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K

ent Van Til offers a brief critique of my recent article in Faith
& Economics concerning reasons some theologians have for
criticizing market systems, or capitalism. He tends to agree with
P\FULWLFLVPRI5DGLFDO2UWKRGR[\EXWDFFXVHV>HFRQRPLF@´0DLQVWUHDP
2UWKRGR[\µ RI WU\LQJ WR GRPLQDWH RWKHU VSKHUHV RI WKRXJKW E\ VHHLQJ
´UDWLRQDOFKRLFHµDVDQDOOLQFOXVLYHH[SODQDWLRQRIKXPDQEHKDYLRU+H
suggests that Christian economists should, “…acknowledge that there
are moral, epistemological and teleological presuppositions in their
models….”
Therein lies some of my frustration when dealing with theologians—I
want to talk about the economy and they want to talk about economic
PRGHOVDQGWKHRU\,ZLOOEULHÁ\GUDZRQVRPHZRUNE\WZRHFRQRPLVWV
ZKR DOVR ZHUH PXFK EURDGHU WKDQ PRVW PRGHUQ HFRQRPLVWV³3KLOOLS
:LFNVWHHGZKRZDVDFODVVLFLVWDQG3DXO+H\QHZKRDOVRKDGDVHPLQDU\
degree. Heyne describes what an economic system is: “An economy or
economic system is a social system through which people cooperate in
using what they have to obtain what they want.” 1 He notes that this applies
to all kinds of economic systems—primitive, modern capitalist, socialist
and so on—and that different systems differ in their effectiveness. He
continues, “The primary problem that modern, industrialized economic
systems must solve is the problem posed by the scarcity of information.”
S 7KHGLIÀFXOWLHVRIFRRUGLQDWLQJWKHDFWLYLWLHVRIPLOOLRQVRISHRSOH
are enormous and beyond the ability of any one person or committee to
do so effectively. It is the information about local circumstances utilized
by each one in the economy contained in relative prices that handles this
enormous problem.
Another feature of markets discussed by Heyne involves how we
coordinate activities through the spontaneous formation and adjustment of
prices. Here, Heyne quotes Wicksteed:
Thus, by teaching Greek to men who can neither make
shoes nor drive an engine, I can get myself shod and
carried by men who have no wish to be taught Greek. It
PLJKWEHDYDOXDEOHH[HUFLVHIRUDQ\RQHZKRLV´HDUQLQJ
his living” to attempt to go through a few hours or even a
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IHZPLQXWHVRIGDLO\OLIHDQGFRQVLGHUDOOWKHH[FKDQJHDEOH
things which he requires as they pass, and the network of
FRRSHUDWLRQ H[WHQGLQJ DOO RYHU WKH JOREH E\ ZKLFK WKH
clothes he puts on, the food he eats, the book containing
WKHSRHPVRUH[SRXQGLQJWKHVFLHQFHWKDWKHLVVWXG\LQJ
or the pen, ink, and paper with which he writes a letter,
a poem, or an appeal, have been placed at his service, by
persons for the direct furtherance of whose purposes in
OLIHKHKDVQRWH[HUFLVHGDQ\RQHRIKLVIDFXOWLHVRUSRZHUV
Such an attempt would help us to realize the vast system
of organized co-operation between persons who have no
NQRZOHGJHRIHDFKRWKHU·VH[LVWHQFHQRFRQFHUQLQHDFK
other’s affairs, and no direct power of furthering each
other’s purposes, by which the most ordinary processes of
life are carried on. By the organization of industrial society
we can secure the co-operation of countless individuals of
whom we know nothing, in directing the resources of the
world towards objects in which they have no interest. And
WKHQH[XVWKDWWKXVXQLWHVDQGRUJDQL]HVXVLVWKHEXVLQHVV
QH[XV³WKDWLVWRVD\DV\VWHPRIH[FKDQJHVFRQGXFWHG
for the most part in terms of a medium that enables us
to transform what we have into what we want at two
removes (p. 67).
, DP FRQVWDQWO\ DPD]HG ZKHQ QRQHFRQRPLVWV GR QRW ÀQG WKLV V\VWHP
amazing.
Finally, Heyne offered a brief summary of the economic way of
thinking: “$OOVRFLDOSKHQRPHQDHPHUJHIURPWKHFKRLFHVRILQGLYLGXDOVLQ
UHVSRQVHWRH[SHFWHGEHQHÀWVDQGFRVWVWRWKHPVHOYHVµ SHPSKDVLV
LQ RULJLQDO  7KLV LV VLPLODU WR UDWLRQDO FKRLFH LQ WKDW LW UHODWHV EHQHÀWV
DQGFRVWVDQGWKDWQHLWKHUKDVWREHGHÀQHGLQWHUPVRIPRQH\2QWKH
other hand, it does not imply “rational” choice on all occasions. But the
EDVLFLGHDWKDWSHRSOHWU\WRGRWKHEHVWWKH\FDQKRZHYHUWKH\GHÀQHEHVW
for themselves, given the constraints they face, seems reasonable to me.
:KDW%HFNHUGRHVLVVSHFLI\WKHFRQVWUDLQWVDQGEHQHÀWVPRUHVSHFLÀFDOO\
in order to derive testable hypotheses. I remain comfortable with the
necessity to use simplifying assumptions in making a model that is used to
WU\WRH[SODLQKXPDQEHKDYLRUNQRZLQJWKDWWKHPRGHOZLOOQHYHUH[SODLQ
all behavior.
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Endnote
1 This quote (p. 392, emphasis added) and the subsequent quotes of
+H\QHDQG:LFNVWHHGFRPHIURP3DXO+H\QH  ´$UHHFRQRPLVWV
EDVLFDOO\LPPRUDO"µDQGRWKHUHVVD\VRQHFRQRPLFVHWKLFVDQGUHOLJLRQ,
edited by Geoffrey Brennan and A.M.C. Waterman (Indianapolis:
Liberty Fund). Q

