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Joke:

These days no one wants to be considered a cheapskate. Frugality is about as popular as chastity or abstinence. But it wasn’t always so. I did a Yahoo word search on thrift and produced few results: a newsletter on “simple living”, an offensive guide called, Cheap Stingy Bastard, on so-called, good deals, The Complete Tightwad Gazette, the somewhat satirical, Cheapskate Monthly, numerous addresses for Thrift Shops, and the frugal tip of the week—things like saving cans. This is not the virtuous thrift of an earlier and more respectful era.
Modern definitions of thrift are not nearly as good as the 1828 one provided by Webster. “Economical in the use or appropriation of money, goods or provisions of any kind; saving unnecessary expense, either of money or any thing else which is to be used or consumed; sparing; not profuse, prodigal or lavish. We ought to be frugal not only in the expenditure of money and of goods, but in the employment of time. Prudent economy; good husbandry or housewifery; a sparing use or appropriation of money or commodities; a judicious use of any thing to be expended or employed; that careful management which expends nothing unnecessarily, and applies what is used to a profitable purpose; nothing is wasted. It is not equivalent to parsimony, the latter being an excess to a fault. Thrift is always a virtue.” 

While Gertrude Himmelfarb was certainly correct in describing the transmutation of virtues to values
 and the de-moralization of society generally, she was less accurate about the religious origin of some of the key Victorian virtues, such as thrift. The Victorian contributions and moral framework, in both Britain and in America, were as she noted, essential, not only for the good life of individuals but for the well being of society. But where did this seemingly foreign, now distant notion of thrift originate?
Yes, The Origins of Thrift

The true origins of thrift lie deep within the Calvinian tradition as they were adapted to address the needs and concerns of a newly rising sixteenth century middle class. Thrift had become necessary in a society that had risen above bare subsistence and where people were engaged extensively in the practice of trade and manufacturing.  The theology where worth is determined less by the amount one spends, and more by the wisdom with which one discharges responsibilities as a steward over God’s creation, is ingrained in the Reformation. This Judeo-Christian lineage is itself traced back to the saga of the patriarch Abraham, where in Isaiah 51:2 it is recorded, “Look to Abraham your father, and to Sarah who bore you; for I called him alone, and blessed him and increased him.”
Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion
 and his many Commentaries
 are replete with interpretation of scripture about nearly every doctrine. The virtue of thrift plays very prominently throughout the entire corpus of his work. His reading of Matthew 6, is particularly noteworthy in this regard. Believer’s ought to rely on God’s Fatherly care, to expect that He will bestow upon them whatever they feel necessary, and not to torment themselves by unnecessary anxiety.  He forbids believers to be anxious or to seek in a 
manner that looks around and about them, without looking at God, on whom alone their eyes ought to be fixed. Calvin says,” Beware those who are never at ease, but when they have before their eyes an abundance of provisions; and who, not admitting that the protection of the world belongs to God, fret and tease themselves with perpetual uneasiness.”

By seeking first the Kingdom of God, Calvin argues another restraint on excessive anxiety. He states, “It is a gross and indolent neglect of the soul, and of the heavenly life”
 that leads men to fail and moderate their cares and desires. In a renowned passage, Calvin extols on the “lay not up” treasures on earth phraseology with a fiery warning. “This deadly plague regains everywhere throughout the world. Men are grown mad with an insatiable desire of gain. Christ charges them with folly, in collecting wealth with great care, and then giving up their happiness to moths and to rust, or exposing it as a prey to thieves…They are blind and destitute of sound judgment, who give themselves so much toil and uneasiness in amassing wealth, which is liable to putrefaction, or robbery, or a thousand other accidents: particularly when God allows us a place in heaven for laying up a treasure, and kindly invites us to enjoy riches which never perish.”

The notion of daily bread that sustains us and the labor involved in providing such built into the very structure of creation, is highlighted continually by Calvin. “Yet our Lord commenced with bread and the supports of an earthly life, that from such a beginning he might carry us higher.”
 Calvin is teaching his followers to endure patiently, to accept humility and not to be “intoxicated by a false confidence in earthly abundance.”
 This understanding of thrift is radically different from some Scrooge-type figure portrayed in a Dickens novel. For Calvin, “our bread”, is a metaphor for all goods and belongings. But these are not literally our bread. Calvin states, “It is so called, not because it belongs to us by right, but because the fatherly kindness of God has set it apart for our use. It becomes ours, because our heavenly Father freely bestows it on us for the supplies of our necessities. The fields must no doubt, be cultivated, labor must be bestowed on gathering the fruits of the earth, and every man must submit to the toil of his calling, in order to procure food. But all this does not hinder us from being fed by the undeserved kindness of God, without which men might waste their strength to no purpose. We are thus taught, that what we seem to have acquired by our own industry is His gift.”
 Caring for God’s endowment in a respectful and thrifty fashion is here a form of biblical obedience. 
The Reformers understood the sin of greed to be a sin directly against one’s neighbor. Their understanding presumed the sin of greed to be in the category of those sins that cause a break in the relation between neighbor and self. The theory of economic scarcity rather than abundance upon which these theological claims rest may indeed be very outdated. But for the Reformers, the sin in question was a transgression of the limit set for us in the world by God as creator, the consequence of which is a struggle of sovereignty over who is really in control of our lives and our future. Hence the sin of greed is really the sin of “desiring a life subject to human control over a life of vulnerable trust”
 in God.
Weber’s Error

Modernity is trapped by a definition of the Reformation provided by the German sociologist, Max Weber. Weber’s treatment of the Protestant Reformation
 is actually based on a wrong sense of accumulation and of possessions. Weber tried to recast the sin of greed as a virtue of thrift which is only half of the Reformers gospel. Sociologically, Weber looked at the coincidence of wealth in the Reformed countries and concluded that a certain kind of theology seemed to breed persons who did not desire enjoyment but instead preferred a desire for gain.  While it was true Northern Europeans and their immigrants to North America, for that matter worked to meet basic needs and accumulated savings, the reason for this seems far from the sin in question. For in Calvinism, for the first time, work was given a religious character and became an ethical demand. A person worked not to live, but because God commanded it. 
The calling and vocation of a person was a mark of that person’s election or non-election by God. Work showed evidence of productivity, as demonstrated in the parable of the talents rather than an appetite for pleasure. Weber concluded that the result of all this working hard and spending little was savings; and this savings was always in search of new and appreciating investments. But unlike the Calvin Weber described, the other parts of Calvin espoused a different relationship of human beings to the things they possessed, a kind of communitarian understanding of what they had and held.  Geneva was actually flooded by poor refugees for this very reason. Calvin believed that as the rich had a responsibility to the poor, so too the poor had a mission to the rich. The poor were the receivers of God, the vicars of Christ, the solicitors of God who offered the rich an opportunity of ridding themselves from monetary slavery, an opportunity to be saved from greed.

Weber was thus only half right in connecting Calvin’s thought to the rich and the later evolution of capitalism, for he missed the other and major point. For what Calvin proclaimed in his day was not what it was to be rich in goods and so greedy, but what it meant to be rich toward God and so generous. He did not legislate generosity in a strict calculation or a defined sum but rather called followers to take the rule of love as their guide. This was no form of asceticism but rather a life of lived thrift as a virtue. It was foremost a life of gratitude, for all that they had been given not finally to have or keep, but to hold and employ as stewards, until in Calvin’s words, ”such time as they came to behold the face of Him whose love had never let them go.”
 The meaning invested in the idea of religious calling, first by Luther in a more infantile form, and systematized by Calvin, should be understood as foremost, a life of gratitude.
Modern Day Consumerism

For the religious, insatiable desire is a source of unhappiness and even spiritual instability. Modern day consumerists however have too often turned thrift on its head and made desire and want a source of liberation, where having more is the very definition of having arrived. The historian Christopher Lasch in, The True and Only Heaven, (using Hawthorne’s phrase) traced the story of how since the eighteenth century capitalists have made insatiable desire less and less of a vice and more and more of a virtue.
  In one view, it is what drives the engine of economic growth and expansion. In consumer societies, former virtues like thrift and self-denial are perceived as vices because they lead to economic stagnation. They are called miserly and such persons shriveled and unable to enjoy the fruits and pleasures of this life. 
The over-heated economy it is said is impeded by such virtues, but thrives precisely on avid consumers who know no limits to their desire. In such a moral universe, desire is the only real absolute. Where nothing is forbidden it is because nothing is sacred. 
And nothing is sacred except personal and unlimited desire. The unleashing of unquenchable appetites leads inevitably to corruption and decay, personally and collectively. It is not only objective but statistically proven to lead to immoral behavior and therefore existential misery. We see and gauge the loss of sacred meaning because we are created to live under a sacred canopy. Accepting moral limits and accepting the challenges to our pride and complacency come from taking a sacred moral code seriously. The Jewish people were God’s chosen people not because God let them do whatever they wanted. His Ten Commandments were conceived not as a form of repression but as a call to self-sacrifice in the name of that which is most fully human. 

Virtue and the Moral Life

Counter to consumerism, normative philosophers have long taught through virtue man achieves genuine happiness. The full flourishing of human beings depends on a moral life. Here the virtue of thrift is paramount. Aristotle thought that habits of doing right always looked at the median as the best course. He considered both the deficiencies and the excesses as vices to be avoided. His advice in essence was to lean toward that extreme towards which one is least prone.
  In thrift, that would mean the ideal is to be generous. Avoiding on the one hand cheapness and on the other extravagance. 
The mean is a generous life. This implies that a person of thrift does not exclude generosity but rather encompasses it. Jack Templeton, Jr., M.D., has written eloquently about combining Thrift and Generosity: The Joy of Giving, in a book by that title.
  He recommends,”Thrift is not so much a matter of how much we have, but of how we appreciate, value, and use what we have. Everyone, regardless of income level, has opportunities to exercise the virtue of thrift. We practice thrift by monitoring how we spend our time and money and then by making better decisions.”

The parable Jesus told of the talents is indicative of ethical behavior on thrift. Recall, it begins with a wealthy man going on a long journey who chooses three servants to look after his resources or talents (currencies) in his absence. While he is gone each will be judged on proper behavior. He gives the first servant five talents, the second two talents, and the last, only one talent. While gone, the first servant puts his master’s talents to immediate work. In fact, when the master returns, the servant has turned the five talents into ten. The second servant was as successful turning two talents to four. The master is most pleased with the results of such thrift and stewardship. Each showed themselves true stewards of the assets entrusted to them.  He is not pleased by the final servant, who was guided not by stewardship but by fear and lethargy. The third servant did nothing with the talent. He simply dug a hole in the ground and buried it for safekeeping. The master punished him by taking the only talent he had and giving it to the servant who had ten talents. The moral of the parable is shockingly clear: focus on what you have been given. It points unquestioningly to hard work, industry, and the wise use and investment of all resources.
Thrift in this famous and often quoted passage is not just a better reading of the bottom-line. “Rather, it is part of a spiritual and cultural understanding of how we are to use our time, our talents, and our resources. Creating a culture of thrift means embedding this virtue in a larger framework of personal responsibility, discipline, purpose, and future-mindedness.”
 This is perhaps best summarized in the words of the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, when he said, “Make all you can; save all you can; give all you can.”
 The Latin root of the verb thrift is, “to thrive”. The word comes from Old Norse, thr1 fask, to thrive. This excludes both poverty and excess. The thrifty person, as a thriving person, has a reasonable concern with both the present, as well as the future. Thriftiness is not stinginess. Thrifty persons show a respect for both their own and others future and financial stability. They are very mindful of the needs of others. They neither hoard nor engage in conspicuous consumption. They do not buy in excess but they do plan for their financial future. Savings is not only a part of salvation; it is also worked out in redemptive works of sanctification.

This brings us to the so-called paradox of thrift. There is a raging debate in many countries around the world about whether people are saving enough for their own good. 
The importance of saving is rarely debated. But since it involves the sacrifice of consumption today for the sake of future benefits, it is difficult for a household, a business, or a government to decide on the proper or appropriate rate of saving. Saving behavior has important national and macroeconomic implications that ultimately affect all citizens beyond the realm of their own domestic financial management. It influences the overall performance of an economy and therefore national prosperity and economic growth. No one less than Adam Smith in his, Wealth of Nations argued the virtue of saving as the key to economic progress.
  Contrast this with John Maynard Keynes who in his, General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money saw a high savings rate as far from a virtue, as actually undermining prosperity.
 His argument became the basis of the celebrated”Paradox of Thrift”.  Economists have debated for decades about some magic number or formulae for the level of savings in a given country. While there are many sides and positions, most see today’s savings rates as too low. Further there is general agreement that there are often obstacles in an economy in the way the financial and tax systems function which bias individuals and companies towards consumption and away from saving. Removing these inefficiencies and obstacles is, it is argued paramount so that people and companies can make clear, rational and informed choices about what is the appropriate level of savings. 
Democratic Morality

In the end, it is true that more than any specific values or virtues, it is the reluctance to speak the language of morality, and to apply moral ideas to social policies that separates us more than anything else from the Victorians. The Victorian virtues, rooted in the Protestant Reformation: work, thrift, temperance, respectability, generosity are, as others have suggested, quite modest, even mundane. They rest on no special breeding, status, talent, wisdom, grace, or money. They are, in the ultimate sense: democratic.
 
The Victorians have too often been condemned as materialist, racist, self-righteous, hypocritical, imperialist and even as worst of all, earnest.  Yet as the latest treatment now shows these “ sturdy, steadfast Britons, confronted the most tumultuous challenges: the incredible rise of industrialism, the rapid spread of railroads, the shift from farm labor to work in mines and mills, the teeming swarm to city living, the soul-wrenching clash of new scientific ideas with ancient religious beliefs, and ultimately, the burden of 

empire.” 37 The Victorian premium on the self -- self-help, self-interest, self-control, self-respect and self-discipline, -- allowed for a truly liberal society. In upheld the self, not selfishness, in the context of the family, the other “little platoons”, and the State. That society of middle class adherents anchored in democratic capitalism believed in and required nothing less than a moral citizenry. Do not sell thrift short, for thrift, as a Victorian virtue with deep-seated Calvinian origins, ultimately made possible both capitalism and democracy. 
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