‘Hear both the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor’!

Humanity faces an unprecedented crisis, a threat to its very survival, as a result of our
continuing destruction of the planet, Earth, on which we depend. The cause of this crisis is
excessive material consumption by those of us who are wealthy — most of those in the western
world — and particularly those who are very wealthy. The consequences fall disproportionately
on the poor, who have done little to cause climate change and all its effects. Can we stop
exploiting the beautiful Earth which sustains us? Can we share its abundant resources more
fairly between us?

The first step should be to address the unprecedented inequalities in wealth that have
emerged over the last half century. To quote the late Pope Francis speaking in 2020:

In today’s world, a few wealthy people possess more than all the rest of humanity. I
will repeat this so that it makes us think: a few wealthy people, a small group, possess
more than all the rest of humanity. This is pure statistics. This is an injustice that cries
out to heaven!

Consider first what makes for a fulfilled, happy life. Numerous studies show that the
important elements are: loving relationships; being in community with other people; giving of
oneself to other in big or small ways; some physical and financial security; food, clothing and
shelter and of course sufficient money to make these things possible. So money matters — but
only up to a point. There is abundant evidence that as we move up the income scale, the degree
of happiness, after first increasing quite steeply, then flattens off, to a point where acquiring
even greater income or wealth makes little or no further difference to having a happy, fulfilled
life. Indeed, surveys suggest that the greater the degree of inequality in the distribution of
wealth across a particular country or community the greater the level of unhappiness of
everybody in that community poor and rich alike.? Furthermore, too much wealth can be an
obstacle to living a fulfilled life. The rich man whom Jesus enjoined to sell his wealth and
become one of his followers ‘went away grieving, for he had many possessions’. Like him, we
can very easily become possessed by our possessions. Rather than bringing joy and happiness,
excess possessions can become a burden on our lives. They can engender a sort of paralysis,
making us unable to follow the full depth of Jesus’ teaching. ‘How hard it will be’, Jesus tells
the onlookers, ‘for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel
to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God’
(Mark 10:22,23,25)

In short super-wealthy people are scarcely happier than the rest of us, as they flit around
the world in their private jets and yachts to their various mansions, or private islands, anxious
about their financial portfolios or their latest egoistic space-travel project, while distorting the
democratic process by huge donations to their preferred political parties. Ultimately time is the
one thing they cannot buy and their lives become a race against it. Yet in consuming a huge
proportion of the Earth’s limited resources, they pose a particular and enormous challenge to
the environmental and ecological changes that humanity needs to make.

Pope Francis, in his Laudato Si’ encyclical offered a succinct summary:

A constant flood of new consumer goods can baffle the heart and prevent us from
cherishing each thing and each moment. To be serenely present to each reality, however
small it may be, opens us to much greater horizons of understanding and personal
fulfilment. Christian spirituality proposes a growth marked by moderation and the
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capacity to be happy with little. It is a return to that simplicity which allows us to stop
and appreciate the small things, to be grateful for the opportunities which life affords us,
to be spiritually detached from what we possess, and not to succumb to sadness for what
we lack.

One day, perhaps sooner than we expect, humanity will catch up with Jesus’ teaching against

excessive wealth, just as we have
slowly been catching up with his
attitudes towards violence and his
insistence that we are all loved
equally in  God’s eyes. As
humanity’s collective consciousness
becomes increasingly disillusioned
with the widespread desire to have
more ‘stuff’ and experiences, the
realisation grows that money cannot
buy a fulfilled life. In turn, this reset
in our attitudes will produce ever
more outrage at the ownership and
display of wealth by the very rich,
especially in the context of the
surrounding poverty of so many of
their fellow citizens, and the
environmental damage that results
from their way of life. It will be a
new metanoia — a sudden change in
mindset that appears to come out of
nowhere.?

Metanoia is a falling away of
preoccupations that once seemed
important to us but now are so no
longer. The metanoia I hope for
would be a realisation on the part of
each of us, and ultimately on the part
of us all, that excessive material
possessions do not make for a

By way of parenthesis: most politicians are still
pursuing the shibboleth of economic growth — in
other words continuing to increase material
consumption — thereby avoiding the real, but
politically sensitive, issue of how existing resources
and consumption could be redistributed. Some, by
contrast, advocate zero economic growth but that
could seem like arguing for a sort of time warp — a
perpetual ‘Groundhog Day’. So talk of ‘zero
growth’ may not be very helpful — indeed off-
putting to most of us. Fundamentally, what matters
is that humanity as a whole should strive to build
economies that place less demand on the Earth’s
non-renewable resources. Kate Raworth, in her
important book Doughnut Economics, argues that
we should simply be agnostic about economic
growth, in effect that we should just forget about it
as an economic objective. What is important, as she
points out, is that humanity should live within the
Earth’s ‘planetary boundaries’. Even if we attained
this goal of living within the ‘planetary
boundaries’, the economy would still produce some
goods and services. Humankind would still be
inventive, and there would still be technological
progress — it would not be an economy frozen in a
technical time warp. Economic growth as a political
and economic objective might have been discarded,
but there would still be change.

fulfilled life. It may not be a big, conscious decision but rather a shedding of ideas and ways
of behaving that no longer sustain us, and the discovery of new values and new ways of living
a fulfilling life. Moreover, let us be clear, the super-wealthy will themselves be taken up in this
metanoia, this changed mindset. They are not immune to changing social attitudes and
conventions, even if they don’t immediately draw conclusions for their own situation. A
genuine metanoia has to touch (almost) everyone or it is not a real change of heart.

So the question arises: how to redistribute and rebalance the extraordinarily unequal
distribution of wealth that has already occurred? Already there are occasional reports of
billionaires seeking ways of divesting themselves of their fortunes. The ‘classic’ way of doing
this was to set up a foundation with lofty aims — such as the Carnegie Foundation. In more
recent times we might cite the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, into which part of their
accumulated wealth has been paid. I do not belittle the many worthy and worthwhile ventures
in which this fund has invested, frequently with a longer perspective than governments can
usually manage. But there remains the question: what gives a single individual the moral right



to own such vast resources in the first place, however generously he invests them? To whom —
other than himself — is he accountable?

Other wealthy people try to dispose of their wealth through existing charities, but this
is not as easy as it might appear. Once the wealthy person’s intention is known, the problem
arises how to avoid being overwhelmed by difficult-to-evaluate demands from a vast range of
charities? Then there is the risk that a sudden infusion of considerable new resources would
distort the purpose and original modus vivendi of the charity concerned.*

Another, related, problem is: if we have fewer people trying to foster economic growth
by establish new businesses how are all the millions of people who would depend on these
businesses going to earn a living? If we abandon the objective of economic growth and instead
aim to live within planetary boundaries there would be less demand for paid labour. We need
only to notice the extent to which manufacturing has become automated, including with robots,
to see that this has already been happening for some time. The increasing use of Al will
reinforce this trend in manufacturing as well as in many other sectors, How would we deal with
the consequent huge rise in unemployment?

Let us learn from one of Jesus’ parables:

For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to
hire labourers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the labourers for the usual daily
wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw
others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, ‘You also go into the
vineyard, and [ will pay you whatever is right.” So they went. When he went out again
about noon and about three o'clock, he did the same. And about five o'clock he went
out and found others standing around; and he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here
idle all day?’ They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.” He said to them, ‘You
also go into the vineyard.” When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his
manager, ‘Call the labourers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then
going to the first.” When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received the
usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but
each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they
grumbled against the landowner, saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you
have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching
heat.” But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not
agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to
give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with
what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ So the last will be
first, and the first will be last (Matthew 20:1-16).

Probably most of us react to this parable with astonishment: ‘the vineyard owner was not being
fair’, though Marxists might feel more comfortable with it than we do. Each of the labourers
was being given what he needed. And Jesus says that this is what the kingdom of heaven is
like. But those of us, stamped by the capitalist system of our time, would expect the labourers
to be given what they had earned according to how long they had worked.

So what to do? The model I propose is that of a Universal Basic Income, a regular
income paid to all residents in a particular society irrespective of whether they are in paid work
or not. For those not familiar with the concept, we need some explanation.

To be successful, a basic income programme would have to be both unconditional and
universal. Its being unconditional would mean that the administrative costs would be low: little
more than keeping a register of the eligible population; and it would eliminate any necessity
for means testing, which adds a huge administrative burden and can be very degrading for those



concerned. Universality within a given population, would draw in political support from the
whole population — rich and poor — and thus render the scheme less vulnerable to political
changes. The basic income, if sufficiently high, could replace unemployment payments, sick
pay and state-provided pensions. But it would not and should not replace other specific benefits
— say for people with special needs of one sort or another; provision for this group in society is

therefore sometimes referred to as UBI+.

Recipients of a basic
income would still have the
right to earn an additional
income by working in the
monetary sector if they so
wished. The basic income
would not be withdrawn from
them if they did, though it could
be taxable, so that the net basic
income of those who had
significant  other  earnings
would be somewhat reduced,
depending on their marginal tax
rate. But since the opportunity
of living simply off the basic
income would be open to all,
the choice not to work in the
monetary economy would not
carry the same social stigma
that is now associated with
‘living off the state’. Moreover,
a basic income would have the
enormous benefit of rewarding
those whose work is currently
unremunerated and therefore
undervalued; it would give
unpaid carers and those who
work in the home both some
dignity and a measure of
independence.

My proposal is the
establishment of one or more
voluntary funds that would be
responsible for managing UBI
schemes across the world,
according to  well-defined
criteria.’ Those of us who have
more wealth than we need
would be invited to deposit our
excess wealth into such a fund
or funds. Let’s call them
UBlfunds.

Elements of a UBIfund:

The fund would be set up as a private foundation,
or something similar, almost certainly requiring
one, or a few, very wealthy people to take the
initiative and kick-start the fund, after which it
would be open to more modest contributions from
the rest of us;

The fund could be used only for unconditional
income payments to a selected population, defined
geographically, but without regard to the existing
income of the recipients;

‘Investors’ in the fund would receive no financial
return of any nature;

Several funds would likely be established;

Each fund might have two partitions. The first
would pay out to the residents of the country in
which the fund had been established. The second
would pay out to residents of other countries.
‘Investors’ could choose which partition to
support;

The fund’s board of directors would decide on
which other country or countries would benefit
from the fund;

The fund would have to build up a sufficient level
of reserves, together with financial projections, to
ensure that the payments, at a level to be decided
by the directors, could be continued into the future;
In the event that reserves did not, in a reasonable
time, reach a level to initiate payments, there
would be provision in the foundation document for
the distribution of the reserves in some other
equitable way and for the winding up of the fund;
Similarly, provision would need to be made for
circumstances in which the fund ceased to receive
new donations sufficient to maintain the
programmes it had started.

The existing charity GiveDirectly, while not being
suitable in its current structure, might provide some
initial guidance and support.

But how to get started? If we look back at previous occasions of metanoia in history
what we often see is that a small number or group of individuals ‘stick their necks out’ in




advocating or campaigning for a particular proposal. Often they are ridiculed, ostracised or
even persecuted, for want of a better word, for their pains, as, for example, were the suffragettes
in England. But then their proposal unexpectedly takes off, revealing a hidden groundswell of
the same opinion.®

My sense, from the evidence of private conversations, public statements and articles, is
that more and more people are deeply dissatisfied with current inequalities. They want
solutions. These are straws in the wind, suggesting that if someone, with sufficient wealth and
credibility, were to take the initiative to establish and resource the first UBIfund — a triumph,
perhaps, of hope over experience — they would, I believe, find a ready response from others.
Moreover, the more we, as individuals, advocate such a change the more likely it is that it will
happen, and happen quickly.

Those of us who contributed our excess wealth — whether it be substantial or even
negligible — to such funds would have the moral satisfaction of knowing that our excess was
being used to a good purpose. We could be confident that the resources concerned would end
up in the hands of people poorer than we are, including people in extreme poverty, without
needing to monitor or manage the money ourselves or vet individual charities. In short, the
proposal would solve the problems, outlined above, of those of us who wish to dispose of our
unnecessary wealth, but have difficulty finding a trustworthy means to do so.

Ultimately, there are no perfect solutions; the implementation and outcome of
UBIfunds would be messy and fraught with contradictions and unevenness. We would not
reach a utopian nirvana, for there is no perfection in this world. And I stress that this is no more
than a possible proposal. I hope that, even if it never turns into reality, it might stimulate other,
better ideas for redressing the hugely unequal distribution of wealth in our world, while at the
same time promoting the principle that everyone, without exception, is entitled to a fair share
of the abundance that the Earth offers to humankind.

Stephen McCarthy
Luxembourg, April 2025

The theme of this paper is developed more fully in McCarthy's forthcoming book: The Slow
Work of God: Saving humanity from itself, to be published on June 20" 2025.

! Taken from Pope Francis’ encyclical Laudato Si’

? Wilkinson and Pickett 2010.

3 A recent, relatively trivial example of metanoia is the worldwide change in attitudes to smoking over
a relatively short period of a decade or two — from being a widely accepted social custom to an
activity that is effectively banned in all public spaces.

4 Probably the American businessman Chuck Feeney is the example to follow here. Having made a
fortune in business, he secretly established a foundation with the aim of giving all of it away, while he
continued to live a very modest personal life. By 2020 he had succeeded disposing of all his wealth,
around $8 billion. His foundation was then wound up. There seems little doubt that his actions were
ultimately motivated by Jesus’ teaching concerning wealth.

3 These funds would be similar to the ‘sovereign wealth funds’, established by most countries that
have excess oil or other mining revenue, in order to set aside a portion of the earnings against future
needs and according to specified criteria. The first such fund was established in Kuwait in 1953. One
of the largest now is that of Norway, which in 2022 had a value of $1.2 trillion. Let’s write that out to
be clear: $1,200,000,000,000.

® This has been called, more pictorially, the ‘fungal theory of change’. A single fungus may appear
above ground on the surface, but it betrays a huge underground network of filaments and connections
with other fungi.



