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CHRISTIANS AND PLANNING
By ArtHUR H. WELLER

In a booklet, entitled “ Christians and the City Plan,”
published by the Dean and Canons of Manchester, the
Rev. Ronald Allen deals with the contribution which
Christians should make towards the rebuilding of an
industrial town. Quoting the author of “ The City of
Manchester Plan,” Mr. Allen says its main object is “ to
enable every inhabitant of the city to enjoy real health of
body and health of mind.” The booklet is mainly a review
of the Manchester Plan and the Church’s function in a
planned society.

Unifortunately, Mr. Allen gives little attention to the
underlying economic causes of the poverty which for
generations has deprived the masses of health of body and
mind, and which the Manchester Plan is intended to
correct or alleviate. Leaving out of consideration the
effects of two great wars—dreadful but transient—and
the resulting shortages and austerities, Church leaders
should face the fact that while human ingenuity constantly
makes the satisfaction of material needs easier, something
at the same time makes it increasingly difficult for the
majority of people to get a living and to enjoy their
earnings. Why is this? God’s bounty does not diminish.

The Creator’s material gifts to man reach him in the
form of opportunities, not wealth. Food and homes do
not drop like manna from above, but opportunities for
their production are provided in unlimited numbers,

Earning a living by producing things or rendering ser-
vices is as natural to human beings as is breathing, and in
free conditions it is performed without help or encourage-
ment. The only condition necessary for its healthy exer-
cise is opportunity, and this means access to the natural
resources for all men on equal terms. But equality of
opportunity is denied by a system which treats the natural
resources (land) as the private possession of only some
of God’s children. That this is contrary to the Divine
order is obvious and undeniable, but its connection with
the problems of unemployment, poverty, slums and human
degradation is not as easily recognised. In Progress and
Poverty Henry George answers “the riddle of the
Sphinx ”: Why, in spite of the increase of productive
power do wages tend to the minimum of a bare living?
Careful reading of this book will remove doubts.

If justice is not the highest quality in the moral code,
it is at least the first. Tolstoy rightly denounced the
impious monopolisation of the Divine bounty as The Great
Imiquity. To {fulminate against human nature, or
endeavour to abolish the effects of social injustice without
removing their cause is as foolish as it is ineffective. Land
Monopoly is the most powerful of all vested interests, but
having become accustomed to it, many of us take it for
granted. To persist in this attitude is to court disaster.
The city in which health of body and mind may be en-
joyed by all, must be built on foundations of justice.

But whatever its merits or defects, the Manchester Plan
is threatened, as Mr. Allen points out, by strongly en-
trenched vested interests. “ Dominating everything,” he
says, ““is the problem of inflated urban land values,” but
this threat is not to be averted by compromise or running
away from it.” Land Monopoly is so old as to be regarded
as respectable, and the treatment suggested (quoted by
Mr. Allen) is “honestly to persuade the creditors (land-
owners) to take a fraction of the original land values.” If
ever burglary becomes a vested interest, someone will want
to persuade the creditors (burglars) to take only a frac-
tion of their accustomed hauls!
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Judging it to be wrong, we can end it, unconditionally,
and without inflicting injustice. It can be done with the
minimum of disturbance by using the taxation and rating
of land values to turn the rent of land into the public
treasuries correspondingly remitting taxation on homes
and industry.

When the Church gives critical consideration to plans
for rebuilding our cities, it can no longer be argued that
the economics and politics of communal life are outside
the realms of organised religion. The great obstacle to
the brotherhood of men is the injustice of involuntary
poverty, and when that has been removed, the ideal city
will develop wherever men congregate for business and
social intercourse. Only on the basis of economic justice
can a Christian civilisation grow and flourish.
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