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THE ECONOMIC
CONDITIONS of the past two
de cades have re sulted in
great pres sures upon peo ple
in busi ness. Es pe cially since

the stock mar ket crash of 1987,
busi nesses in Aus tra lia and else -
where have been op er at ing in more
dif fi cult times. The con di tions that
have pres sured busi nesses are eco -
nom i cally re lated. In or der to re -
main in busi ness, many com pa nies
have had to find ways to in no vate
and cut costs so that they sur vive. In 
this es say, I’m go ing to ex plore
some of the changes that are oc cur -
ring in mod ern or ga ni za tional
struc tures and man age ment prac -
tices, for there is a rev o lu tion un der
way which the Chris tian needs to
un der stand. 

One as pect of the con tem -
po rary cul tural scene is the no -
tion that the Protestant work
ethic has had some thing to do
with the wealth of the West, de -
spite all its pres ent dif fi cul ties.
While rec og niz ing this fact, the
ques tion needs to be asked,
what is the Protestant work
ethic? Some peo ple think it is
merely to la bor long and ar du -
ous hours. Oth ers think it is
work ing in some kind of sub mis -
sive role, some what akin to ser -

vi tude, with a lord and mas ter 
dic tat ing how, when, and on
what terms busi ness will be
done. Peo ple in many na tions, 
for ex am ple the Chi nese,
work hard and long hours. Yet 
they lost the lead in tech nol -
ogy which they ap par ently
had up un til the four teenth
cen tury. Hard work is not the
delineator of the Chris tian
West. 

What is a better
delineator is the no tion that in 
the Chris tian West peo ple
were en cour aged to own and
pos sess prop erty (of ten re -
ferred to as the ba sis of Cap i -
tal ism). But the no tion of
prop erty own er ship is closely
con nected to an other im por -
tant prin ci ple: stew ard ship.

Weber, in his fa mous the -
sis con cern ing the Protestant
ethic and cap i tal ism, high -
lighted the fact that ra tio nal
plan ning was at the cen tre of
the de vel op ment of mod ern
cap i tal ism and this ra tio nal is -
tic ap proach to com merce had 
its or i gins in a Protestant ethic 
con cern ing work.1 Taw ney
made the as tute ob ser va tion

that Prot es tant ism “had as its cen -
tre a de ter mi na tion to as sert the
su pe ri or ity of moral prin ci ples
over eco nomic ap pe tites, which
have their place, and an im por tant
place, in the hu man scheme, but
which, like other nat u ral ap pe -
tites, when flat tered and pam -
pered and over fed, bring ruin to
the soul and con fu sion to so ci -
ety.”12 In other words, ethics takes
priority in decision-making. 

Are these ac cu rate de scrip -
tions of the Protestant work ethic?
If so, are they still ap pli ca ble to -
day? If not, what should re place
them? It is the the sis of this ar ti cle
that if such were our view of the
Protestant work ethic, then we
would be clearly mis taken. For the
Protestant work ethic de fies def i -
ni tion in such sim plis tic terms.
Such a poor def i ni tion would also
fail to ex plain why it is that the
Chris tian West has de liv ered the
goods (so to speak) while so much
of the rest of the world has failed
to pro duce enough food to feed its
own people. 

Our con cern here, how ever, is 
not so much with a gen eral con -
cept of the Chris tian ethic, but a
spe cific ap pli ca tion of it. Taw ney

rightly ob served that for the
Prot es tants eth ics came first.
Util i tar i an ism was not a part
of the Protestant con cept of
mo ral ity, al though it has a
place. But its place is not at
the top of the list. There fore,
it is my the sis that the rise of
cap i tal ism can not be un der -
stood out side the con cept of
the eighth com mand ment
(i.e. the right of pri vate prop -
erty), and in as so ci a tion with
this the concept of
stewardship. 

The bib li cal idea of stew -
ard ship is hav ing a re vival in
the cor po rate world, al -
though its or i gins are not al -
ways rec og nized or
ac knowl edged. In some ar -
eas, it is self-con sciously tak -
ing this name. In other ar eas,
the idea is named dif fer ently,
but the prac ti cal out work ing
of the idea of stew ard ship is
the same. 

Stew ard ship and prop -
erty own er ship go hand in
hand. Not only own er ship of
tan gi ble prop erty such as real 
es tate and other “things,” but
own er ship in such things as a

1. 2.

1 Max Weber, Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London:
Unwin University Books, 1930).

2 R.H. Tawney, Re li gion and the Rise of Cap i tal ism
(Harmondsworth: Pen guin Books, 1938), p. 279.



per son’s la bor. This is the
heart, for ex am ple, of en ter -
prise bar gain ing: a per son
be ing able to ne go ti ate di -
rectly with his em ployer un -
til they reach com mon
agree ment about the em -
ployee’s value to the
company. 

In the bib li cal sense,
own er ship car ries with it
the con cept and re spon si -
bil ity of stew ard ship. But
what ex actly is stew ard -
ship? This es say is an at -
tempt to ex plain and
in di cate what stew ard ship
is, and how it works out in
prac tice. More over, this es -
say fo cuses on com merce
and how an ap pli ca tion of
bib li cal prin ci ples can rev o -
lu tion ize a com pany’s ac tiv -
i ties. It is an at tempt to
show how stew ard ship
might be used in prac ti cal
ways to re struc ture man -
age ment. I will show how
an ap pli ca tion of the prin ci -
ple of stew ard ship can re -
duce costs and im prove
cus tomer ser vice. In other

words, the bib li cal prin ci ple 
is not only right be cause of
its eth i cal po si tion, but it is
right also because it works
at the pragmatic level. 

This es say is also an at -
tempt to ex plain how an ap -
pli ca tion of a bib li cal
prin ci ple has re sulted in un -
em ploy ment for thou sands
in one area of busi ness. This 
does not mean we should
not ap ply bib li cal prin ci -
ples, since un em ploy ment
in it self is not a bad thing.
Un em ploy ment pro vides la -
bor for new en tre pre neur ial 
ac tiv i ties, and pro vid ing
gov ern ment leg is la tion
does not hin der the en -
trance of new en tre pre -
neurs into the market, it
need not be feared. 

Down siz ing

THROUGHOUT THE
1980s, the busi nesses that
ap peared to be thriv ing
were those that were bor -
rowed to the limit. The
names of those en tre pre -
neurs who used debt to

build their em pires have
faded from pop u lar view,
un less they are be ing sum -
monsed into court with fail -
ing mem o ries or be ing
ex tra dited from Med i ter ra -
nean re sorts. The mar ket
crash of ‘87 ended the debt
splurge, at least tem po -
rarily. Since then bil lions of
dol lars have been writ ten
off in bad debts. Com pa nies 
have gone to the wall, thou -
sands have lost their jobs,
and those that sur vived did
so by cut ting costs, re duc -
ing debt, and find ing in no -
va tive ways to mar ket their
wares to the buy ing pub lic.
A ma jor as pect of cost-cut -
ting has been cor po rate
down siz ing, a eu phe mism
for get ting rid of un nec es -
sary staff and ac tiv i ties.
IBM, which had a long re -
cord of keep ing staff em -
ployed through all
cir cum stances, has suc -
cumbed to mar ket pres -
sures and been forced to lay 
off work ers around the
world. In this cli mate, firms

have de ter mined their core
business and concentrated
their efforts in making this
successful. 

La bor Short age

It is not just eco nomic
con di tions, how ever, that
are forc ing the change. The
re duc tion in the birth rate is 
con trib ut ing to la bor short -
ages. As firms com pete for
la bor, or de ter mine how to
keep the doors open with
less la bor than would oth er -
wise be the case, they have
had to find in no va tive
meth ods to achieve their
goals. As the baby boom ers
join the re tire ment set de -
mand ing goods and ser -
vices but not con trib ut ing
to pro duc tion with their la -
bor (i.e. they are con sum -
ers, not pro duc ers), those
do ing the work will find in -
no va tive meth ods of op er -
at ing busi nesses. This will
not only re sult in ap pli ca -
tion of tech nol ogy in new
ways, but force many



organisations to operate with
less staff. 

This is sue cre ates a dou ble
squeeze on busi nesses and
work ers. On the one hand there
is an in creas ing num ber of peo -
ple in re tire ment who are con -
sum ers not pro duc ers. Not only
must the re main ing work force
pro duce all the goods they con -
sume, but they are also re quired
to fund the re tir ees’ spend ing
hab its.3 Thus, less peo ple in the
work force plus po ten tially
higher taxes puts a dou ble
squeeze on busi ness and work -
ers. The re sults of this, while
pre dict able to some ex tent, can -
not al ways be de ter mined ac cu -
rately. How long can this
con di tion last? Will it bring the
econ omy un done? If so, what
will be the re sult? Can gov ern -
ments re solve the ten sions in so -
ci ety brought about by these
conditions? We are in
unchartered waters. 

A ma jor ac tiv ity in cor po -
rate down siz ing has been the re -
duc tion of mid dle man age ment.
Al most a de cade ago, Naisbitt
and Aburdene stated that

“world wide, mid dle man age -
ment has shrunk more than 15
per cent since 1979. And there is
much more to come.”4 Those
pro phetic words were pub lished
in 1985, and since that time
com pa nies have been shed ding
staff at rapid rates. It’s a pity
more mid dle man ag ers did not
take no tice; it could have saved
them a lot of heart ache and had
them prepared for change. 

Things aren’t quite as bad
as they seem, how ever. It was
es ti mated re cently that about
60% of mid dle man ag ers found
a new job within six months.
The re port did not say what hap -
pened to the re main ing 40%. No 
doubt many of these found jobs
even tu ally, too. Now that eco -
nomic re cov ery is un der way,
stim u lated by a hefty 17% in -
crease in the money sup ply
(M1) over the past year, many
more will find jobs as cor po ra -
tions hire new staff. For many,
there will have been ex ten sive
re train ing. Those mid dle man -
ag ers who were any good at
their job will con tinue to find
work by ana lys ing the mar ket,
dis cov er ing what skills em ploy -

ers are de mand ing, then em bark 
on re train ing pro grams to equip
them selves for a fur ther round
of activity in the market place. 

A ques tion needs to be
asked: How could busi nesses
sud denly do with out quite large
num bers in its man age ment
ranks? And it’s not just man ag -
ers who are at risk. One com -
pany in Eu rope cut its staff from
4,000 to 200, with out a loss of
ser vice to its cus tom ers. Was it
be cause these man ag ers were
do ing very lit tle, that all of a
sud den the higher man age ment
lev els dis cov ered their col -
leagues down the chain of com -
mand were do ing so lit tle they
could be re moved with out jeop -
ar dis ing the firm? Per haps the
Pe ter Prin ci ple, that peo ple tend
to rise to their level of in com pe -
tence, had at last been proven
cor rect. If this were so, how ever, 
the man ag ers would have been
re placed by com pe tent peo ple,
and the man age ment po si tion
re main within the or gani sa tion.
But they were n’t re placed. In -
stead, their po si tion was abol -
ished, or sub sumed within
an other po si tion, and the cor po -

ra tion, rather than fail ing for
lack of hu man re sources, grew
stron ger as a re sult. It is a cu ri -
ous irony that it is not the or di -
nary workers, in many
instances, who have needed
retraining but the managers. 

Com put ers

Who, then, is do ing the
work of the man ag ers who have
been dis missed? There is more
than one an swer to the ques tion. 
First, there was the in tro duc tion 

3  This is equivalent to a shopkeeper standing at the door handing out
\softlinemoney to customers so they will have something to spend
while they are in the store.

4  John Naisbitt and Patricia Aburdene, }{\plain \fs24 \*\cs12\i
ReInventing the Corporation}{\plain \fs24  (London:
Macdonald & Co (Publishers) Ltd, \softline1985), p. 12.



of the per sonal com puter.5

The PC placed sig nif i cant
com put ing power in the
hands of large num bers of
in di vid ual work ers that was 
pre vi ously avail able only to
a hand ful of com -
puter-trained ex perts. Now, 
with a PC on his desk, a
word pro cess ing pro gram, a 
spread sheet, and a da ta -
base pro gram, the man ag -
ing di rec tor of a com pany
can ob tain and ma nip u late
in for ma tion pre vi ously pro -
vided to him by sev eral
mid dle man ag ers. The tech -
no log i cal rev o lu tion is
displacing hundreds of
workers within the
organisation. 

Cy cles 

Sec ond, busi nesses
tend to go through
profitmaking cy cles. If a
com pany is first in its field

prices and prof its can be
quite high. The com puter
in dus try is an ex am ple of
this. An other ex am ple
would be the fi nan cial ad vi -
sory firms that crop ped up
in this coun try a de cade or
more ago. Sell ing prices in
these in dus tries were at
least dou ble what they are
to day. As more sup pli ers
en tered the mar ket, prices
were pushed down ward
due to an in crease in sup -
ply. Many firms could not
op er ate at these lower
prices, so they closed and
went else where. Their
lower-priced com pet i tors
picked up the or phaned
cus tom ers from those or -
gani sa tions that closed or
moved into other busi ness
ac tiv i ties. Fall ing prices
have resulted, with profits
being squeezed. 

Thus, in a ma tur ing
mar ket, prof its tend to de -
cline, and the busi ness sur -
vives on vol ume sales at
lower prices. De clin ing
prices force the busi ness to
watch ex penses, and since
la bor is of ten the high est
ex pense, un pro duc tive la -
bor is soon re placed. It will
be re placed ei ther with
more pro duc tive la bor, or
per haps la bor sub sti tutes
will be found and used. 

Self-Man age ment

A third an swer to the
ques tion is self-man age -
ment. In creas ingly, busi -
nesses are find ing they can
do with out whole lay ers of
man age ment within the or -
ga ni za tion. This men tal ity
has been forced upon com -
pa nies by man age ment
prac tices that helped the
Jap a nese be come world

lead ers in elec tron ics and
au to mo biles. When W. Ed -
wards Deming failed to get
Amer i can busi ness men to
lis ten to him just af ter
World War II, he headed for 
Ja pan and in vited 45 lead -
ing in dus tri al ists to his sem -
i nar. To Deming’s sur prise,
they all turned up. But
within a few weeks, some
had ex pe ri enced pro duc tiv -
ity gains of up to 30 percent
without any additional
outlays. 

What Deming, along
with oth ers, had learned
dur ing the war, was that
only 15 per cent of prob lems 
are caused by work ers; the
re main ing 85 per cent of
prob lems are caused by
poor pro cesses. Thus, by
con cen trat ing on the pro -
cess rather than the worker, 
Deming’s meth ods have

5  Naisbitt \softlineand Aburdene, }{\plain \fs24 \*\cs12\i op.
cit.,}{\plain \fs24 p. 13.



brought ex traor di nary change to 
the workplace. 

Thus, the dis man tling of the 
cor po ra tion is due to the fact
that a top-down man age ment
style does not help pro duce
qual ity goods and ser vices. And
what has taken the place of the
bu reau cratic or gani sa tion is one
where the worker is given the
op por tu nity to be come self-di -
rected. In the words of some
writ ers, “the au thor ity to ex am -
ine and make im prove ments in
the work meth ods is in the
wrong hands — man age -
ment’s.”6 Amer i can and Aus tra -
lian busi nesses have had to
change their man age ment styles 
in or der to keep pace with the
com pe ti tion. They do this by
hand ing the man age ment
function down to the workers
themselves. 

An in ter est ing il lus tra tion
of this point was pro vided in a
re cent book about Semco man u -
fac tur ing com pany in Brazil.7

The au thor, Chief Ex ec u tive Of -
fi cer of the com pany, also hap -
pened to be the founder’s son,
and in her ited the fam ily busi -

ness in 1980 at the age of about
22. By 1986, he had built a di -
ver si fied man u fac tur ing com -
plex em ploy ing 860 peo ple, and
had a show piece busi ness that
peo ple came from around the
world to see. He was, in short,
highly suc cess ful. But then, one
day he no ticed that de spite all
the suc cess his staff ap peared
mis er a ble and un happy. What
re sulted was a change that rev o -
lu tion ized the busi ness, mod i -
fied the way in which the
work ers ful filled their re spon si -
bil i ties, and al tered forever the
relationship between himself
and his employees. 

Be fore tell ing you more
about that story, how ever, it will 
help to ex plore in out line a bib li -
cal con cept of man age ment. 

Stew ard ship

THE BIBLICAL NOTION of
stew ard ship is one that is of ten
used for de fin ing, in a gen eral
sense, many po si tions that peo -
ple have in life. Stew ard ship is
of ten used to ex press the idea
that peo ple are not the ul ti mate
owner of the ma te rial things of
this life, they come from God.

How ever, God has placed upon
man the duty and ob li ga tion to
look af ter things in His cre ated
world. This idea of care taker,
ex er cis ing re spon si ble man age -
ment of re sources, is be hind the
mean ing of stew ard ship. But the 
word has a wider ap pli ca tion.
While stew ard ship it self is bib li -
cal in or i gin, and there fore car -
ries with it a cer tain re li gious
con no ta tion, we need to find out 
what this means in practical
detail. 

Re spon si bil ity

If we take two of the key
pas sages where the con cept of
stew ard ship is ex plained, we
see, first, that the idea car ries
with it the con cept of re spon si -
bil ity.“And the Lord said, Who
then is that faith ful and wise
stew ard, whom his mas ter will
make ruler over his house hold,
to give them their por tion of
food in due sea son?’” (Luke
12:42). Here we see that the
stew ard is one who is given ar -
eas of his mas ter’s ac tiv i ties over 
which he was to ex er cise some
kind of man age ment. In fact,
due to his dil i gence in his work,

he is given in creas ing
responsibilities. 

Ac count abil ity

With re spon si bil ity, in ad di -
tion, goes ac count abil ity.Je sus
uses this con cept in one of his
par a bles. 

He also said to His disciples:
“There was a certain rich man
who had a steward, and an
accusation was brought to him
that this man was wasting his
goods. So he called him and
said to him, “What is this I hear 
about you? Give an account of
your stewardship, for you can
no longer be steward’” (Luke
16:1,2). 

The rich man was hold ing
his stew ard ac count able for ac -
tions he had taken, or, as the
text says, for his stew ard ship. 

In the con text of the rest of
this story the idea of stew ard -
ship is sim i lar, if not the same, as 
that of the mod ern man ager.

6  Bob Wall, Robert S. Solum, Mark R. Sobol, }{\plain \fs24
\*\cs12\i The \softlineVisionary Leader}{\plain \fs24  (Rocklin,
CA: Prima Publishing, 1992), p. 6, emphasis in original.

7  Ricardo Semler, }{\plain \fs24 \*\cs12\i Maverick! The
Success Story Behind the \softlineWorld's Most Unusual
Workplace}{\plain \fs24 (London: Century, 1992).



Man ag ers are those who or -
ga nize, plan, sched ule, in -
struct, and have greater
re spon si bil i ties within the
or ga ni za tion. But it is a fic -
tion to imag ine that there
are two groups within the
or ga ni za tion: those who
man age and those who
don’t. The bib li cal in junc -
tion on stew ard ship re -
quires each per son to be a
proper stew ard or man ager
of those re sources placed
un der his con trol. This ap -
plies from the high est per -
son in the cor po rate chain
to the low est. The only
thing that should dis tin -
guish them is greater re -
spon si bil ity, par tic u lar gifts
and abil i ties (some peo ple
will never be at the top of
the management
hierarchy), and experience. 

Measurability

Re spon si bil ity and ac -
count abil ity, how ever, re -
quire some thing else:
measurability. It is not pos -

si ble to give a proper ac -
count of some thing if it can -
not be mea sured. In the
sales de part ment it is of ten
easy to do this: count the
dol lars com ing through the
door. But how is ac count -
abil ity to be ap plied in the
fi nance de part ment or in
op er a tions? Here it is nec es -
sary to set up work goals
and sched ules that can be
mea sured. In these de part -
ments it will not be the sales 
dol lars by which they are
mea sured but will be the
least num ber of dol lars they 
spend to run their sec tions.
Ac count abil ity will be mea -
sured in these ar eas by the
com mit ments peo ple make
to ful fil tasks, then de ter -
min ing if that com mit ment
is hon ored and up held. In
short, the integrity and
honesty of the worker are at 
stake. 

There are some as pects 
of this that need to be man -
aged care fully. A per son’s
ex pe ri ence in as sess ing his
ca pa bil i ties needs to be kept 

in mind, and those man ag -
ers known for treat ing their
staff fairly take this into
con sid er ation when set ting
goals within the com pany.
Other man ag ers, less scru -
pu lous, will use their sub or -
di nate’s in ex pe ri ence to get
rid of a per son, make him or 
her feel in fe rior, and use
these cir cum stances in an
en deavor to make them -
selves ap pear su pe rior. This 
kind of man ager, though,
rather than mak ing him self
ap pear su pe rior makes him -
self a fool in the eyes of
those un der him, for his
staff will al ways know that
he is un fair and un just.
They will never give him
the sup port he should have
within the or ga ni za tion.
Nei ther will those above
him who are fair minded,
for they too will rec og nize
the un just man ner in which
he treated his staff. His fu -
ture in the or ga ni za tion will 
thus be short ened, or at
least his internal progress

up the corporate ladder
curtailed. 

Em pow er ment

If we are go ing to give
work ers re spon si bil ity,
hold ing them ac count able
by mea sur ing their suc cess,
then it fol lows that work ers
must be em pow eredto ful fil
their role. Per haps no area
of cor po rate man age ment is 
un der pres sure to day as this 
one. To give a per son a task
and hold him ac count able
for its re sult is ri dic u lous if
he is not em pow ered to ful -
fil the as signed du ties at the 
same time. For ex am ple, it
is fool ish to ask the com -
puter de part ment to write
new soft ware if those re -
spon si ble can not de mand
the at ten tion and ob tain in -
for ma tion from other de -
part ments in or der to
as cer tain the needs of the
com pany. It does not make
sense to ask the ac counts
de part ment to im prove the
ac count ing sys tem un less
they are given the re sources 



to do so, such as money to buy a
new com puter sys tem or ac -
count ing soft ware pack age. It is
equally fool ish to ask the sales
de part ment to in crease sales by
20% if they can not de mand the
hu man and fi nan cial re sources
to achieve this goal. I know of
one com pany where the man ag -
ing di rec tor does not per mit any
of his staff, even the se nior man -
ag ers, to au tho rize ex penses,
such as car rental when they’re
in ter state or over seas. This pre -
vents staff from com plet ing their 
work with out his in ter fer ence in
the pro cess, and displays a lack
of trust towards those under
him. Little wonder this company 
is not performing too well. 

With out em pow er ment
stew ard ship is im pos si ble. We
see this in the par a ble of Je sus in 
Luke 16, where the stew ard who 
has been ac cused takes ac tion to
en sure that he has friends. He
went to his mas ter’s debt ors and
wrote off a por tion of the debts.
He made some quick friends in
his hour of need, and his mas ter
rec og nized his shrewd ac tions.
(It is good to re mem ber that this
par a ble is not ex plic itly teach ing 
some of these con cepts; they are
taken for granted and used by
our Lord to make His point.) The 
point here is that the stew ard

had the power to ne go ti ate with
his master’s debtors. 

Wider Ap pli ca tion

It is not just the busi ness
that suf fers from lack of stew -
ard ship. The lo cal church can be
sorely af fected by the things out -
lined above. For ex am ple, how
many churches mea sure the per -
for mance of their el ders over a
given pe riod? Too of ten the
lead er ship in the church op er -
ates in an en vi ron ment where it
can not be tested. They pro vide
no church growth plans, for ex -
am ple, so if the church fails to
grow, the lead er ship can not be
held re spon si ble for the lack of
growth. The busi ness plan is the
miss ing in gre di ent here, for a
busi ness plan is some thing
against which peo ple’s per for -
mance can be mea sured. And a
com pre hen sive busi ness plan
covers all aspects of the
business.

The prin ci ple can be ap -
plied in ev ery area of life. With -
out a fam ily busi ness plan there
can be no clear goals and di rec -
tions for the fam ily. With a plan,
at the end of the year or what -
ever pe riod they de ter mine, Dad 
and Mum can sit down and mea -
sure their ac tiv i ties against the
plan. “Well, dear, how did we go 
this year?” Were the chil dren ed -

u cated as planned? Did busi ness 
ac tiv ity go as well as planned?
The same idea is ap pli ca ble in
the church. Was the church’s
mis sion pro gram, or teach ing
pro gram, up to the ex pec ta tions
set down in the plan? If not, why 
not? And how do we do it better
next year? 

If there is one thing miss ing
in the world of man age ment it’s
the ap pli ca tion of stew ard ship
and all that it im plies.


