May 4, 2005
Morality and the Social Security Debate 
The Church is not the only place where Orwellian doubletalk occurs. The political scene is also rife with it. We name destructive missiles "peacekeepers." We 'preserve peace' by going to war. We save Vietnam villages by destroying them. We give huge tax cuts to our wealthiest citizens and then declare that we cannot afford to raise the minimum wage for our poorest citizens, calling both measures "good for business." Now the proposal before our nation is to 'save' social security by dismantling its reason for existence, which was to forge a social contract between this nation and its citizens. Let me start this story at the beginning. 

President Franklin Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act into law in 1935, as part of this nation's response to the unemployment and loss of nest eggs that occurred during the great depression. Despite the fact that the June 19, 1935 vote on this bill in the Senate, was 77 to 6, and the August 14, 1935 vote in the House of Representatives was 371 to 33, it still took hard work in the Conference Committee of two chambers of Congress before it was presented to the President for his signature. There were bitter enemies of this bill then as there are now. It was called 'socialism' and 'communism' by more than one. The great fear was the rise of 'big government' since this bill made the nation as a whole responsible to some degree for the well being of retired workers, disabled workers and the widows and children of workers who died young. The word 'social' carried so much baggage in that period of American history that leaders refused to use it in their plans. When President Roosevelt, in December of 1934, set up the Commission to study this issue and to bring back a report that could be fashioned into a bill to send to the Congress for implementation, he called it "The Committee on Economic Security." That committee had an impressive members like Frances Perkins, Secretary of Labor and the first woman to sit in a presidential cabinet; Henry Morganthau, Roosevelt's Republican Treasury secretary; Henry Wallace, Secretary of Agriculture and later vice president; and presidential confidant, Harry Hopkins, to mention a few. The committee took cognizance of a significant shift in American life, noted first in the political election of 1880, that this nation was shifting from an agrarian to an urban society. In the agrarian world, the widowed, the orphaned, the disabled and the elderly were in large measure cared for by their extended families, by whom they were personally known. In the urban, industrialized society, however, workers tended to be isolated from their roots and thus subject to market forces over which they had little or no control. The sick or disabled were not paid. When they retired or died, the company for which they worked had no responsibility for either their welfare or that of their survivors. Only their life savings based on relatively low wages was available for their support. The idea that the government had any responsibility for these workers was not part of anyone's expectations. 

This Economic Security proposal was carefully crafted to meet the political realities of the day in which it had been born, but it also had to be cognizant of that rugged individualism and independence written deep into the American character. To make it politically feasible, it had to encourage work and not to be perceived as a drain on the public treasury. That is why it was set up to be self-supporting, paid for by a 3% social security tax levied on the worker's wages to be matched by another 3% paid by the company for whom the worker was an employee. The reward was obvious. The workers had their savings matched dollar for dollar. Thus the Social Security system was designed to be an enforced savings program for workers, supplemented by a tax on business that was paid to assist the future retirement of those workers. The government was thus only the conduit for the funds not a contributor to them. 

It is interesting to watch how the supporters of Social Security interpreted this plan to the public in 1935. President Roosevelt campaigned for it through his weekly radio program. He called it a way "to encourage retirement at age 65 so that jobs would be opened" for younger workers in job-short America. He also argued that this money coming into the economy each month in checks to retired workers would "cushion the shock of economic distress by sustaining the purchasing power" of the people. It was a corporate insurance program, never designed to provide maximum financial payouts but rather to establish basic security against sickness and early death as well as a minimum retirement package for those who lived to retirement. It was a social contract not an individual source of accumulated wealth. 

When the Social Security bill went to the Conference Committee of the two houses of congress to iron out differences between the Senate and the House, interesting compromises occurred. In order to win southern votes, the amount paid to workers would be determined by the states. Southerners wanted to make sure that whites always got more than blacks. 

This original Social Security Act has been amended many times beginning in 1939, with all amendments tending to broaden and liberalize benefits. The percentage that workers and companies paid into the system grew over the years, as did the wage totals on which the tax was levied. Today, Social Security taxes must be paid on the first $90,000 of income. 

The decision was also made at its inception that this fund was to be on a "pay as you go" basis. That is, people still in the work force would have their contributions used to pay benefits to the present recipients. The assumption was made that there would always be more income to the Social Security fund from workers, than benefits being paid out to retirees, widows or the disabled. No one anticipated either the technological revolution that has had an amazing impact on Social Security income or the outsourcing of workers' jobs to cheaper markets abroad so that neither companies nor workers are contributing to the pool any longer. Those are the components that have conspired to create the supposed "crises" today. 

In fact, it is not a crisis yet. According to the best calculations available, it will be the year 2047 before this fund, as currently constituted will be unable to pay benefits without borrowing money. But given that reality, some action must be taken between now and 2047, or Social Security will enter bankruptcy. The president is correct to focus the nation's attention on the long-term reality. He is not right to change the social contract into private accounts. It is not, however, a responsible option to do nothing. Several possibilities have been mentioned. 

Social Security taxes could be raised in two ways. First, the wages on which Social Security taxes are levied could be raised beyond the current level of $90,000 to perhaps $120,000 to $150,000. That would be a tax increase on both those who earn more than the current limit and on the businesses that employ these people. It would have no effect on those earning less than $90,000 a year. Raising taxes, however, is always difficult for politicians who love to be reelected. Another alternative is to cut benefits. This could be done with across the board cuts or by selective cuts based on need, say a cut on the benefits paid to those who earn more than $200,000 a year. The downside with either method is that these workers have paid into the system based upon the promise of a retirement benefit, making the credibility of the government into jeopardy. Another option would be to pay full benefits until the fund is no longer able to do so and to make the cuts at that time. This would give people a 40-year time frame, an entire working life for most people, in which to adjust and to prepare. Requiring those who receive full benefits to work until they are 72 is still another idea for consideration. 

A more radical solution would be to adjust the priorities of this nation. In 2000 this nation had a huge surplus. The decision was made to return that surplus to the taxpayers, 90% of which went to those taxpayers making more than $200,000 a year. A rejected option, that might now be reconsidered, would be to use that surplus to restore fiscal well-being to Social Security. In retrospect that decision does not now look like wise planning, since the recession, the attack of 9/11 and the war in Afghanistan turned that surplus into a huge deficit. 

Interestingly enough the solution offered by this administration of taking a part of the social security tax to set up private accounts for younger workers does not address the financial problem. The trade off of private accounts today for lowered benefits upon retirement will make the fund immediately insolvent and will guarantee that benefits will be cut on all recipients sooner or later. Whoever is doing the math in that proposal must have trained under Houdini. 

It is time to face the fact that the real Social Security debate that grips this nation today is finally about values. It is in the arena where public need and private desire collide. Are we collectively responsible for the welfare of the whole people or is every person on his or her own? Can a society abdicate its responsibility in order to build individual wealth? It will be worth watching how those who claim to stand for family values will decide on this issue. 

What is my solution? I would endorse former Senator Pat Moynihan of New York's Social Security proposal, to allow no cuts but to encourage the expansion of IRAs for younger workers under the tax rules that now govern either the traditional or the Roth IRAs. I do believe that encouraging savings and the building of wealth on the part of the masses will ultimately strengthen the economy. Second, to address the coming Social Security crisis, I would temporarily roll back, for five to ten years, the Bush tax bill but only on those making more than $200,000 a year, using that money for the sole purpose of fully funding the treasury of Social Security. When that fund is once again solvent for at least the next century, then the Bush cuts could be restored. The soul of America will be revealed in the way this problem is solved. I cast my vote for corporate health over individual wealth. 

-- John Shelby Spong

Note from the Editor: Bishop Spong's new book is available now at bookstores everywhere and by clicking here! 

Question and Answer
With John Shelby Spong

PTLA4Z@yahoo.com writes: 

"I am shocked and horrified at your violence against homosexuals. You don't have the guts to tell them that no one is born gay and that the blood of Jesus is infinitely sufficient to wash them free of all perverted thoughts, fantasies and desires. You are not fit to call yourself 'Bishop.' The Episcopalian (sic) Church ought to be called the Church of Satan." 

Dear Praise the LordA4Z@yahoo.com, 

I do not tell people that no one is born gay because that is not so. Perhaps you have not had a chance to study all the data from medical and scientific circles over the last 50-100 years. The blood of Christ to my knowledge has never been sufficient to change skin color, left-handedness, gender or sexual orientation. It is obvious from your letter that it has not been able to change your anger either! 
--John Shelby Spong 

