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Reflections on

What Does It Profit?

READINGS

At the weekend workshop on money, April 14-16, 1978,

fifteen men and women and the three leaders—Don McClanen,

Allen Hollis and Alan Green—met together to discuss money

and its impact on our lives. On Friday evening each participant

was asked to say why he or she had come to the workshop and

what s/he wanted to get out of being there. Each reply was

unique, but each had one thing in common: a tie to feelings

about money that went much deeper than a bookkeeper's

reckoning of dollars and cents.

Some felt fear-of debt, of asking for something, of failure-

others were burdened with guilt, for having too much, for being

selfish, not sharing enough of their abundance. There was

anger, too, at a sense of being cheated, and grandiosity at the

stunning power money was thought to possess over the lives of
others.

Money was obviously vested with great importance and

loaded with the kind of emotional freight peculiar to symbols-

those things in our culture that are believed to possess great

power, power beyond the thing itself.

Much of the symbolic power of money stems from messages

we have received, spoken or unspoken, from our parents or

significant others in our early lives.  At the Workshop, partic-
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openly, and find that in affirming those "parts" of ourselves

we disliked or were ashamed of, we were not only not judged,

but we gained control over feelings and actions we thought were

beyond us.

Fear, guilt, anger, greed, selfishness-all are real. At one time

or another in our lives we all experience them when money is

concerned, and they add strength to its power when they

are unacknowledged. But when we name them for what they

are, accept them and ourselves for what they and we are, money

more easily becomes a tool of our freedom, rather than a

symbol of our bondage.
These are the truths towards which we worked over the

weekend.

-Alan Green, Reflections on a Wellspring Money Workshop1

D. H. Lawrence's short story, "The Rocking Horse Winner,"

centers around Paul, a little English boy, who lives with his

family in affluent circumstances, which they cannot afford.

The father is a gentleman and the mother is a lady; both have

very expensive tastes. Although both parents work, there is a

chronic shortage of money and they cannot make enough to

"keep up." The house becomes haunted by the unspoken

phrase: "There must be more money! There must be more

money!" Paul and his sisters live under the pall of this un¬

spoken phrase. The mother contends that they do not have

enough money because the family is unlucky. Little Paul
tells his mother that he feels lucky, but his mother only laughs

at him. While riding his big rocking horse, he keeps asking for

the clue to "luck." He suddenly learns that if he races his

rocking horse fast enough, the names of the winners of forth¬

coming horse races come mysteriously to him. He places bets

through Bassett, the gardener, and wins again and again. Al¬

though he continues to win, it becomes ever more difficult for

him to elicit the name of the winner.   Finally he dies from

1 Used by permission of WellsprinK.
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"The characters which accompany wealth," said Aristotle,
"are plain for all to see. The wealthy are insolent and arro¬

gant, being mentally affected by the acquisition of wealth, for

they seem to think that they possess all good things; for wealth
is a kind of standard of value of everything else so that every¬

thing seems purchasable by it." This is true not merely of
individuals but of societies as well. The true "Law" of our day
is the law of wealth and material power. The fate of men,
indeed of mankind itself, depends on the laws of economics. It
is the market that in reality determines the existence, indeed
the survival, of all men and dictates the ideals and the actualities
of social life. In our time the struggle of mercy is, then, not
against rigid and inflexible morality but against a different and

more subtle hardening of heart, a general loss of trust and of
love that is rooted in greed and belief in money. What irony
that this faith in money, this trust in the laws of the market,

this love of wealth and power, should have come to be identi¬

fied with Christianity and freedom in so many minds, as if the
freedom to make money were the freedom of thesonsofGod,
and as if (Bloy pointed this out) money had demonically
usurped the role in modern society which the Holy Spirit is
supposed to have in the Church.

The love of power and gain becomes the demonic pseudo-
pneuma which leads men and institutions, ostensibly "Chris¬
tian," to trample on the hearts of their fellow men, to destroy

primitive social structures which had a semblance of equity,
beauty, and order, leaving in their place nothing but slums
built out of gasoline cans and ultimate degradation. Obedience

to this "spirit" and to the social values which it inspires,
whether in marketing nations or in totalistic societies, is servi¬

tude to an inhuman banality that is blind to the most elemen¬
tary human instincts and insensitive to the most fundamental
contacts (the infinitely banal "sanity" of an Eichmann, and the
hideous caricature which was his "obedience"!). Our whole

future, the very survival of humanity, appears mortgaged and
closed by this demonic legalism, this blasphemous caricature of
"order."
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feelings of anger or resentment about money? When? Be
specific.

When you dine out with friends and there is a single check,
are you the one to pick it up? Or do you make sure that you
pay your share, including the tax and tip? If not, what do you
think this might tell you about yourself?

Do you tend to be more on the giving end of things, or on
the receiving end? How does this make you feel?

If you lacked money, how would you feel about having
others help pay your rent, or treat when you were not in a
position to reciprocate?

If you had money, how would you feel about subsidizing a
friend's rent, or paying more than your share of things? What
would you want in return? How would you feel if that friend
then spent money on something that in your value system was
"extravagant"?

Can the poor and the rich live happily together? If your an¬
swer is "yes," what do you think it requires of each? If your
answer is "no," why did you come to this conclusion?
—Elizabeth O'Connor, in Letters to Scattered Pilgrims, pp. 7-8'

QUESTIONS

1. If you were a preacher today, would you put a greater
emphasis on faith or works?   Give reasons for your answer.

2. Explain the definition of religion given in James (1:27) in
your own words. What are the strengths and weaknesses to
this approach to religion?

3. James suggests that using our money to care for those in
need is one way for the individual to deal with the problem of
wealth. What are some other practical suggestions?

4. James writes in a way that tends to make the rich feel
guilty about their wealth. Can you identify any feelings of guilt
in connection with your own attitude toward money?   How
'Copyright  1979 by Elizabeth O'Connor.   Used by permission of Harper & Row,
Publishers, Inc.
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