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“To look after orphans and widows in their distress” is how the Bible describes one aspect of the
Christian’s mission (James 1:27). Christians are called to care for the most vulnerable people in society.
Doing so involves everything from donating money and time to thinking about the laws we make. To love
our neighbors, we must evaluate and correct laws that make life more difficult, especially for those in low-
income neighborhoods. In this paper, I will assess whether the controversial proposal to raise the legal
minimum wage would make life better or worse for Americans. To assess this policy, a Christian must ask,

“Is this the best way to love my neighbor?”

Raising the legal minimum wage would help some people who have low-paying jobs. As income
inequality increases in the United States, the minimum wage is seen as a way to preserve the more
egalitarian society of the mid-twentieth century. Consider, however, that a system without those rules
allows people to choose where they work and to set their own terms. Many people would choose not to be
restricted by minimum wage laws because it would allow them more flexibility or a chance to develop
skills and experience. Unfortunately, there is no way to have the best of both worlds. It either is illegal for
everyone to work for pay below a certain level, or it is not. The motivation to raise the minimum wage 1is
often out of a genuine concern for low-income neighbors — a gesture of love. However, the law has
unintended, harmful economic consequences. There are other ways to help the poor without limiting

their employment options. Facing these policy choices, what would Jesus do?



In this paper, I will examine both the economic and Christian moral arguments for the minimum wage.
In the first section, I will explain the consequences of raising the minimum wage. Economists can predict
what may happen if the federal minimum wage is raised to fifteen dollars using both theories of behavior
and historical observations. Second, I will describe the moral obligation that Christians have to help the
poor and how it relates to minimum wage legislation. The last section is about the political forces at work
in the minimum wage debate. This law could help a few political factions while disempowering the most

vulnerable members of society.

ECONOMIC HISTORY, THEORY, AND DATA

Raising the minimum wage would help some people. It would help the people who can get minimum
wage jobs and who otherwise would have earned less income. However, raising the minimum wage hurts
many others, including consumers and those who lose their jobs as a result. All economists (some of whom
support the fight for a fifteen-dollar minimum wage) agree that a very large increase in the minimum
wage would be bad for society and even bad for the poor.i For a voter who is concerned about income

inequality, is there a good reason to support raising the minimum wage?

Why Is Income Inequality Increasing in the US and Decreasing

Globally?

Economic history is easy to summarize: by today’s standards, everyone used to be poor. Although society
has always had inequality, the former top 1 percent had levels of healthcare and sanitation that most
Americans today would not want to contemplate. In Elizabethan England, babies allegedly went days
without a diaper change. Just 100 years ago, the son of a US president died from an infected blister on his

foot.ii

The fact that rich people today are better off than (relatively) rich people a century ago will not encourage
those who worry about income inequality.ii However, it is good news that absolute levels of poverty are
decreasing throughout the world. The World Bank recently announced that the number of those in
extreme poverty has fallen by hundreds of millions of people. ¥ The number of people who moved out of
extreme poverty between 2012 and 2015 is more than half of the US population. Nearly a billion people

live in China and millions of those people have moved out of extreme poverty through economic



liberation within their country and through trade with the West. Economist Tyler Cowen writes, “The
economic surges of China, India and some other nations have been among the most egalitarian

developments in history.” v

It is worth considering why global wealth was distributed so unequally to begin with. Why were a billion
people in Asia so much poorer than people in the US in the 1950s? A country cannot become rich
without good institutions that protect property rights and allow people to pursue their own betterment. vi
Under Communist rule in the 1970s, all but a few Chinese elites were very poor. The Chinese economy
was liberalized, and the wealth of the Chinese increased partly through trading with capitalist countries.
American workers without specialized skills used to be protected from competing with Chinese workers
because the Communist Chinese government did not allow most Chinese to work for foreigners. With
that ban lifted, the people in China have become richer in part because they do not have a high minimum

wage.

Many at least partially blame trade with China for the increase in income inequality within the United
States. While trade with China has made Americans richer, there is evidence that importing cheap goods
from China has held down the wages for certain jobs within the American middle class. vi Thus, some of
the same forces that have caused global inequality to decrease have caused inequality within rich countries

to increase.

When considering an economic policy change, there are always some winners and some losers. Raising
the minimum wage gives more money to some, but it takes money away from others. It is easier to
identify the people who are helped by the policy than it is to identify all the people who are hurt by it.
Those who make a moral case for raising the minimum wage must reconcile the fact that their policy

proposal would hurt many people within the United States.

Although the term “income inequality” is used to motivate unrest, often what truly disturbs voters is
poverty in their own communities. Unrest about income inequality often results from one’s experience
with poverty in their own local community. Vit Some wealthy people would voluntarily pay to make
income inequality less stark. Historically, however, societies that do not allow private business men and
women to get rich have much less wealth overall. There is a tradeoft between rules that allow for a more

equal distribution of wealth and rules that allow for a lot of wealth to distribute.



Whether slow minimum real-wage growth causes long-run income inequality is unclear, partly because
there are so many other forces affecting household incomes. For example, educated high-income earning
men historically married a wide range of women in terms of education and employment. * Recently, men
and women with advanced degrees have been marrying each other to the exclusion of uneducated
people. This creates a distribution of a few rich households and many poor households. In addition,
immigrants into the United States are usually either highly educated or people with low skills who are
escaping extreme poverty. These immigrants lower the wages of the average low-wage earners and raise

the wages of the average high-skilled worker.

Of the many factors that play into income inequality, technological innovation is the prime culprit.
Technology helps make certain workers very productive, and machines can provide great services beyond
human capability. For example, robot-assisted surgery is saving lives and allowing people to return home
from the hospital sooner compared to traditional procedures.* Medical technicians and computer
programmers are doing well in this new economy, and even stay-at-home parents benefit from time-
saving innovations like laundry detergent tablets and email. Meanwhile, some workers are being replaced
with computer-directed machines because these machines can operate at a lower cost. * This raises a
question of whether there should be a safety net for people who did not anticipate being priced out of the
job market. Benefits that help someone survive after they lose their job, like job training programs, are
legitimate proposals in order to help those who are caught on the wrong side of progress. However,
requiring businesses to pay higher wages accelerates the process of making human workers as obsolete.

Low wages in jobs that are about to be replaced by machines serve as a valuable signal to future workers.

What Would Happen If the Minimum Wage Increases?

Businesses operate with fixed resources; they have a certain amount of money that they can spend. When
businesses decide to purchase an input to production, they must consider the price.

Imagine a very simple example. A cupcake shop can sell 200 cupcakes a day at three dollars each. The
shop makes $600 in sales a day and $150 goes to rent and utilities. The ingredients cost one dollar for
every cupcake they make, so they must spend $200 on eggs and such. That leaves $250 to spend on the

operation that produces good cupcakes.

Initially, the shop owner employs three people at nine dollars an hour and also purchases tools for them to

use, such as an oven with a digital timer. Better tools make each employee more productive. The shop



pays $216 a day to employ three people for eight hours each. With the remaining forty-four dollars, the

business owner buys and maintains the tools.

If the minimum wage rises to fifteen dollars an hour and nothing else changes, the owner can no longer
afford to employ three people.xi Businesses in the real world face the same constraints even though their
decisions are more complicated. If buying software allows you to reduce your staff, you are more

likely to buy the software if your staff gets more expensive.

In this example, there were three people working at nine dollars an hour. Of course, they would all prefer
to work at fifteen dollars an hour, but if the minimum wage increases, one worker get fired. In economic

terms, a minimum wage makes an “excess supply” of labor.

In a competitive market, allowing the price to be formed by free participants ensures a highly efficient
outcome. This is true whether the market is for selling vegetables, cars, or hours of human labor. By
“efficient,” economists mean that the benefit to buyers and sellers is maximized. Efficiency does not mean
that everyone leaves the market with an equal amount of money. When the price is determined by the
market, there is not an excess supply, meaning that there is no one who wishes they could sell at the

market prices but cannot find a buyer.

International Examples of Price Floors and Ceilings

When people are free, there is always some income inequality because every person is different.xii In
America, a few people have huge incomes and a larger number of people have low incomes. In contrast,
in Venezuela and Scandinavian countries, the government intervenes more to create more equal income

outcomes.

Venezuela’s government is trying to control incomes and prices so that everyone can afford some basic
products.x¥ The charismatic politician Hugo Chavez distributed money to low-income people.x The
economy of Venezuela is now collapsing because wages and prices cannot adjust. It is an indication of
their problem that they have a government position called the “Cost and Price” regulator. The person in
this position recently denied that the country is facing a serious toilet paper shortage when in fact many
store shelves are empty. Consumers cannot buy basic food staples. An article titled “This is Why There is

No Toilet Paper in Venezuela” » offers the following explanation:



The Venezuelan economic model of excessive meddling is creating a mess. By keeping prices
artificially low and imposing price controls on everything, they’re completely undermining the
domestic economy to gain short lived political payofls. Black markets occur when the formal

economy isn’t functioning — and it hasn’t been for a while.

Keeping prices artificially low has the same result as keeping wages high: the market does not connect all
the possible buyers and sellers and so less-connected people get left out. Not everyone is able to buy the

cheap toilet paper, just like not everyone is able to get the minimum wage jobs.

Because market prices communicate powerful information, the government of Venezuela is trying to
prevent citizens from even knowing actual market prices. A website, DolarToday.com, gives accurate
information on the exchange rate and inflation rate of the Venezuelan currency. The Venezuelan
government does not allow its own citizens to access this website. The government raises the minimum
wage frequently, which raises the cost of labor and therefore the price of products. This price inflation
erodes the value of citizen’s savings, driving some to open secret saving accounts in US dollars. In this

type of situation, raising the minimum wage helps no one.

The more government gets involved in “helping” the poor, the more room there is for government
officials to help themselves. In the case of Venezuela, the stated mission of the Chavez regime was to help
the poor using every power the government could wield. Not only is life now worse for the poor people,
but government officials and corrupt cronies have become richer because they assigned themselves so

much power.»i

In Malawi, the government tried to keep food prices from rising, with the stated goal of protecting poor
people from high market prices. =i As a result, more people went hungry, partly because there was less
incentive for suppliers to bring food to the market in the first place. Even a government official with good

intentions cannot always foresee the problems caused by mandating a price floor.

Contrast Venezuela with Sweden. Can we be more like Sweden without being more like Venezuela?
Sweden implemented high taxes and regulations to produce a more equitable society. However, in the
1990s, the Swedish people decided to reverse course and deregulate or privatize many industries. Also,
despite the pleasant image that Americans have of Sweden, the median household income in Sweden is
$27,167, which is much lower than most American states.xx There is less opportunity in a poorer country

and Americans would be less able to achieve almost any aspiration if everyone had less money.



This Time It's Different

Can we talk about paychecks that support American families along with price controls for toilet paper in
Venezuela? People are not commodities. Every person is made in the image of God. People are more
important than goods on a store shelf. The counterintuitive truth is that people are better off if you allow
them to treat their labor like a commodity to be bought and sold and even borrowed against. For
example, the military can provide a living for people who begin with very low skills because the military is

essentially buying their future labor.

Most twenty-year-olds, even those who are well-educated, cannot generate enough value for a company
to afford to pay them a high salary. Faced with this problem, instead of earning a minimum wage, wealthy
young people do unpaid internships to gain experience, or they pay to do college course work as practice.
Is the government responsible for saving them from exploitation? The answer, of course, is no. A one-size-
fits-all ban on not doing work that does not pay well is harmful to some people, especially people who

want to get job experience in their field of interest.

Someone who is not capable of producing at a reasonable level might qualify for disability assistance. As
Christians, we are called to care for people in our communities. However, it is inhumane to force them
out of the workforce if they would like to be part of something productive. Part of our God-given dignity
comes from God’s design for us to work, to be creative, and to produce.= Working — which can look
different for everyone — is an important part of human lives. If companies are required to pay employees
fifteen dollars an hour with their limited resources, will they be able to afford to give opportunities to less
skilled workers? The opportunity to work means a lot to the disabled and their families, even if they also
receive financial aid. Minimum wage laws do not affect only vulnerable groups of people, such as single
mothers who are struggling to support their families. The laws apply to everyone and can consequently

cause a huge amount of collateral damage.

One of the best God-glorifying ways to show respect for others is to believe in them, help them maximize
their potential, and support their participation in the market, if they so desire. If more people crowd into
high-paying jobs, then the pay levels will naturally equal out. Consider that statement. The free market
would spontaneously produce income equality if more people become willing and able to take what are
currently high-paying jobs or become successful entrepreneurs. To be clear, this is a very different

strategy, but it would bring about one of the goals of minimum wage campaigners: to equalize incomes.



Denmark takes this approach. Even though some Americans mistakenly consider it a socialist success
story, the Heritage Foundation ranks Denmark right next to the United States on their Index of
Economic Freedom.xi The Prime Minister of Denmark felt the need to speak out and explain that
Denmark is not a “socialist planned economy,” but that it is a “successful market economy with much
freedom to pursue your dreams and live your life as you wish.” =i An interview with several policy experts
provides an explanation of how Denmark creates a labor market that is more secure than the United
States but also dynamic and good for business. ®¥ Denmark does not achieve security by promising tenure
for jobs. The Danish government pays for adult job training so that that an adult who loses a job to

technology or trade can become useful to the market again quickly.

What Has Happened in the Past When the Minimum Wage Increased?

“Creating jobs” is a hot political topic along with raising the minimum wage. Politicians claim they will
“bring back” jobs that were outsourced to low wage countries. Unfortunately, the number of jobs a
company can offer (or even the government, given a fixed budget) is negatively related to the wage paid
for those jobs. Economists would say that the demand curve for labor slopes down, as shown in Figure 2.
Employers in a free market would pay a wage of wy in Figure 2. The wage of w; is higher and creates
unemployment in the amount of the difference between L1 and L2. The competitive market model used
in Figure 2 is not a complete picture of the world, but it is useful for making predictions about how the

quantity supplied will change if the price changes.
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Figure 2. Supply and Demand Graph Lllustrating Unemployment as an Excess Supply of Labor



Economic theory tells us that if the price of labor goes up, employers will purchase less of it.=v The logic of
the line labeled “Demand” in this graph is that simple. If the price of something goes up, people tend to
buy less of it. The labor supply line slopes up to show that when wages are higher, people tend to want
more jobs. If the price of labor is artificially higher than the market price, the number of jobs provided

will be less than the number of jobs that people want to take.

Instead of theory, economists can look at data to see what has happened in the past when the minimum
wage goes up. If most states that raise the minimum wage suddenly experience a spike in unemployment,
it would be safe to say that the theory of downward-sloping labor demand is the best theory for modeling
what will happen in the future, i.e. for predicting what would happen in New York City if they raise the

minimum wage to fifteen dollars an hour.

Many studies examine what happens when the minimum wage goes up, and some researchers have
concluded that unemployment does not go up significantly after a minimum wage increase. Other
economists use data to show that the effect on employment is significant and harmful.»vi To decide who is

right, we will examine several studies.

In a famous paper, Card and Krueger (CK) concluded that a higher minimum wage has no effect on
employment.»i They looked at employment in fast food restaurants in New Jersey and compared it to
the neighboring state, Pennsylvania. They claimed that employment did not go down after New Jersey
raised the state minimum wage. This finding was so surprising to economists that many re-examined the
same data or found other data sets to ask the same question again. Before the CK study, it had been
widely accepted that a 10 percent increase in the minimum wage would lower employment for teenagers

by 1-3 percent.xwii

Neumark and Wascher (NW) dispute CK. NW claim that the minimum wage increase affects
employment with a lag, or after several years. »ixxx According to their model, the minimum wage has a
negative and significant effect on employment. The pattern in this line of research is that a minimum
wage increase does not cause a large immediate spike in unemployment; however, a more sophisticated

empirical research method reveals that there is a negative relationship over time.xxi

In Seattle, the minimum wage is currently ratcheting up to fifteen dollars an hour. Data from 2015
indicate that low-wage workers are working slightly fewer hours and therefore are not earning more per
year, compared to the year before the law was changed. Since that is an average statistic, some workers

are working less than they would like and some must have a higher total income than before. There has



not been an immediate spike in unemployment, although not enough time has passed to confirm that
unemployment will not rise with a lag among less educated workers. It is difficult to separate out the
effects of the minimum wage from the changes brought about by an expanding local economy. The
authors find that, “if there has been any increase in business closings caused by the Minimum Wage
Ordinance, it has been more than offset by an increase in business openings.” i Meanwhile, American
Apparel is finding it impossible to expand in Los Angeles where the minimum wage is set to rise to fifteen

dollars an hour. They fired 500 employees this year.xii

Recently, Meer and West investigated the effect of the minimum wage on job growth instead of the level of
unemployment.x¥ They find that, under most specifications, Card and Krueger are correct in showing
that unemployment levels do not jump up immediately after a minimum wage increase. However, Meer
and West separate the job growth rate into job creation and job losses to show that job losses do not jump
up; businesses that had already invested in an area and certain employees do not usually close up shop.
Job creation and job growth are significantly slowed in states that raise the minimum wage. They found
that a real minimum wage increase of 10 percent reduces job growth by about 0.5 percentage points. Job
growth during the years that they observed was 2 percent on average, so a 10 percent increase of the
minimum wage reduces job growth by about a quarter. This implies that a minimum wage increase
means fewer jobs in the future. Economists agree that when minimum wage increases cause job losses, it
affects the young or lowest-skilled tiers of society. If anyone is put out of work, it is economically
vulnerable people or young people who need to establish a track record. For these people to be put out of
work is not just a hit to their wallets; it can be isolating, and it deprives them of the chance to create value

the way God designed us to do.

Another problem with high wages is that employers who pay a lot in wages might not be able to compete
on other margins. Many people in low-wage, part-time work have to put up with inconvenient and
irregular scheduling arrangements. Some retail workers cannot plan the week for themselves or their
families until the last minute because they do not know when they will be called in to work.»x Perhaps
some workers would like to trade some money for having more power over their schedules, especially if
they care for children. For a worker who is earning the minimum wage, it can be difficult to make such

arrangements.

To compassionately provide for poor people, there are ways to give them more income without

discouraging businesses from hiring them.»vi Next, what should the Christian response should be?
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WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?

Proponents of raising the minimum wage are often compassionate people who want to see justice for
every member of society. Throughout the Bible, it is clear that God cares about the poor; many verses
specifically address the problem of injustice for low income working people. For example, this warning to

oppressors is in the Book of Isaiah:

Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees, to deprive the poor of
their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people, making widows their prey and
robbing the fatherless. What will you do on the day of reckoning, when disaster comes from afar?

(Isa. 10:1-3)

What does it mean to deprive the poor of their rights? One type of injustice experienced by the poor in
biblical times and today is that they are not paid or given the work conditions that they were promised

when they agreed to take a job. This is addressed in James 5:4:

Look! The wages you failed to pay the workers who mowed your fields are crying out against you.

The cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.

Even the least prestigious members of society are equally deserving of justice. The prophets in the Old
Testament routinely lament the lack of justice for the poor. Jesus defied social convention by associating
with social outcasts and poor people. Christians are called to follow his example of radical love and
generosity; one way to do so is by helping the poor in our communities and being vocal activists against
injustice and discrimination that cause poverty. International Justice Mission is an example of an

organization that stands up for the poor and those deprived of justice.

A modern example of injustice against workers is that poor workers who travel abroad are sometimes
lured out of their communities by promises of good working conditions, but then those promises are
broken. During the construction of World Cup stadiums in Qatar, employers confiscated passports and

withheld paychecks.>ii These poor workers do not have access to the legal system to sue the companies
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that abuse them. Managers in these companies lied and stole, taking advantage of their employees for
their own benefit. From the Ten Commandments to the words of Jesus, the Bible is clear that lying and
stealing is wrong.

It 1s not wrong to offer someone a job and, if they accept it, pay them what you promised. Consider how
low the wages were for a day laborer during the time of Jesus. i [t was not wrong to pay that wage to
those laborers in ancient times. The reason that relatively low-income people in the United States today
can earn more money than people in ancient Israel is because the free enterprise system has created more

wealth to pass around. Given all the wealth in our society, is it wrong for some to own more than others?

The Rich

During Jesus’s travels in Israel, a rich man asked Jesus how to overcome the spiritual inadequacy he felt.

Looking at him, Jesus felt a love for him and said to him, “One thing you lack: go and sell all you
possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.” But at
these words he was saddened, and he went away grieving, for he was one who owned much
property. And Jesus, looking around, said to His disciples, “How hard it will be for those who are
wealthy to enter the kingdom of God!” (Mark 10:17-27)

Jesus knew that this man could not be free until he released his money and stopped making money an
idol. The difference between a rich person and a poor person is not a distinction we can define by the
absolute level of wealth. Statistically a “rich” person in Jerusalem during the time of Jesus was poorer than
many poor people in the United States today.»>* The man in this story was not reprimanded because of

the amount of his material wealth, which probably would not be impressive today and did not awe Jesus.

The point is that a rich person feels like their needs are already met. This mindset makes it difficult to
acknowledge one’s spiritual need and to recognize Christ’s lordship. People who are rich in today’s society
are in the same spiritual danger, and they have an obligation to be generous. However, they do not have
an obligation to give away so much that they can no longer produce wealth or take care of their families.
The honored servant in the parable of the talents used the material resources he started with to be
productive and create wealth for his household. ¥ The merciful father of the prodigal son could not have
welcomed his son back to the family farm if he had sold everything. ¥ Jesus did not tell anyone to take

away rich peoples' money. Coveting and stealing are condemned in the Ten Commandments.
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Giving to the Poor

Proverbs 14:21 says, “It is a sin to despise one’s neighbor, but blessed is the one who is kind to the needy.”
The Bible makes it clear that charity is part of the Christian mission. Christians should show love to the
people around them, both by encouraging them spiritually and helping them materially. Through our
good deeds, the world sees the loving heart of God. However, we are not the saviors of the world and
Jesus never instructed people to use the government to be “kind to the needy.” There is no place in the
Bible that encourages Christians to use the government to take money from some people and give it to
other people whom they will never meet, nor to interfere with voluntary employment relationships. God
wants us to be generous by choice. Government-mandated redistribution interferes with an individual’s
ability to be generous. Paying taxes to avoid going to jail is not morally equivalent to helping the poor,

and incidentally a large percent of that money goes to government overhead instead of to needy people.

There are three reasons that the principles of the Bible do not affirm raising the minimum wage. First, as
demonstrated above, high minimum wages help some people but hurt the most vulnerable elements of
society by locking them out of having a legal occupation. Economist Ben Powell makes a case for not
trying to “help” poor people by taking away their jobs, even when their jobs look unpleasant to wealthy
Americans. ¥i The way to effectively help poor people is by training them to become more productive

workers or to help them directly through charity.

Second, it is unjust to use the legal system to control someone else’s choices about where they work or
who they hire. Proverbs 22:22-23 says, “Do not exploit the poor because they are poor and do not crush
the needy in court.” If low-income people want to start a business, they would have a hard time
immediately complying with all the legal employment regulations, such as paying their employees

minimum wage. This serves the interest of established businesses and disadvantages the poorest people.

The last argument against raising the minimum wage is that Christian charity at its best looks different
from voting for a minimum wage law. Private charity at its best is done voluntarily and in the context of
relationship. The Bible often uses the word “neighbor” to describe the people we should be helping. If you
enjoy giving to charities that operate in foreign countries, you can do that. Hundreds of organizations
exist to serve the poor in developing countries around the world, but some do so with harmful unintended
consequences and fail to establish sustainable change (read more on this in Doing Bad by Doing Good*).
Even sending money to a person who lives in a different state increases the risk that your money will not

be used in the best way.
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When you help another human being, the first priority is to address urgent physical needs. Eventually,
however, the goal should be to enable them to care for themselves and gain independence. People can be
helped in a way that gives them more freedom and leads them to be able to help others. Every adult
should be viewed with respect for their potential. The kind of help that makes people more independent
instead of more dependent can best be accomplished in the context of long-term relationships and
community. Also, education needs to become more career focused for the next generation to succeed.
Local communities know about local job markets and what the students of today could realistically be
doing to earn money as the adults of tomorrow. One way to help low income people is to build

relationships in your own neighborhood and volunteer to teach language or trade skills.

If a business person is willing to give a legal job to someone with low skills or someone with no record of
professional success, no one should assume that the business person is exploiting the worker. It should be
easy for low productivity or high risk individuals to obtain legal employment. That is a path to better
employment and higher productivity. If you want to help them consume more in the meantime, then give

them help instead of making it illegal to hire them.

Wanting to help people who earn less money is a kind instinct and a Christian value, but using the
government is not the most effective way to help and does not absolve us of our duty to help the people
around us. We will never be able to vote our way to a completely happy and equitable world. We have to
open our front door and embrace the people around us. We should give people a hand up the career

ladder in addition to more direct forms of giving.

If there is to be some form of government assistance to the poor or employment regulation, it is still better
to employ the “neighbor” principle and keep administration at the local level. Cities can and have raised
the minimum wage within their borders independent of the federal government.Xv A local administration
will have the relevant information about the economy to know if local businesses can support higher
wages and to know if the poor in the community will benefit from the policy. The devastation brought
upon Puerto Rico by high minimum wages imposed in the twentieth century visits small communities

within the United States when a federal minimum wage is imposed across the board.

Jesus demonstrated and commanded sacrificial love and, of course, he provides the ultimate example of
sacrifice. However, he did not preach against security or possessions. Living generously can look like
voluntary destitution, but it can also look like a vineyard owner who provides safety for his family and

employment for day laborers. The Bible specifically addresses the evil of not paying a laborer who has
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been promised a wage. That is theft and should be punishable by law. However, even the very concept of
theft presupposes private property rights. The church in Acts 1 was famously generous to the poor, but
the very concept of generosity assumes that people own what they earn, not that the government possesses

it.

There are many programs in place today that have a stated mission of helping the poor, often staffed by
well-meaning people. Some of these organizations receive millions of dollars from governments. Although
success stories exist, it is all too common for aid programs to perpetuate a permanent social hierarchy
instead of empowering the poor. Theft of aid dollars occurs on a massive scale which leads us to our next
section. When aid is neighbor to neighbor, it is almost impossible for the resources to go to the wrong
person. When governments get involved in “helping” the poor, a lot can go wrong and sometimes the

only people who are helped are the cronies of the politicians.

CRONIES AND MINIMUM WAGE

In Section 1, I raised doubts as to whether minimum wage laws help all poor people.® There is no doubt,
however, that minimum wage laws help a group of individual, business, and political interests. Minimum
wage laws help some poor people, but not all of them, and government regulations help some businesses
while hurting many more. When market exchanges are voluntary, there are win-win outcomes. Policies

like the minimum wage create some winners and some losers.

Politicians arguing to instate minimum wage laws in the twentieth century were sometimes
unapologetically racist.*™ Whites in South African apartheid-era politics wanted to keep their high wages
and prevent black workers from undercutting them. Gert Beetge, the Building Workers” Union secretary,
justified enforcing a minimum wage because, "There is no job reservation left in the building industry,
and in the circumstances, I support the rate for the job (minimum wage) as the second-best way of
protecting our white artisans." Today, black teenagers in America are the first to lose jobs when the
minimum wage is increased. Vi [ would not argue that proponents of the minimum wage in the United
States today are racists; however, it is worth considering why a racist would favor raising the minimum

wage.

Minimum wages do help some people. What is wrong is calling the minimum wage a law that helps the

poorest people. Someone with social connections might gain a job when the minimum wage increases.
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When things are not allocated by prices, they tend to be given to friends. If humans become more
expensive to employ, then a few jobs will open up for people who are good at replacing humans with
robots, such as computer programmers. Unions benefit from minimum wage laws because it drives their

low-cost competition out, as observed by Gert Beetge.

A labor union in Los Angeles pushed the city to raise the minimum wage to fifteen dollars an in 2015.
Then, they asked for an exception to that rule only for themselves i This 1s heartless cronyism, especially
considering that they refused to grant exceptions for nonprofits and small businesses in the law. Workers
who pay to be part of the union would be allowed to charge businesses less for their services and therefore
get more jobs than workers who are outside the union and bound by minimum wage laws. Some

politically connected people win and some people lose.

The minimum wage was introduced into Puerto Rico in 1938. The high minimum wage set by
government authorities in East Coast cities devastated the economy, and Puerto Rican leaders asked for
an exemption from Congress. This illustrates that some groups, in this case all Puerto Ricans, are ignored

when Congress makes minimum wage laws.

An objection to arguments against raising the minimum wage is that many minimum wage workers in the
United States are adults with families, not teenagers. There are many ways to help low-income adults who
are caring for children. Not every way involves freezing a large dynamic part of the labor market. Raising
the minimum wage shows a lack of vision and a lack of compassion. There is no easy fix for poverty but
we should call minimum wage what it is — closing the door of opportunity for the least skilled and least
connected people in society. There is no “free lunch” that we can extract from the economy through

minimum wage legislation.

CONCLUSION

Prices form in a market based on the demand of people like you and me. When a price is set by the
government instead of the market, there are always people who get hurt. Is the minimum wage different?
Does the minimum wage only hurt rich people? Arguably, no. Using the government to regulate

employers would help some low-income people but it would probably also hurt more poor people. It
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would make the economy weaker and therefore less able to supply for the needs of citizens. I made a case
against raising the minimum wage using both economic and theological arguments. The Bible
condemns injustice, even specifically addressing the treatment of employees and day laborers. However,
paying a low wage to someone who wants a job is not lying or stealing — it is not morally wrong and it can
help some people eventually get ahead in their careers. Assess for yourself the question I raised in the

beginning: Is this policy the best way to love your neighbor as yourself?

Americans sense a problem because poor individuals and communities feel cut off from the progress that
has raised US GDP in the past decades. There are many ways to help heal the divide between have and
have-nots in America. Christians who are concerned about income inequality should fight against
institutional injustice and volunteer to improve poor education systems that enforce cycles of poverty.
Christians who care can play an important role in decreasing income inequality and giving people better

employment options.
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