Simple Living and
Christian Stewardship
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he major religions and many
philosophies, east and west, have
recommended the simple life as the
key to happiness. All agree that the
simple life means freedom. You must
be free to live simply; living simply
makes you free. But if freedom is the pulsating heart
of living simply, how is freedom gained? According
to most wisdom teaching throughout the ages, this
means learning to free our time, attention, and
devotion from slavery to possessions, to unbridled
consumption, to thralldom to our work, and to
false obligations in wrong relationships. Indeed,
these insights are helpful for Christian stewardship
because they go a long way in helping us to answer
the question, why are we so poor at giving? Why do
we have so little life-fulfilling time, such a paucity of
attention to what really counts, and such a scarcity of

devotion that could hold our lives together?
The biblical view of stewardship generally shares
these views about the wisdom of simple living. But
is there anything distinctive about the Christian view
of stewardship beyond these teachings about the
freedom of the simple life?
The view of Christian life in 1 Timothy 6:18-19 is
a good place to begin: “[The followers of Jesus] are
to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and
ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the
treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that
they may take hold of the life that really is life.” The
writer of 1 Timothy uses the language of economic
life to speak of Christian living. He contrasts what we
usually expect in everyday economic life with “the life
that really is life.” What we normally see in economic
life is the pursuit of wealth by “storing up treasure.”
The search for profit and the passion for accumulating
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wealth govern our time, attention, and devotion. In
this era when money is essentially credit, money as
credit is the value by which we evaluate all things and
relationships. The bottom line of one’s bank account
and the gross domestic product of a nation are the fixed
standards. This way of measuring life, however, does not
free us for a simple life.
But who really can doubt that accumulating wealth
is key to a secure future? Those who follow Jesus Christ
will doubt this. The standards of being rich and storing
up treasure cause us to mismeasure our lives. They lead
us into unfreedom. How, then, should we take hold of the
life that is really life? What makes for simple life?
Often it is claimed that the secret of simple
living is giving up something. Renunciation turns
into denunciation as the epitome of simplicity. But
for Christian stewardship, neither renunciation nor
denunciation is the secret of what is really life. For Jesus
the simple life is centered in his command: Seek you
first the kingdom of God. Stewardship is for serving the
kingdom of God, that is, the reign of God’s righteousness,
God’s power of life over death in all its forms. For
Jesus the secret of the simple life is loving God and the
neighbor Jesus gives us. The simplicity of Christian
life depends completely on the love of God that makes
possible the love of the neighbor and the love of the
neighbor that embodies the love of God. The freedom of
the simple life is for the love of God and neighbor.
To be sure, the simple life means freedom from
possessions, from over consumption, from dehumanizing
work, and from debt, but this freedom is for what God
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loves—all human beings and all creatures God has
called into being.

Freedom from Possessions

The treasure of a good foundation for the future is
not storing up possessions. It is rather freedom from
our enslavement to possessions. When our time, our
attention, and our devotion are absorbed by what we
possess, we end up being possessed by our possessions.
More and more people are realizing that they have
too many devices, implements, policies, interests, and
relationships. What we have makes us be-have in ways
that devour our life energy. Jesus says to the rich young
ruler: Sell all you have and give to the poor. To all who
would follow, Jesus gives a radical message of simplicity:
Follow me into the neighborhood of the neighbor, and
take with you no money, no purse, no second cloak: eat
what is set before you. But it gets even more radical:
Leave behind mother and father, spouse, and children.
This, simply put, is the freedom of the simple life, no
longer being bound by anything or any relationship
except the rule of God’s righteousness.
Here, however, the Christian perspective on the
simple life separates from other views. If you are striving
“first for the kingdom of God and God’s righteousness—
all these things will be given to you as well” (Matt 6:33).
The simple life is not bereft of things and relationships,
but it means having them in a radically different
relationship. Everything I have is meant for loving God
and neighbor. To be sure, the simple life requires the
reduction of my needs, but the measure is how the
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reduction of my needs meets the needs of the neighbors
Jesus gives me.
The opposite of being enslaved by our possessions
is generosity. Stewardship means being freed from the
claims of property so that possessions may be used
for the life God intends for God’s creation, for all of
God’s creatures. This claim seems radically counter
to the person of cultured wants in our time, since it is
often assumed in our society that the person who has
the most wants is the one to be most admired. But the
scripture teaches that we will be in service to someone
or something because that’s the condition of the human
being as a creature of desire. The freedom of a simple life
comes from giving our lives to serving God’s redemption
of the creation. A collect in the Anglican Book of
Common Prayer expresses this beautifully in a prayer to
God “in whose service is perfect freedom”.

Freedom from Over-consumption

Asceticism has been a constant theme of the simple
life. But mere renunciation is not what Jesus expects.
Sacrifice not an end in itself. Rather, the aim of Christian
life is the mutual sharing of the feast. The opposite of
gluttonous luxury is the contentment of sharing. The
richness of the simplicity of the eucharist is the model for
all of our consumption and, just so, is the epitome of the
life that is really life.

Freedom from Enslavement by Work

A simple life of generosity and contentment is often
ruined for us by our absorption in our own work. Human

beings humiliate and subjugate each other through work,
but human beings often enslave themselves through
compulsion to compete and achieve though work. But
the simple life of a Christian is not meant to be free of
work: it rather aims at liberated work for the life of the
community. The simple life should not be equated with
reducing work through technology or with dropping out
of the system or the social fabric in which the neighbors
Jesus gives us to love are caught. The simple life thrives
on satisfaction from relationships rather than from
career. It thrives on good works aimed at deepening the
lives of others.

Freedom from Debt

Finally, in the age of money as credit we don’t give
our time, attention, devotion, and money because we
are in debt. Radical stewardship in this time means
being freed from debt. Many of us in the developed
world don’t understand the seriousness of the prayer
Jesus commands us to pray: Forgive us our debts as
we forgive our debtors. Financial debt and moral debt
are destroying the lives of masses across the world.
Forgiveness of debt in all its senses is the most radical
good work of the simple life that is Christian stewardship.
We find the heart of simple life in the command: “Owe
no one anything but love.” This means we have to
show ingratitude for what ensnares us in the debt that
devours life while we show profound gratitude to God
for “the life that is really life.” The simple life, in the
end, is an astounding gift of God that makes us rejoice
without ceasing.

M. Douglas Meeks is the Cal Turner Chancellor Professor of Theology and Wesleyan Studies Emeritus at Vanderbilt Divinity School, where he also
serves as director of United Methodist Programs and director of the The Turner Center for Church Leadership. Professor Meeks is the author,
co-author, or editor of sixteen books, including Origins of the Theology of Hope (Fortress) and God the Economist: The Doctrine of God and
Political Economy (Fortress).

Giving

ESC Giving Magazine 11-15.indd 5

5

1/6/16 3:53 PM

