
was about to go bust. That afternoon, I
hunted widely on newspaper websites
but nothing even hinted that a bank
was in trouble. A few months later,
Northern Rock couldn’t pay its debts.
Whenever commentators claim that
no one anticipated the global financial
crash, I recall the donor in my office and
wonder if we could have seen it coming.
The false prophets of Israel and Judah,
around 750-700 BCE, would predict
prosperity for those who kept them well
fed. They foretold doom for everyone
else. The modern world economy has its
own free market prophets, who taught
that borrowing for homes, however
vulnerable your employment or tight
your household budget, is necessary,
logical and beneficial to everyone. Only a
fool, or the poorest, waste money renting
houses – they said. The same banks of
prophets were borrowing to lend, and
occasionally to repay their own debts,
confident that profit would follow profit.
When gaps in this logic were exposed,
along with some sharp practices, money
suddenly stopped circulating. It was
the poorest home owners who suffered,
especially black and minority ethnic
communities, who had been targeted
with the riskiest loans.
Micah’s listeners knew well what
doom looked like, having seen the
northern kingdom of Israel ruined by
a series of wars, land grabs by Assyria,
and around 30,000 people taken captive.
Our own images of empty streets in

‘Should Christians
not choose different
values?’
Las Vegas, Detroit, Cleveland and more
would have shocked the prophet Micah.
He was sickened by the global elite
profiting at others’ expense: ‘They covet
fields, and seize them; houses, and take
them away; they oppress householder
and house, people and their inheritance,’
(Micah 2:2). Turning cities into ghost
towns full of empty repossessed houses
is a curious modern land grab that
hardly benefits anyone. In Britain too,
more than 10,000 houses have stood
empty for 10 years, bought for their land
value – not their human worth.
Housing is rarely something on
which we are neutral. Planning to have
a home in retirement means that many
ministers become landlords, and many
churches lean upon a manse for rental
income. Often we feel benevolent,
pegging our rents a little below the local
market. But when the rental economy is
driven by rampant profiteering, should
a church or a Christian continue to peg

their finances to the world and enjoy
the profits? Or, should we consciously
choose different values? God cares how
we profit and who we profit from.
Perhaps our modern-day Micah
would be Ha-Joon Chang, an economist
teaching at the University of Cambridge.
In his very readable 2008 book, Bad
Samaritans, Chang argued that free
market economists seek to get poorer
countries and communities to adopt
strategies for self improvement with
good intention but poor outcome.
Wrongly imagining that it was free
market principles that made the rich
wealthy, we push others to emulate past
successes whilst the kicking away the
ladders of government intervention
and protectionist practice we ourselves
used to get where we are. Just as Micah’s
false prophets desired peace when
they wrongly proclaimed it, so the ‘bad
Samaritans’ hope their advice will lift
the poorest out of poverty.
Prophets are not well received. In
Chang’s native country of Korea, Bad
Samaritans was banned in military
barracks for being subversive. Whether
or not we would buy into Chang’s
argument, we all can see that our
current world economy does not work
except for its richest. Yet, even the 1%
seem dissatisfied, always looking for
something more.
Micah stood against the world’s
values, confident in doing so because
he was ‘full of the courage that the
Lord’s Spirit gives, and [had] a strong
commitment to justice’ (Micah 3:8,
NET2nd). Can our own commitment to
justice give us courage to speak out
about the world economy and its pitfalls?
What could we say? Admitting that our
system does not work for the poorest or
even the majority may not sound like
the strongest claim, but repeated across
a nation and throughout the world, such
short sentences can change the world.
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Small group discussion questions
February 2018
Chapter & verse – Catherine Lewis-Smith (page 18)
Read Micah 3:5-8, followed by Catherine Lewis-Smith’s article.
1. Why is it, according to the biblical text, that ‘the sun shall go down’ on false prophets? What
is wrong with their actions?
2. The first paragraph of ‘Chapter & verse’ describes the writer’s encounter with someone
who sees the future coming. Is that what it takes to be a prophet? What qualities make a
prophet?
3. Catherine’s second paragraph says that ‘the modern world economy has its own free
market prophets,’ and provides an example. Do you agree? If so, are there other modern
examples of prophets, good and bad?
4. The article’s third paragraph quotes from earlier in Micah, likening the biblical society’s
practice of coveting houses to today’s housing crisis. She goes on, in the next paragraph, to
argue Christians might not want to ‘peg their finances to the world and enjoy the profits’.
Why not? What attitude should churches have to financial investment?
5. ‘Prophets are not well received,’ says Catherine in the penultimate paragraph of the article.
Do you agree? What biblical examples can you think of? Why do we respond to prophets in
the way we do?
6. The article ends with an example of what might be said if ‘our commitment to justice
gave us courage to speak out about the world economy and its pitfalls’. What would your
statement be?
For further reflection: ‘In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you; for this
is the law and the prophets.’ Matthew 7:12
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Prayer: We thank you, Lord, for your word of justice and truth. We have not always paid
attention to it and we have not always been your faithful messengers. Help us to hear and
to follow. Help us to be your messengers of truth and justice to those around us. May your
word change our world. Amen.
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