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Abstract: 

 This article argues that economic crises cannot be adequately understood or 

resolved through purely economic frameworks; instead, they must be examined 

through interdisciplinary lenses that incorporate ethical, cultural, and spiritual 

dimensions. Drawing on insights from the humanities and religious traditions, the 

paper contends that economic crises are not merely financial disruptions but forms 

of “structural violence” that produce widespread human suffering. Building on 

Johan Galtung’s concept of structural violence, the author introduces the “violence 

iceberg” model, which illustrates how visible forms of harm are rooted in deeper 

layers of structural inequalities and cultural narratives that normalize injustice. 

 

At the deepest level, “cultural violence” operates through language, discourse, and 

symbolic systems that justify inequality, division, and sacrificial policies imposed 

on vulnerable populations. The paper highlights how economic crises are often 

framed through narratives of austerity, sacrifice, and inevitability, which 

disproportionately burden ordinary people while protecting elite interests. These 

narratives not only shape public perception but also legitimize harmful policies, 

reinforcing cycles of inequality and social fragmentation. 
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In response, the article emphasizes the transformative potential of religious and 

spiritual communities. It introduces the concept of the “social capital of spiritual 

communities,” arguing that faith-based ethics and practices can foster cooperation, 

justice, and long-term peacebuilding. Through the framework of a “Peacebuilding 

Garden,” the author illustrates how religious communities can cultivate 

relationships, trust, and moral imagination—what John Paul Lederach describes as 

the capacity to envision and create constructive responses to conflict and injustice. 

 

The paper further examines examples of spiritually grounded social enterprises, 

such as Habitat for Humanity and the Global Hizmet Movement, demonstrating 

how these initiatives mobilize both economic and social resources to address 

systemic problems. These models represent alternatives to both state-controlled 

socialism and corporate-dominated capitalism by integrating market mechanisms 

with ethical commitments rooted in spiritual traditions. 

 

Ultimately, the article argues that sustainable solutions to economic crises require 

the integration of material, social, and spiritual resources. By engaging the moral 

and ethical capacities of religious traditions, societies can move beyond cycles of 

violence and inequality toward more just and peaceful systems that promote human 

flourishing. 
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Article: 

Global financial crises call for robust economic responses, but economics alone is an 

inadequate theology to address the deep roots of poverty, deprivation, and suffering in 

human societies.1 Instead, more interdisciplinary approaches are needed that integrate 

into economic relationships the wisdom and critical analyses of the humanities, and 

especially the deep ethical resources of religious and spiritual traditions.2 Recently, a 

range of spiritually-grounded social enterprises have emerged to concentrate and marshal 

the social and economic capital of religious communities on behalf of solving social 

problems.3 These agencies utilize markets to build peace and sustain profits in ways 

consistent with the teachings of the prophets of the worlds’ spiritual traditions. New 

relationships between religion and business are emerging that promise to benefit both 

business and religions, and even more, to benefit the planet and its people. 

This paper will, first, sketch the theological background to recent economic crises, 

notably how elites (economic and political) inflict or expect “sacrifice” from ordinary 

people to “fix” a real (or imagined) economic crisis, in a section entitled “Violence and 

Sacrifice in Economic Crises”. Second, I’ll outline “The Social Capital of Spiritual 

Communities”, including a sketch of what I call “the Peacebuilding Garden”, to show 

how religious communities can contribute to an economic system beyond the state (elite) 

control of socialism, on the one hand, and the supposedly unfettered free enterprise of 
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capitalism, which is in fact corporate (elite)-controlled capitalism, on the other. Finally, 

I’ll turn to my two examples, Habitat for Humanity, International and the Global Hizmet 

Movement to show how “Spiritually-Grounded Social Enterprise Can Be a Long-Term 

Solution to Economic Crises”. 

 
 
Violence and Sacrifice in Economic Crises 

Economic crises are a form of violence. That is, they produce harm to or 

destruction of life.4 Although “violence” is often limited as a term to intentional acts of 

physical crime, such as rape or vandalism, in fact harm to or destruction of life can be 

produced just as surely through policies and institutional practices—through what Johan 

Galtung first called “structural violence”, as through a gunshot or war, and with greater 

suffering and duration.5 

One way to depict how policies and cultural practices produce violence is through 

what I call “the violence iceberg”.6 That is, violence operates in interacting layers. At 

the top—what is most visible, would be forms of explicit physical, criminal aggression. 

Almost all human communities recognize murder, rape, and vandalism as forms of 

violence, and there is little debate about the need to address them. The most common 

way people have responded to physical aggression is through legitimized violence by 

duly constituted authorities, usually (in the modern world) via state-sponsored agencies 

such as the criminal justice system, police, and military operations. Yet, it should be 

clear, these forms of legitimized violence are, still, violent: they enact harm to or 

destruction of life as ways to contain wanton violence. 
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Below these two basic layers in the violence iceberg, however, are two other, 

deeper layers—under the surface of the water, as it were. The first is structural violence 

as identified by Johann Galtung and many others since then—inequities in education, 

economic opportunity, housing, healthcare, and so forth. It is here that economic crises, 

in particular, can work to produce violence—both in policy and in reaction to policies. 

We shall return to this theme. But the deepest layer of violence—the base of the iceberg, 

is what I call “cultural violence”. Harm to or destruction of life occurs here first of all 

through discourse; through the ways we describe the world. Galtung contends, accurately, 

that cultural violence serves to legitimize or to normalize other kinds of harm to or 

destruction of life.7 We make violence acceptable through various discourses or 

rhetorical strategies. For example, when we divide the world into “us-them” 

dichotomies, identifying allies versus enemies, we have already enacted a form of 

violence. Similarly, practices or rhetoric of “sacrifice” can imagine a hubristic control 

over contingency that may temporarily create solidarity, but requires repeated repetition 

and, usually, destruction of some object. Sacrificial logic may also spiral into policies 

that mandate “sacrifice” for, or of, some group. Systems of domination and revenge, in 

short, are invariably justified through words and other forms of symbolic behavior, 

including art and religion. It is here, then, that religions work (or fail). 

And it is at the levels of structural violence and cultural violence that economic 

crises operate either to produce greater harm or to stimulate more just and peaceful 

societies—which means nothing more utopian than societies that enhance the capacity of 

people to flourish. If the exploitation of religious agents for nefarious political purposes 

is the deepest source of violence, then the engagement of religious agents must be the 
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surest path to a just peace.8 Justice and peace, in other words, flow not primarily from 

containment of crime and/or from military or political strategy, but justice and peace flow 

through the “softer power” cultivated through the ethics and practices of spiritual 

traditions, or through what John Paul Lederach has called “the moral imagination”.9 

Creative solutions to economic crises must engage social and spiritual capital, along with 

material resources. Or, as I have put it, bluntly: religions exist (both empirically and as 

a norm) to end violence. Why they often do not live up to their raison d’etre, and how 

they might more fully do so, is the kind of critical study of religion conducted in the 

disciplines of the humanities. 

To understand recent economic crises through the terms of the violence iceberg, 

then, leads us to examine not only lines of supply-demand, modes of production and 

distribution, and so forth, but also requires attention to the meanings ascribed to 

economic practices among ordinary people, and to the metaphors they use (or are offered) 

to explain their behavior. That is, economic crises are not only the result of policies and 

practices—they are also constructed cultural events—narrated descriptions of the way the 

world (or a slice of it) is or is supposed to be. For our purposes, then, three cultural 

constructions mark commentary on recent crises and proposed solutions. The first is 

inequality. The second is concentration. The third is austerity or sacrifice. Each bears 

reflection not only for its economic contours, but also for its cultural and religious 

salience. 

If it is fair to say that global economic crises are often centered in the financial 

industries of the United States (given the leading U.S. role in global markets), then I can 

perhaps be forgiven for focusing on the U.S. as the case that I know best—while 
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accepting that in other contexts different dynamics or descriptions might be more apt. 

Although hardly new on a global stage, within the history of the U.S. growing economic 

inequality marks the primary trend of the past fifty years or so.10 In 2022, a greater gap 

existed between the wealth of the top 1% of U.S. citizens and the remaining 99% than at 

any point since just prior to the Great Depression of 1929.11 Kevin Philips signaled this 

troubling trend in his groundbreaking (and prophetic) 2002 book, Wealth and 

Democracy.12 As summarized in an influential Business Week article, Phillips argued 

that within the US: 

The average household cash income . . . remained flat through the '80s and '90s 

for all but the top 1%, where it zoomed from an inflation-adjusted $256,000 to 

more than $644,000. Tax policy is increasingly skewed to the benefit of 

millionaires, while Social Security and Medicare are facing long-term deficits. 

Corporate welfare riddles the tax code and the federal budget. Manufacturing 

companies are moving production and jobs abroad in search of lower wages and 

taxes.13 

In Phillips’ own words, these trends “corrode American democracy”, because they 

encourage corruption, reinforce privilege, and discourage innovation.14 

In a similar voice, Columbia University Nobel-Prize economist Josef Stiglitz 

reached a similar conclusion in his aptly entitled The Price of Inequality. He summarized 

his argument as follows: 

Inequality leads to lower growth and less efficiency. Lack of opportunity means 

that [a society’s] most valuable asset — its people — is not being fully used. 

Many at the bottom, or even in the middle, are not living up to their potential, 
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because the rich . . . use their political influence to cut taxes and curtail 

government spending. This leads to underinvestment in infrastructure, education 

and technology, impeding the engines of growth. . . Most importantly, America’s 

inequality is undermining its values and identity. With inequality reaching such 

extremes, it is not surprising that its effects are manifest in every public decision, 

from the conduct of monetary policy to budgetary allocations. America has 

become a country not ‘with justice for all,’ but rather with favoritism for the rich 

and justice for those who can afford it.15 

Again—it is less the mathematical fact of inequality, about which there will always be 

debate and variance, than the cultural meaning of it—the failure of social leaders to value 

their most valuable assets, namely their people, that deserves attention. 

If inequality is one key marker of recent economic crises--concentration, 

consolidation, or lack of diversification is another. Political scientists Michael Hardt and 

Antonio Negri—in an influential if controversial 2000 work, succinctly described the 

increasing concentration of resources in the hands of transnational corporations under the 

single term “Empire”. According to Hardt and Negri, in contrast to 19th and 20th century 

imperialism, 

Empire establishes no territorial center of power and does not rely on fixed 

boundaries or barriers. It is a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule 

that progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding 

frontiers. Empire manages hybrid identities, flexible hierarchies, and plural 

exchanges through modulating networks of command. . . The concept of Empire 

posits a regime that rules over the entire “civilized” world. . . that effectively 
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suspends history and thereby fixes the existing state of affairs for eternity. . . [and 

that] operates on all registers of the social order.16 

Again—begging the details of this diagnosis, what made Empire plausible was its general 

insight that under the broad rubric of “globalization” a new kind of empire has emerged 

to concentrate resources in fewer hands. And, again, the cultural salience of this 

concentration of resources (and power) is what is important to recognize. Conflict may 

ensue not necessarily because of actual scarcity, but because of a perception of scarcity 

that results from a perceived inequity in access to the concentrated resources of a few. 

Most notably, what has marked the concentration of economic resources in global 

economies over recent decades has been dubbed “financialization”.17 Financialization 

refers to the increasing concentration of wealth-generation not in material production but 

in speculative instruments (e.g., mortgages) that allocate, leverage (hedge), and trade the 

assigned value of such instruments (or values derived from such instruments). More 

succinctly, financialization means assets are increasingly concentrated in banks and other 

wealth management ventures (like hedge funds), rather than in traditional industrial or 

agricultural entities.18 And as Nassim Taleb has documented, what this lack of 

diversification can produce is increasing volatility and instability; in short—violence.19 

As in biological systems, economic systems that are flexible and diverse can adjust to 

changing circumstances effectively. Monocultures are prone to disruption, as rivalries 

over concentrated resources (perceived or real) escalate. We live, in short, in a context of 

a new kind of empire and its discontents—with inequality and consolidation producing 

repeated (if not never-ending) economic crises.20 
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In response, many economists (and governments) have promoted “austerity” (in 

Europe) or “shared sacrifice” (in the U.S.) as a means beyond crises.21 Again—

eschewing analysis of the details of this economic prescription, which is beyond my 

competence in any event—what I find fascinating is the cultural (and theological) 

salience of this course of action. Rene Girard has long contended that in situations of 

crisis and rivalry some will call for “sacrifice” as a way to construct solidarity over and 

against some object, or to clarify what (or who) can be excluded from escalating mimetic 

contention (which he aptly dubs “contagion”.). In a situation of rivalry, where all (or at 

least many) compete for the same limited resources (even if that limit is perceived more 

than real), religious “reasoning” often identifies a scapegoat whose sacrifice can unite all 

against one. Girard writes how, “any community that has fallen prey to violence or has 

been stricken by some overwhelming catastrophe hurls itself blindly into the search for a 

scapegoat” to sacrifice. And sacrifice works, temporarily, because “the old pattern of 

each against another gives way to the unified antagonism of all against one”. Rivalry 

gives way to solidarity as “sacrifice” (or its genteel form—austerity or renunciation) 

produces a kind of “peace”.22 

In light of Girard’s analysis, then, we can clarify at least some of the cultural 

significance of recent economic “crises”. Sacrifice and austerity are reactive responses. 

They serve, primarily, to perpetuate the vested interests of those in power—those who 

organize and profit from “Empire”.23 Because they require sacrifice across sectors of 

society (and, in the U.S., especially from social programs that have historically benefited 

the poor, aged, and racial or ethnic minorities), economic proposals of austerity and 

“shared sacrifice” in fact do violence to those among the most vulnerable in society. Calls 
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for economic sacrifice and austerity appear, then, as religious solutions to economic crisis 

that seek to deflect attention from the actual causes of instability in inequality and 

concentration. Girard writes: “Religion in its broadest sense . . . must be another term for 

that obscurity that surrounds [human] efforts to defend . . . by curative or preventative 

means against . . . violence”.24 In effect, calls for sacrifice and austerity blame the 

victims of crises. Policies of “shared sacrifice” to solve economic woes imagines (or 

portrays) that victims bear the responsibility to correct problems caused instead by 

systemic forces well beyond their control. Such a transvaluation of values is a 

remarkable sleight of hand, and its effectiveness at actually solving crises can be 

expected to be about as effective as most superstitious responses to historical events. 

 
 
The Social Capital of Spiritual Communities: The Peacebuilding Garden 
 

If economic crises have cultural roots, then they also must have cultural solutions. 

And, in fact, the spiritual traditions of the globe can be shown to be potent sources of 

social capital to marshal on behalf of peace building, which includes crucially not only 

more just economic policies related to food distribution, housing, education, labor, and so 

forth, but also the “deep peace” offered by the discourses and practices at the core of the 

world’s spiritual traditions. These remedies for inequality and concentration can be 

clarified through what I call the “Peace Building Garden”. 

Just as violence has multiple dimensions, so does peace. “Peace” can for now 

simply be described as the capacity of people to live in security with access to resources 

to meet basic needs and with the potential to flourish.25 As with our definition of 

violence, of course, this simplicity hides complex relationships. Peace, when real and not 
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just an ideal, engages all the domains of human society and the natural world. If violence 

operates across different levels (physical, social, and cultural), so too does peace. For the 

purposes of comparison, we shall isolate three levels of peace, comparable to the 

dynamics in the violence iceberg: “basic peace”, “policy peace”, and “deep peace”. 

Basic peace—which is often taken to be fundamental in peace studies, I locate at 

the “top” of the garden (we can think of it as the fruit of the labor done at deeper levels of 

cultivation): basic peace is the plant that grows or the fruit that is produced through 

cultivation (e.g., pruning, harvesting, etc)). Basic peace, more prosaically, is the condition 

where people are not threatened by any extrinsic threat to their existence or capacity to 

flourish, and where people have a voice in the decisions that affect their lives. Ordinarily, 

this basic peace depends upon the existence of a government (e.g., democracy, republic, 

monarchy); what Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker calls (drawing on Thomas Hobbes) 

“Leviathan”.26 Such a collective insures the security of people by establishing something 

like the rule of law, by providing for the common relief in face of natural or other disasters, 

by placing limits (if not establishing a monopoly on) the exercise of force, and by 

perpetuating itself according to some recognized legitimating structures. Basic peace, 

secured by “Leviathan”, is most succinctly the absence of war, and the functioning of some 

system of collective power to provide for basic human needs and to promote human 

flourishing. “Basic peace” in the peace-building garden corresponds, then, to the top two 

layers of the violence iceberg: basic peace is the relative absence of, or successful 

responses to, illegitimate physical aggression. Tangentially, then, we can see how force 

among peaceful people is always a last resort in a response to primary aggression; an 

attempt to protect the innocent. And we can see how any disruption in basic peace, within 
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this way of understanding matters, must be enacted by legitimate entities with carefully 

controlled checks and balances to limit the employment of violence, and to produce or to 

restore the conditions where basic human needs are met and where people have potential 

to flourish.27 

As these latter comments suggest, “basic peace” blurs into (or depends upon) 

“policy peace” (which we can think of as the quality of cultivation processes in which 

peace grows, or fails). Peaceful societies do not only require the existence of systems to 

restrain violence and give people a voice in the decisions that affect their lives; peaceful 

societies also require the cultivation of policies: ways to implement the voice of people to 

prevent violence and to promote human flourishing. “Policy peace”, then, has two 

dimensions: the absence of gross inequity and the presence of opportunity. Together, 

Steven Pinker, again, calls these dynamics “gentle commerce”.28 Policy peace is 

cultivated when a society allocates resources and organizes power in practices designed 

to promote relative equity and opportunities for fulfillment among its people. Here are 

included laws and procedures not directly connected to security and force that promote 

coexistence and collaboration. When a society through its laws equitably distributes 

food, water, shelter, energy, education, and healthcare, for example, peace emerges as the 

expressed consent of people to live together, or as the articulation of people’s capacity to 

act in concert in support of their own needs and interests. Put differently, policy peace 

results when governments act in ways that take into account the needs and interests of 

others, not just the wealthy or elites. Crucial at this level of operation is what has come 

to be called environmental sustainability—or care for those basic resources that people 

must share in common—and over which conflict often occurs. Crucial also is what 
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Muhammad Yunus has taken to called “social business” or “social enterprise”—about 

which much more shortly.29 Social entrepreneurs use market economics and business 

practices not only to promote short-term profits, but also to promote the common good by 

solving social problems. This level of cultivation, like the one above it, is again often 

taken to be the chief criterion for peace: if everyone just had “enough” there would be 

peace. Alternatively, economic and social policies are often seen to be the chief obstacle 

to peace; wars are supposed to be fought “over” this or that resource, or the way some 

policy prevents some from access to it. Yet, I contend that even this layer of cultivating 

peace is less crucial than some matters that are both slipperier to assess and yet closer to 

the lived experience of people in their everyday interactions—and therefore more volatile 

and more fertile at one and the same time.30 

We return once again, then, to culture—the domain of what I call “deep peace”. 
 
That is, I am persuaded finally that peace among humans is at its deepest level constituted 

of cultural causes. These causes include (of course) religions. Deep peace we might 

think of as the “seeds” from which everything grows, and the interactions between seeds 

and soil, water, climate and cultivator; in short, the entire ecosystem of the garden. At 

their best, and for the billions of people around the globe who choose to participate in 

them, religions are the fundamental “ecosystems” that promote trust.31 Peace exists when 

people engage the most powerful and distinctive of all human behaviors—symbol-

making, to resolve conflict, to ameliorate suffering, to set terms for cooperation, and to 

imagine new futures. Religions do all of these. They promote trust—not merely as an 

individual or private phenomenon, but as the fiber of lived relationships woven through 
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quotidian social interactions, from the local to the international, through face-to-face 

dialogue, and through social media. 

Here is where many analysts fail to recognize the potential of religions to build 

peace. Since Immanuel Kant’s 1795 essay “Perpetual Peace”, a three-fold foundation for 

peace—sometimes called the “Kantian triad”, has been evident: when people participate 

in democratic governments, when they engage in “gentle commerce”, and when they 

participate in international cooperation, violence declines”.32 Put differently, nations that 

are democratic, that trade together, and that participate in international cooperatives 

would not be inclined to go to war with each other, Kant accurately foresaw. What a few 

theorists, such as David Cortright and Marc Gopin have begun to recognize, is that by far 

the most effective (durable, sustainable, and proactive) international institutions are not 

governments, but religions.33 Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—to mention only the 

three monotheisms, are truly international movements that engage well more than half of 

the people on the planet.34 They have endured for millennia. Even more—the reason 

these international mass movements exist, I contend; the reason they have grown and 

outlived countless nations and empires, is because they exist to eliminate violence, 

insofar as possible. They cultivate deep peace. 

In more detail, I believe religions (along with other cultural sources such as art, 

literature, music, and even sports) cultivate deep peace in five broad ways. They do so 

through what I call five “seeds of peace” that I will, very briefly, summarize. The first is 

literacy, not in the narrow sense of epistemological conformity to Western scientific (or 

any other) knowing. Plenty of damage has been done in the name of that ideal. Rather, 

literacy as symbolic facility—oral as well as textual, practical as well as scientific, ethical 
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as well as material—is what promotes peace.35 Second is what I call nonviolent 

practices.36 Deep peace is cultivated through repeated practices that use non-violent 

means. Religions of course share with other cultural forms (like art) in depending upon 

disciplined, learned behavior that also acquaints persons with joy and that opens to them 

paths to fulfillment. But rituals—prayer, pilgrimage, fasting, and so forth cultivate 

embodied habits of non-violence in people, engaging symbolic means in communal 

interactions marked (again) by trust. A third way to cultivate deep peace is through what I 

call engaged empathy”.37 Peace is learned in social interactions, by recognizing 

suffering and then doing something about it. Empathy is to abhor another’s suffering—to 

feel it as if it is one’s own. Engaged empathy means being motivated and undertaking 

efforts to end that suffering, insofar as possible. The love ethic at the root of many 

traditions is a good example. A fourth aspect of deep peace is principled pluralism.38 

That is, deep peace presumes the kind of robust arguments and debates necessary to forge 

policy peace and basic peace. Deep peace requires people to recognize unity-in-diversity. 

There may be a shared ground or horizon to cultural activity, but that activity is also 

premised on working together across differences. Finally, deep peace depends upon 

organizing for social enterprises. It is here we have reached—finally, you might say, 

the root of our argument. Nothing happens without institutional capacity; without 

leaders, followers, and structures to implement the ways a culture promotes human 

flourishing.39 Beyond capitalism and socialism lies a way of economic organization that 

generates wealth, but does so with the common good in mind, not just to maximize the 

quarterly profit of shareholders, or to expand the comforts of political elites. Growing 

profits consistent with the prophets is the fifth seed of deep peace. 
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Now, seen in light of the violence iceberg and the peace-building garden, it can 

become apparent how human religious traditions are both the greatest obstacles to peace, 

and the greatest potential sources of peace. Religious communities are potent sources of 

social cohesion and social change. They hold up high ideals for human aspiration 

(including happiness, joy, compassion, and mercy). They provide grounds to hold power 

accountable, and they mandate practices that consistently contribute to enhancing the 

common good. In short, they are sources of cultural power, and they are agencies that 

generate social (and spiritual) capital.40 It is time to explore a couple examples of how 

spiritual capital can also generate material rewards through social enterprise, and thereby 

contribute to a more just, peaceful world. 

 
 
Spiritually-Grounded Social Enterprise as a Long-Term Solution to Economic 

Crises 

The historical relationship between business and religions is complex and fraught. 

Scholars as far back as Max Weber and R. H. Tawney have noted a symbiotic 

relationship between capitalism and Christianity. Weber’s famous argument in The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism found the acquisition of capital a way to 

assuage a new anxiety unleashed by the Protestant Reformation. As the institutional and 

sacramental comfort of the Catholic penitential system became an option, for some 

Europeans “salvation” became more about the individual accumulation and display of 

capital and status that about heaven.41 Tawney, in Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, 

was less sanguine, and saw more damage than benefit resulting from the translation of 

Christian teaching and ethics to business norms, but still recognized the dynamism of the 
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relationship.42 Even less sanguine, of course, was Karl Marx. Perceiving precisely the 

synergy between religion and capitalism, Marx made the critique of religion the 

foundation of his political philosophy. Marx and those inspired by him thought it crucial 

to assert that “the abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the 

demand for their real happiness”. 43 How this worked out in history, as opposed to in 

theory, is open to debate. 

Matters become even more complex, of course, when religious traditions beyond 

Christianity are considered. Research is barely underway on the relationships between 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Taoism, Islam, and indigenous traditions—to mention 

only a few, with business and economics.44 What is becoming clear, however, is that 

relationships of religion and economics hardly occur in a vacuum, but interact with 

dynamics of secularization and modernity, political sovereignty and nationalism, and 

ethnicity and gender, among others.45 Globalization and the supposed “end of history” in 

“neoliberal” hegemony has even further complicated the terms of debate.46 As Tuomas 

Martikainen and Francois Gauthier suggest, “What . . . is globalization without the 

planetary expansion of ‘the market’, of consumerism, of management techniques, and the 

infectious dissemination of neoliberal thinking as the ‘only alternative’?”47 Yet, most 

recently, the global “resurgence” of religion has raised the question anew, as Martikainen 

and Gauthier put it, of whether Marx’s (and neoliberalism’s) “reduction to the economic” 

continues to hold sway, or whether we are witnessing the emergence of a new 

paradigm.48 

I believe the latter to be the case. On the one hand, it is unmistakable that a new 

authoritarian, anti-democratic ethos that has emerged that borders on, if it doesn’t 
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manifest as, kleptocracy--in Russia, Turkey, Hungary, and with significant presences in 

the United States, China, and other European nations. On the other hand, and challenging 

the authoritarians, is the emerging of “social business” or “social entrepreneurship”, 

weaving together capitalism’s profit motive with a commitment to the planet and to the 

common good drawn from the best of socialism.49 This new way to ground the practice 

of business engages criteria for collective well-being that work along with economic 

terms to determine the success of ventures. To put it boldly: we may be witnessing the 

end of the most devastating war of the twentieth-century: the warfare between business 

and religion.50 On the one hand, this warfare was fought at the expense of religion. As 

Marx imagined, and as many secularists continue to contend, materialism renders 

religions irrelevant at best, impediments to progress, at worst.51 Yet, on the other hand, 

this warfare also produced casualties in business. The trajectories of European 

imperialism no doubt contain their own ruthless histories, but in the context whose 

contours I know best—namely the history of the United States, ruthless business 

practices unchecked by ethical norms or clear government regulation marked two eras, 

from roughly 1890-1929 and from 1980-the present. These eras evidenced what we 

might call “the Barbarian Captivity of Business”, on the one hand, and the “Temptation 

to Self-Righteous Spiritual Purity”, on the other.52 

In these two periods—the original “gilded age” and what is, in effect, a new 

gilded age, a narrow understanding of business that aligned corporations (and their 

leaders) with short-term, reactive greed (evidenced by quarterly profits for shareholders 

and built on the backs of workers) coincided with a failure on the part of religious leaders 

to attend responsibly to the material relations that constitute everyday life. Instead, 
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religious leaders wandered off into what Martin Luther called “cloud cuckoo lands” that 

opposed the spirit to matter, imagining a private and pure enclave where religion would 

(supposedly) be untainted by the temptations of filthy lucre.53 Whether leftist or rightist, 

then, inspired by Karl Marx or by Adam Smith, this warfare between business and 

religion cut off the sustaining grounds (in several senses) of the household of religion 

from society, this side of eternity 

In the emergence of “social enterprise” we see a new paradigm emerging—with 

religion re-oriented beyond mere private matters to public concerns, and with business 

engaged not only with parochial profits but with concern for social (and environmental) 

sustainability. Many definitions of “social business” exist, but a working definition 

developed by Professor T. L. Hill of the Fox School of Business at Temple University 

will suffice for starters. A social enterprise, then, is the “disciplined, innovative, risk-

tolerant entrepreneurial process of opportunity recognition and resource assembly 

directed toward creating social value by changing underlying social and economic 

structures”.54 More succinctly, Ashoka—one of the earliest and most enduring 

foundations to support social enterprises, defines social entrepreneurs as “individuals 

with innovative solutions to society’s most pressing social problems”.55 Various 

organizational models are found among social enterprises. Many are not-for-profit; some 

seek profits but in ways consistent with the social purpose or mission of the agency. 

Primary fidelity to stakeholders—all those impacted by an enterprise, rather than merely 

to shareholders or investors—marks most social enterprises, although return on 

investment is also often sought (and secured) by social entrepreneurs, but in a way that 

places profit in the service of social mission. 
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One aspect of social entrepreneurship that has not been widely studied is the role 

of religion.56 Problems in beginning these studies are ample. It is difficult to identify the 

boundaries of a “social enterprise” (as opposed, say, to a charity, on one end of a 

continuum, or to a profit-making venture that may have a social mission, on the other). It 

is also difficult to identify the boundaries of a “religion”. I will leave for others more 

skilled in sociological or business analysis to define the contours of a social enterprise 

beyond the general suggestions above. And on the matter of defining “religion” suffice it 

to say that too wooden a definition of that term, beholden to Western, Christian notions 

that equate “religion” with “voluntary membership” in a congregation, denomination, or 

institution may miss the dynamic features of historic traditions that are most salient for 

social enterprises. That is, for a scholar to master understanding of the discourses and 

practices of a tradition--for instance the meanings ascribed to sacred texts (down to the 

level of discrete metaphors), is an overwhelming body of knowledge to comprehend. 

And that doesn’t include, necessarily, the social and historical significance of 

participation in rites such as prayer, pilgrimage, fasting, and others. These matters cannot 

easily be measured scientifically, and yet knowing how to employ those discourses and 

practice may be of profound significance both individually and socially in promoting 

social enterprises. How this may be so can be engaged in two case studies of recent 

social enterprises—Habitat for Humanity, International—founded in 1976 by Millard and 

Linda Fuller, and the international Hizmet movement inspired by M. Fethullah Gülen, 

which began in the 1960’s in Turkey. Once again, I am less interested in the business 

aspects of these enterprises than in their cultural significance as long-term responses to 

economic crises and as ways to build peace. 
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Habitat for Humanity is a social enterprise whose vision imagines “a world where 

everyone has a decent place to live”.57 More prosaically, Habitat engages volunteer 

workers in local affiliates to solicit donations of land, material, and labor to build and to 

rehabilitate simple, decent homes with partner families. The partner family then 

purchases the home through a no-profit, no-interest mortgage arranged through Habitat, 

or through other creative financing. Habitat’s mission statement clearly identifies the 

religious source of the enterprise: “Seeking to put God’s love into action, Habitat for 

Humanity brings people together to build homes, community and hope”. Habitat’s five 

mission principles also ground the enterprise in spiritual soil: “1. Demonstrate the love of 

Jesus Christ. 2. Focus on shelter. 3. Advocate for Affordable Housing. 4. Promote 

dignity and hope. 5. Support sustainable and transformational development”.58 And, it 

works: By 2022, Habitat for Humanity had partnered with over 7.1 million people 

worldwide on construction and repair projects; over 700,000 people participated as 

volunteers annually. Since local affiliates keep track of their own revenue and expenses 

(as registered nonprofits), the U.S. office (located in Americus, Georgia) estimates annual 

revenue for these affiliated social businesses at roughly $2.1 billion, with assets over $3.2 

billion.59 Habitat is a registered 501C3, tax-exempt non-profit organization in the United 

States, which means that all revenues connected with the agency must be channeled back 

into program and mission. 

Now, these numbers may hide the dynamic and even subversive elements of this 

spiritually-grounded social enterprise. If inequality, concentration, and sacrifice 

constitute the chief cultural marks of recent economic crises, then Habitat for Humanity 

clearly intends to remedy these causes proactively, rather than reactively. The founders 
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of Habitat for Humanity, Millard and Linda Fuller, turned a personal crisis in the mid-

1960s into the opportunity to start a new agency. Millard had become a millionaire by 

the age of 29, but his wife, Linda, was unhappy and had left him and their two children. 

The Fullers reconciled by agreeing to change their lifestyle, give away their money, and 

join an intentional Christian community—Koinonia Farms near Atlanta, Georgia.60 The 

Fullers’ commitment to end inequality is simply summarized by what Millard came to 

call a “theology of enough”. He wrote: 

too few talented and wealthy people have a developed ‘theology of enough.’ 

They keep striving, struggling, and scrambling for more and more things for 

themselves and are too short-sighted and immature spiritually to see the futility of 

that type of grasping lifestyle ........ True riches come from a life of service. There 

are sufficient resources in the world for the needs of everybody, but not enough 

for the greed of even a significant minority.61 

Fuller came to believe that the poor do not need charity; they need capital. Hence, 

Habitat now works extensively with micro-finance industries around the globe, along 

with other civil society and pro-democracy initiatives. Here in the U.S., to reiterate and 

bring home the point, individuals purchase their houses from Habitat through a no-profit, 

no-interest loan that subverts the usury and derivative speculation that drove the worst of 

the most recent global economic crisis. 

If Habitat for Humanity seeks to address inequality by working with the poor to 

build with them “simple decent homes”, Habitat also encourages partnerships that move 

beyond the concentration of resources associated with financialization. A recent work by 

geographer Jason Hackworth identifies Habitat with the broader neoliberal trend that 
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stresses smaller government and privatization as a path to solve social problems.62 

Hackworth contends that agencies such as Habitat can never build enough houses to 

eliminate poverty housing, compared (say) to government projects, and argues 

(perversely, in my opinion) that some social enterprises might, in fact, undermine support 

for truly public projects. There is some truth to Hackworth’s argument if one imagines a 

sharp dualism between public-private ventures, similar (say) to the dualism between 

religious-secular, or spiritual-political agencies.63 But in fact Habitat explicitly partners 

not only with churches and other voluntary agencies, but also with governments and 

corporations, through what Fuller identified as a “theology of partnerships”. In effect 

taking from the rich to assist the working poor, Habitat for Humanity challenges 

conventional dualisms of private-public, spiritual-secular, theological-political in the 

interest of promoting societies where people have decent housing as a long-term way to 

build a more just, peaceful world. There is nothing preventing Habitat affiliates or 

volunteers from also advocating for robust public housing projects and policies—and in 

fact Habitat, International explicitly does so: “While building homes is central to 

Habitat’s mission”, the homepage reads, “changing the systems, policies, attitudes and 

behaviors that lead to inadequate housing and homelessness are just as important”.64 This 

is the classic approach of a social enterprise. 

Finally, if “sacrifice” and “austerity” is the mainstream solution proposed by 

many economists and politicians to recent crises, Habitat focuses instead on sustainability 

and “deep peace”. It is easy to suppose, mistakenly, that Habitat (and other spiritually-

grounded social enterprises) exist at the level of “policy peace”, and thereby (as 

Hackworth contends) compete with public policies that promote justice. In fact, Habitat 
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operates at the level of deep peace. The primary product is not only housing, but Habitat 

also builds trust—the heart of deep peace. I was fortunate to participate in the startup and 

operation of a local campus chapter of Habitat for Humanity (at Valparaiso University) 

between 1996 and 2000, and thereby observed how the enterprise operates on the 

grassroots level. This experience, combined with the study I have done of how the 

agency operates more broadly since, has led me to see how each of the five seeds of deep 

peace came into play. I do not have time here to profile them extensively, but I can at 

least allude to how each operated in my experience, and how deep peace continues to be 

cultivated in the operations of this social enterprise. 

The first seed of deep peace, then, literacy or symbolic facility—was fostered in 

daily practice. Teaching was constant—both about building houses and about building 

relationships. It helped that the campus chapter was connected to a course I taught, so 

occasions for reflective dialogue were built into a curriculum. But learning also marked 

interactions in meetings and at worksites. In these contexts, however, learning had a 

spiritual as well as a material component. For instance, we prayed before every meeting, 

and at worksites. Prayers were based, of course, on sacred scripture, which was also 

drawn on freely in readings and devotions. Learning how to pray dovetailed with how to 

handle a circular saw. This integration of spiritual and secular literacy also characterized 

Millard Fuller’s The Theology of the Hammer, which is replete with scriptural discourses, 

not as parochial proof-texts but to support the mission of eliminating poverty housing. 

Fuller quotes the prophets Amos, Moses, and (of course) Jesus to build his case for the 

“theology of the hammer”.65 The “literacy” promoted by Habitat for Humanity, in short, 
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is symbolic facility with the discourses of Christianity (and, increasingly, of other faiths) 

on behalf of a more just housing stock around the globe. 

The second seed of deep peace, nonviolent practices, focuses on the way 

corporate practices (rituals) of faith communities contribute to growing peace. Fuller 

quotes his mentor, Clarence Jordan, to the effect that “words alone were never enough”. 

He also quotes Saint Francis of Assisi—widely known as the friar of the poor, to the 

effect that one should “preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words!” Finally, 

Fuller quotes the Lutheran Albert Schweitzer who gave up an academic career to become 

a medical doctor and missionary. Schweitzer, according to Fuller, was motivated to 

become a doctor because “this new form of activity would consist not in preaching the 

religion of love, but in practicing it”.66 On the grassroots level, the rituals of Habitat for 

Humanity appeared remarkably like those of many other businesses: meetings, strategic 

plans, fund-raising, and so forth. Yet worksites engaged volunteers who participated 

from an ethical foundation and spiritual commitment to service. That is, activity was 

oriented not only by self-interest (there is some in even the most altruistic acts), but in 

light of a transcendent horizon. Consequently, I often experienced work sites as places of 

rare joy—even in difficult times. We always had music (usually gospel) playing on a 

radio, we always shared meals (provided by volunteers), and we always (again) prayed—

usually holding hands in a circle, no matter our faith commitments (or lack thereof). 

The third seed of deep peace—engaged empathy, points to the capacity religious 

traditions foster to love God and neighbors, and even (as Jesus mandated) to love 

enemies. Social enterprises by their definition seek to organize market forces to solve 

social problems and lessen suffering. Habitat is clearly in this vein. I recall very vividly 
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how students from the campus chapter who were involved in the process of selecting the 

“partner family” for each of the three homes we built agonized over that process. 

Habitat requires—in addition to documented need for decent housing, that partner 

families commit to “sweat equity” by helping on the building project, and that partner 

families purchase their home for the market cost of the supplies (for the first home we 

built, for instance, that was roughly $35,000 on a home that appraised for $104,000). 

Usually, this means that at least one family member must be working full time (and some 

worked several jobs). Even after these requirements were met, however, for our first 

housing project seven different families had to be turned down because we only had land 

and supplies to build one home. Students lamented how difficult it was to see the squalid 

conditions families were living in, to see how hard they were working, and still to have to 

say “no” to their application to partner with us. Students—myself among them, who 

were engaged in those kinds of organizational dynamics learned lessons of engaged 

empathy that are not easily forgotten. We saw suffering, and we tried to do something to 

alleviate it a little. 

The fourth seed of deep peace is principled pluralism, or the ability to identify 

with and practice a distinct tradition while also recognizing what Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

has dubbed “the dignity of difference”.67 Most of the students who participated in the 

Habitat for Humanity campus chapter were Christians—and there was no apology for an 

explicitly Christian orientation to the Habitat meetings and worksites. Yet some of the 

participants were Jewish, others were Muslims, and some had no apparent religious 

affiliation. Two of our most significant contractor partners—both of them now dead, 

alas, were very different individuals. The late Bill Domke was a devoutly conservative 
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Lutheran. The late Rick Blossom had no apparent religious commitments. But both 

appreciated the efforts of the students and the partner families and wanted to support 

them. Both donated hundreds of hours of time and expertise without cost to the cause. 

Similar stories of principled pluralism could be multiplied in connection with Habitat 

projects all over the globe. 

Finally, the fifth seed of deep peace is organizing for social enterprise—and 

Habitat for Humanity only works when face-to-face meetings happen, and when 

community is built along with a home. I will never forget the first time I took a group of 

students with me to a meeting of the local Habitat affiliate which would officially 

“sponsor” us (although in effect students secured the donations and did all the work.) 

The affiliate Board was beset by partisan bickering, and one student’s comment 

afterwards summed up the difficulty before us: “That was awful! How do they get 

anything done when they act like that?!” What students brought in contrast to small-

minded, small-town bickering was a willingness to work—and that included refusing to 

take “no” from stone-walling bureaucrats and officials, and included maintaining hope 

despite obstacles, delays, and difficulties. With persistence (weekly meetings of the 

campus chapter, with more frequent meetings of Executive Officers), we built three 

homes in four years, primarily with eighteen-to-twenty-one-year-old college students, 

and with retired contractors aged sixty-five to eighty-five. It was a remarkable local 

example of effective intergenerational community organizing on behalf of justice and 

peace. Although I completed my work with Habitat over two decades ago, I still 

remember with profound fondness and clarity the experiences I had and the lessons I 

learned about how a social enterprise operates. I learned the importance of building trust. 
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If Habitat for Humanity provides an example of a spiritually-grounded social 

enterprise that grew primarily in Christian soil, the Hizmet (service) movement 

associated with M. Fethullah Gülen can document how a spiritually-grounded social 

movement grew in Muslim soil—and how it can be perceived as a threat by an 

authoritarian regime. In full disclosure, I completed the first critical biography of Gülen, 

in 2019, and it profiles in detail the contribution of Gülen and Hizmet community to deep 

peace.68 M. Fethullah Gülen was born in Eastern Turkey in 1941, became an imam in 

1958, and eventually served communities in Edirne, Izmir, and Istanbul. He has inspired 

a network of Turkish-initiated agencies organized around education, interreligious 

dialogue, and social enterprise. Unlike with Habitat for Humanity, no one social business 

marks the Hizmet movement’s footprint. Instead, 

In his writings, Gülen speaks of “living so that others may live” (“yaşatmak icin 

yaşamak” in Turkish) and of sharing the suffering of humans in every corner of 

the world. His ideal of service and insistence on education has inspired millions 

of volunteers to take responsibility for the well-being of their world by engaging 

in public life. In Turkey, the influx of civic institutions inspired by Gülen's 

message has been referred to as the Gulen Movement (or Hizmet/Service 

Movement). These volunteers now run tutoring centers, schools, colleges, 

hospitals, relief organizations, publishing houses, and media institutions in over 

one hundred countries around the world.69 

Not all of the aspects of the Hizmet movement can strictly be described as “social 

enterprises”, but the general direction of the movement and some of its particular 

agencies clearly reveal a social agenda that engages market forces. 
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Perhaps the broadest characterizations of the movement, apart from my 

biography, have come from sociologists Muhammad Çetin, The Gülen Movement: Civic 

Service without Borders and Helen Rose Ebaugh, The Gülen Movement: A Sociological 

Analysis of a Civic Movement Rooted in Moderate Islam.70 According to Ebaugh, the 

central organizing dynamic of the Hizmet movement is “local circles” that 

consist of businessmen, professionals and workers in Turkish cities, towns and 

rural areas who meet regularly to read Qur’anic commentary and Muslim 

scholars, especially Mr. Gülen, to pray together, to share ideas and needs of 

people in the group and to determine service projects (e.g., schools, hospitals, 

student dorms, disaster relief, etc.) that the group chooses to support 

financially…The Gülen movement has no formally organized, hierarchical 

structure but is, rather, a loosely coordinated network.71 

Among these networks, as we shall see, are non-profit and for-profit enterprises, but all 

of them carry a social mission. 

Çetin stresses how difficult it can be for scholars (and citizens) to understand the 

dynamism of the movement precisely because of its origins in religion. He writes: 

In the case of the Gülen Movement, because it originated as a faith-inspired civil 

society movement, motivations for participation include spiritual resources and 

moral values drawn from the Islamic tradition, like altruism and other non-

material incentives. Faith is indeed a motivating force and helps to constitute 

social capital for peaceful civil society movements—not only conflictual ones—

and it cannot always be discounted or analyzed in terms of something other than 

itself. Faith and empowerment by it are not a dependent variable, determined and 
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structured by the social, economic, and political conditions; religious experience 

cannot be dismissed as a proxy or substitute for something else like, for instance, 

direct or contentious political action. 

Current social movement theories are unable to describe the Gülen 

Movement adequately because of their political and social reductionism in dealing 

with faith-inspired movements generally and Islamic movements in particular.72 

The sway of reductionism (and Islamophobia) in preventing understanding of this 

movement is significant on a general level, but it is also true on the level of business and 

economics. It is also the case, as I will discuss in more detail shortly, that the movement 

has been disrupted and persecuted since 2013 by the Turkish government, with escalating 

measures such as imprisonments, passport and asset seizure, and blacklisting from 

employment—among others. 

Nevertheless, Hizmet endures, growing through emigration to Australia, Canada, 

several European nations, and the U.S., among others. And individuals engaged in 

Hizmet seek to redress inequality, concentration, and short-sighted reactions to 

contemporary economic crises through various initiatives. Historian Hakan Yavuz has 

interpreted the Hizmet movement’s economic aims in light of Weberian categories. 

Yavuz contends that Muslims participating in Hizmet find an “elective affinity” between 

“material and ideal interests” that allows the engaging of market forces on behalf of 

social problems. “Turkish Islam”, Yavuz writes, “has been successfully harmonized with 

the exigencies of capitalist development”, while also “reconciling successful 

socioeconomic development and social justice”.73 More pointedly, “Gulen’s ideas”, 

Yavuz suggests, “provide the necessary Islamic ethics for taming and enhancing the spirit 
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of capitalism”.74 What this has meant, practically, is that, as Ebaugh puts it, “the usual 

pattern in Gülen inspired institutions is that they rely on sponsor support for the original 

buildings and operation of the institution. However, within a few years these projects 

become self-supporting” and sponsors then move on to another project, in another area of 

need.75 Within agencies, in varying degrees depending upon local conditions, individuals 

are encouraged to channel profits back into the social causes, consistent with practices in 

other social enterprises. Estimates of the total assets connected in some way to the 

Hizmet movement vary widely, and are probably impossible to determine with precision. 

Ebaugh suggested a figure in 2009 of nearly $25 billion, which may in fact be low.76 The 

government has seized at least $11 billion of assets related to Hizmet ventures or 

individuals since 2013. 

Despite their impressive abilities to generate wealth, the movement’s agencies are 

committed to ending inequality and poverty. Gülen writes, in an apt summation of what 

he has inspired individuals to do: “Our three greatest enemies are ignorance, poverty, and 

[violence.] . . . Ignorance can be defeated through education, poverty through work and 

the possession of capital, and [violence] through unity, dialogue, and tolerance”.77 Of the 

various enterprises begun within Hizmet—including prominently schools, media outlets, 

and think-tanks, Kimse Yok Mu (“Is Anybody There?”) was a disaster relief and solidarity 

agency based in Istanbul that sought “to fight against poverty and help building a more 

prosperous world for everyone”.78 The organization was closed by the Turkish 

government in 2016. It continues, however, with a New Jersey headquarters, as Embrace 

Relief. The agency is a charitable non-profit, which means it seeks donations, but it also 

redistributes wealth more systematically. One of the creative initiatives of Kimse Yok Mu 
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was called a “Sister Family Project”, which paired a middle-class or wealthy family with 

a family in need. Among the partnerships across Turkey, which were coordinated by at 

least thirty-seven local offices in Turkey and forty-two offices in other countries, were 

pairings of Turkish families with Syrian refugee families fleeing the civil war.79 Again—

although Kimse Yok Mu was not, strictly speaking, a social enterprise, it was clearly a 

charity with a social purpose that contributed to the reduction of poverty and inequality in 

tangible ways, especially in response to natural disasters—a mission that continues in 

Embrace Relief. 

In relationship to the role of concentration and financialization in the 

contemporary economic crises, the existence of Bank Asya—a Hizmet-inspired 

“participation bank” founded in 1996, might have seemed to contribute to the problem 

rather than to its solution. By 2009 the bank listed total assets of 14 billion Turkish Lira, 

managed at 182 branches—making it one of the largest “participation banks” in Turkey.80 

It grew rapidly until it, too, was closed by the Turkish government in 2016. And, while 

the bank followed a standard corporate organization, with shareholders and publicly 

traded stock, it also, according to Ebaugh, followed “Islamic principles”, and “invest[ed] 

in real transactions that involve actual products rather than compounded interest on 

money alone”.81 Many of the problems in recent economic crises, recall, stemmed from 

speculation on derivatives and other securitized financial instruments based on interest. 

But banking is hardly the primary kind of enterprise initiated by individuals 

associated with Mr. Gülen. The movement also has a media wing—including magazines, 

newspapers, television, and a foundation. Many of the media companies were closed by 

the Turkish—all of them in Turkey, but some continue with new locations around the 
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globe. Sizinti magazine published articles and poetry at the intersection of Gülen’s 

interest in science and spirituality since 1979 (it was closed in 2016; an English language 

version, The Fountain, has been published since 1993—and continues).82 Zaman 

newspaper (Today’s Zaman in English) began in 1986, and grew to have the largest 

circulation of any newspaper in Turkey.83 Both are now closed. Samanyolu television 

station (Ebru TV in English, now operating in Kenya), began in 1989, operated on a 

budget of about $36 million in 2010.84 Finally, the Journalists and Writers Foundation—

founded in 1994, publishes books on a wide variety of topics—not only in support of Mr. 

Gülen and Hizmet, and organized occasional Abant Platform Meetings in Turkey to 

stimulate civil dialogue on contemporary issues by journalists and intellectuals across 

ideological and religious communities. The JWF continues its work from a location in 

New York City.85 Before being shut-down in Turkey in 2016, twenty-eight meetings 

were organized on topics such as Islam and secularism, the “Kurdish” problem, and 

Turkey’s application for European Union membership. Hizmet, in short, is a diversified 

social movement with a range of business interests. Although neither the bank nor the 

media operations were, technically, social enterprises, they all indirectly engaged the 

social mission of Hizmet and through market means continue to promote, despite great 

obstacles, a robust and healthy civil society wherever they reside. 

Finally, does the Hizmet movement have an alternative to the “shared sacrifice” 

and “austerity” proposed as the solution to the contemporary economic crises by leading 

economists? In fact, the movement has been a victim of sacrifice—at the hands of the 

government, since 2013. Beginning in 2013, a corruption inquiry found evidence that 

individuals very close to then President Erdoğan had illegally traded gold with Iran, who 
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was under international sanctions. Other evidence of money laundering and nepotism 

emerged—including with Erdoğan’s son, Bilal. Rather than allow an inquiry to proceed, 

however, Erdoğan arbitrarily fired the police and judges involved—many of whom were 

inspired by Gülen. Over the next few years, Erdoğan regime began uniting the country 

against a scapegoat: Gülen and the movement he inspired. 

On the night of July 15th, 2016, then, some kind of military action in Istanbul and 

Ankara killed several hundred civilians. Within hours, Erdoğan called it “a gift from 

God”, and blamed Gülen, even though Gülen had himself been harmed in prior coups, 

had never instituted any violence in his life, and had never commanded a military unit. In 

a New York Times op-ed, Gülen “condemned in the strongest possible terms” the 

violence, along with what he saw as “threats to democracy” from the regime itself.86 

Within weeks, the scope of the persecution of people close to Gülen became (and 

continues) unprecedented, in the words of the New York Times.87 Within a month of the 

failed coup on July 15, 2016, over 9,000 police officers had been fired, and over 2,700 

judges cut. Over 1,000 schools were closed, and over 21,000 teachers suspended (they 

were never rehired). 21,000 Ministry of Education officials, and over 10,000 soldiers had 

their jobs cut. More than one-hundred media outlets were shut down. The rationale for 

this purge was, ostensibly, the coup attempt. But the scope suggests that the plan may 

well have been in place prior to the coup, and emerging evidence has led more than one 

observer to wonder whether the violence was staged by the government—given that the 

regime clearly benefitted from it.88 

Now, for our purposes, what “really” happened on July 15th does not much 

matter, other than that the after-effects show how authoritarians can do real harm to their 
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own country, including its economy, by in effect exiling talented civil servants, scientists, 

journalists, and more through political persecution. As we’ve stated repeatedly—the key 

to any vital economy is its people. Turkey has suffered a severe brain drain since 2016. 

The economy, which had boomed between 2000 and 2016, has slowed, giving rise to 

“soaring” inflation, high unemployment, and a slipping Lira.89 

Amazingly, given the thousands of refugees who have had to flee Turkey, and the 

number of assets seized by the Turkish government, the movement continues, in much 

the same way as before, just in different contexts. I recently visited fourteen cities in 

Germany, where my biography of Gülen was translated into German. I spoke to 

overflowing houses in almost every destination. The movement has demonstrated a 

resilience that reinforces my perception that something more than political or economic is 

underway. The foundation of the movement is the spiritual commitment of Gülen 

himself and participants in Hizmet to what I call “deep peace”.90 

Undoubtedly schools have been the agencies most directly inspired by Gülen. No 

one knows the total number of schools that have been begun by individuals committed to 

Hizmet; Ebaugh estimated (in 2010) “over 1,000” in Turkey alone, and I would estimate 

at least several hundred more exist in various locations around the globe.91 I have 

personally visited Gülen-inspired schools in Turkey, Albania, Australia, Indonesia, 

Kenya, Malaysia, Nigeria, Uganda and the United States. Schools, needless to say, do 

not require “shared sacrifice” or “austerity” as short- term solutions to economic woes, 

but instead schools engage children, youth, parents and teachers to plan for the long-term 

amelioration of society through education. Fethullah Gülen aptly describes why he 

encourages people to build schools: “Education through learning . . . is a sublime duty 
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that is the manifestation of the Divine Name Rabb (Educator and Sustainer) . . . 

Educating people is the most sacred, but also the most difficult, task in life”.92 While 

grounded in Islam, then, the philosophy of education embraced across schools connected 

to the Hizmet movement does not limit learning to religion, but instead embraces secular, 

scientific, and business education as a long-term strategy to strengthen civil societies.93 In 

a few countries, the Turkish government has forced the closure of schools begun by 

people inspired by Gülen. But in most contexts, they continue, and in some contexts, 

new schools are being started. Promoting literacy—the first seed of deep peace, endures. 

Gulen-inspired schools are run in accord with the secular curriculum of their 

home nation. Many are academies of science and mathematics, but business is also a 

popular subject.94 Bekim Agai helpfully connects the Hizmet movement’s “Islamic 

ethic” of education to Putnam’s conception of “social capital”. Education, Agai explains, 

quoting Putnam, 

“Is one of the most important predictors—usually, in fact, the most important 

predictor of political and social engagement—from voting to chairing a local 

committee to hosting a dinner party to trusting others”. Education thus can create 

social capital that is very important in the process of building a civil society and 

participating in it.95 

Agai studied in particular the schools in Albania, and contends that the Hizmet-related 

schools there succeed by “Islamizing secular knowledge”, with teachers committed to 

their work “as Islamic because it promotes moral guidance (irşad), serves religion 

(hizmet), and fights ignorance (cehalet).96 Here, Islam and the type of education fostered 

in the humanities and social sciences come together on the common ground of ethics. 
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Similarly, the Hizmet movement encourages the seed of deep peace I have called 

nonviolent practices, where spirituality connects to non-violent solidarity. Hizmet 

participants regularly pray, but in a way that invites rather than closes out the 

participation of others (as a Christian I have prayed with individuals engaged in Hizmet 

in masjids all over the world). As is common in the humanities and especially in the 

fields of religious studies and theology, the Enlightenment or modern dichotomy between 

“fact” and “value” is not so much overthrown as transcended. Gülen consistently 

advocates for non-violence. “The Prophet defined true Muslims as those who harm no 

one with their words and actions, and who are the most trustworthy representatives of 

universal peace. Contrary to inflicting torment and suffering, they are remembered as 

symbols of safety and security”.97 Clearly, this is thoughtful rather than rote practice. On 

hajj, for instance, the pilgrimage that is one of the five pillars of Islam, Gülen writes: 

“going on pilgrimage while unaware of its essence is only an effort to comfort oneself 

with the title of pilgrim and some anecdotes of the journey. How can one make sense of 

acts of worship performed in that way?”98 Quality trumps quantity, in short, or substance 

supplants mere formality, which means, practically, that “those who use brute force to 

reach their goals are intellectually bankrupt”.99 To reject force is also to reject greed, and 

to accept limits on the profit motive as a way to organize business and solve the 

contemporary crises of inequality (without eliminating profit altogether in some kind of 

imagined utopia). 

Obviously, the Hizmet movement also fosters the seed of peace of engaged 

empathy. Consequently, along with explicitly encouraging democracy, women’s 

equality, human rights, racial justice, and other aspects of civil society, Gülen claims that 
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the practice of “mutual consultation” (shura) is “an absolute essential”.100 Comparing the 

practice to “prayer”, and finding it mandated in both the Qur’an and the example of the 

prophet Muhammad (pbuh), Gülen claims that “to consultation belongs the most 

important mission and duty of resolving affairs concerning the individual and the 

community, the people and the state, science and knowledge, and economics and 

sociology”. Gülen then compares the consultative process to what goes on in a “supreme 

court”, only broader.101 Just as social enterprises value not only narrow profits for 

shareholders, but consider the voice and interest of all stakeholders impacted by an 

enterprise, so does Hizmet seek to engage the broad range of humanity’s concerns, as 

articulated (of course) through Islam, in the day-to-day ordering of society, including 

economics. Out of consultations come practical actions—recognizing suffering of some 

kind, and trying to alleviate it. 

Commitment to Islam, then, is not a way parochially to limit one’s engagement 

with human concerns for Gülen and those inspired by him, but the practice of Islam 

constitutes a prime motive to engage in dialogue. This is the essence of the seed of deep 

peace we call principled pluralism”. 102 Differences are not a threat to identity, but a 

challenge to develop understanding. “The peace of this (global) village lies in respecting 

. . . differences, considering these differences to be part of our nature and in insuring that 

people appreciate these differences”.103 This is what Gülen describes as a “tolerance . . . 

inherent in the spirit of Islam”, by which he means not the weak attitude of merely 

putting up with someone, but a more robust notion that affirms that “even though we may 

not have common grounds on some matters, we all live in this world and we are 

passengers on the same ship. In this respect, there are many common points that can be 
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discussed and shared with people from every segment of society”.104 For instance, Gülen 

rightly challenges any attempt to depict jihad as “holy war”, much less as a ground to 

justify terrorism. Instead, “the greater jihad . . . is confronted on the spiritual front, for it 

is our struggle with our inner world and ego (nafs) . . . [against, (e.g.,] malice, hatred, 

envy, selfishness, pride, arrogance and pomp).105 Again, consistent with the practices of 

social business and social enterprise, the challenge in facing any crisis is not to seek 

defensive security against challenges, much less to seek scapegoats to sacrifice, but rather 

to practice internal self-criticism. Confidence in Islam—in one’s own tradition, opens 

one up to dialogue and respect for difference, and to active attempts to remedy problems 

rather than reactive retreats into closed ideologies. 

Finally, then, Hizmet obviously fosters the seed of peace whereby people 

organize. More study is needed about how, exactly, the various “voluntary services” of 

Hizmet connect to other social businesses, and how they differ. But the central agency of 

the movement, if it can be put in those terms, is to build community—not as a 

mechanistic operation, but as a spiritual dynamic. The Hizmet movement here draws on 

the Sufi tradition, according to Mehmet Enes Ergene, who writes: 

Sufism is present in the Gülen movement, not in the form of a tariqa [lodge], but 

in individual practices, and their emphasis is more on the collective personality, or 

şahs-ı manevi. This emphasis acknowledges the community to be a corporate 

body that shares spiritual unity and personality. . . Communal principles emerge 

as concrete forms of these unifying wills and efforts.106 

This is not to subsume individuals under the collective, as in communism, but it does 

change the relation in ways that differentiates Hizmet’s organizational dynamic from the 
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classical libertarian and liberal emphasis on individualism. Notably, individuals within 

Hizmet often refer to each with the honorary title of ağabey (brother) and abla (sister), 

pointing to bonds beyond pragmatic. 

And perhaps the most promising way to study this difference at the intersection of 

business and spirituality is to use the resources and tools of the humanities—the arts and 

sciences, including religious studies and theology. If the “warfare” between business and 

religion has also been a warfare between “facts” and “values”, then it is only when the 

study of values comes together with the study of facts that we might see a way toward a 

less war-riddled future. Spiritually-grounded social enterprises like Habitat for Humanity 

and the Hizmet movement provide fascinating cases for discovering how long-standing 

shibboleths of parochial traditions, left to themselves, and the Enlightenment projects of 

modernity, left to themselves, are beginning to fall. If the hatreds of the parochial past, 

the violent aspects of nationalism, and the destructive capacities unleashed by technology 

are to be transformed into more just, peaceful, and sustainable societies it will take the 

wisdom of our ancestors as translated into the discourses and practices of the 

contemporary world, including especially economics and business. In other words, to 

conclude where I began, contemporary global crises certainly have economic 

components. But economics alone is an inadequate theology to address the deep roots of 

poverty, deprivation, and suffering in human societies. It will take the humanities, and 

the wisdom of our spiritual traditions, to foster the potential humans have not only to 

wage war, but to grow peace. 
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