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The Theology of Relationship

What is presented here is a brief outline of the theological method 

that lies at the heart of this book. It is a newer method that is as 

original as any other idea can be. This means that it has influences, some 

that are readily apparent and others that are not. The clearest influence is 

Jacques Ellul (1912–94), the French theologian, sociologist, and professor of 

the history of institutions in Bordeaux. Though I see Ellul’s most important 

theological contribution as being a pioneer in a theology that highlights 

relationship while downplaying the importance of metaphysical questions, 

what follows here is not a summary of his work or ideas, but a develop-

ment of some of the hints and minor points that Ellul makes throughout his 

work. Ellul did not develop a theological method based on this notion. His 

own method involved a similar juxtaposition of sociology and theology, but 

without significant theological development. Intimations in his work have 

helped lead me to this theology of relationship.

T H E  P R O B L E M  O F  M E TA P H Y S I C S

Who are we? What does it mean to be human? What is it that unites things 

and gives them meaning? Such questions are what metaphysics attempts to 

answer. Metaphysics answers these questions by exchanging or sacrificing 

relationships for a universal definition. Relationships must be exchanged, 

or traded, in order to have universality. For it is only by abstracting par-

ticulars that one can have universals, and yet the particulars are what make 
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relationships meaningful. Pornography is an excellent example of this trou-

bling exchange. By depersonalizing sex and turning what is an expression of 

a relationship into an expression of individual desire, one pursues technique 

and method—categories of behavior that elicit feelings of power and plea-

sure. The concentration on method, on categories of activity, and on types of 

objects, means that the woman is only important as an aesthetically pleasing 

machine. She, like a statue, is important only for what she represents, and 

what she represents is partially the responsibility of the man himself. One 

cannot express love mediated through universal categories. In doing so it is 

turned into self-love, a projection of the self. Pornography is often said to 

objectify women, and this is very true, but it also makes the man become 

a subject. The lone viewer of pornography enters into a solipsistic world in 

which women exist for his pleasure in creating his identity. But such women 

do not really exist at all, except in his eye and mind, for the image replaces 

the person. The addiction of pornography is like the addiction of metaphys-

ics and the addiction of money. The more one desires the universal and 

finds it, the more unreal individuals and relationships become. Individuals 

have been exchanged for universality, love of another exchanged for love of 

the self. This is an economic relationship, as are all kinds of metaphysics, for 

they operate on the law of scarcity, on equilibrium, and so demand sacrifice 

to maintain balance. A relationship with one person cannot last long if it is 

done for the sake of individual pleasure because one is seeking an experi-

ence of universality and by definition experience of one particular cannot 

lead one to universality.

This is the problem of metaphysics: it is economic. When we return to 

more fundamental questions, like “Who are we?” or “What is being?” the 

lessons learned from pornography carry over quite well. In order to define 

a universal, we must take away particularity. Consider human ontology or 

human nature, what-it-means-to-be-human. We must begin with concrete 

relations that we have with other people and other animals, then abstract 

the concrete to form a universal. In doing this we exclude what is not like us, 

ever refining the process and excluding more subtly. Animals are excluded 

by means of rationality, for example. This eventually proceeds to excluding 

mentally disabled humans from true humanity. Rationality values itself and 

creates a solipsistic world in its own image. Rationality loves itself. Aristo-

tle’s God thinks itself. In the end, human metaphysical rationality might be 

nothing more than an exploration and love of itself.

Creating universals in this way tends toward a certain political phi-

losophy. It is not inconsequential that Aristotle was an enemy of the dema-

gogues and the tutor of Alexander the Great. Nor is it inconsequential that 

virtue was his ethic, as this is an ethic based in attempting to achieve an 
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ideal notion of what-it-means-to-be-human through the achievement of 

eudaimonia.1 Virtue and self-discipline tend inevitably toward mysticism 

because they are aimed at an achievement of an ideal that is difficult, if not 

impossible, to fully instantiate. By creating an abstract ideal Aristotle ren-

ders humanity something that must be obtained. We might say Aristotle’s 

metaphysic is virtuous, godlike, aspirational, or aggressive in that it strives 

after an exclusive human ontology. Another classic example of this would 

be Nietzsche for whom the word “human” carries a dirty connotation when 

he describes the herd as “all too human.”

An opposing definition of human might be called populist, demo-

cratic, inclusive, and passive, thus endowing all with equivalent rights, 

extendable in many cases to nonhuman animals. This again is based in an 

abstracted ideal rather than in a concrete particular set of relationships. The 

ethic of this sort of metaphysic is observable in liberal society, an ethic of 

entitlement and affirmation.

In either case we have extreme visions of what-it-means-to-be-human 

that necessarily produce an ethic that judges people in terms of their relation 

to an ideal; though this is an ideal that has been created by a person observ-

ing and analyzing actual relationships in a deeply historical context, build-

ing on the received metaphysics of generations. In this way metaphysical 

speculation begins to look less like speculation and more like Feuerbachian 

projection. The real problem of projection is not with God. The concept of 

the One, or God is simply the culmination of metaphysical inquiry. The 

real problem is metaphysics. The mechanism of projection is no less real for 

metaphysical universals than it is for God.

The building blocks of “reality” are people and things. But these two 

must inevitably merge into one by seeking unity or oneness. People and 

things become contained in nouns, in subjects and objects. They are “real” 

insofar as the description corresponds to “reality.” Metaphysics is prob-

lematic because it seeks after the real, presupposing the real to be found 

in or through nouns, thus finding an ultimate reality contained in an ideal 

person-thing, which usually happens to be called “God.” This ideal person-

thing has all the features of both things and people, serving as the source of 

both. In this merging of people and things, any possibility of relationship 

is either excluded or is made essential, so that some theologians speak of 

a relational ontology. But what if our conception of metaphysics, and thus 

of God, is fundamentally problematic? What if we prioritized relationships 

over nouns? What if people and things were understood not only as forming 

1. A Greek term with a somewhat debated definition. A literal etymological defini-
tion is “good spiritedness” but it is usually taken to mean “thriving.” Traditional transla-
tions of Aristotle say “happiness.”
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relationships, but also as being formed by relationships? This would, of 

course, militate against a seeking for the One. It would also prevent turning 

a living God into a set of propositions or ideals. And it would force us to 

abandon any concept of essential similarity to God. This would force us to 

reassess how metaphysics leads to economic relations, how metaphysics as 

a subject was partly created by money, and how metaphysical thinking in-

evitably results in a divine legitimization of human economies. The problem 

with metaphysics, as we shall see with economics, is not that it is inherently 

violent or hierarchical, for egalitarianism depends equally on metaphysics 

and economics, but that it is a symptom of loneliness and estrangement 

from the Creator, his creation, and from his creatures.

T H E  P R O B L E M S  O F  E P I S T E M O L O G Y  A N D  E T H I C S

The problem of metaphysics leads us to particular epistemological and ethi-

cal problems. Virtue ethics, and a maximal or aggressive notion of human 

ontology, go hand in hand, just as a populist or minimal human ontology 

goes hand in hand with a rights-based ethic, as we’ve said. Ethics depends 

on ontology for the source of knowledge of the good. We must distinguish 

between ethical method and values. Ethical methods, for example, agent-

based virtue ethics, act-based deontology, or consequence-based utilitari-

anism, do not provide value data. That is, we might know how to attain the 

good, but we do not yet know what the good is. This good has often derived 

from the situation in which the ethicist has lived, whether supporting it or 

providing the terms for rebellion against it.

If we try to disentangle ethics from metaphysics we inevitably destroy 

its universal appeal and thus its power. Ethics must fit behavior into catego-

ries. Kant’s categorical imperative is the most obvious example. The purpose 

of ethical reasoning is to establish and encourage right action, action in ac-

cord with rule, principle, and nature. But ethics without ontology is highly 

relativist, that is, based in particular relationships rather than in universal 

ideals or rules, and so somewhat impotent.

Epistemology is also problematic if we prioritize relationships, because 

we end up focusing, not on how a universal “we” know, but on how indi-

viduals know. Indeed, relationship knowledge is quite different from factual 

or ontological knowledge. Relationship knowledge comes in narrative form, 

not propositional form. Romantic languages preserve this distinction much 

better than English. The difference in French of savoir and connaître attests 

to this. In English we say “I know that” to refer to factual or ontological 

knowledge, and we say “I know so and so” to refer to relational knowledge. 
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As we will see in the biblical narrative, relationship determines epistemology 

and epistemology becomes problematized when people become estranged 

from God. Metaphysics can only explain epistemological problems in terms 

of the limitations or corruption of rational human nature. Metaphysical 

theology thus presupposes that human rationality is not limited or so thor-

oughly corrupt that it cannot grasp the divine or analogies of the divine. I 

will show through the biblical narrative that it is systematically impossible 

to know the divine if there is relational estrangement, because God reveals 

himself only in relationship and not in ontological similarity.

P R I M A C Y  O F  R E L AT I O N S H I P

As will be seen in the course of this book an anthropological history of eco-

nomics and the influence of money on the development of Greek philoso-

phy and metaphysics will help demonstrate the primacy of relationships. 

The character of relationships determines metaphysics, epistemology, and 

ethics, not vice versa. The development of coinage radically transformed 

relations in premonetary debt-based societies, with consequent changes to 

their cosmos.

Theologians and philosophers must deal with relationship before con-

sidering being, and after thinking about relationships it will usually turn 

out that being is a superfluous concept. Heidegger talks of a “thrownness,” 

the experience of being always-already within the world. This is an experi-

ence of previously established relationships. But instead of trying to find 

what lies behind or beyond these relationships, as Sartre attempts to do, 

perhaps accepting the fact of relatedness and examining it would prove far 

more fruitful than an investigation of what can never be known: being in 

itself. Relationships are not part of, or subordinate to, what-it-means-to-be-

human, simply because this is unspecific. Humans are not uniquely social 

animals. Instead of describing what-it-means-to-be-human, relationships 

preexist questions of being. And it seems to me that it is not possible to 

transcend actual relationships by positing a notion of “relationality” that lies 

at the heart of human ontology, or ontology in general.

Granted, we can form a relational ontology, but such concepts are at 

best meaningless, and at worst highly self-deceptive. For what can be gained 

by notions of a social ontology, except an ethical imperative to be “more 

fully human” by relating to each other in this or that way? Indeed, most 

ethical arguments tend toward this end. The argument runs something like 

this: (1) x is what it means to be human; (2) it is an ethical imperative that 

humans be humans; (3) therefore, we as humans ought to do/be x. In this 
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argument the second proposition is generally unstated. This second propo-

sition, a tautological ethical imperative, enables ethicists to find or project 

an ethical agenda onto human nature without observing the absurdity. If I 

am human then I ought to act like a human, which requires me to look at 

a species identity, choose the aspects that are ideal and attempt to form my 

life around those ideal aspects of the species identity. Human flourishing, it 

is said, is most well achieved when we live up to our species identity. But it 

is just as easy to find another aspect of human nature to emphasize, perhaps 

conquering power, perhaps the ability to make enemies and overcome them 

through strength of mind, will, and body. Those who are weak are thus less 

than human, and are rightfully killed as abominations to the shrine of hu-

man nature. It ought to be clear that the form of ethical argument based in 

human ontology is absurd.

But countless philosophers and thinkers of various fields have fol-

lowed in this tradition. Adam Smith is exemplary. He taught that humans 

are uniquely economic animals. After all, “Nobody ever saw a dog make a 

fair and deliberate exchange of one bone for another with another dog.”2

Humans are, by nature, creatures prone to “truck, barter, and exchange one 

thing for another.”3 And so it is a moral imperative that the government 

not get in the way of human flourishing by the enabling of free markets. 

Mercantilism was inimical to proper human thriving, because it went 

against the grain of human nature. Smith’s arguments are largely disproven 

by anthropological investigation of human societies that did not really en-

gage in barter relationships, as we shall see. Nevertheless, Smith attempts to 

derive an economic and ethical theory from human nature, that great carte 
blanche. Such a move ought to be regarded as rhetorical and political rather 

than serious ethics.

Discrediting this kind of argument is necessary to the establishment of 

a theology of relationship, because most who encounter such an argument 

will make objections based in established knowledge of human ontology. 

They will thus fail to see that their own nexus of relationships forms their 

notion of human ontology, and thus they imprint a world construct of their 

own upon human nature before magically deriving their preconceived idea 

from human nature. Possessing knowledge of human nature that is unme-

diated by preexisting relationships, and therefore possessing disinterested 

knowledge of human nature, is impossible. Not only is it impossible, it is 

undesirable, as we shall see.

2. Smith, Wealth of Nations, 5. Not only did Smith use this example, but Al-Ghazali 
(1068–1111) and Al-Tusi (1201–74) both use this exact example. See Hosseini, Smith’s 
Division of Labor in Medieval Persia, as noted in Graeber, Debt, 279 n84.

3. Smith, Wealth of Nations, 5.
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Some will also object that our relationships are formed by our nature. 

And this may be true as well, but we cannot transcend our concrete and 

particular relationships, nor should we want to. A mystical ascent to the 

world of the forms or the mind of God, or to nirvana, is not possible, or even 

desirable. For such an ascent implies the conjunction of the self with the 

whole, or the great One, that eliminates any principle of individuation. As 

a Christian theologian, I believe one of the great strengths of the Christian 

narrative is that God does not expect us to become enlightened through 

self-negation or transcendence of individuality, but by embracing a rec-

onciled relationship with God, and thus with others, thereby highlighting 

individuality-in-relationship rather than diminishing it. Indeed, what can 

be a better principle of individuation than the kind of relationship one has 

with God, the one who can know our hearts and loves us all the same?

Theologians ought to glory in this inescapability of relationality, and 

it is strange when one considers the endless submission of relationality to 

ontology in theology. No matter what source we have for divine revelation, 

it is still implicit in the need of revelation that there must exist some kind 

of relationship through which this revelation is mediated. Reason, tradi-

tion, history, nature, or Scripture all require some form of relationship to 

something outside of being in itself.

This book is one example of an applied theological discourse that ex-

amines the relationships between God and people throughout the narrative 

of Scripture, and compares those relationships to those we observe between 

people and nature, and between people themselves. Economy is a kind of 

relationship. Referring to a “kind of relationship” does not require a real-

ist ontology of relationship. Instead what is being attempted is a discourse 

that submits questions of being to questions of relationship. Instead of a 

“relational ontology,” an attempt to fit relationships under the guise of being, 

this is a discourse on relationships. Every relationship is unique because it 

involves different characters. Nevertheless, there must be similar character-

istics of the Creator-creature relationship, the estrangement between God 

and his creatures, and in the Reconciler-reconciled relationship because 

they all involve a relationship or lack thereof with God, who is constant. This 

sort of discussion is not an easy task with the current state of our language, 

or even with how our language has developed over the last few millennia in 

Western society. Our vocabulary and syntax is always-already ontological, 

even economic.4 But this does not mean that we cannot perceive the limita-

tions of our language, especially by consideration of ancient languages and 

4. Kevin Hector seeks a therapeutic way out of the linguistic debt to metaphysics, 
holding a possibility that language is not necessarily metaphysical by a proper theology. 
Hector, Theology Without Metaphysics.
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culture. We can learn the walls of our linguistic expression, and even pro-

ceed somewhat beyond them, aware of the great difficulty that this presents.

Our own language has great difficulties going beyond metaphysics. 

English standard word order: subject–verb–object, prioritizes being because 

the subject is of primary importance. Furthermore, because English verbs 

are not inflected—the subject cannot lie within the verb as in Romance lan-

guages—the subject is propelled to even greater significance since it must be 

explicitly mentioned apart from the verb. Because speech requires time, the 

first utterance is that upon which all other words must rest. In contemporary 

colloquial English the addition of “so” at the beginning of a sentence softens 

a strong statement or question by reducing the presence of the self and thus 

the perceived violence of the statement. Interrogatives place the question 

word at the beginning, thus altering the remainder of the sentence in tone 

and meaning. But the standard sentence begins with the subject and so it 

carries priority. I don’t mean to imply that sentence syntax is determinative 

of the human mind and the questions we ask, only that it is one influence, 

and one that is not always acknowledged.

But in classical Hebrew, for example, a language that we might call 

pre-ontological, the word order prioritizes the verb and thus it prioritizes 

the action. Verbs relate because all action requires a subject and an object, 

even if the subject and object are the same. Verbs also locate the action in 

time, and thus provide, at a bare minimum, a relationship between a subject 

and time. Thinking does not really require space, but it does take time, and 

this places us in a whole complex set of relationships. The time of day at 

which I think of something may change what I am thinking about or how 

I think about it. Thinking about sleep when I have to wake up early is very 

different than thinking about sleep at ten in the morning after a bicycle ride. 

But there is a larger sense of time as well. Thinking about slavery in mid-

nineteenth-century America is very different to thinking about slavery in 

early twenty-first-century America. The terms, conversations, and socially 

acceptable opinions have all changed. Verbs lead us to consider these things 

in a way that concentration on nouns do not. Verbs situate the subject. A 

properly constructed sentence requires a finite verb, that is, a verb that is 

limited to a specific subject and time. Not all verbs require objects, but the 

majority do, and this places the subject in relation to an object in time.

What all this means is that, for a native speaker of English who has no 

knowledge of foreign languages, or even of English syntax, the priority of 

the subject, and most notably “I,” makes questioning the priority of meta-

physics in philosophical or theological reasoning to be absurd. After all, 

isn’t theology itself just thinking about God? Yes, what but goes unspoken in 

this definition is the relationship of the subject of the sentence to its object. 
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Theology is our and my thinking or account of God. It is not accidental that 

theology is a Greek term, given to us by a people who were enamored with 

metaphysics. For a logos is an account, a reckoning, a term derived from 

economic considerations. And, as we shall see, economic relationships, es-

pecially those which are aware of money, tend toward quantification, then 

to abstraction, and thus toward metaphysics and notions of correspondence 

between truth and reality. So in this sense it is not surprising that theology 

has been dominated by metaphysical considerations. But we can begin to 

repair this problem. God may be a se,5 and if this is the case, he is unreach-

able, and thus theology is nothing but metaphysical speculation. Christian 

theology must begin, as Karl Barth does, with revelation. Because we are the 

subject of theology, the ones who are doing theology, who are writing an 

account of God, the object. If we forget that we are the subject of the action 

of theology our theologies tend inevitably toward unifying the subject and 

object: gazing at ourselves in a celestial mirror.

A theology that prioritizes relationships over metaphysics will inevi-

tably give us a different perspective on economics and this book explores 

the implications of just such a theological method. But this is a theological 

method that requires quite a lot of self-study. This book is profoundly mine. 

I am its author, and it will naturally bear witness to my own personality. I’ll 

not give my biography, but my own life story is important. This book, and 

my theology, rest profoundly within all the various relationships that I have 

with a number of influences. It also rests upon the lack of relationships I 

have had, that others may have had. For example, a lack of a strong men-

tors throughout my childhood, a lack of intellectual masters throughout 

upper education and my postgraduate work of whom I could be a disciple, 

has helped instill and confirm a suspicion of authority. And many of these 

things need to become explicit in the course of doing theology. It is es-

sential then to combine a study of theology with sociology, anthropology, 

psychology, and other human studies. Not because these social sciences 

have infallible methods or true theories. But because they lead us to the 

understanding of how the act of doing theology is related to the subject of 

such a theology—ourselves.

R E V E L AT I O N  A S  R E L AT I O N S H I P

Revelation is itself a relationship. God has revealed himself to people in a 

time and in a place. He does not reveal some kind of absolute truth from the 

perspective of one who lives in the world of forms. Such a revelation could 

5. Latin: “in himself,” i.e., self-sufficient.
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not be given in speech or writing in any case. But God does not reveal some 

kind of a-perspectival truth, because God himself does not occupy such a 

place. The God of Jesus Christ is always in relationship with his creation, 

though there be an infinite qualitative distinction, as Kierkegaard and Barth 

following him are so keen to say. This is not an ontological relationship. 

There is no metaphysical connection between God and his creation. But 

there is a chosen, personal relationship. Therefore, God has a perspective, 

and one that is not fully communicable because it can only be understood 

in the particular relationships that he has, which are nearly infinite. How-

ever, God can and has revealed stories of a few of these relationships, which 

comprise the majority of the Bible.

God reveals himself. But this is not a revelation of the being or essence 

of God, but a self-revelation in relationship to people. We cannot know God 

except as he has revealed his relationship to us. Our attempts to find God 

through metaphysical enquiry have always been met with very predictable 

results—various kinds of self-projection. The metaphysical method of do-

ing theology is nothing but a language game. We look at the structure of our 

language, its spatiotemporal aspects, and abstract these things from it. We 

consider what it must mean to be a subject without an object. This is why 

Aristotle’s God is disinterested. In order to consider what “God” means, Ar-

istotle must abstract every kind of relationship except the one that is neces-

sary, the first cause. Because he has abstracted every possible relationship, it 

is no surprise that his conclusion is that God cannot be in relationship. His 

conclusion is implicit in his method. This is the economy of metaphysics.

But God is in many, innumerable, indeed, nearly infinite personal 

relationships. What this means is that all of his self-revelation must be 

characterized not only by himself, but also by those to whom he is reveal-

ing himself. Thus divine revelation is necessarily contextualized. It takes on 

the character of the people to whom it comes. But, like all relationships, it 

does not leave people unchanged. Thus we have the spatiotemporal aspect 

of revelation. It is characterized by time and change, by the births, deaths, 

sins, and faithfulness of those with whom God is in relation. God is known 

in these relationships, not in spite of them.

T H E O L O G Y  A S  R E L AT I O N S H I P

Theology itself is a relationship, though this is often unacknowledged. Even 

for atheists, who, though they do not believe in God still define themselves 

by the concept, there is an implicit relationship in their doing theology. The 

atheist is in a kind of relationship with at least the idea of God. There are 
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many personal influences that go into the doctrinal belief that there is no 

God. And this creates a relationship, albeit a negative one. It has often been 

observed that atheism depends, just as all negative concepts do, upon the 

positive. Atheism only lives and survives by the thriving of theism. And 

so we can say that the atheist doing anti-theology is still in some kind of 

relationship with God or the idea of God.

Theology is my or our talk about God. Therefore, we need to ask not 

just “Who am I?” and “Who are we?” but also “Who are we in relation 

to God?” Theological enquiry is not a static enterprise. If there is a living 

God, then doing theology places us in a kind of relationship with God that 

changes our theology. Theology is always undergoing revision, just as any 

relationship cannot remain static for it to be living. And this means that our 

talk about God inevitably undergoes shifts as our lives change.

All of this means that the kind of relationship we have with God radi-

cally determines what form our theology will take. This is why Augustine’s 

idea of faith seeking understanding is so important and perceptive. A living 

and actively reconciled relationship with God cannot but have a major ef-

fect on one’s theological method and conclusions. Likewise, a relationship 

estranged from God will necessarily construct a different account of who 

God is. And so we can see that revelation, even the static text of Scripture, is 

not of itself sufficient for knowledge of God. God, through the Holy Spirit, 

must transform the dead text into something living and active.6

This has profound implications on how theology is done. Academic 

theology that attempts to bracket off this relationship necessarily begins to 

speak of an idea of God. Though there is still a kind of relationship here, 

and such a theology will undergo some changes based on the author’s life 

circumstances and new learning, it will itself only ever talk about an idea 

of God rather than God himself. Thus it should be no surprise to us that 

theology has become a subject relegated to the back corner of the humani-

ties department, or subsumed under departments of religious studies. The 

idea of God cannot transcend humanity, and so this sort of theology is 

nothing but a kind of self-deceptive psychology masked in empowering and 

grandiose language of eternity. As a further consequence we should not be 

surprised when students of theology and religious studies “lose their faith,” 

because there is a category error occurring. These students believe that they 

are talking about God, when they are merely talking about themselves and 

about our contemporary culture in which the idea of God has fallen on 

rather hard times.

6. Heb 4:12.
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These considerations become important for the task at hand of consid-

ering the economic relationship and how a Christian ethic might interact 

with such a relationship. Any kind of ethic that does not take this relation-

ality of theology into consideration will end up following one or another 

nontheological account of economics with the idea of God there to give 

infallible justification to the proposed economic system. Such a theological 

ethic is ultimately meaningless, for it adds nothing to the considerations of 

the economic system. It is, however, a tool for persuasion and propaganda 

to influence a broadly Christian social group that is susceptible to this kind 

of sophistry.

The perceived downside of this relational theological and ethical meth-

od is that it can say nothing to influence those who do not have such a living 

and active relationship with God. But this is only a perceived downside, not 

an actual one, because Christians already have almost nothing to add to the 

general ethical debate. There is no genuinely unique Christian position that 

is shared by the vast majority of Christians. Instead they tend to fall in line 

with those whose political views they already share. And this also means 

that Christians can safely dispose of the idea that they are seeking a “com-

mon good” that unbelievers will accept. Such Christian pronouncements 

are often, unfortunately, delusions of grandeur. Pursuing this argument fur-

ther here will distract us from the main task, and it will become clear as the 

reader reaches the conclusion of this book why it is that Christians cannot 

seek a positive systemic socioeconomic order, and so cannot wholeheart-

edly support the commonwealth.

T H E  T H R E E  R E L AT I O N S H I P S

As I have said, every relationship is unique because it involves different 

characters. This is what is so powerful about the consideration of relation-

ship instead of ontology. Rather than considering the nature of species, we 

consider the relationships that God has with individual people and other 

creatures. Each will be unique, but because all these relationships involve 

God in some way, they all will reveal something of God’s character.

So although it is a simplification, considering three different kinds of 

relationships in Scripture creates a neat timeline within which we can place 

ourselves, helping to produce a portrait of our world and what our hope for 

the future can be. God is revealed historically, much to the annoyance of 

all who are looking for timeless principles to live by. And it is therefore of 

utmost importance to place ourselves in the proper time, rather than trying 
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to abstract principles from time immemorial, from a now extinct kind of 

relationship that once existed. I am thinking primarily here of Genesis 1–2.

These three kinds of relationships are the Creator-creature relation-

ship (chapter 3), the relationship of estrangement (chapter 4), and the 

Reconciler-reconciled relationship (chapter 5). The first relationship occu-

pies only the first two chapters of the Bible. This is because, as we shall see, 

the notion of a creation depends upon the notion of a Creator. And in the 

relationship of estrangement, this knowledge is, as Paul says, suppressed in 

unrighteousness.7 Thus creation and the Creator in many ways disappear. 

And when people come to reconciliation with God in Jesus Christ, they do 

not simply revert to the knowledge of Adam and Eve in the garden, but to 

a more mature knowledge that knows God as an adoptive Father, and as 

the Reconciler. Thus from Genesis 3 until our own day the latter two rela-

tionships have existed simultaneously. There are those who “walked with 

God” like Enoch (of Seth)8 or Noah, and these lived within a very basic 

Reconciler-reconciled relationship, at least as far as we can know. Through 

the course of biblical history, we come to know more and more about God 

the Reconciler. Indeed, the very point of Scripture is to reveal God as the 

Reconciler throughout a long historical period and not just God as Creator 

or Judge, notions other mythical traditions already contained.

One foundational thesis of this book is that the kind of relationship 

that one has with God determines the kind of relationship that one will have 

with oneself, one another, with each of God’s creatures, and with God’s cre-

ation itself. In other words, what role God plays in one’s life is the primary 

factor in determining the shape of other relationships. A relationship of es-

trangement will lead to estranged relationships with all others. For example, 

to believe that God does not exist, or to actively rebel against him, will inevi-

tably result in the transformation of the “creation” into depersonalized cate-

gories like “nature” or “the universe.” These concepts are rather meaningless 

insofar as they are used to incorporate everything, thus excluding nothing. 

Both Nature and the Universe are often spoken of as having agency, which 

is tantamount to saying that everything causes everything, which is either 

absurd or a tautology depending on how one interprets such a statement. 

But these super-universal concepts play the same role for most economic 

perspectives that God or the gods do in more traditional societies. That 

there is such a thing as the Economy depends entirely upon a depersonal-

ized view of agency. Estrangement from God leads to the elevation of the 

sum of human economic relations to the status of a universal with agency. 

7. Rom 1:18.

8. Gen 5:24.
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For there to be a natural law of human economic relationships requires a 

particular anthropology, and there is no anthropology without a correlative 

theology. Those who deny this point evince a relationship of estrangement 

from God and from themselves.

The kind of relationship one has with God determines the kind of re-

lationship that he or she has with everything else. To be reconciled to God 

leads to a very different perspective of creation and other people and how 

one is to interact with them in the economic field. An entirely unique Chris-

tian ethic will therefore follow this perspective.

E C O N O M I C  R E L AT I O N S H I P  A S  A  C A S E  S T U D Y

The three main relationships seen in Scripture that we are looking at in this 

book are related to a fourth, the economic relationship. Now, it is somewhat 

dangerous to say that there is something called an economic relationship 

because it may lead one to think that the human history of economic re-

lations has not profoundly changed over time. It has, of course. And it is 

a rather complicated history that mainline economists tend to reduce to 

a highly simplistic myth of progression from barter to currency to virtual 

money. The rather complicated history of human economic relationships 

does not mean, however, that there are too few similarities to speak of a 

general kind of relationship.

This economic relationship is serving as a case study to prove the merit 

of the theological method I have very briefly outlined here. Rather than 

focusing on a reified thing, like the Market or the Economy, it is far more 

important to focus on the kind of ways people relate to each other that we 

can call “economic.” Because we are not considering things, but relation-

ships, it is important to ask what the economic relationship has to do with 

the three broad relationships we see in the biblical narrative.

Thus this book forms a genealogy of the economic relationship in the 

broken relationship with God. This is, of course, entirely impossible to doc-

ument or consider actual history. I make no claim to establishing historical 

fact. The importance of this book’s argument is not in its verifiability, but in 

its interpretative power.
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