
24  FAITH & ECONOMICS

Discussion: Economics and Theology in 
Conversation

Mary Hirschfeld 

Tthat it is unsurprising that the panel spent more time discussing the 

engaging in actual dialogue. As Paul Oslington observes, there is a high 

return to investment in such preliminaries. My own experience at two 

do economics, rather than as economists who do theology, and that is 

certainly true in my case. Nonetheless, the hope is that having once been an 

economist, I can describe the boundary territory in a way that is accessible 

to economists.

discipline such that there is agreement on what it means to “think like 

an economist,” there is no such unity among theologians. In addition to 

Aquinas, both because his thought is central to Catholic social thought and 
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right in this, though I would suggest that it is a trait common to many 

non-economists, especially those located in the humanities. Theologians 

are prone to making two errors when approaching economics. First, 

homo economicus 

homo avidus

non-economists are apt to mistake disagreements among economists over 

against public policy aimed at helping the poor. 

is worth trying to convey that markets are complicated phenomena and 
1 The second mistake 

the goals the non-economist is pursuing and are simply talking about the 

housing should be available to all. The question is how best to achieve 

that. Andrew Yuengert’s suggestion that theologians be designated as 

Economists can be every bit as naïve about philosophy and theology as 

both a strength and a weakness. It delivers rigor and clarity, but it does 

so by being overly narrow in its vision. The resulting cardinal error is 
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 First, dialogue with theologians and other non-economists can help 

as a challenge to think about how to model goods that are not obviously 

notions could enter into economic analysis. In general, it is worth pausing 

the subject matter and thinking through whether they really are applicable 

human actions are ordered to an end. That probably does not sound all that 
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that can do justice to a theological vision would need to be built around a 

it would be an economics willing to concede that its core concern with 

2

theological account, the accent is on discerning what those ends actually 

desires, but rather how best to train ourselves to desire what is genuinely 

theologians on the second, but the two questions cannot be easily 

divided. For example, imagine a society which was abjectly miserable at 

growth, understood as rising incomes, would be at best neutral, but at 

discovering what is truly good, policies designed to promote economic 

To be clear, I do not think any society can be adequately characterized in 
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3

are meant to serve.

Theologians really need some basic training in economics, and economists 

really need some basic training in philosophy or theology. Even then, the 

an economist and a theologian attempt a discourse, but make little progress 

in mutual comprehension. A deep translation requires serious training in 

suggestions made by the panelists all work as steps in the right direction. 

To even achieve an awareness that the two disciplines need each other 

would be a good start. Projects like the one Yuengert suggests wherein 

economists would explicitly consult theologians with respect to goals 
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counting.

#"  In my view, economists usually like to have it both ways. They 
believe economics can make important contributions to the pro-


