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I am a grateful student of Gordon Fee, having studied with him from 1974 through 1978.[1] He is a fine biblical scholar and a
keen and powerful preacher. Theologically, he calls himself a “Presbycostal,” because, though committed to his home
denomination of the Assemblies of God, he long ago embraced basic aspects of Calvinist, Reformed theology. Most Pentecostals
tend to be theologically Arminian, so he is unusual, but there is no inconsistency in his position, and his hybrid views attest his
independent thinking. Despite, or rather because of, his Pentecostal orientation, Fee takes a very dim view of certain prominent
aspects of today’s Charismatic Movement (which overlaps the Pentecostal denominations while not being simply synonymous
with them). 

Specifically, Fee detests and disdains the Prosperity Gospel. I want to summarize his objections as put forward in his succinct
booklet, The Disease of the Health & Wealth Gospels.[2] It will become evident that, while I have very serious disagreements
with my old mentor’s reasoning, I think his main contention is right on target. 

[T]he bottom line… always comes back to one continual reaffirmation: God wills the (financial) prosperity of every one of his
children, and therefore for a Christian to be in poverty is to be outside God’s intended will; it is to be living a Satan-defeated
life… Because we are God’s children, the King’s kids, as some like to put it, we should always go first-class—we should have
the biggest and best, a Cadillac instead of a Volkswagen, because this alone brings glory to God (a curious theology indeed
given the nature of the Incarnation and the Crucifixion). But these affirmations are not biblical, no matter how much one might
clothe them in biblical garb. (p. 3)

Fee aims his guns at Evangelical Charismatics, not at New Thought Christians. There are significant points of difference, e.g., in
terms of God-concept, Christology, and biblical interpretation, as we will see. But much or most of his argument is applicable to
both camps. Remember, the Prosperity Gospel espoused by prominent Evangelical TV preachers is the result of an earlier
generation of Pentecostals, influenced by Charismatic Baptist E.W. Kenyon, having embraced New Thought doctrines.[3]

What I plan on doing here is to give the gist of Gordon Fee’s critique of the Prosperity Gospel, criticism with which I basically
agree, then to turn the tables, scrutinizing the assumptions of that critique and extrapolating from them the implicit alternative
Fee offers, a position I call the Austerity Gospel. I will argue that his position, first, synthesizes incompatible biblical ideas,
producing a hybrid harmonization; and, second, that it tends toward a kind of naïve Socialism. Finally, as I reject both the
Prosperity Gospel and the Austerity Gospel, I feel obliged to outline an alternative, but by no means a new one, since it is
already embodied in groups such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Unification Church.

 

The Bible as Ventriloquist Dummy

Fee is first and foremost a New Testament specialist, dedicated to the determination of authorial intent in every Bible passage. If
one esteems the Bible a source of inspired and authoritative teaching,[4] one must try to determine what the author was trying to
convey. And in this Prosperity preachers appear to have little interest. “The most distressing thing about their use of scripture…
is the purely subjective and arbitrary way they interpret the biblical text.” (p. 3)

There is a small set of scripture passages to which Prosperity Gospel teachers regularly appeal, and Fee cannot shut his ears to
the screaming of the texts at the abuse they are forced to undergo. The most important is 3 John verse 2, usually (and
conveniently) cited in the archaic and easily misunderstood King James Version: “Beloved, I wish above all things that thou
mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth.” Aha! See that? The Bible says you ought to be prosperous! Uh,



not so fast, says Fee:

This combination of wishing for “things to go well” and for the recipient’s “good health” was the standard form of greeting in a
personal letter in antiquity. To extend John’s wish for Gaius [the addressee of 3 John] to refer to financial and material
prosperity for all Christians of all times is totally foreign to the text… We may as well argue that all subsequent Christians are
out of God’s will who do not go to Carpus’s house in Troy in order to take Paul’s cloak to him (2 Tim. 4:13). (p. 4)

Appeal to 3 John 2 in this manner is tantamount to superstitious incantation. Fee is right. Nor is this the only such text pressed
into service for the Gospel of Wealth. Another is John 10:10, “I came that they might have life and have it more abundantly.”
Did somebody say “abundance”? As in wealth? “What’s in your wallet?” Fee continues:

It should be noted further that “abundant life” in John 10:10, the second important text of this movement, also has nothing to do
with material abundance… The Greek word perrison, translated “more abundantly” in the KJV, means simply that believers are
to enjoy this gift of life “to the full” (NIV). [Fee explains the Johannine connotation of “life” as “eternal life,” “divine life,” i.e.,
saving grace.] Material abundance is not implied either in the word “life” or “to the full.” Furthermore, such an idea is totally
foreign to the context of John 10. (p. 5)

Once Prosperity preachers opportunistically rip these verses out of context, they employ them as a lens through which to view
(i.e., to distort) all others. Fee takes Kenneth Copeland to task: for Copeland to take the Rich Young Ruler story (Mark 10:17-
22) to mean that “Jesus is affirming his wealth as the result of his lifelong obedience, and was only testing him to give it away,
so that he might regain all the more… is… plainly contrary to the intent of the text” (p. 5). Indeed, one cannot keep from
cringing. Such an interpretation “is almost totally subjective, and comes not from study but from ‘meditation,’ which in
Copeland’s case means a kind of free association based on a prior commitment to his—totally wrong—understanding of the
‘basic’ texts” (pp. 5-6). Here the Bible has become little more than a Rorschach ink blot test.

New Thought Christians may not handle biblical interpretation in precisely the same way as Copeland and his colleagues, but I
think Fee’s rebuke applies to them as well. Insofar as the allegorical method is used in service of the New Thought version of the
Prosperity Gospel it, too, discards the criterion of authorial intent. This may not seem to be the same sin committed by Copeland,
Kenneth Hagin and the rest, since New Thought disavows the biblicism, the biblical literalism, these men claim to embrace. But
the result is the same: biblical ventriloquism. The purpose of allegory, whether applied to the Iliad and the Odyssey or the Bible,
is to make bad texts look good, to render useless texts useful, by pretending they say something other than what they do say. And
this means making the texts seem to parrot our doctrines, which we proceed to read into them, not out of them.

 

Does God Play Favorites?

Does the Bible really leave one with the impression that the life of piety is the secret of prosperity and worldly success? I think it
is fair to say that Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic History (Joshua-Judges-Samuel-Kings) based on it do point in that
direction. The Moses character presents Israel with a list of blessings promised by Jehovah if the nation upholds the statutes of
the Covenant, along with a table of curses (misfortunes) if they don’t. But this impression is mitigated somewhat once we realize
that the whole thing is actually a centuries-after-the-fact theodicy. That is, this “Deuteronomic philosophy of history” is a
contrived and artificial fabrication designed to get the Almighty off the hook for apparently abandoning Israel and Judah to the
depredations of their Assyrian and Babylonian conquerors. “Gee, I guess it must have been our fault, huh? Otherwise, we’d have
to blame God, and that’s even worse.”[5]

Some point to Job as an example of an upright man amply rewarded by God for his perfect piety. If God could reward him with
extravagant fringe benefits, why not us? And the whole membership of the Full Gospel Businessmen’s Fellowship? Uh, keep
reading! The whole point of the Book of Job seems to be that the righteous need not expect God’s blessing and protection, and
that they may never know why. Ouch. Just the opposite of any Prosperity Gospel, one would think. 

Fee points out that Luke 13:1-5 assures us that the rain and the sunshine fall upon just and unjust alike,[6] while Hebrews 11:32-
39 cites Old Testament figures who were faithful and yet did not receive any reward, even any vindication, in this life. Hebrews
10:34 speaks of believers acquiescing in the seizure of their property in times of persecution, i.e., because they were righteous
(p. 7). From all this, my old mentor derives what I call his “austerity gospel,” the “good news” that Christians should drop
prosperity from their agendas and expectations.

Here, however, one must suspect that Fee is making the exception into the rule: must Christians be so paranoid as to expect,
even provoke, constant persecution, martyrdom as a “life”-style? In the same way, might the New Testament admonitions to
renounce one’s possessions have this very circumstance (an atypical one) in view: persecution? Walter Schmithals[7] thought so.
Thus Luke 14:33 and similar passages might be analogous to Luke 14:26-27 and Matthew 16:24 which urge Christians to “hate”
their families, i.e., to turn a deaf ear to their pleas to save oneself from martyrdom by renouncing one’s faith (as in The



Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas). The everyday Christian life would hardly be in view here. Schmithals says, “Thus what
was recommended to the disenfranchised Matthean churches as realistic behavior in the concrete historical situation of
persecution… would be grossly misunderstood as a timeless principle of ethical behavior.”[8] But that is precisely how Fee
understands these passages. It is tantamount to telling all Christians it is their permanent duty to retrieve Paul’s cloak from
Carpus’ house.

Fee outlines his alternative view of biblical teaching, one diametrically opposed to that of proponents of the Success Gospel:

In the full biblical view wealth and possessions are a zero value for the people of God…. Poverty, however, is not seen to be
better. If God has revealed Himself as the One who pleads the cause of the poor… He is not thereby blessing poverty. Rather, He
is revealing His mercy and justice in behalf of those whom the wealthy regularly oppress in order to get, or maintain, their
wealth. (p. 7)

This carefree attitude toward wealth and possessions, for which neither prosperity nor poverty is a value, is thoroughgoing in the
New Testament. According to Jesus, the good news of the inbreaking of the Kingdom frees us from all those pagan concerns
(Matt. 6:32). With His own coming the Kingdom has been inaugurated—even though it has yet to be fully consummated; the
time of God’s rule is now; the future with its new values is already at work in the present… In the new order, brought about by
Jesus, the standard is sufficiency; and surplus is called into question. The one with two tunics should share with him who has
none (Luke 3:11); “possessions” are to be sold and given to the poor (Luke 12:33)… Therefore, if one has possessions, precisely
because they have no inherent value, he can freely share them with the needy. But if one does not have possessions, he is not to
seek them. God cares for one’s needs; the extras are unnecessary; the rich man who seeks more and more is a fool; life does not
consist in having a surplus of possessions (Luke 12:15). (pp. 7-8)

It is no surprise to see Fee conclude: “The cult of prosperity thus flies full in the face of the whole New Testament. It is not
biblical in any sense” (p. 9).

 

It’s a Fee, Nothing, Fee, Nothing, Fee, Nothing More 

I regret to say that I have several objections to Fee’s alternative view of the “true” gospel message. First, I believe that he
unwittingly espouses the very notion he repudiates, namely that God does not prefer poverty to prosperity. The “mercy and
justice” he is so sure God will exercise on behalf of the righteous poor is not likely to be in evidence on this side of the grave.
Great. Fee promises no one seventy-two virgins waiting in Paradise, true, but ultimately, what’s the difference? Eschatological
goodies: “I want a mansion just over the hilltop in that bright land where we’ll never grow old.” But until then, we’re stuck
chewing the stale crusts of pious austerity, mere sufficiency. In my book, that’s just another name for poverty. 

The further one reads, the clearer it becomes that Fee, along with many of his more “sophisticated” contemporary Evangelicals,
has embraced an inexcusably naïve Christian Socialism (if not actual Anarcho-Syndicalism). He disdains the Prosperity message
as an Americanized perversion of the Gospel [which] tends to reinforce a way of life and an economic system that repeatedly
oppresses the poor… Seeking more prosperity means to support all the political and economic programs that have made such
prosperity available—but almost always at the expense of economically deprived individuals and nations. (pp. 10-11)

Yet, Socialism has impoverished every society where it has been adopted. In economic matters, Fee is happy to walk by faith,
not by sight. Socialism looks good to him or to anyone else only because of the failure to understand that one need not cut ever-
thinner slices of the pie for everyone to get some, because Capitalism makes it possible to increase the size of the pie. 

I think I see Fee’s Pentecostalism showing itself here. Just as Pentecostals reject Bultmann’s demythologizing, insisting that we
still inhabit the ancient world of spirits, demons, and miracles, Fee stubbornly retains the ancient belief in the “limited good,” the
notion that there is only so much supply to go around, so that if anyone is wealthy, it must be because he has deprived the poor
of their fair share. That was true in the ancient and medieval world, before Capitalism, before industrial and modern agricultural
production. Now there is something new under the sun: an affluent middle class. But for liberals, it is not good enough that many
or most can be affluent. No, if there are any poor, the whole thing is unjust. Better that everyone live with less than that some
have more than others. If universal poverty is the price of universal equality, so be it. 

We have seen that Fee rejects the belief that God rewards his darlings with prosperity. I think that, unfortunately, Fee is
consistent in applying the same attitude to modern economics. Like all Socialists, Fee seems to deny that industrious, and thus
successful, people should be rewarded. We can see the disastrous results of this absurdity in the policies of the Obama
administration. So, for Fee, the Kingdom teaching of Jesus does mandate poverty as a virtue.

 

Deconstructing Fee’s Austerity Gospel



Gordon Fee’s wide and deep scholarship seems to me to be hampered and hamstrung by his conservative Evangelical doctrine of
an inspired and infallible Bible. It gives him an irresistible tendency to harmonize all opinions found in the Bible into a single
normative “biblical theology,” which he uses to browbeat the Prosperity Gospel. But I think it is not so simple. I think Fee
unwittingly synthesizes three distinct socio-ethical perspectives found in different strata of the canonical New Testament.
Combining them, Fee produces a Chimera, a hybrid beast that, like a mule (which combines the genes of a horse and a donkey)
is sterile.

First, there is the apocalyptic business about the “inbreaking of the Kingdom of God.” Fee has embraced the understanding of
gospel eschatology developed by scholars of the post-World War II generation, including Joachim Jeremias, Oscar Cullmann,
Rudolf Bultmann, Günter Bornkamm, and Norman Perrin. The idea was that Jesus proclaimed that the Kingdom of God
(entailing the Final Judgment, the banishment of all worldly regimes, and the resurrection of the dead) was so soon to dawn that
the first rays of it could already be seen and felt, beginning to illumine the spiritual and moral darkness of the fallen, Satan-ruled
world. These first signs of the Kingdom’s arrival were the miraculous healings and exorcisms performed by Jesus through the
power of the Holy Spirit. Reminiscent of Gandhi’s dictum, “Be the change you wish to see,” Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on
the Mount, the parables, etc., urged his hearers to live by the standards appropriate to the millennial era already in the (short-
lived) present. This constituted an ethos of indifference toward material possessions, the willingness to love and forgive, the
sharing of resources with the poor, etc. Those living such a life among one’s brothers and sisters would be getting a head start on
the eschatological Kingdom.

 

Debacle-ypse Now

In case you haven’t glanced at the calendar lately, the eschatological hope failed to materialize. Mark 9:1 and 13:30 set a time-
frame for the end of the present age. It must take place within the generation of Jesus’ contempor-aries. But even without such
an explicit deadline, the time-frame was implicit in the urgent appeal to repent given the near approach of the Eschaton. Unlike
today’s desperate fundamentalists, who twist the texts in order to deny that Jesus set a deadline, Fee’s mentors freely admitted
there had been a surprising (i.e., embarrassing) delay of some two thousand years. 

Cullmann sought to make sense of this by using the analogy of D Day and V-E Day, still fresh in the minds of his readers. Once
the D-Day invasion occurred, the outcome of the European war was no longer in doubt. The Nazi regime was doomed. But that
didn’t mean the war was over there and then. No, there was still a long and difficult “mopping-up operation” ahead. That
continued until V-E Day, Victory in Europe Day. That’s when the parades started. Cullmann said that the death and resurrection
of Jesus marked the decisive turning-point of D Day, and that the Second Coming would be V-E Day, the final triumph of
Christ. Jeremias called this schema “inaugurated eschatology” or “eschatology in the process of realizing itself.” In the
meantime, the Church, the Christian community, functions as the embattled beach head of the Kingdom in the midst of its
doomed foes. Fee locates the radical ethics of discipleship in that isolated Christian colony amid the blasted heath of Satan’s
kingdom.

This is all quite ingenious, but I do not think it can survive the two-millennia-long delay of the Kingdom. Albert Schweitzer
understood why. The extreme character of “Kingdom ethics” made sense only on the (now-failed) assumption of an early
Second Advent. To take but one example, one is both free to and obliged to give one’s possessions to the poor precisely because
there is not going to be any earthly future to keep them in reserve for. Very soon there will be no need for financial resources,
savings, provisions. The redeemed and resurrected will dine on the roasted Leviathan and the bread of angels at the Marriage
Supper of the Lamb. Money will be worthless, like Confederate dollars after the Civil War. In the last days before the soon-
coming end, it is good for one thing only: to feed the desperate poor who are still hungry during the short interval remaining.
Which you’d damn well better do if you hope to prove yourself worthy to survive the Final Judgment. In ordinary circumstances
no one blames you for not giving all your savings to feed the poor since you’re going to need the money to feed your family and
send your kids to college. But if the end is at hand, your priorities suddenly change. Schweitzer called this the “interim ethic” of
Jesus. 

But suppose no Kingdom comes. You’re left holding the bag. Just like all the poor fools who spent their savings on billboards
announcing the end of the world on October 21, 2011, as Harold Camping predicted. Yikes! I guess you and your fellow
disappointed zealots can huddle together and pool the little cash you’ve got left and hope you can make ends meet till the
Kingdom does arrive someday (fingers crossed!). Then, congratulations, you have become a sectarian conventicle, reassuring
yourself that the Kingdom did come in, er… a spiritual sense—or something. Sometimes the members of such a community will
consistently embrace the ethics appropriate to life in the (imagined) Millennium, notably celibacy (Luke 20:34-36; 1 Cor. 7:1-2),
and then it is doomed to perish by attrition, staving off the inevitable by the expedient of trying to recruit new members, a pretty
neat trick with such a gospel! The Shaker sect is extinct for just this reason. 

But if they don’t, they’ll have children and gradually return to the norms of “worldly” (i.e., conventionally religious) society. In



Weber’s and Troeltsch’s terms, a sect will have become a church. The best you can do to preserve the once-radical values is to
accommodate them to real-world (i.e., this-worldly) conditions, what Paul Tillich called the conditions of ambiguity or of
finitude. You have to try to approximate the original ethics as best you can. You have to grapple with “the relevance of an
impossible ethical ideal” (Reinhold Niebuhr). And if the Kingdom of God will not come to you, you’ll have to be satisfied with
coming to it, when you die and wing your way skyward. So the way I see it, Gordon Fee is trying to hold on to the Interim Ethic
of an apocalyptic Jesus, though it does not fit the real world any more than Pentecostal insistence on supernatural miracles does. 

 

Lone Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing

The second aspect of gospel ethics that Fee mixes into his recipe for radical discipleship is the ascetical regimen of the
wandering “brethren” (3 John 5-7; Matt. 25:31-46), variously described by scholars as “itinerant charismatics” and “itinerant
radicals.” On into the second century there was a class of wandering missionaries who circulated among the Christian
communities teaching, prophesying, etc. They were nearly indistinguishable from the wandering Cynic philosophers and were
often confused with them. These were the Christians who preserved (and, we may suspect, produced) the Missionary Charge
texts of the gospels (Mark 6:7-11; Matt. 10:5-23; Luke 9:1-6; 10:1-16). They pointed with pride to their radical itinerant
lifestyle: they had actually left home, family, lands, and money to spread the word of Christ (Mark 10:28). Any who dared laugh
off their thundered preachments would surely face the wrath of the Son of Man when he should come to wipe the snide smiles
off their faces (Mark 8:38). Who but these strange, homeless scarecrows would ever have preserved sayings like Luke 14:26?
Who else would have had an interest in admonishing Christians not to have dinner parties for their friends and family but instead
to invite the poor and homeless (i.e., the holy itinerants themselves!), as in Luke 14:12-14? (Of course, the Rich Young Ruler
story must have been a “discipleship paradigm,” a recruiting story for the itinerants, who were “looking for a few good men.”)

As Stevan L. Davies recounts, these “apostles” eventually lost the support of the communities who gave them a meal and a
night’s shelter because they had less and less to say that was relevant to the increasingly bourgeoisie households and
congregations to whom they sought to minister. Think of the Kafkaesque protagonist of the anonymous The Way of a Pilgrim,
who wandered through Russia chanting the Jesus Prayer. I think, too, of the sackcloth-clad Children of God who used to crash
suburban church services, beating their wooden staves on the floors and rebuking complacent pew-potatoes. 

Christian communities quickly found such “radical discipleship” eccentric, fanatical, and impracticable, as modern Christians
do. We would cut these distressing verses from the gospels if we dared, but we can’t, so most of us politely ignore them. But not
Gordon Fee, who uses them as ingredients in his recipe for world-negating, poverty-inducing Christian Socialism. But it doesn’t
fit reality any better than it ever did.

 

At Ease in Zion 

The gospels show an awareness of a third, separate ethic, this one for the settled Christian communities on whose support the
itinerants depended. We are told to “give to him who asks of you” (Matt. 5:42), which inculcates a habit of generosity and
philanthropy, but such advice makes no sense addressed to people who have repudiated all possessions in one fell swoop, as
Jesus summons the Rich Young Ruler to do. Lazarus, Mary, and Martha (John 12:1-2) are not counted as sinners and villains for
retaining enough money and property to provide charity and hospitality to an itinerant like Jesus! Had Mary Magdalene,
Susanna, Joanna and the rest (Luke 8:1-3) simply dumped all they owned, they would not have been in the position to subsidize
Jesus and his men in their travels, would they? And the talk about receiving a prophet’s reward if one gives the prophet a glass
of water (Matt. 10:41-42): surely the point of this is to buy good karma by subsidizing those who actually have embraced the
rigorous discipline of the itinerant (just as Buddhist laity donate food to the monks who go begging house to house). 

Fee’s synthesized “gospel of the Kingdom” fails by ignoring the serious difference between this more domesticated Christian
ethic (on full display, for example, in the Pastoral Epistles) on the one hand and the apocalyptic Interim Ethic and the Dharma
Bum regimen of the itinerant radicals on the other. Fee does not see the difference between the three varieties because of his
conservative antipathy to form criticism which teaches us to bracket the editorial placement of originally isolated sayings into
secondary narrative contexts. Form-critical scrutiny reveals the three very different ethical models, and the different types of
Christians for which they were originally intended. The harmonized hybrid Fee creates winds up holding settled, workaday
Christian families responsible to keep heroic standards never intended for them. The result is just a new version of traditional,
judgmental Christian browbeating, reinforcing hopeless guilt by imposing burdens the laity can never hope to bear (Luke 11:46;
Acts 15:10). 

 

Charismagic



I have leveled an array of serious criticisms against Gordon Fee’s “austerity gospel” and the biblical basis he offers for it. But I
cannot help thinking he is quite right in his most damning judgment on the Prosperity Gospel. 

Despite all protests to the contrary, at its base, the cult of prosperity offers a man-centered, rather than a God-centered theology.
Even though one is regularly told that it is to God’s own glory that we should prosper, the appeal is always made to our own
selfishness and sense of well-being. (p. 10)

This seems to me hard to deny. The Evangelical version of the Prosperity Gospel espoused by preachers like Kenneth Copeland
and Joel Osteen remains theistic. They still believe in a personal deity, and the result is that they reduce God to a servile genie
eager to grant wishes. 

New Thought, on the other hand, has moved over to Monism and Pantheism, diffusing the deity into a mist of divine potentiality
or distilling God into an impersonal set of supposed cosmic laws to be wielded unto the fulfilling of one’s desires. This marks
the retrogression of religion to magic as distinguished long ago by James Frazer. As he understood the matter, magic is “occult
science,” the attempted effecting of boons by means of the supposed hidden laws implicit in the universe, no different in
principle from the long-unsuspected forces and laws of physics. By contrast, religion is the adoration of invisible Persons of
whom one humbly makes requests in prayer and sacrifice. The logic of religion is “Thy will be done,” while that of magic is
“My will be done.” New Thought, as I understand it, falls into the latter category. There is no real God to worship. There is only
the Force to manipulate. 

New Thought qualifies, in sociologist Bryan Wilson’s terms, as a “gnostic-manipulationist sect.” James C. Livingston (who lists
Scientology and Transcendental Meditation under this rubric) defines such a sect this way: 

What is distinctive about this kind of group, sometimes called a cult, is the fact that it fully accepts and pursues what others
would see as worldly goals. What it seeks is not withdrawal from or an indifference toward the world but, rather, appropriation
of the right spiritual means or techniques by which to cope with [the world] or to achieve worldly goals. Salvation essentially
means health, happiness, success, status, wealth, or long life. 

Don’t get me wrong; I am all in favor of “visualization” and “manifesting” as means of achieving one’s financial and material
goals. I just think that to place these things in a religious or theological context confuses matters and risks cheapening religion.
Remember, the Buddha remarked that, though praying to the traditional gods for rain and a good harvest might actually get you
the desired results, none of that had a thing to do with liberation, the proper business of religion. I’m with Fee on that one.

 

The Remains of the Day of the Lord

Is there a genuinely biblical model for Christian existence in this world with no hope of an immediate apocalypse? Yes, there
certainly is. It may not be explicitly set forth in the New Testament text, but that is equally true of the other options I have
considered here. But it draws upon and creatively applies important passages and notions no less than they. I have in mind the
postmillennial eschatology of the Puritans (and others since). 

Postmillennialism holds that the Kingdom of God and the return of Christ will occur as the culmination of world history when
Christians have done their job redeeming and rebuilding this world and can present it as a gift to Jesus to greet him when he
comes. And this requires a lot of time; thus no apocalyptic “quick fix.” The Millennium is identified as the present Christian
dispensation, as implied in 1 Corinthians 15:24-25, “Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after
destroying every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet.” Operative
Postmillennial texts include the so-called “parables of growth,” like those of the Leaven (Matt. 13:33; Luke 13:20-21) and the
Mustard Seed (Mark 4:30-32; Matt. 13:31-32; Luke 13:18-19), all of which seem to picture/predict the gradual permeation of the
world by, or at least the gradual growth of, the Christian gospel message. 

The very different “consistent eschatology” model (imminent Parousia, interim ethic, etc.) became dominant among New
Testament scholars in the wake of Schweitzer’s work. I do not mean to say these scholars themselves believed in an imminent
eschatology like Harold Camping and his fans. They didn’t, but they thought Jesus had believed such things. Those with
personal theological convictions (i.e., skin in the game) nonetheless found ways to swallow hard and admit that Jesus was wrong
in this belief, just as Schweitzer himself did. These scholars tended to interpret every saying of Jesus in an apocalyptic
framework. “Thy kingdom come” referred to the any-moment coming of the Millennium. “Give us this day our daily bread” had
in view the eschatological manna (Rev. 2:17b). “Lead us not into temptation” must have meant “Spare us from the Great
Tribulation,” and so on. These interpretations were plausible but sometimes contrived. 

What did these exegetes do with the parables of growth? George E. Ladd was typical, I believe, in reinterpreting these parables
not as teaching gradualism but as contrasting small beginnings (as a minor sectarian repentance movement) with great
culminations (the Millennial Kingdom covering the earth as the waters cover the sea), with no suggestion that the transition from



the start to the finish should take a long time. 

This seems to me a plain harmonization. But why harmonize? Why not admit that various gospel sayings point in different
directions, either because at least some of them stem from divers authors/speakers, or because the original speaker had simply
not worked out a single system of thought. Adolf Deissmann sought to explain tensions in the Pauline letters this way. More
recently, some have made the same observation about disparate-seeming statements of Reverend Sun Myung Moon: he was a
prophet, not a theologian. Fair enough.

Even more important than the parables of growth, for our purposes, are certain Matthean parables which explicitly deal with the
delay of the Parousia. One of these is the parable of the Unfaithful Servant (Matt. 24:45-51; Luke 12:42-46) which warns
Christ’s servants not to give up and let their vigilance go slack because their Master’s return is long overdue. “My master is
delayed.” The parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins is entirely predicated on the delay of the Parousia of Christ, despite
Jeremias’s contrived attempt to dismiss the delay aspect as mere narrative window dressing. Do not fall asleep just because the
Bridegroom is very late in arriving! Obviously, these parables cannot be authentic products of Jesus: if you set a deadline for an
event but things change, you issue an updated timeframe; you don’t say, “I’m going to be back at 3 O’clock sharp, but I’m going
to be late, so don’t get discouraged. But I’ll be there at 3 sharp.” 

Of course, these parables are attempts to make the same adjustment we are seeking. No more interim ethic, at least not in the
same sense: the interim has grown to encompass a whole envisioned age: “the times of the Gentiles” (Luke 21:24). Hans
Conzelmann comprehensively demonstrates how this major adjustment in eschatology necessitated a reframing of Christian
ethics from an apocalyptic “enthusiasm” to a more world-affirming bourgeois ethic. This shift is perhaps most clearly on display
in Luke’s gospel, but it is equally evident in the transition from the Pauline interim ethic (“The form of this world is passing
away,” 1 Cor. 7:31b) to the “stolid citizen” posture advocated by the Pastorals (“that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life,
godly and respectful in every way,” 1 Tim. 2:2b). 

I have already mentioned the obsolescence of the “apostolic” itinerants who became alienated from their “early catholic”
communities of patrons because the former’s apocalyptic asceticism had grown increasingly irrelevant to second- and third-
generation Christians who had returned to the “family values” of the larger society. Leave family and fishing nets to follow
Christ? Uh, no thanks. Whereas Luke has Jesus demand his followers abandon relatives (Luke 14:26), the Pastor warns that “if
anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his own family… he is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8).
Family, then, is a big part of the faithful stewardship commanded in the parable of the Unfaithful Steward. Most mainstream
Christians take this for granted and simply do not know what to make of the gospel demands for radical discipleship. They are
innocent of the theoretical hermeneutical difficulties treated by scholarly specialists like Gordon Fee and “fools like me.” 

But there are some Christians who do not take this ethic for granted; instead, they make it an intentional focus of theology and
praxis. One is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Mormons. They are intensely family-oriented, as everyone
knows. They make provision for marriages to survive death. They have weekly Family Home Evenings as a quasi-sacrament.
Even their ostensibly renounced practice of polygamy is an extension of the monogamous nuclear family, not its destruction as
in utopian Free Love sects. The Mormons even manage to preserve or revive gospel itinerancy by sending their young men out
on two-year door-to-door missions. In doing this, they remind us of the Hindu tradition whereby the elderly may honorably retire
from family duties to become meditative ascetics, only the Mormons make the period of apostolic ministry a prequel to family
life, not a sequel.

If possible, this theological emphasis on family combined with gospel itinerancy is even more integral to the Unification Church.
The very structure of salvation history is based on the ruination and restoration of the family structure. The Fall into sin was the
realignment of the Four Position Foundation from the Creator to the Devil. The family unit of mother-father-child was designed
to be established upon the rock of God but was instead repositioned onto the sinking sand of Satan. The tainted heritage of the
dysfunctional family is the condition from which humanity needs deliverance, and this redemption is to be accomplished by
restoring the God-centeredness of the family structure, creating a Perfect Family through the agency of the True Parents.
Unificationism is overtly eschatological, looking toward the finished work of the Lord of the Second Advent. But instead of
sacrificing family for the Kingdom, Unification theology very nearly equates the Kingdom with the family.

What about itinerancy? Are you kidding? Just think of the hysteria during the 1970s and 80s over the long hours of tiring yet
tireless fundraising and evangelistic labors of young “Moonie” recruits. Had not these young idealists, so similar in many ways
to heroic Peace Corps volunteers, left their families behind as the gospel Jesus told his disciples to do? It was ironic to the point
of hilarity to hear conventional Christians condemn and bemoan the “home-wrecking” practices of the Unification Church—
which exactly reflected the commands of Jesus in their inerrant Bible! Sometime later, Reverend Moon declared all
Unificationists to be “Messiahs,” and this must remind us of the self-identification of the first-century itinerants with the Son of
Man whose earthly proxies they were (Mark 8:38; Luke 21:14-15; Matt. 10:40, etc.). 

At any rate, we find among Unificationists a stage-progression similar to that among the Mormons, in that the period of arduous



mission service culminates or concludes with marriage at the hands of the True Parents, or at least it was so while Reverend
Moon was alive. Members have faced a great challenge cultivating perfect families and perfect children when the continuing
demands of ministry make it difficult to devote sufficient attention to family. In effect, this is to blur the boundary line between
the “itinerant” stage and the “householder” stage. First Corinthians 7:32-34 warns that one must not commit all one’s time to
religious devotion to the neglect of family duties.

The lifestyle of young Unificationist missionaries was purportedly austere to the point of asceticism, but the point was not to
glorify poverty and self-denial. They did not condemn prosperity but rather deferred it. Their understanding was much like that
of the Dead Sea Scrolls sectarians who did not hate the “sinful flesh” but only adopted Spartan measures in the short run to
advance the Kingdom of God in the long run. It was austerity as a strategy, not as a goal. The Kingdom has always been pictured
as a time of universal prosperity, as is clear in an episode recorded by Papias. Jesus said:

The days will come in which vines shall grow, having each ten thousand branches, and in each branch ten thousand twigs, and in
each true twig ten thousand shoots, and in every one of the shoots ten thousand clusters, and on every one of the clusters ten
thousand grapes, and every grape when pressed will give five-and-twenty metretes of wine. And when any one of the saints shall
lay hold of a cluster, another shall cry out, “I am a better cluster, take me; bless the Lord through me.” 

In like manner, he said that a grain of wheat would produce ten thousand ears, and that every ear would have ten thousand
grains, and every grain would yield ten pounds of clear, pure, fine flour; and that apples, and seeds, and grass would produce in
similar proportions; and that all animals, feeding then only on the productions of the earth, would become peaceable and
harmonious, and be in perfect subjection to man.

And he added, saying, “Now these things are credible to believers.” And Judas the traitor, says he, not believing, and asking,
“How shall such growths be accomplished by the Lord?” the Lord said, “They shall see who shall come to them.”

Universal prosperity, then. If you demythologize the imagery, you lose nothing. In politico-economic terms, the point is obvious:
peace will settle like gentle snow upon the world when there is no more scarcity, no more occasion for nation to rise against
nation over coveted resources. 

The Unification movement has understood that such miracles must be brought about by worldly means: promoting interfaith
unity, bringing science and faith into alignment, investing and promoting business, etc. It is an ambitious agenda that requires
total commitment, and total commitment necessitates self-sacrifice in the short run for the benefit of all in the long run. It’s not a
question of pie in the sky by and by, or of a heavenly harem of 72 virgins. It is a hard-nosed utopianism, a hands-on Social
Gospel. Here is an understanding of “apostolic” poverty that has nothing to do with flesh-hating asceticism nor envisions
prosperity as crude self-enrichment.

The paradigmatic aptness of the Unification approach to the dilemma faced by all Christians “orphaned” by the failure of the
eschatological Parousia is underlined by the replay of the early Christian readjustment. That is, during the lifetime of Sun Myung
Moon, the expectation was that he should usher in the end-time consummation, completing the messianic work begun by the
original Jesus (the Lord of the First Advent). But with the founder’s passing in 2012, the movement found itself facing exactly
the sort of reorientation in an ongoing worldly history that the earliest Christians faced. 

If one accepts my critique of Gordon Fee’s attempt to discover and to define a true biblical position on poverty and wealth,
austerity and prosperity, one ought to join me as well in applauding his repudiation of a “gospel” that reduces God to a genie,
Jesus to Jeeves, and Christianity to a get-rich-quick scheme. And one ought to be grateful for an incisive discussion such as his
that provokes one’s own biblical thinking about genuine existential issues for Christians in the real world.
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