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In Christ and the Common Life Luke Bretherton provides an introduction to historical and
contemporary theological reflection on politics and opens up a compelling vision for a Christian
commitment to democracy.In dialogue with Scripture and various traditions, Bretherton
examines the dynamic relationship between who we are in relation to God and who we are as
moral and political animals. He addresses fundamental political questions about poverty and
injustice, forming a common life with strangers, and handling power constructively. And through
his analysis of debates concerning, among other things, race, class, economics, the environ 
ment, and interfaith relations, he develops an innovative political theology of democracy as a
way through which Christians can speak and act faithfully within our current context.Read as a
whole, or as stand alone chapters, the book guides readers through the political landscape and
identifies the primary vocabulary, ideas, and schools of thought that shape Christian reflection
on politics in the West. Ideal for the classroom, Christ and the Common Life equips students to
understand politics and its positive and negative role in fostering neighbor love.
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provides an introduction to historical and contemporary theological reflection on the meaning
and purpose of politics, while at the same time making a case for why Christians should be
committed to democracy as a vital means for pursuing a flourishing life. It is born out of
involvement in or teaching about the interaction of Christianity and politics throughout my
working life. Whether in the European or North American context, I consistently encounter the
same question being asked by those I work alongside or teach as they try to make sense of the
social, economic, and political problems and conflicts they face. The question goes something
like this: “It’s all very well being told to love our neighbors, but when it comes to politics, of what
does neighbor love consist?” Like a triangle, this question has three sides to it. The first is, what
is the appropriate response to the poverty, suffering, and injustice one encounters in trying to
love one’s neighbors? Much theological thinking about politics is inspired by and taken up with
debates about how best to answer this question.The second side is this: In loving my neighbor,
how can I keep faith with my distinctive commitments while also forming a common life with
neighbors who have a different vision of life than I do? Another way to put this question is, how
should our own roots, our sense of what counts as home, identity, or belonging—that is, what
makes us distinctive and particular—be coordinated with and ordered in relationship to those we
find strange or who don’t share our beliefs and practices? Again, much of political theology tries
to answer this second question, as the creation and sustaining of a common life between
“Christians” and “non Christians”—or church and world—is a central concern.The third, often
unacknowledged side to the issue of neighbor love in politics is the question of what kind of
power shapes the relationship between oneself and another and how this power is distributed.
This third question is fundamental to any account of human flourishing and identifies a central
problem that politics addresses. Politics is about forming, norming, and sustaining a common life
between those who are the same and those who are different (however conceived), as
configurations of power shape the conditions of life together at various scales from the local to



the global. A common life with and for others (including nonhuman life) is a prerequisite for
human flourishing: the good or flourishing life cannot be reduced to individual happiness as we
are not atomized monads but mutually vulnerable, interdependent creatures whose flourishing
depends on being embedded in just and loving forms of common life. Therefore, a central
concern of political theology is how power is constructed, circulated, and distributed within
patterns of shared life, at whatever scale that life takes. Keeping these three concerns in play
throughout, this book examines different theological ways of answering questions about how to
respond to poverty and injustice, how to form a common life with strangers and enemies, and
how to handle and distribute power constructively.Amid the perils and paradoxes that the
interaction of Christianity and politics brings, it is easy to get confused or lost. Like a map, this
book aids the navigation of political life and its positive and negative roles in fostering faithful,
hopeful, and loving ways of being alive with and for others. Its chapters add up to a kind of field
guide, providing orientations and markers to help readers traverse the contemporary political
landscape, name its features, and identify some of the characteristic ways Christians make
sense of politics and go about trying to love their neighbors. At the same time, like a seasoned
guide marking a trail through swampy and mountainous terrain, the book charts its own pathway,
one that leads beyond the boundaries of what is familiar or perhaps even comfortable.A basic
premise of the book is that talk of God and talk of politics are coemergent and mutually
constitutive. Underlying this descriptive statement is a more substantive claim that politics is a
crucial arena of human activity through which we come to grasp the truth of many theological
concepts, learn how to love our neighbors, and discover what it means to flourish as creatures. It
was not merely for convenience’ sake that those who wrote the New Testament foraged Greco 
Roman ideas about political life. Politics was a crucible through which the New Testament writers
articulated what it meant to be the church; for example, ekklēsia (church) and leitourgia (liturgy)
are political terms turned to ecclesial ends. Early theologians continued this process of
converting political categories into ecclesial ones and thereby reorienting and recalibrating them.
A paradigmatic example is Augustine’s reconceptualization of Cicero’s definition of a people.1
The nature and form of political life were crucial to understanding something about the nature
and form of divine human relations. Conversely, participation in ecclesial practices enabled new
kinds of moral and political judgment to be made, generating new understandings of what it
means for humans to flourish as inherently social animals.Over time, the relationship between
theological and political concepts became a thicket of entangled ideas. As Christianity became
more widespread and influential, theological categories and concepts were used to theorize
political life. To complicate matters further, theological uses of political terms were then borrowed
back to understand political life, but still with the imprint of their theological meaning embedded
within them. The historical development of human rights is a case in point. It draws on prior
theological notions of natural rights and natural law, but today many churches adopt
nontheological discourses of human rights as a way of framing their political claims. Contrary to
stories of a one way drive toward secularization, the traffic continues to flow in both directions.



This process of interweaving should not be surprising, as it reflects how knowledge is produced.
Social life is rarely composed of a single, monolithic, and transparent set of beliefs and
practices. Neither is it lived as a stark clash of two or more such worldviews, language games, or
civilizations. Rather, in both the ancient and modern world, our forms of life are constituted by
the interaction of often contradictory beliefs and practices and involve multiple loyalties that pull
us in different, sometimes conflicting, directions (to family, work, state, congregation, etc.).
Moreover, the advent of Christianity, whether in the Roman Empire, among the Kievan Rus’ in
the tenth century, or in the Kingdom of Kongo in the fifteenth century, leaves neither Christianity
nor the cultural and political milieu unchanged. This book tries to display how to read the ways in
which talk of God and talk of politics are mutually constitutive and refract each other, and show
how, for better or worse, this interrelationship shapes both ecclesial and political life.By
attending to the analogies and disanalogies between talk of God and talk of politics, I show how
understanding politics demands paying attention to theology and how understanding theology
necessitates attention to politics. Engagement with political philosophy and social theory may, at
times, help with such an endeavor. A guiding assumption of this book is that the richer our
engagement with ways of understanding the relationship between ecclesial and political life, the
deeper will be our understanding of what it means to be the church and of the nature of faithful
witness. Or to put this another way, ecclesiology, missiology, and political theology address
interwoven concerns. A further assumption is that given the dynamic and provisional nature of
the relationship between ecclesial and political life, no one size fits all blueprint can or should be
given for the relationship between Christianity and politics. Rather, reflection on how best to
order one in relation to the other should begin with forms of context sensitive practical reasoning.
Echoing this assumption, each chapter oscillates between the descriptive and the prescriptive,
both of which are shaped and colored by theological considerations. This oscillation reflects the
nature of moral and political judgment, which simultaneously entails discernment and decision.
Just or right judgment has a retrospective element (as an act of discernment, it pronounces
upon an existent state of affairs), and as a decision it has a prospective and prescriptive aspect
(it establishes or opens up a way toward a common field of action in which moral and political
relations are possible).2 Thus each chapter attends to both retrospective and prescriptive
dimensions of judgment, giving an account of the conditions for coming to judgment (so aiding
discernment) while at times offering specific, normative prescriptions that reflect my own
position on a matter. My adjudications are contestable and contingent, but as prescriptions they
display something of how political theology enables specific judgments. For example, the
chapter on secularity reviews debates about the nature of the secular, and in doing so describes
how secularity shapes the conditions of political decision making in the contemporary context;
and it offers my take on how to construct secularity to optimize the conditions for faithful and
wise political deliberation.An intentional limitation of scope is the book’s primary focus on
Europe and North America. This is the context the book grows out of and addresses. However,
precisely because of this context, the book pays attention to how modern conceptualizations of



terms such as “democracy,” “sovereignty,” and “citizenship” do not emerge pristine from Europe
to be exported elsewhere. There is no single point of origin. Drawing on Édouard Glissant’s
work, modern political theology is “creole,” wrought in the commercial and violent entanglements
of Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas.3 As Glissant, C. L. R. James, Cedric
Robinson, Paul Gilroy, and others have argued, a crucible of modern political concepts is the
“Black Atlantic” and the configurations and disruptions of the relationship between metropole
and colony that circulated within it.4 For example, as Barnor Hesse notes: “The modern framing
of freedom, particularly in association with the democratic imaginary, was deeply embedded in
colonial antagonisms of Atlantic slavery, shaped both by European and American governmental
indifference to racial equality and passions aroused by the challenge or threat posed by black
politics.”5 Moreover, the formation of liberal democratic nation states in Europe was made
possible by colonial political economies spread across the globe. While this formation is not the
primary focus of this book, the chapters do draw lines of connection to it, and in some it is an
explicit focus (see the chapters on humanitarianism, Black Power, Anglicanism, and humanity).
And given this history, and because Eurocentric political theologies have mostly ignored or
concealed the creolized nature of modern political terms and their colonial and racialized
formation, it is necessary to shift the geography of political theology.6 The main focus of this
volume is the Atlantic world, even as other geographic registers and circuits of exchange are
tacit within and occasionally show up in the book.7Political theology, as I see it, is an interpretive
art for discovering faithful, hopeful, and loving judgments about how to act together in response
to shared problems. And it is an art best practiced in the company of others, and through active
listening to outsiders, whether inside or outside of our primary community. Without such shared
deliberation and the modes of association it entails, we are liable to, on the one hand, error, bias,
and false assumptions, and on the other, failing to serve that which is a raison d’être of political
theology, namely, a faithful practice of politics.8 I should also make clear that political theology is
only ever an aid to judgment. Having either a “theologically sound” or “ideologically correct”
political theology in no way guarantees making a wise political judgment. The possibility of that
depends on a host of other factors, including character, imagination, what is desired, the quality
of practical reasoning, and the comprehension of the good being sought and the context of its
realization. And for a judgment to be faithful, hopeful, and loving, it depends on such factors as
attunement to the work of the Holy Spirit through prayer and worship. Ultimately, the worth of any
judgment rests with Christ, not conformity to this or that political theology.Given my caution
about using blueprints, I do not use a single framework of analysis such as natural law, or follow
a theme such as liberation, or resort to a single method such as narrative theology, or apply a
fixed set of axioms. Rather, I begin with a set of questions and problems we invariably confront
when trying to address poverty and injustice, generate a common life with others, and negotiate
or transform asymmetries of power. The interpretations and judgments developed in response to
these questions and problems are woven from a mixture of threads that include biblical
exegesis, intellectual and social history, moral and political philosophy, critical and social



theories, ethnographic description, and theological analysis. And given my location, what is
presented is primarily addressed to a Western context.9 But my claim here goes beyond a call
for attention to context, the need for self reflexivity about structural location, and the importance
of beginning with practical rather than theoretical reason when undertaking political theology. It
is also a theological claim that the stitched together character of the book reflects something of
what kind of creatures we are, namely, the sort who must find ways of coming to and making
shared judgments if common action is to be possible, but whose judgments about how to live
together are frail and contingent, subject to dissolution and revision through time. Furthermore,
contrary to much political theology and political philosophy, this book gives a positive
assessment of the demotic energies that often shape politics. Instead of pathologizing them as
irrational or seeking to control and order them through law, government, or prescribed forms of
rationality (e.g., “public reason”), the book attempts a discernment of spirits to see where the
Holy Spirit may be at work within and beyond the church in the life of the people. If the church is
to witness to the work of Spirit, who is poured out on all flesh, part of faithful political judgment is
discerning where the Spirit is at work in the world healing wounds, exorcising oppression, and
bringing new life. Given this emphasis, my focus is on the political rather than the juridical
dimensions of public life.Part 1 lays out some frameworks through which Christians make sense
of politics today. It is not an exhaustive set of political theologies, neither is it representative.
Rather, given the central problems under consideration—namely, how to address suffering and
injustice, and how to create and sustain a common life orientated to mutual flourishing amid
difference and asymmetries of power—the political theologies reviewed are influential and
paradigmatic approaches to these problems that are good to think with, thereby serving as
invitations to reflect on one’s own ways of thinking about politics. As case studies, they rehearse
how to (a) understand the mutually constitutive relationship between talk of God and talk of
politics; (b) see how political theologies emerge and take shape in response to different
historical and political conditions that are the context needed to make sense of their judgments
and theological emphases; (c) construct a coherent vision of political life shaped and grounded
in theological commitments; and (d) foster more faithful, hopeful, and loving forms of political
judgment and practice in response to different contexts and challenges. Two of the positions
examined are explicit political theologies (Catholic social teaching, Anglican political theology).
Two are movements with tacit political theologies that often go unrecognized as having one
(humanitarianism, Pentecostalism). The chapter on Black Power assesses a position that is
influenced by earlier political theologies, but that was complexly religious and nonreligious,
carrying within it explicit political theologies (notably, black Christian nationalism), and was a
catalyst for many broader developments in political theology—most directly, black liberation
theology.Part 1 begins with chapters on humanitarianism and Black Power, as these represent
different beginning points for coming to address issues of suffering, injustice, and understanding
the nature and purpose of a common life. Both seek to address poverty, but the former begins
from what we share, the latter, from how we are different. These chapters also represent two



different structural locations from which to do political theology: humanitarianism wrestles with
the perplexities of privilege, while Black Power is derived from and confronts the ravages of
oppression and the question of how to act politically in the face of systemic exclusion.10 And
while humanitarianism emphasizes how humans are the same, it often ignores questions of
power. By contrast, Black Power makes questions of power central, challenging a key way in
which power is distributed unjustly: namely, via white supremacy. Both are influential discourses
informing how Christians imagine political life. For many churches, love of neighbor is
understood within humanitarian terms as a kind of pastoral care. The legacy of Black Power and
the political theology that emerged in its wake—black liberation theology—shape theological
debates about race and identity central to contemporary cultural and political concerns about
issues such as policing, mass incarceration, gentrification, and educational and health
disparities.Like the chapters on humanitarianism and Black Power, the chapters on
Pentecostalism, Catholic social teaching, and Anglicanism also address different ways in which
privilege and power construct sameness and difference. But their focus is more explicitly on how
these dynamics play out in the relationship between church and world. All the chapters in part 1
review political theologies that emerge out of or are deeply shaped by the Atlantic world, but for
Pentecostalism and Catholic social teaching the focus is on political theologies informing the
most vibrant and numerically sizable streams of Christianity worldwide. Pentecostalism is
arguably the largest social movement of the past hundred years and represents a seismic shift in
the center of gravity of Christianity away from the West, even as non Western Pentecostal
churches shape Christianity in the West through patterns of migration and “reverse mission.” The
chapter on Pentecostalism thereby reckons with a “glocalized” form of political theology.11 If
Pentecostalism represents an emerging, populist strand of political theology, Catholic social
teaching represents an established, top down, and formal political theology that nevertheless
takes as foundational the life of the people as basic to faithful political witness. A further contrast
is that Pentecostalism tends to emphasize the distinctiveness of Christianity over and against
the world—establishing an at times antagonistic relationship between the two—whereas a
characteristic feature of Roman Catholic political theology is emphasizing the continuity
between church and world through the use of natural law and a notion that a Christian moral and
political vision can be shared by all people of “good will.”Anglicanism is another stream of
Christianity that exists worldwide, but one that combines Protestant and Catholic elements.
Alongside the Pentecostal/charismatic movement, it is the tradition that I am situated within, and
so including it is a way of locating myself on the map. Anglican political theology is the fruit of an
established church, but it is a church that was always internally and externally contested, and so
the relationship between power, plurality, and a common life is central to its formation. It also
represents a different kind of political imaginary to that of Catholic social teaching and
Pentecostalism, one which informs much of the institutional architecture and political discourses
of the modern world as part of the afterlife of the British Empire. What it shares with
Pentecostalism and Roman Catholicism is an acceptance of democracy as the normative form



of political order. Yet each of these traditions gives a different kind of rationale for this
commitment.While distinct, each chapter in part 1 helps illuminate and intersects with all the
other chapters. For example, the Anglican Church invests heavily in humanitarian work, and
humanitarianism shapes the political imagination of many Anglicans. Large parts of the Anglican
Communion have been “Pentecostalized.” At the same time, racism and colonialism have been
formative of the Anglican Church, while, from the black Episcopal abolitionist Peter Williams Jr.
through Anna Julia Cooper, Pauli Murray, and Desmond Tutu, a concern for black liberation and
black self determination has also been a current in Anglican political thought. So Black Power
critiques of white supremacy, and liberation theologies more generally, should be an important
interlocutor for the further development of Anglican political theology. And Anglican political
theology cannot be understood apart from its ongoing dialogue with Catholic social teaching.
Nest like, parallel points of connection interlace the other chapters in part 1. Subsequent
sections excavate and develop further the key concepts, terms, and issues at work in these
initial chapters.Part 2 focuses on the challenges that corrode a common life over time amid
asymmetries of power and identifies practices that sustain it. Each chapter in this section
addresses issues that, if not responded to constructively, lead to the fracture and dissolution of a
common life as a realm of mutual flourishing. Additionally, the question of how to coordinate
commonality, plurality, and power, and how failure to coordinate them justly and lovingly
generates much suffering and oppression, permeates my thinking throughout. The part begins
with a chapter on class analyzed through the prism of how social hierarchies of one form or
another shape the common life of a congregation, and then turns to a chapter on the difference
between secularism and secularity. Its focus is the need for Christians to coordinate pursuit of
the kingdom of God (and a distinctive form of life) with pursuit of penultimate goods held in
common with non Christian others through constructing a common life that is secular yet open to
theological claims. The third chapter is on toleration and hospitality understood as constructive
responses to the challenge of generating a common life with those we object to, find
scandalous, or strange. Each chapter in this section follows on from and builds on the one
before it.Part 3 sets out key concepts and terms for thinking about democracy as a means for
generating patterns of common life characterized by mutual flourishing. However, instead of
starting with the formal institutions of the modern liberal democratic state, I offer an approach to
thinking about politics from the vantage point of the everyday and the quotidian that, at the same
time, tries to keep in view the ironic and ambivalent nature of political life in this age before
Christ’s return. Picking up on themes explored in the first two parts, part 3 opens with a chapter
on humanity, setting out a theological anthropology for understanding how difference and
sameness are constitutive of any form of life together with others, including nonhuman ways of
being alive. It also argues that understanding what it means to be human necessitates attending
to questions of politics and power if our very conceptions of humanity are to avoid legitimizing
forms of oppression. A chapter on the meaning and purpose of economics follows, as
economics is a central part of creating and sustaining a common life. It argues that economic



relations must be understood as embedded within prior moral and political relations if they are to
help generate forms of human and ecological flourishing. This chapter, along with that on
humanity, thereby sets up the importance of subsequent chapters that explore the twin poles of
democracy: sovereignty and the people. The chapter on sovereignty addresses primarily
European debates about the nature of political authority, as these debates form key conceptual
terrain over which contemporary political theology travels. Next there is a chapter on the people
and populism understood as simultaneously theological and political categories. Politically, the
people are the justificatory basis of modern sovereignty, and the formation and demarcation of
“the people” is the primary site of democratic politics. Populism—whether democratic or
antidemocratic—is taken to be an inherent feature of this process of formation and demarcation.
Part 3 concludes with a summary, somewhat polemical chapter on the term “democratic politics,”
outlining how it is as relevant to what goes on in church or on a school board as to what is done
in Congress.If a central theme underlying part 2 is how Christians should orient themselves
within existing democratic polities, the primary focus of part 3 is setting out a constructive
political theology of democratic politics as a means through which to pursue the flourishing of
creation. Understanding the relationship between Christianity and democracy is vital for three
reasons. The first is historical. Democracy was a primary means through which Western
churches responded to processes of modernization such as industrialization, the rise of nation 
states and capitalism, and the new forms of social and ecological relationships that emerge
through them. Understanding how Christianity situates itself in relation to the contemporary
context means, at least in part, understanding its relationship to democracy. The second reason
is normative. Christians do not need democracy to practice their faith, but democracy enshrines
some central Christian commitments, and so, as a judgment of practical reason, democracy
should be an aspirational feature of political order for Christians. But the theo logic of this
judgment and aspiration needs spelling out, as it is neither immediately obvious nor well known.
The third is apologetic. Atrophy or outright rejection increasingly threatens democracy as a way
of ordering political life, solving shared problems, and pursuing human and ecological
flourishing. The book enumerates the ways it is threatened and undermined. The likes of William
Temple, Jacques Maritain, and Reinhold Niebuhr stated the theological case for democracy
when faced with adherence to totalitarian and authoritarian regimes in the 1930s and 1940s,
and there is a similar need to do so today. But the context and threats are somewhat different,
and so a different kind of case needs to be made.All the chapters in the book stand on their own
and so can be read as individual essays. However, like a Cubist portrait that connects multiple
dimensions and angles of vision, seen together, these essays paint a composite theological
picture of social, political, and economic relations in the contemporary Western context. Rather
than following a single linear genealogical road, I plot multiple intersecting pathways through the
same landscape.12 An overly neat approach that posits a uniform line of development from a
single point of origin makes determinative one history, geography, and set of experiences.
Arguably, such an approach is “unbiblical,” as the Bible itself is a multigenre, polyglot text that



traverses multiple histories and geographies. As already noted, I situate my account of political
theology within the Atlantic world and its cross cutting interchanges. Doing so recognizes
multiple points of origin and enables a broader range of voices to inform what is taken to be
political theology. The organization of the book also means that, as a portrait of the relationship
between Christianity and contemporary politics, it steps beyond a single genre to combine
elements of a collection of essays, a companion, and an introduction.Priority is given to topics
and terms that are both constitutive of and definitional for politics and political theology (as
defined in the first chapter). Some chapters examine background dynamics that shape politics
today—dynamics with which the church must contend—namely, capitalism, class, secularism,
and white supremacy.13 Themes—notably ecology, gender, power, justice, and love—not
addressed by an individual chapter are touched on in many of the chapters. Other chapters
contain a focused analysis of key terms—notably “poverty” and “privilege” in chapter 2, and
“citizenship” in chapter 3. However, the book does not aim to be either comprehensive or
encyclopedic. Neither is it a dictionary. Inevitably, therefore, there are shortcomings and elisions.
There are some highly pertinent topics I do not address; for example, the way either war or
sexuality impacts politics.14 There are terrains I do not map; for example, the multifarious
strands of political theology that feed into evangelicalism. There are trails I do not explore; for
example, the interconnection between Christian and Jewish political theology and political
thinkers—but which are nevertheless present in the text, as evidenced in references to figures
such as Martin Buber, Hannah Arendt, and Walter Benjamin. And there are strands of thought in
which I have emphasized some voices over others; for example, within feminist theology broadly
construed, I focus on womanist, black feminist, and mujerista theology.The book can be used as
the basis for an introductory course in Christian political theology, or individual chapters can be
incorporated into broader ethics or theology courses. The book can also be used for discussion
groups in a variety of settings. To aid these uses, each chapter is accompanied by a set of
suggested scriptural texts as well as readings, mostly in primary sources, that can be used as
the basis for further discussion. For the readings, I have selected one or two classic texts from
an earlier period to put into dialogue with a range of modern texts, each of which illuminates and
shares a set of concerns with the chapter in question.15 The readings are of such a length that,
depending on the time available, either one or a cluster could be selected for use in a single
class.16 As structured, the book moves from the ground up, beginning with some significant
ways Christians are already making sense of political life and then unfolding key terms and
debates through which to understand the interaction of Christianity and politics. However, it can
also be read or taught in the reverse order. Those who like to understand key concepts first, and
then see how they are at work in a series of interlinked positions, can begin with the last essay
and work backward.In summary, the book consists of a series of intersecting essays that
together constitute an inquiry into some of the primary vocabulary, ideas, themes, and schools
of thought that shape Christian reflection on politics in the West. I include material from my prior
publications, but in a revised and often more explicitly theological way. The chapters combine



systematic overviews and historical descriptions with normative judgments. Together, these
provide a deep field of vision for understanding the contemporary relevance of the terms and
arguments discussed.Overall, this book explores what it means for Christians to speak and act
faithfully, hopefully, and lovingly in the contemporary Western political context. This is a context
in which, on a daily basis, I find myself boxed into choosing between, on the one hand, a politics
that reduces human flourishing to securing material prosperity and consuming better and, on the
other hand, a set of polarizing social scripts that reduce politics to conforming to a brittle
ideological checklist, whether of the left or the right. If the former provides a comforting
familiarity, the latter compensates with a sense of drama and moral urgency. In my settled
moments, I know that neither option abides with the spiritual, physical, psychological, and
interpersonal complexities of living a life with and for my friends, colleagues, neighbors, and
family members, let alone those I find strange or threatening. Yet such a life is the reality of what
I, and I think most of us, seek to nourish, while at the same time having a care for those around
us who suffer, whether at home or abroad. Like others, I find myself bewildered in the face of
what it means to live a flourishing life with and for others and need help trying to meaningfully
and purposefully reach toward inhabiting one. In these pages, I have tried to address this need
by articulating a political theology that speaks beyond either bourgeois or ideological pieties,
and which is capacious enough to address the profound desire many have for faith, hope, and
love amidst the struggles and indignities of everyday life, and the personal and political
catastrophes and injustices that afflict those around us. While I can provide neither comfort nor
drama, I hope that what follows helps generate wisdom and passion for how to live well as
political animals who confess Jesus Christ as Lord amidst the perplexities and tragedies of a
human life.I begin by examining how to understand two terms central to the book: “political
theology” and “politics.” The next chapter is programmatic for the book as a whole. It combines
the genealogy of political theology as a field and definitions of some core terms used throughout
the book with a constructive vision for how to understand the relationship between Christianity
and politics.1. See Augustine, City of God 19.24. All references refer to Augustine, The City of
God, trans. William Babcock (New York: New City Press, 2013).2. Oliver O’Donovan, The Ways
of Judgment (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 7–12.3. Édouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse:
Selected Essays, trans. J. Michael Dash (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1989). The
English and French meaning of “creole”/créole is not equivalent to the Spanish meaning of
criollo. The parallel terms in Spanish are mestizaje, mulatez, and mezcolanza.4. Paul Gilroy,
Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1993).5. Barnor Hesse, “Symptomatically Black: A Creolization of the Political,” in The
Creolization of Theory, ed. Françoise Lionnet and Shu mei Shih (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2011), 53.6. This is to parse the Caribbean Philosophical Association’s strapline “shifting
the geography of reason.”7. Other circuits include that between Europe, the Levant, and the
Middle East; that between Europe, India, and China; and later, that between North America and
the countries of the Pacific Rim. An example of the way exchanges with India and across



religious boundaries shaped political theology in the West is that between foundational figures in
the American civil rights movement and the nonviolent movement led by Mahatma Gandhi. On
this see Sarah Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle: Religion and the International Roots of the
Civil Rights Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). Azaransky’s book is a good
example of the shift in the geography of political theology I am calling for.8. For a more extensive
account of the methodology that informs my approach, and how it contrasts with, on the one
hand, accounts that begin with a theological trope, axiom, or ideal that is then applied to reality
and, on the other hand, accounts that begin with experience or context that is then correlated to
theology, see Luke Bretherton, “Coming to Judgment: Methodological Reflections on the
Relationship between Ecclesiology, Ethnography and Political Theory,” Modern Theology 28, no.
2 (2012): 167–96. The key distinction is that I take theological and political conceptualizations to
be always already in circulation with each other. There can be an ad hoc and contingent
commensurability between them, but this can only be discerned and discovered rather than
predetermined, systematized, or rejected.9. The canon, primary interlocutors, and points of
reference would change depending on the regional orientation of a book of this nature. For
example, in China, Confucius rather than Aristotle would be a primary interlocutor, and figures
such as Hong Xiuquan, Wu Yaozong, or Lin Zhao would be modern points of reference. In Africa,
what Henry Odera Oruka calls “African sage philosophy” would form a backdrop to deliberations,
while contemporary figures ranging from John Mbiti to Mercy Amba Oduyoye would be
contemporary interlocutors. That being said, given the meshwork of influences from around the
world that informs Christian political thought throughout its history, there is no clear dividing line
between one region and another. Yet a global introduction to political theology is beyond the
scope of this volume.10. Pentecostalism, Catholic social teaching, and Anglicanism are neither
one nor the other of these beginning points and structural locations, combining elements—to a
greater or lesser degree—of both.11. Ogbu Kalu identifies Pentecostalism as “glocal” in form as
a way of naming how it sits at the intersection of global processes and local identities. See Ogbu
Kalu, African Pentecostalism: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 188–92.
The neologism “glocal” is a disruptive term meant to deconstruct false dichotomies that oppose
the local and global. It points to how each refracts and produces the other. See Roland
Robertson, Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture (London: Sage, 1992), 130.12. An
example of the linear approach is Oliver O’Donovan and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan, eds., From
Irenaeus to Grotius: A Sourcebook in Christian Political Thought, 100–1625 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1999).13. I treat elsewhere some of these background terms and conditions, notably,
what is meant by the term “civil society.” See Luke Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy: Faith,
Citizenship, and the Politics of a Common Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015),
179–218. I steer away from using the term “civil society” in this volume because when it comes
to the political role of churches and other religious associations, “civil society” confuses more
than it clarifies. On this see Jacob Levy, Rationalism, Pluralism, and Freedom (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015), 17–22.14. The central focus of this book is the nature and form of



politics. But I recognize the contingency of this starting point. There is a strand of political
thought that sees war as the basis of politics—politics is war by other means. My approach
explicitly rejects such a framework (see chap. 1). More recently, an alternative starting point for
thinking about political order is represented by queer theory. It contends that unless one begins
with the instabilities of how sexuality and gender are constructed, and the way norms about
sexual identity organize social, economic, and political relations, one is masking a, if not the,
fundamental way in which human life together is ordered and power distributed. In political
theology, the work of Marcella Althaus Reid exemplifies this kind of analysis. This is a compelling
account but not one I have taken to frame this book, as I think it makes overdeterminative one
aspect of a common life. However, the account I develop has points of connection to the work of
some queer theorists (e.g., José Esteban Muñoz and Judith Butler), while for others it would be
seen as wholly antithetical (e.g., Lee Edelman). Moreover, some will question the absence of a
chapter devoted to sexuality. While that is debatable, I focus on race (chapter 3) and class
(chapter 7), and their interstitial operations, as paradigmatic of all other structures of
oppression.15. The readings are listed in the order of original publication date. When a
suggested reading is not explicitly discussed in the chapter, a short line explaining why it is
included is given.16. To that end, many of the primary sources suggested are from abridged
versions, and so of a manageable length.CHAPTER 1What Is Political Theology? What Is
Politics?We are immersed in talk of politics. It dominates the news cycle and conversations with
friends and family. It shapes critical aspects of our lives and can even determine our sense of
identity. Political talk arouses strong emotions, divides society, and can lead to war. It should
therefore matter a great deal what kinds of speech count as political speech, how we talk
together about politics, and whether we understand what people mean when they use a term
like “democracy,” “state,” or “government.”How anyone speaks about politics matters, but a
specific challenge exists for Christians: many political terms are also terms Christians use to talk
about who God is and who we are in relation to God. Words like “ruler” and “kingdom” have
obvious political overtones. But even seemingly churchy words like “liturgy,” “ecclesial,” and
“bishop” are explicitly political in origin. The symbiosis between talk of God and talk of politics
sets up all sorts of potential connections, conflations, and confusions. Political concepts can
illuminate but also be overidentified with theological ones, and vice versa. For example, when we
talk of God’s sovereignty, is that the same as talking about the sovereignty of a state? Or should
we understand these uses of “sovereignty” very differently? The potential for confusion becomes
even more pronounced when we talk about the interaction between church and state or between
the Christian life and political life. The attempt to talk rightly about the interaction between
Christianity and politics generates different schools of thought, which articulate divergent
understandings. For example, how Calvinists frame church state relations (as involving a
connected but mutually disciplining relationship) differs markedly from how Anabaptists
understand it (as necessitating separation). If Christians are to understand each other, let alone
their non Christian neighbors, then greater clarity is needed about the ways in which different



Christians approach political life. Added to this is the need for more generative and theologically
robust ways of articulating how Christians should talk and act with others as moral and political
animals. This book aims to address both needs.Theological reflection on politics has come to be
called, perhaps unsurprisingly, “political theology.” But what, precisely, is meant by this term? To
answer this question, I first examine how confessing Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior inherently
makes a claim about the nature and purpose of politics, but also, how all theological claims
emerge from a political process. Second, I set out a theological rationale for politics. Third, I
reflect on how political theology is not just a confessional endeavor. It can also constitute a form
of “political philosophy”; that is, it can be a way of thinking about the nature and purpose of
politics independent of whether or not someone confesses Jesus Christ as Lord. The division
between confessional and nonconfessional approaches to political theology raises the question
of how to classify different political theologies. This question is taken up in the fourth section.
These initial parts focus on the theological dimensions of political theology. The fifth section
analyzes its political aspects, exploring how politics is two faced. On the one hand, politics
denotes statecraft—top down, unilateral, and coercive ways of ordering life together. On the
other hand, it denotes a relational, bottom up, and nonviolent craft for forging and sustaining a
common life. Building on this distinction, I delineate in the sixth part how political theology both
works with and reconfigures Greco Roman ways of understanding the nature and purpose of
politics, arguing that the ways it does so is paradigmatic for subsequent interactions between
confessional political theology and other political philosophies. The final part extends this
analysis to show how political theology also generates ways of reimagining economic and
familial relations.Political Theology as TheologyPolitics is a foundational part of forging a good or
flourishing life. The good life is not reducible to individual happiness: we are social creatures
whose flourishing emerges out of and depends on being embedded in some form of common
life. Moreover, a truly good, happy, and meaningful life cannot be built on the domination of
others. Therefore, to ask what the good or moral life is necessitates asking about how such a life
is symbiotic with the flourishing of others. It requires asking what the interpersonal, structural,
ecological, and cosmic conditions of human flourishing are, and conversely, how their absence
constitutes a form of suffering.As the central way humans create and order their common life,
politics determines whether this common life is just or unjust, generous or heartless, peaceable
or violent. Politics is therefore central to the nature and form of the good or moral life, and thus
any analysis of the nature and form of morality must include reflection on the nature of political
life.1 Unsurprisingly then, from the Bible onward, political life has figured largely in theological
reflection on the meaning, purpose, and ordering of human life in response to the revelation of
God given in Jesus Christ. But such reflection is also always already contextual, as theological
and political questions arise through having to negotiate a common life in a specific time and
place.Theology is not reducible to politics. That is to say, politics does not exhaust the meaning
and purpose of theology. However, theology always has a political valence, and its formulation
and articulation involve political, economic, and social processes. An example of this is the



Nicene Creed, which, after Scripture, is a primary document of Christian confession. It is a vital
formulation of Christian belief and means of paradosis (the handing on of faith between
generations). It contains reflection on the nature and form of politics. And it was written as the
result of a political process involving Roman imperial authorities. But no single one of these three
elements should wholly determine how to interpret the creed. Rather, each of these elements is
important for understanding this creed as a form of Christian confession.To pick up on just one
of these elements, the creed testifies to the centrality of politics to questions about who God is
and who we are in relation to God. Alongside Mary and Jesus, the figure of Pontius Pilate is the
only other human person named in both the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed. His
inclusion signifies something vital about the nature of politics and the nature of the relationship
between Christianity and all forms of political order.2 Politics is always time and site specific,
involving particular persons making judgments in specific places. When talk about politics
becomes too abstract, it loses touch with how granular histories are the forge in which political
life is cast. Political theology must account for how sweeping historical forces such as capitalism,
or systemic injustices such as racism and sexism, determine conditions for action. But a
Christian account of political life must avoid any fervor to see the world wholly in structural terms.
Rather, it should always keep in view how it is nameable persons who must take responsibility
and be held accountable for the right and wrong judgments they make or omit to make.3 Here
the contrast between Pilate and Mary is instructive. Mary, someone without status and
oppressed in multiple ways, acts in faith and love toward God, and in so doing changes the
cosmos. Pilate, someone with high status and authority over life and death, acts out of fear and
pride, rejects God, but his actions achieve nothing but their own negation.Pilate points to how
God judges and condemns the Roman Empire and the form of political order it represents and
embodies. Jesus was judged to be an enemy of the dominant religious political order, and so was
condemned to be shamed and humiliated through crucifixion. The form this humiliation took was
a parodic exaltation designed to make a grotesque spectacle of and thereby mock the
pretensions of Jesus to be a king. But God the Father glorified Jesus, inverting the parody,
thereby mocking and shaming the established authorities of the day. As a way of humbling the
self proclaimed rulers of the age, Christ’s crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension are a twofold
response. First, there is a reversal that upends sovereignty understood in imperial, tyrannous,
and exploitative terms so that such forms of lordship are dethroned and shown to be anti 
Christic.4 The drama and radical newness of this reversal—whereby ancient forms of dignity
and glory are revealed to be preposterous and pretentious, and a seditious, possibly lunatic
slave embodies and becomes the criterion for identifying what is true, good, and beautiful—are
often lost on contemporary readers.5 Pilate is in the creeds because this reversal is vital for
understanding why the gospel is good news. Pilate, far from being the center of the story (and in
the archive of recorded history, it is the Pilates of this world who are always the center of the
story), is a marginal figure. Jesus is the main character, and in the creeds, Jesus’s story is the
turning point of all history.Second, Christ’s crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension reveal the



impotence of fallen principalities and powers, who, when challenged, can only constrain, punish,
and kill, and in doing so expose the limits of their power and their fear of their own limits. In
contrast to Pilate, and in him all worldly authorities of which he is a type, the resurrection and
ascension unveil the deepest and only life giving source of power: the power of the Spirit. The
Spirit brings calm out of storms, health out of disease, and resurrection out of death. And at
Pentecost, this power is poured out on all flesh so that all may have abundant life. By implication,
at the most basic level of confession, Christians are to realize that the institutions and structures
of this world, and those who rule them, while fearsome, are not in control, and do not have the
last word. Jesus is the Alpha and Omega and, as Lord of the cosmos, relativizes and points
beyond all human structures and authorities that shape our common life. His Lordship admits no
other—there is only one, and this one is like no other—meaning that it defines and relativizes all
other claims to rule (Deut. 6:4–5). Conversely, politics and economics neither exhaust nor
explain what it means to be human; while bread is necessary to live, we cannot live by bread
alone.Echoing how the creeds position Pilate, political theology is bifocal. It articulates the
nature, form, and purpose of political life in the light of the revelation of God given in Jesus Christ
while at the same time attending to the historical realities in which that life is lived. Political
theology discerns the consonance and dissonance between the form of rule incarnated and
inaugurated by Jesus Christ and the orders and authorities shaping this age between Christ’s
ascension and return. At times, it identifies how penultimate authorities obey Christ, while at
other times it detects how they are anti Christic. Political theology aids our discernment of how to
act appropriately in this time, in both its historical and its eschatological register. To be Christian,
any process of discernment must itself be subject to the gospel, which is no easy matter, as the
gospel is anarchic, fissile material, at once disruptive and creative in its political effects.So What
Is Theological about Political Theology?As already indicated, “theology” in the term “political
theology” refers to reflection on the nature and form of political life in response to Jesus Christ as
the revelation of God. Thus, it is woven into and out of theological anthropology, that is, the
articulation of what humans are as creatures and sinners who are redeemed and fulfilled in and
through Jesus Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit. Theological anthropology constitutes
the normative basis of political theology. And it is the Bible, along with its reception in myriad
subsequent confessions of belief and practice (e.g., the creeds), that is the primary point of
reference for envisioning and describing what it means to be human and how to situate political
life within a wider drama of divine human relations. This book tracks various understandings of
what it means to be human—some more theological than others—and has a whole chapter
devoted to just this question. Put schematically, driving the constructive elements of my
arguments is the attempt to think through political theology from the standpoint of what it means
to be a creature, to be in covenantal relation with God and neighbor (whether through the
institutions of the church or not), and to be open to conversion (to be a sinner in need of and
receptive to the work of the Spirit in healing and delivering creation, thereby reopening creation
to its eschatological fulfillment).As creatures, situated in various covenantal relations, and in



need of conversion, we are always already in relationship with others. Our personhood is the fruit
of a social and wider ecological womb as much as a single physical one; that is, we come to be
in and through others not like us, including nonhuman others. This means we cannot exist
without some kind of common life with a plurality of human and nonhuman ways of being alive.
The theological claim is that we cannot enjoy a fullness of existence without communion with
God. Given what it means to be a fallen, finite, and frail creature whose survival and flourishing
depend on the care of others, the formation of a common life is necessary to live. And the
formation of any form of common life entails politics. We act politically, for better or worse, when
we do the work of forging and sustaining patterns of common life. The character and form of a
distinctively Christian vision of political relations—and thence the basis of a common life—are
based on neighbor love. I spell out below what I mean by neighbor love and how it incorporates
love of the stranger, the enemy, and the friendless.If one foundational warrant for political
theology is our relationship to God and others, another is our relationship to time and space. If
humans are to participate more lovingly and justly in forms of common life with each other, with
nonhuman life, and with God, then the current social, political, and economic structures need to
change. That the current spatial and temporal order of things is not inevitable or necessary, and
that it can and should change, is a central scriptural theme. Abram and Sarai must leave Haran
to become Abraham and Sarah. God delivers Israel from Egypt. The institutions of kingship in
Israel are ambiguous in origin and wayward in practice, so that prophets must remind the king of
a higher law than their own writ. Babylon is a place of exile, not the way things should be. And
while Jesus Christ has come, creation still groans as we await Christ’s return. In these stories
and tropes, the Bible deconstructs and offers an alternative to any attempt to write a particular
social, economic, and political order into the cosmic order in such a way that a contingent and
fallen way of ordering time and space is inscribed with an immutable character and posited as
inevitable, natural, or “just the way things should be.” However, the tension between the world as
it is and the world as it will be in the kingdom of God gives rise to a dilemma at the heart of
political theology. We must strive to see present political arrangements from the standpoint of
eternity so that we can understand them as spatially and temporally contingent. However, to
make political judgments as if one is already a full fledged inhabitant of God’s eternal realm is to
render what is contingent sacrosanct and unchangeable. Instead, we must accept the
contingency and frailty of our judgments (however righteous the cause) as the price of admitting
we are temporal, not eternal. To be faithful, political judgments must be held lightly (thereby
resisting making this age a final home), even as they are made with the intention to live now in
the light of eternity.However strong the temptation, the political, social, and economic order of
the day should not be equated with God’s oikonomia, that is, God’s cultivation of the cosmos.
The church often forgets this injunction, with terrible consequences, but prophetic figures and
movements are raised up by the Spirit to help the church remember it. From the martyrs’ refusal
to bow the knee to the Roman emperor as Lord, through to modern confessions such as Mary
Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), David Walker’s Appeal to the



Colored Citizens of the World (1829), the Barmen Declaration (1934) against the Nazis, and
Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963), it is a foundational (if often ignored)
political insight of Christianity that there is a need to deconstruct and offer an alternative to any
attempt to sanctify a political order or to say it is immutable. At the same time, pursuit of the
kingdom of God is inseparable from pursuit of penultimate goods in common. Down the
centuries, political theologies have at times coordinated pursuit of the kingdom of God and
pursuit of penultimate goods and at other times conflated them.Political Theology as Political
PhilosophyWhat I have outlined so far is a Christian conception of political theology. But the term
has a history both before and outside of Christian usage. As a term, it can refer to how pre 
Christian Stoic philosophy envisaged the beliefs and practices associated with state cults that
divinized and personified the political order through divine figures such as Athena or Jupiter. The
“political theology” of a polity was contrasted with “natural theology,” said to transcend any given
political order and be universal. More recently, the term has been associated with a stream of
thinkers who raid the Christian archive to furnish themselves with categories and concepts for
reflection on modern politics. They utilize the Christian archive out of recognition that, at least in
the West, much of the language and conceptual grammar of political life has roots in theological
beliefs and practices. Nevertheless, this is nonconfessional, “postsecular” political theology. At
the same time, it is entwined with and contributes to explicitly confessional forms of political
theology.A synonym for political theology could be Christian political philosophy. However, as
already noted, this does not quite capture the ways non Christians have taken up the theological
archive for reflection on politics. And feeding into contemporary political theology is the complex
intellectual history of the relationship between political philosophy and theology in the West, so
that figures such as Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin, Thomas Hobbes, G. W. F. Hegel,
Jane Addams, and Martin Luther King Jr. are part of both the canon of political theology and the
canon of “secular” political thought. Conversely, avowed non Christian thinkers such as Karl
Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Hannah Arendt deploy theological terms and can be vital
interlocutors in explicitly Christian political theology. Political theology can thereby be
confessional or nonconfessional. Dante and Leo Tolstoy are confessing Christians whose work
addresses the church but who are also read to illuminate explicitly nonconfessional political
projects. In contrast, contemporary figures such as the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben and
the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek write explicitly nonconfessional political theology that
can, nevertheless, be read and appropriated confessionally. Such contemporary figures stand in
continuity with one of the seminal figures of early modern political theology, Baruch Spinoza
(1632–1677). Then there are those who write non Christian political theology by engaging with
the Christian archive but within a different religious or philosophical tradition. A prominent
example is Mahatma Gandhi; others include the German Jewish philosopher Jacob Taubes and
the Chinese democratic activist and dissident Liu Xiaobo.Political Theology or Political
Theologies? The Problem of ClassificationAlongside a division between confessional and
nonconfessional are a range of other fissures that shape and order what is understood to be the



purpose, content, and form of political theology. These fractures are then used to create a
taxonomy. One such is a broad division between sapiential (wisdom focused, prudential) and
apocalyptic forms of political theology. However, alongside sapiential and apocalyptic forms,
most theologians and schools of thought deploy a variety of genres, including tragic, comedic,
and, on occasion, epic styles (for example, Augustine’s City of God is a monumental prose
epic).6 This diversity is right. Political theology needs multiple genres to articulate the realities of
which it speaks.A widely taught but problematic approach to narrating the field is to divide
political theology, in all its forms, between two broad currents of reflection: the Augustinian 
Reformed and Aristotelian Thomistic traditions of moral and political thought. The key divide is
theological, turning on whether political life is understood as a post Fall development or whether
it is an original part of creation. If the former, politics is a symptom of the introduction of sin into
creation; if the latter, politics is a good in itself rather than at best a providential good that inhibits
things getting worse. A lot follows from this division. If the former, political authority and political
life are primarily about restraining evil. If the latter, politics is part of human flourishing, even
though, after the Fall, it is caught up in and manifests idolatrous and sinful patterns. In this book,
I split the difference. Politics is a creational good, the goal of which is a just and loving common
life, embodying as it does the good of association. Statecraft, which entails the use of coercive,
unilateral power, is a postlapsarian endeavor that at its best inhibits evil.To state things as they
are often taught, following the Aristotelian Thomistic line will supposedly lead to a more positive
view of human efforts and political authority in forming moral persons and communities. By
contrast, the Augustinian Reformed approach is said to lead to greater skepticism about what
humans are capable of and tends to emphasize the priority of divine rather than human action in
the formation of just and loving persons and communities. The primary problem with this
portrayal is that Augustine and Aquinas are closer than this account presumes, and there is
much overlap in the strands of thought they are said to spawn. While there are divisions in the
tradition over whether political life is either good but fallen or intrinsically sinful, the nomenclature
is misplaced: Augustine and Aquinas fall on neither one side nor the other of this division.
Rather, they share a sense of humans as political animals whose temporal and eschatological
fulfillment requires the formation of a common life; of political rule as a potentially virtuous
activity orientated to promoting human flourishing; and of the importance of well ordered
institutions (e.g., household and commonwealth) to structuring the pursuit of a good life.7A
parallel but no less problematic binary is sometimes drawn between Augustine and Eusebius,
that is, between political theologies that understand established political authorities to be
contingent (Augustine) and those that sacralize the existing political order (Eusebius). The
modern reception of Eusebius portrays him as a propagandist of empire. However, even as he
validates imperial rule as having a place in God’s providential ordering of the cosmos, he
renders it contingent, while at the same time seeking to school the emperor by emphasizing the
pastoral dimensions of rule. Variations of the divide between Augustine and Eusebius are
between “non Constantinian” and “Constantinian” as well as dissenting and establishment



streams of political theology. Closer inspection reveals blurred lines and many points of overlap
between the seeming polarities of these positions.There is a further, very significant weakness
of the taxonomy that focuses solely on supposed divisions between Augustinian Reformed and
Aristotelian Thomistic strands of political theology. It is one that ignores and marginalizes less
formal and more radical traditions. One example is black political theologies articulated by
figures such as Nat Turner, Olaudah Equiano, Martin Delany, Ida B. Wells, Frederick Douglass,
and Albert Cleage Jr. As I will argue throughout the book, it is vital that political theology not
simply canvass a broad range of voices when formulating a position but give priority to those
who speak from the “underside of history.” But to do so requires problematizing three things: the
geography, historiography, and canon of political theology. I problematized the geography of
political theology in the introduction by drawing attention to how it is a creolized set of
discourses born out of the commercial and colonial entanglements of the Atlantic and other
worlds. Our notion of history also needs troubling, as modern conceptions of history are mostly
an attempt to give an account of life together through time without reference to God or the status
of humans as creatures. Such an approach generates genealogies of political theology as if God
does not exist. And the canon of texts—and what and who counts as doing political theology—
needs revising. Modern intellectual history, political philosophy, and political theology presume
an archive and therefore focus on those who had status of some kind or produced records. In
modern Western political theology, this was primarily white men imbricated in one kind of
colonizing project or another. Up to now political theology has primarily focused on textual
analysis and commentary, so the challenge is how to listen to those who are without an archive
and increase the range of figures who count as doing political theology. Going forward, a range
of other disciplines and methods needs to be incorporated such as oral history, folklore,
archeology, and ethnography.8 This is not a call to abandon the notion of a canon. A canon of
texts, cases, and concepts is necessary for thinking through political questions in a robust and
responsible way with others, over generations. It is rather a call to reconfigure how the canon of
political theology is imagined and narrated.The work of people like Turner, Wells, and Douglass
—and the way their work problematizes the geography, historiography, and canon of political
theology—poses a further question, that of how to situate white, Eurocentric streams of political
theology in relation to nonwhite, non Eurocentric approaches. This very formulation illustrates the
problem. Is one side defined by a negative or mimetic relation to the other? Or is one a form of
dissent or subversion of a “mainstream” set of positions? Or are these incommensurable
traditions locked in a permanent struggle, with the affirmation of one constituting the negation of
the other? Or is the relationship dialectical? All these formulations of the relationship are
problematic because they all rest on one kind of binary or another. Echoing my critique of prior
divisions, I contend it is crucial to resist setting up binaries between traditional and radical,
conservative and progressive, mainstream and subversive, premodern and modern, Western
and non Western, or colonial and decolonial frames of reference. Such binaries can make for
compelling rhetoric, but too often they are reductive attempts to stabilize and simplify what are



inherently dynamic and often paradoxical relations, thereby concealing more than they reveal.
Chapter 4 on Pentecostalism exemplifies what I am getting at, as Pentecostalism does not fit
straightforwardly on to either one side or the other of the categories just outlined.All political
theologies do, however, exist on an axis between death and hope. To even begin to make sense
of the world, they must contemplate the tears, blood, and shit that ground and suffuse our
political orders. But to find meaning and purpose in this world, they must discover a way to speak
—however tentatively—of brutality and tragedy in the voice of hope. In the context of political
theology, to speak of death in the locution of hope demands wrestling with how processes of
cross cultural transmission exist within systemic oppression, points of dialogue within
domination, fragments of loving intimacy amid trauma. Such wrestling reflects the conditions of
theology as faith seeking wisdom when caught between crucifixion and ascension. When so
situated, the quest for wisdom begins either at the site of a wound or in a place of wonder. And
both are places of loss and disorientation.In attempting to navigate a bleak landscape illumined
by shards of light, this book in no way sponsors a narrative of progress. Nor does it wrap a
blanket of consolation around the wounds and sores of history, thereby hiding them from view. I
take it that if we are to tell the truth, then alongside the agony of oppression, the agency of the
oppressed—and their aspirations for and experiences of a better world—also needs
remembering.9 Conversely, when contemplating the contribution of Western theology to the
formation of Christian belief and practice, we can neither simply vilify nor laud it. Rather, as part
of how God heals and exorcises the spirit of the Western world, the need is to provincialize
Western theology as one contribution among many, identify and repent its idolatries and
pathologies, and deconstruct its pretensions to be the highest form that everyone else should
conform to. Then, as part of the ongoing journey of conversion, the need is to reimagine and
revise Eurocentric ways of knowing, sensing, desiring, and acting in the world so that such ways
more faithfully, hopefully, and lovingly participate in the Holy Spirit’s gathering of witnesses to
and making present Jesus Christ. After all, a mark of faith, hope, and love is the decentering of
“our” world so that “we” might be opened out to life with and for others, particularly the suffering
and despised.I use the term “conversion” to describe the process of transformational change
that a Christian conception of politics should seek, as conversion captures the paradoxical,
nonprogressive view of change that informs this book. As exemplified in baptism, a theological
vision of change is simultaneously retrospective and prospective. It involves the recovery of an
originally good but currently fallen way of being alive and the movement into a new,
eschatologically given form of life that transfigures what currently exists. Conversion also entails
events of definitive change and, at the same time, a chronological process framed as a journey
or pilgrimage. But conversion is not linear or unidirectional (forward or backward, up or down).
Depending on the circumstances, it entails a turn back, a turn away from, or a turn toward
something.10 If we shift the semantic framework from a spatio temporal register to a relational
one, conversion generates degrees of identification with and participation in how the Spirit is
making Christ present in the world. Such personal and communal attunement and reorientation



create more or less intense patterns of identification and disidentification with the world.11 At
times who or what is to be identified with lies outside the church, and at other times one is to
identify with the church over and against the world.To avoid misleading binaries, the approach I
take here is simply to posit political theology as a shared terrain across which there are multiple
pathways. “Political theology” as a term can be given an adjective, as in “Anglican political
theology” or “Lutheran political theology,” or it can name a specific formulation within one tradition
—notably, Catholic social teaching. Each term denotes a pathway emerging from or situated
within a particular tradition of Christian belief and practice. Staying with the cartographic
metaphor, different ecclesial traditions (e.g., Reformed, Anabaptist, Roman Catholic) and
movements (e.g., evangelicalism, Social Gospel, Pentecostalism) generate distinct pathways
that nevertheless intersect with each other. These pathways ramble from, to, and across the
terrain of premodern and modern schools of theology (e.g., Augustinian, Thomistic, liberation
theology), philosophy (e.g., Platonic, deontological, utilitarian), and critical social theories (e.g.,
Marxist, queer, decolonial) that make up the topography of political theology as a landscape.
These pathways can converge at various intersections to generate specific political theories: for
example, Christian socialism, Christian democracy, and Christian anarchism. Through points of
shared genealogy and interchange, the landscape of Christian political theology overlaps with
political thinking in other faiths—most immediately, Judaism and then Islam, but also Hinduism,
Buddhism, Taoism, and a range of other identifiably non Christian traditions of belief and
practice.“Political theology” is not just a generic term or common noun for numerous pathways
that marry political and theological reflection; it also refers to one particular pathway. As a distinct
path, its development illustrates how different political theologies cut across and connect with
other ways of walking the same landscape. As a singular pathway, this particular political
theology emerges out of debates in Germany between the two world wars about whether or not
there is a necessary identification between theological and political concepts and the
implications of this for understanding the nature of political order.12 While the controversial
German Catholic legal theorist and onetime Nazi Carl Schmitt was a catalytic and formative
presence in this strand of political theology, other key figures include the Catholic historian Erik
Peterson, the historian Ernst Kantorowicz, the jurist Hans Kelsen, and the Marxist influenced
philosophers Walter Benjamin and Ernst Bloch (all of Jewish origin, three of whom had to flee
the Nazis). After the Second World War, this debate was developed in constructive, theological
directions by two Protestant theologians—Dorothee Sölle and Jürgen Moltmann—and one
Catholic theologian—Johannes Baptist Metz. Sölle, Moltmann, and Metz envisaged their
species of political theology as a corrective to the privatization of Christianity and the way in
which modern theology overly spiritualized Christian beliefs and practices and legitimized
oppressive regimes. They called on the church to become a “social critical institution,” envisaging
salvation as having as much to do with matters of political, economic, and social transformation
in the here and now as with the eternal destiny of the soul. Sölle, Moltmann, and Metz’s work
was in dialogue with and contributed to the emergence of Latin American liberation theology—a



political theology that includes both Protestants and Catholics.The broader question their work
raised was whether it was the role of political theology, in any form, to provide rationales for or
critiques of “secular” political programs and social movements. The alternative role for political
theology is to articulate how the church has its own politics that may or may not conform to either
progressive or conservative political programs. Contemporary figures such as Stanley
Hauerwas, John Milbank, and Oliver and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan represent this alternative
view. At the heart of this debate are a set of questions that haunt contemporary political
theology, and which black liberation theology, womanist, feminist, queer, and decolonial
theologies have posed with great perspicuity. Can Christians imagine and narrate Christianity
against itself when faced with the complicity of Christians, acting in the name of Christ, in
generating forms of life that warrant such things as ecological devastation, patriarchy, white
supremacy, and genocide? Or has the Holy Spirit moved beyond the historic churches? And is
the Spirit better identified with nonconfessional social movements such as feminism or the
environmental movement? I take the view that reformation and renewal are possible. This book
should be read as a contribution to this task, a task that is perennially before the church.At base,
political theology emerges in the tension filled and ambiguous time between the world as it is and
the world as it will be in Christ—that is, between mortality and natality, death and hope, fasting
and feasting, lament and praise. This in between time is the time of politics. But saying this raises
the question of how to understand politics as a concept and activity.What Does the Word
“Political” Signify in the Term “Political Theology”?“Politics” as a term has an affective,
descriptive, and evaluative register. Affectively, to call something political is to invoke feelings of
attraction or aversion. For example, to say “they’re playing politics with the issue” is to
communicate that even if what they are doing is not illegal or immoral, they are acting in a way
that feels wrong or inappropriate. Descriptively, politics denotes a bounded activity. For example,
voting is political, shopping is economic. But, like the terms “murder” or “hospitality,” the term
“politics” not only describes an action but also signifies a moral evaluation of an action or arena
of human endeavor. Some see politics as, at best, a necessary evil or inherently corrupting and
so morally bad or suspect. It is therefore to be avoided or superseded. For examples, utopias
often envisage pre or postpolitical forms of life that do away with the need for politics altogether.
By contrast, politics is defined here as a moral good. While politics is often corrupt, bad, or evil,
normatively I see it as necessary for human survival and flourishing.Politics as a moral good has
three dimensions. The first dimension of politics as a good refers to the nature and form of the
polis, the thing that is shared. Other terms for this common life include the “commonwealth,”
“commonweal,” “public life,” or res publica. The good that inheres in the form and structure of the
polity is the good of association or common life and the structures, practices, and processes that
enable this good to be tilled and tended. As a good, association is both an intrinsic good and a
means through which to fulfill other kinds of substantive common goods (e.g., health and
education).13 As a good, politics is directed to the flourishing of the whole rather than the part,
the common rather than either a factional or private interest.Secondly, the political is that which



shapes and structures this common life so that, as a good, it can be sustained over time. The
political thereby includes such things as laws, constitutions, the means of governance
(bureaucracy, etc.), electoral systems, and the like. Politics in this second sense is a synonym for
statecraft: the exercise of sovereignty and governance through the management of and
competition for control of state apparatus. Modern political theology as reflection on statecraft
focuses on a number of interrelated themes, most notably: the nature and purpose of the public
sphere; the role of theological speech and the institutions of the church within the public sphere
(often referred to as church state relations); the construction of what is public and what is private;
conceptualizing the interrelationships between state, market, civil society, and kinship
structures; regimes of law, constitutional order, and structures of governance; processes for the
legitimization and representation of rule, such as voting systems; and the basis and formation of
a demos, people, or nation, and thereby the character and ground of sovereignty.14 Politics as
statecraft is an instrumental and functional good that serves the ordering and maintenance of a
common life as a realm of human flourishing. Failure to be subordinated to this good means
statecraft is disordered and potentially anti Christic. However, the term “political” does not just
refer to formal means and structures for ordering an instantiation of common life.Thirdly, “politics”
refers to the relational practices through which a common world of meaning and action is
created and cultivated. This sense refers to the craft of politics understood as the formation and
negotiation of a common life between friends and strangers, including their estranged or
competing interests and visions of the good. Or, to put it another way, politics in its third
dimension is the craft of maintaining commonality by recognizing and conciliating conflict with
others in pursuit of goods held in common. It involves discovering a shared vision of human
flourishing in the face of the inevitable and intractable disagreements and differences that
emerge in any form of life with others.This third sense is different from the second; while
statecraft includes formal, institutional practices for sustaining commonality amid difference,
statecraft does not exhaust the ways and means of undertaking this work. Politics as an informal,
relational craft takes place in multiple settings and is not coextensive with control of the state or
even dependent on there being a state. Nomads in the desert outside of any formal state
structures still generate a rich form of political life through customary practices of hospitality,
greeting, etc., through which they sustain a common life based on shared goods (e.g., access to
water). Elders and pastors negotiating changing service times in a church are practicing the craft
of politics. Neighbors sorting out complaints about noise between themselves are likewise doing
politics in this third dimension.Politics as a craft for building relationships and making judgments
about what is common entails acting in a way appropriate to the time/kairos. Hence it entails the
need for judgments about what is best for these people, in this place, at this time: How, when,
and where should we act and what should we do? As action in time, politics involves questions
of power: How to act, and who does what to whom, and how to achieve our goals? This, in turn,
raises questions about legitimacy: Why should we act this way rather than that way, who gets to
act, and what is the meaning and purpose of our actions? And finally, politics involves what I call



wily wisdom: the local knowledge, strategic analysis, and practical skills necessary to respond
appropriately to a constantly changing and ambiguous environment.Politics as a set of practices
demands attention to virtue and the interaction of personal and structural transformation.
Sustaining relationship amid conflict, disagreement, and asymmetries of power requires
cultivating certain dispositions. Justice and prudence are obvious examples of virtues needed to
sustain a political life. As I will argue in chapter 9, so are tolerance and hospitality. However, what
character traits are needed will vary according to the nature and goods of the political life in
question, and this will change, depending on the historical and cultural context. The virtues
required to sustain political life are also relative to structural location. The privileged must
address internalized attitudes of domination that distort and damage them and prevent their
flourishing, or mask how what they take to be flourishing is really a form of domination. Those
who oppress develop callousness, cruelty, and various other attitudes that make them unable to
relate in ways that sustain a just and compassionate common life. Conversely, as the feminist
virtue ethicist Lisa Tessman argues, internalized oppression and its distortions of character must
also be addressed. The oppressed can develop an inferior sense of self that may lead to self 
destructive forms of behavior, or they might become resentful, vengeful, and bitter in ways that
distort their character and inhibit the ability to pursue their flourishing in relation to others.15 If
we are to transform the subjective and objective dimensions of a common life, the cultivation of
virtue must go hand in hand with addressing systemic barriers to human flourishing.The three 
dimensional nature of politics outlined here indicates that politics is categorically not war by
other means. To be at war or engage in armed revolt (whether just or not) is to move into a
qualitatively different kind of human interaction, one that signals the end of politics and the start
of something else. The bullet and the ballot box are mutually exclusive routes to solving shared
problems.16 At a basic level, politics as a good is the alternative to unrestrained violence and
cycles of revenge. Consequently, it is inappropriate to use “politics” as a synonym for talk of
power understood as a wholly negative and violent phenomenon. The primary focus of politics—
particularly in its first and third dimensions—is relational power (power with). As statecraft,
politics deploys command and control or unilateral forms of power (power over).17 To build
relational power demands listening to and negotiating with others rather than forcing them to do
what you want using coercion or an oppressive system. A commitment to politics grounded on
relational power requires a tacit commitment to nonviolence as a better form of human
interaction, a commitment explicitly developed in philosophical, spiritual, and tactical ways in a
wide range of political movements. These include the anti imperial Indian movement struggling
for independence from Great Britain; the American civil rights movement; the United Farm
Workers movement in California; the “Velvet Revolution,” which overthrew communism in
Czechoslovakia; “People’s Power,” ending the Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines; and “Mass
Action for Peace” by Christian and Muslim women in Liberia, which helped end the recent civil
war there.For politics to be possible, those engaged in it must assume that while not everyone is
or should be the same, a common world of meaning and action is possible despite manifold



differences. Politics, as a tacitly nonviolent form of interaction, entails a commitment to
conditions in which worlds of shared meaning and action can be created or sustained. By
contrast, the proactive use of physical violence—beatings, kidnapping, torture, bombing, and
the like—by state and nonstate actors to achieve political ends represents the destruction of the
institutions, customs, practices, and habits through which mutual communication and
relationship are made possible. The commitment to discovering some form of a shared world of
meaning and action displays the basic moral requirement that politics entails: a commitment to
the dignity of friends and strangers (which includes those we find scandalous or objectionable).
Politics thereby involves a vision of a common life that can be sustained and renewed through
time and as something more than the aggregation of individual choices. Yet moral conviction
without humility, often arising out of a belief in our innocence and the absolute rightness of our
cause, inhibits the kinds of negotiations and neighborly relations necessary to forge a common
life between friends and strangers. Moreover, the use of political authority not simply to restrain
evil but to enforce virtue can be as much of a problem as is its use for corrupt and oppressive
ends. Terror and totalitarianism are as often born of zeal for righteousness as from a malevolent
desire to dominate.Antipolitical Forms of Domination:Tyranny, Technocracy, and
MajoritarianismEven at its best, politics in a fallen world is caught up in sustaining idolatrous
structures of domination and generating forms of “slow violence.”18 However, there are modern,
distinctly antipolitical forms of domination from which politics should be distinguished. The first
and most obvious kind of antipolitics consolidates the rule of the one over and against the many.
This may take the form of one party, despot, dictator, movement, or ideology, with any alternative
centers of power or forms of life viewed as a threat to the sovereign rule of the one. As
exemplified in the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and Western colonial forms of rule,
totalitarianism, authoritarianism, and other kinds of tyrannous, unjust, unaccountable, and
arbitrary rule are the manifestations of modern forms of this kind of antipolitics.The second kind
of unilateral antipolitics is technocracy, which is constituted by the rule of the few over and
against the many. It grows out of attempts to overcome the need for learning and practicing the
craft of politics—and the contingency, uncertainty, and lack of control it entails—through different
forms of legal, bureaucratic, and market based procedures. Technocracy often poses as the
alternative to and remedy for tyranny. It is not. Rather, technocratic regimes attempt to close or
corrode various “informal”—that is, non state centric— forms of political life and thereby
undermine the ability of ordinary persons to learn the craft of politics. As a paradoxically
antipolitical form of “politics,” technocracy is about following a bureaucratic procedure,
conforming to regulations, or applying an economic “law” regardless of whether these actions
contribute to building up a just and merciful common life. Massive amounts of human suffering
can result from demanding conformity to a procedure, policy, or law, but that suffering is either
ignored or seen as collateral damage needed to make the system (whether administrative, legal,
or economic) work efficiently and effectively. For the political theorist Hannah Arendt, a pointed
example of exactly this dynamic was Adolf Eichmann, who refused to exercise judgment in the



name of conforming to legal and bureaucratic regulations. He thereby aided and abetted the
Holocaust. As the example of Eichmann illustrates, technocracy can be aligned with modern
kinds of tyranny, particularly its totalitarian forms. Another example is how capitalism
immiserates the working conditions of millions of people; such practices are justified by
referencing the “laws” of economics. Ignoring the human and ecological cost of following
procedures is not accidental. What the sociologist Max Weber called the “iron cage” of
bureaucratic, legal, and economic calculation and control is a deliberate attempt to separate
moral questions from political and economic ones in the name of creating a more rational and
well ordered social and political life. Within this technocratic framework, morality and religious
beliefs and practices are understood as private and personal, while political and economic life
are identified as public, “neutral,” disenchanted, reasonable, and amoral. The iron cage is one of
the dominant frameworks within which politics is imagined today—both on the left and the right.
Political theology refuses this separation, seeing political and economic judgments as always
already moral judgments and political life as inherently sacred and secular. Imagining politics
through the lens of the iron cage is the primary framework used in the fields of economics and
political science, and it generates a top down, antipolitical vision of politics—a vision much given
to careless experiments in social engineering.Alongside tyranny and technocracy, we must also
attend to how politics, even at its best, can generate forms of domination. Here the problem can
be framed as the rule of the many over and against either the few or the one perceived as
“other.” This is the third kind of antipolitics, known as either majoritarianism or democratic
despotism. To understand this dynamic in the contemporary context, it is helpful to see how it
operated in the Greco Roman world, from which many key Western political concepts and words
come. In that ancient context, authentic politics could only take place within a city/polis. The polis
was the basis of a “civilized” common life. But not everyone involved in the cultivation of this
civilized common life was considered equal. One grouping—women, slaves, and children—was
confined to the oikos (household), understood as a private sphere that served, but was
segregated from, the arena of politics. Another group was composed of foreigners, who were not
considered part of the common life of the city. Both those confined to the oikos and those
perceived as external to the polis were judged as being incapable and unworthy of enjoying the
good/moral life, and so were excluded from practicing the craft of politics. Only property owning
men were capable of a truly flourishing life, so only they were qualified to participate in political
life, which was the primary and most significant arena of human flourishing. Before we discuss
more fully those confined to the oikos, we take up the status of the foreigner/barbarian in this
classical framework, as this has analogies with how we still view noncitizens as uncivilized and
subject to suspicion.The Polis: Citizen and Noncitizen, Friends and EnemiesThose judged to be
outsiders/noncitizens, whether resident within the boundaries of the city or living elsewhere,
were potential, if not actual, enemies. Their way of life threatened the very existence of the city,
which was the condition for the possibility of its citizens flourishing. The physical, moral, and
spiritual flourishing of the individual citizen was coterminous with the flourishing of the city, and



vice versa. Other, alien forms of life, not identified as sharing in and contributing to the flourishing
of the city, were necessarily either potentially seditious (if they were resident aliens) or a threat (if
they were foreign). It was necessary to guard against alien forms of life, and if they disturbed the
peace they were either repressed (if inside the walls) or repelled (if outside). Internal and
external “others” were also a means by which the common life of “our” city came to be defined
and understood. “We, the people” were not like “them,” and all that the other was imagined to be
(effeminate, uncivilized, treacherous, cruel, etc.) was all that “we” were not (virile, loyal, brave,
honest, rational, etc.). See, for example, numerous ancient Greek depictions of the
Persians.Notoriously, Carl Schmitt made a virtue of friend enemy relations, seeing them as the
basis of political life.19 We need not make a virtue of them, but we cannot ignore his insight that
they are a central feature of politics. Different civilizations have imagined themselves over
against different internal and external others, and friend enemy relations are deeply constitutive
of the nature and form of fallen political life. This is no less true of Christendom than of city states
like Athens, or the Roman, Ottoman, or Ming empires, or atheistic states like the former Soviet
Union. European, confessionally Christian civilization historically imagined itself over against the
internal other of Jews and the external other of Muslims. This self understanding thereby justified
the repression or subjugation of Jews and Muslims, and then of various nonwhite peoples.This
repression and subjugation echo the tendency of all worldly political orders to absolutize friend 
enemy distinctions and see in them points of moral and spiritual difference. For example, when
those identified as white are seen as purer and of greater worth than those identified as black,
this justifies the oppression of black people and their exclusion from citizenship. Theologically,
friend enemy relations ought to be relativized but cannot be wholly superseded, at least not until
Jesus returns. The universal scope of God’s love and presence calls into question any attempt to
absolutize them. The heretic Samaritan and the pagan Syrophoenician woman, no less than the
faithful Jewish man, can teach us something about God, how to live well, and that God can be
present in “their” form of life, despite it being very different from “ours.”20 This is not to deny that
Christians have a distinctive vision of the good life that others can threaten and undermine, but it
should prohibit any attempt to stabilize and institutionalize distinctions between Christians and
non Christians politically. Friend enemy relations are fallen rather than created; thus, they can be
redeemed. Non Christian others participate with Christians in a common, penultimate world in
which God is nevertheless active and present. If politics is simply a contingent, penultimate,
“secular” endeavor that is nevertheless located within a cosmos that has meaning and purpose,
then I can relinquish control, trusting that the other and I exist in a common world of meaning
and action. I can thereby compromise without compromising the end of history. As a fallen and
finite human who participates with others in a penultimate yet common world of meaning and
action, I can trust that the other may well have something to teach me about how to live well and
that even if I profoundly disagree with them, a common life is still possible. This theme is central
to chapter 9 on toleration and hospitality and is also touched on in chapter 4 on
Pentecostalism.The divine call to listen to and learn from others should prohibit Christians from



turning conflicts over material needs (oil, water, land, etc.) and penultimate goods (education,
health, etc.) into ultimate, Manichaean conflicts of good against evil and thereby rejecting the
possibility of a common life in the face of disagreement. When Christians do this, it is because
they are overinvested in worldly projects of salvation, having lost sight of the ultimate by making
a god of the penultimate. The theological term for this kind of overinvestment is idolatry, and it is
unequivocally condemned as evil. Moreover, the crucified Jesus shatters all attempts to stabilize
any one way of life as the unique basis of true humanity to which all others should conform.
Everyone needs conversion, and the church is always in need of reformation. Conversely,
building a common life with strangers and enemies is a profound act of faith that in Christ all
things are created and will be reconciled.The constructive way in which political theology should
frame relations with others is in terms of loving one’s neighbor. That said, I want to suggest that
politics is not merely an arena for practicing neighbor love; it can of itself be a form of neighbor
love. This is only possible when a Christian conception of neighbor love reconfigures how core
political relations, notably, friend enemy relations, are understood. Love of neighbor should
disrupt how we imagine and construct friend enemy relations, extending our sense of whom to
include in political life. One way of conceptualizing this, which mostly draws inspiration from the
work of Aristotle, is by understanding politics as a means of generating public friendship. But
unlike being a friend, being a neighbor is a vocation that does not depend on liking, having a
rapport with, or being equal to others. Neither is it a condition, state of being, or preassigned
role. Unlike such things as family, class, ethnicity, or gender, who my neighbor is cannot be
predetermined. Neighbors have neither assigned social identities (e.g., father, sister, etc.) nor
institutionally constructed roles (e.g., doctor, police officer, etc.). We only discover our neighbor
within contingent and contextual relationships, and we can encounter a neighbor in any one of
our roles and beyond those with whom we identify. Indeed, the encounter with a neighbor
confronts us with a need to interrogate our own settled identities, roles, and habits and the ways
these inhibit our ability to love our neighbor. Neighbor love therefore disrupts hierarchal,
institutional, and identity based ways of structuring status. It also cuts across vocational and
ideological lines. On occasion, the call of the neighbor supersedes prior commitments and
loyalties, whether professional, religious, social, political, or ideological. The dynamics of
neighbor love are therefore unlike ripples in a pond, which begin at a fixed point such as the
family or nation and become weaker and weaker the further they move away from an animating
center. Rather, the call to respond to another as one’s neighbor disrupts linear or sequential
ways of ordering human relations. It can, at times, demand greater intensity of devotion to distant
neighbors than to family members, whether that distance be cultural, ideological, economic, or
geographic.Folded into the love of neighbor is the call to love our enemies. But Christian enemy 
love tends to fall into one of three traps. Either we make everyone an enemy (the sectarian
temptation to denounce anyone who is not like “us”). Or we make no one an enemy, denying any
substantive conflicts and pretending that if we just read our Bible and pray, things like racism
and economic injustice will get better by means of some invisible process (the temptation of



sentimentalism that denies we are the hands and feet of the body of Christ). Or we fail to see
how enemies claim in problematic ways to be our friend (the temptation of naïveté that ignores
questions of power). In relation to this last trap, we must recognize that the powerful mostly
refuse to recognize they are enemies to the oppressed and claim they are friends with everyone.
A loving act in relation to those in power who refuse to acknowledge their oppressive action is to
force those who claim to be friends to everyone (and are thereby friends to no one) to recognize
that their actions perpetuate injustice and domination and need renouncing. This involves
struggle culminating in an ongoing dance of conflict and conciliation. With too much conflict, we
cannot hear each other. Political debate thereby dissolves into sloganeering, denunciation, and
eventually violent strife. With too much conciliation, we paper over real points of disagreement,
foreshortening the debate, and thereby concealing the truth of the matter and the truth about
ourselves. Thus, like any good dance, politics as a form of neighbor love requires cultivating a
sense of motion in balance through learning certain moves, cultivating particular dispositions
and habits (e.g., patience, courage, etc.), and developing the ability to live with tension. But this
dance of conflict and conciliation means we must learn to see enemies as neighbors capable of
change and recognize that we ourselves must move and change. Agitational democratic politics
can be a means for actively building relationship with enemies in order to “seek the welfare of
the city” (Jer. 29:7) so that it displays something of what a just and compassionate common life
might look like.Building any form of just and loving common life through a dance of conflict and
conciliation entails reckoning with a hard truth: everyone must change, and in the process, we
must all lose something to someone at some point. Change is part of what it means to live as
frail, finite, and fallen creatures. Loss, and therefore compromise and negotiation, are inevitable,
if the flourishing of all is to take place. The temptation and sin of the privileged and powerful are
to fix the system so that they lose nothing and others always lose, no matter how hard they work.
The fight is to ensure that the loss is not borne disproportionately by the poor and marginalized.
Such a fight is a critical part of what it means to love our neighbor in a way that is faithful to the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.It follows that politics as a form of neighbor love does
not end at the border of the state, nor is it restricted to citizens of the same state. Anyone
anywhere is a potential neighbor to be loved, and a person’s status as a creature of God and
neighbor for whom Christ died is prior to and transcends the status ascribed to him or her by a
nation state. Refugees and the provision of sanctuary to them are a case in point. Sanctuary of
refugees, as a practice, witnesses to the claim that the authority and rule of Christ transcend any
political boundary. If Christ is King, then no fallen sovereign or community has the right to utterly
exclude or make an exception of anyone from the status of a human being. The church is a
witness to this, and sanctuary of refugees is one such means of faithful witness, one that
exemplifies how an ecclesial form of witness can simultaneously combine a gesture of pastoral
care with a form of political action. As love of neighbor, this love is embodied in form and thereby
contrasts with abstract, cosmopolitan visions of an undifferentiated humanity that shape modern
conceptions of humanitarianism. It also contrasts with a liberal understanding of humans as



individual, rights bearing, autonomous subjects with which humanitarianism is often aligned. I
explore the contrast between neighbor love and an abstract concern for other humans in chapter
2 on humanitarianism and chapter 10 on humanity.Sanctuary for refugees exemplifies how
politics as a form of neighbor love includes love of the civically and economically friendless.
Alongside the enemy, the friendless is another antonym of the friend. The irreducibly relational
nature of human being—we come to be through not merely a physical but also a social womb—
means that to be without friends is to lack power. Whatever the reason, to be cut off or alienated
from family or friends (i.e., friendless) is to lack the necessary conditions for surviving, let alone
thriving. By extension, to lack social, economic and political friends, or at the very least those
who might be friendly towards you, is to lack agency. In political terms, the friendless are those
with either a severely constrained capacity to act for themselves or who lack the ability to appear
on their own terms. Another term for the friendless is “the poor.” I explore powerlessness as the
primary form of poverty in chapters 2 and 3. To be friendless is also to be without standing or
recognition in a community: you just don’t matter to those with privilege and power. Banishment
and exile are therefore harsher than execution in some ancient contexts; even though sentenced
to death, the executed still have standing within a divine and human community.21 Scripturally,
the paradigmatic examples of the friendless are the orphan, the widow, and the resident alien:
they lack status; are economically, politically, and socially vulnerable; and are situated in
relations of dependency. In the contemporary context, the friendless include socially,
economically, and politically marginalized or excluded groups. Like slaves, colonial subjects, or
Jews under the Nazi regime, the friendless are those whose distinct human face is locked inside
an iron mask of stereotype and stigma and who are without rights or recognition. While neighbor
love for the friendless should include works of mercy, as a political relation it goes beyond
pastoral care. It demands “binding and loosing” (Matt. 18:18) existing social, political, and
economic relations so that fitting patterns of differentiation and interdependence are either
created or maintained. Politics as neighbor love helps reconstitute the conditions of human
flourishing by enabling judgments about what is alienated or broken apart and so needs binding,
and what is in bondage or falsely tied together and so needs loosing. Politics as a process of
neighboring thereby counters the dynamics of exclusion, erasure, and alienation. Amid these
fallen conditions, politics as neighboring reweaves the fragile fabric of reciprocal relations that
holds society together.In summary, politics, as a craft through which relations with strangers,
enemies, and the friendless can be created and sustained, is a mode of neighboring. And
neighbor love should be the primary frame of reference for responding to the three forms of
antipolitics outlined earlier. First, against tyrannous forms of rule that serve the one, neighbor
love embodies the need to treat everyone with dignity and worth and to help build forms of life
that are just and merciful to all. Second, against the technocratic rule of the few, neighbor love
upholds the need to put people before program or procedure. Third, against the rule of the many
over the few or the one judged to be other or an enemy or friendless, neighbor love recognizes
that faithfulness to Christ means we are called to love enemies, those we find strange, and those



without friends. On a theological account, the remedy for democratic despotism (the unilateral
and tyrannous rule of the many over the one or the few) is not, as liberalism supposes, a one size 
fits all program of humanitarian concern coupled with rights based proceduralism. Rather, it is in
multiple relational practices of neighboring (and the dance of conflict and conciliation/binding
and loosing this entails). The remedy also necessitates prudential judgments about how to
embody justice and love with this person or these people in this place, at this time.The Oikos:
Familial and Economic RelationsI have examined how confessional political theology
reconfigures core political relations, notably friend enemy relations. Such a process of
transformation also applies to how economic and kinship relations are conceived. The body
called into being by Christ breaks open and reimagines the status and role of those confined to
the oikos. Through Christ, familial and economic life ceases to be an immutable realm of
necessity and becomes open to change. Rather than a strict separation of public and private,
the ekklēsia (the public assembly of the people of God) forms a hybrid oikos polis. Those who
were previously excluded from the public realm—women, slaves, children, and the disabled and
diseased—are now addressed as citizens. Men, the only ones who had political agency, and
who were the patresfamilias with absolute sovereignty over their households, are now asked to
identify themselves as brothers—that is, equals—to slaves, women, and children. As Galatians
3 suggests, ethnic, gender, political, and economic differences do not count when it comes to
being included as a citizen in the city of God, and as the Gospel of Matthew puts it, “whoever
does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt. 12:50).What it
means to be a part of the oikos polis of Christ is in dynamic interplay with—and so contests and
reconfigures—how we understand earthly kinship, economic, and political relations. As will be
examined in chapters 7 and 11, on class and economy, respectively, this interplay has profound
implications for how to understand our relations as producers and consumers. Chapter 5 on
Catholic social teaching lays out a political theology that makes central the dynamic relation
between the oikos and the polis. And tacit throughout, but made explicit in chapter 10, is the
view that, as Joan Tronto and other feminists have emphasized time and again, freedom is not
premised on the transcendence of relations of dependency and care: that is, the movement is
not from the oikos understood as the realm of necessity to the polis understood as the realm of
liberty, autonomy, and equality.22 Rather, freedom pertains to both oikos and polis, premised as
it is on the structural and interpersonal capacity to inhabit relations of dependency, intimacy, and
care more justly and lovingly. Interdependency and mutual care are a condition for the possibility
of autonomy understood as purposeful agency; equality defined as parity, not sameness; and
freedom conceived of as the liberty to act with and for others as participants in a political
economy within which kinship relations are situated.23 In short, the realization of human dignity
comes through, not despite, relations of dependency and care, relations that suffuse both oikos
and polis.If, on the one hand, a Christian political theology must guard against falsely separating
oikos and polis (often marked by divisions between public and private), on the other hand, it
must also guard against inverting the relationship between oikos and polis, either by making the



oikos determine the nature and form of the polis or by ignoring the need for a common life. As
already noted, in classical and some modern forms of political thought, the political or public life
was considered the domain of true freedom. To focus on what was economic and private was to
turn away from the realm of freedom and corrupt politics because it was to prioritize the realm of
necessity over the realm of liberty. However, some prevalent streams of modern thought make
economics—rather than politics—the domain of human freedom. They correspondingly elevate
the pursuit of private interests above public interests. Within such streams, humans are not
primarily political and social animals but homo economicus. This inversion of the relationship
between politics and economics is at the root of the final form of antipolitics that I consider: the
view that politics at best serves economics or at worst is a hindrance to commerce and that, in
an ideal world, economics would replace politics. There are left wing and right wing versions of
this view, but its most virulent contemporary version is a libertarian ideology whose patriarchs
are Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich von Hayek. For Mises and Hayek, the market system was
neutral, spontaneous, and self regulating, and any attempt to limit it by subjecting it to moral or
political judgment was to limit not merely economic efficiency but human freedom. Within a
libertarian view, social harmony and human flourishing no longer issue from and are embedded
within a prior set of institutional, historical, and morally and politically determined arrangements,
but flow from the spontaneous equilibrium of economic forces. Within such a vision the status of
the citizen becomes absorbed into that of the producer, consumer, and debtor. Political
theologies do not always reject such a position—but they should. Liberty and the formation of a
just and compassionate common life are not a by product of economics but the fruit of combined
social, economic, and political labors. If money, markets, and property are to serve morally
fruitful purposes, economic life must be embedded in and serve the formation of just and loving
social and political relations. Chapters 11, 12, and 14 explore this dynamic in more
detail.ConclusionI have sketched a vision of politics that cuts across many of the typical ways it
is understood. One type I reject is that politics is only about law, the exercise of unilateral power,
and elections; another is that politics is primarily about the rational administration of scarce
resources and how to maximize economic efficiency (which prioritizes technocracy rather than
democracy). In contrast to these anemic visions, politics should, first and foremost, be
understood as the negotiation of a common life between friends, strangers, enemies, and the
friendless.In theological terms, a human can only know the truth about God and what it means to
be a sane and humane creature through finitude—that is, by risking negotiated historical
relations with others, including nonhuman others. Through participation in the world around us,
we humans may discover and then make sense of who we are in relation to God and neighbor.
However, this requires attentiveness to and reception of a world we did not make and others we
do not control, and yet, for myriad reasons, with whom we must order our social, economic, and
political relationships.Attentiveness and reception—characterized by a posture of listening or
contemplation—are the precursor of shared speech and action, and thence the coming into
being of a common life. The promise of politics is that, within and through our differences, some



form of common life can be discovered. But if the process of discovery is to be faithful, hopeful,
and loving, we must render ourselves vulnerable to others we don’t understand, don’t like, and
may even find scandalous or threatening. Politics understood as action in time through which
forms of peaceable, just, and merciful common life are cultivated, is a necessary part of any
such process of discovery. However, before Christ’s return, the tragic dimensions of social and
political life cannot be avoided, and failure is often the result of our shared political action. Yet
faith, hope, and love demand the risk still be taken.ThresholdPart 1 opens with an essay on
humanitarianism, as this is a primary framework through which Christians in the West express
their commitment to a common life with those who are different from them. Humanitarianism also
frames how they understand the nature and basis of a common life: rooted as it is in how we
imagine humans as the same as each other.1. I take political theology to be a constitutive part of
and subset within Christian ethics/moral theology. Moral theology is not reducible to or wholly
conflated with political theology, but political theology needs to be a dimension of any full orbed
response to moral questions.2. For a parallel reflection on the encounter between Jesus and
Pilate as definitional for political theology, see Karl Barth, “Church and State,” in Community,
State, and Church: Three Essays (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004 [1960]), 108–14. Barth
condemns Pilate for allowing injustice to run its course, but he does not reckon with how Pilate’s
actions are a form of judgment and how Pilate’s failure to defend Jesus speaks to the often
arbitrary and unaccountable actions of political authorities.3. An extreme example that clearly
illustrates this interaction is how a nuclear strike is ordered in the USA. The president must
decide to activate the codes, but his or her agency is not possible without large scale material,
economic, and military infrastructures and meshworks of social relations that are the condition
for the existence and upkeep of the weapons and make possible their launch. Use of the
weapons requires both individual agency and structure.4. The creeds thereby witness against
their own context of composition.5. Even if the person crucified was not legally a chattel slave,
crucifixion was associated with the execution of slaves and identified those crucified with the
status of a slave. Through crucifixion, Jesus was therefore configured as someone who had no
status or agency whatsoever within the existing order of things and on whom any manner of
brutality and degradation could be unleashed. This brutality served to inscribe on and through
the body of the crucified, via the imaginations of the onlookers, the sovereign status of the
existing political order. In reference to the crucifixion as the event through which to interpret
Christ, Phil. 2 explicitly identifies Christ as a slave, thereby turning upside down accepted status
hierarchies (the divine as slave). Moreover, Philippians and the passion narratives point back to
Exodus and the books of the law that remind us that salvation cannot be understood, let alone
lived into, unless the status of the slave seeking liberation is the perspective from which it is
remembered and the future contemplated (e.g., Lev. 26:13; Deut. 5:15). The significance of the
crucifixion for challenging all patterns of earthly sovereignty is enormous yet rarely reckoned
with, particularly in Western societies still living in the afterlife of modern forms of chattel slavery.
Naming Jesus as a slave refuses to sanitize the horror of what is happening but at the same time



makes clear the critique of all forms of earthly sovereignty it enacts. I am grateful to Matt Elia, on
whose unpublished work I draw for this insight. The mocking of Jesus as mad or foolish is
something the Western tradition has drawn on more explicitly in art, literature, ecclesial life, and
theology. Traditions of the holy fool are but one example.6. Arguably, all tragedy is a form of
political theology. However, while the tragedies of Sophocles, Euripides, and Shakespeare focus
on the fate of the powerful and prosperous, in the modern, democratic age, the tragic figure is
ordinary, quotidian, and lowly. Although, as Peter Burian argues, even though its settings were
not democratic, ancient Athenian tragedy was itself a form of democratic discourse. See
“Athenian Tragedy as Democratic Discourse,” in Why Athens? A Reappraisal of Tragic Politics,
ed. D. M. Carter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 95–117.7. Eric Gregory and Joseph
Clair, “Augustinianisms and Thomisms,” in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Political
Theology, ed. Craig Hovey and Elizabeth Phillips (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2015), 176–96.8. This is something I have undertaken in my previous work through the use of
ethnography.9. As Vincent Lloyd notes, “The idea of pure oppression is illusory, as is the idea of
pure domination” (Religion of the Field Negro: On Black Secularism and Black Theology [New
York: Fordham University Press, 2018], 37). For a critique of conceptions of slavery as a
condition without any form of political agency, see Neil Roberts, Freedom as Marronage
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015). On how all discourse is polyvalent and provides
both stumbling blocks and stepping stones toward reconfiguring oppressive relations, see Michel
Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York:
Random House, 1980), 100–101.10. The New Testament builds on the Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament usages of shûb, which denotes a turn back or return to something but also a change
of heart or consciousness; for example, the prophets calling the people to recover covenant
faithfulness. The verb epistrephō (Greek) or convertere (Latin) means to turn around, which, as
noted here, can mean a turn back, a turn away from, a turn toward something new, or a change
of course. In the Gospels (particularly Luke) and in Acts, cognates of epistrephō (epistrephein
and epistrophē) can be synonymous with metanoeō (to undergo a change of mind/
consciousness/way of being in the world/repent) and metanoia (repentance). Paul’s letters
emphasize being called by God as the framework for conversion. Calling is understood as a
creative summons to and enablement of faithful participation in the body of Christ. New
Testament motifs for conversion include a change from fruitlessness to fruitfulness, blindness to
sight, lost to found, darkness to light, sick to healed, and also include being born again and
becoming a new creation. These combine a sense of either recovery or rectification with a
transformational sense of both newness and fullness.11. A parallel can be drawn here with José
Esteban Muñoz’s notion of “disidentification” as neither assimilating nor wholly rejecting, but of
working on, with, and against a dominant culture or ideology so as to reorganize and
“transfigure” it. José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of
Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 11–12, 39–56.12. One of the earliest
modern uses of the term “political theology” in this formal sense is by the anarchist thinker



Mikhail Bakunin in his 1871 treatise “The Political Theology of Mazzini and the International.”13. I
focus on common goods or goods in common rather than either public goods or the common
good. The notion of a public good is nonmoral and economistic. Public goods are used by
individuals qua individuals and are goods and services that everyone needs such as sewers, the
use of which neither inherently excludes others nor entails competition. Public goods are
provided or protected by state centric means. In contrast, common goods are irreducibly social
since they can only be achieved and used by participating in some form of association (e.g.,
health, education, citizenship). They have a moral end, as participation in and fulfillment of these
goods are constitutive of human flourishing. Moreover, their realization is not inherently
dependent on the state. Under conditions of a fallen and finite political life, the idea that there
can be an all encompassing common good is highly problematic. Determining the common good
of a family, workplace, or small scale community is possible and, arguably, necessary, for politics
of the kind I outline here to be achievable. But beyond that scale, a claim to know the common
good of a conurbation, region, nation, or the globe is antipolitical. It denies the plurality and
contestability of moral visions in complex societies and the conflicts that arise in pursuit of
divergent moral goods, all of which must be negotiated through politics. Although, arguably, a
notion of the common good understood as an ever deferred horizon of possibility can still
operate as a helpful regulative ideal or guiding point of reference for large scale social
formations.14. An implication of my account is that something called “public theology” is a
category mistake. It assumes that it is necessary to translate theological concepts into the
idioms and frameworks of liberalism on the assumption that liberalism is the determinative
discourse shaping the public realm. But liberalism is already a translation of Christian terms and
concepts, even if much got lost in translation. The impetus for public theology is a felt need to
banish talk of demons, angels, Jesus, and the Bible to the naughty step of political discourse,
when these are the very charisma that political theology contributes. To use Charles Mathewes’s
terms, a “theology of public life,” taken to mean theological reflection on what is common or
relating to the res publica, needs distinguishing from “public theology,” understood as the
attempt to shoehorn political theology into rationalistic and secularizing frames of reference
(Charles Mathewes, A Theology of Public Life [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007],
1). I take a theology of public life to be a synonym for political theology.15. Lisa Tessman,
Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles (New York: Oxford University Press,
2005).16. This is not a comment on the use of force in self defense of one’s home or immediate
community when legal authorities don’t act or refuse to act or are the source of intimidation or
domination. That is a separate moral debate. My concern here is with the proactive use of
violence by nonstate actors to achieve political ends in the public sphere.17. Hannah Arendt
sketched an initial conception of relational power (“On Violence,” 105–98, in On Revolution
[London: Penguin Books, 2006 (1963)], 166–67). The distinction between “power with” and
“power over” originates with Mary Parker Follett, Creative Experience (New York: Longmans,
Green, 1930 [1924]). Examples of the theological deployment of this kind of distinction include



Bernard Loomer, “Two Conceptions of Power,” Process Studies 6, no. 1 (1976): 5–32, and Emilie
M. Townes, “Living in the New Jerusalem: The Rhetoric and Movement of Liberation in the
House of Evil,” in A Troubling in My Soul: Womanist Perspectives on Evil and Suffering, ed.
Emilie M. Townes (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1993), 86–87.18. On the concept of slow violence, see
Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2011).19. Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).20. The New Testament echoes the logic of the
Hebrew Scriptures. It is Tamar (Gen. 38) and Ruth who are the forebears of David. Two marginal,
and acutely vulnerable, figures (childless widows) from peoples despised by the Israelites—the
Canaanites and the Moabites—are nevertheless paradigms of faithfulness. And before Ruth, it is
Rahab, a marginal and vulnerable woman of questionable status (a prostitute) from an avowed
enemy, who is the first person to recognize what God is doing in the promised land and respond
faithfully, not the male Israelite spies (Josh. 1–2). Enemies and those we find scandalous can
know better who God is and teach those self identified as the people of God what it means to be
faithful, loving, and just.21. Giorgio Agamben draws on this aspect of being friendless in his use
of the ancient legal category of homo sacer. The homo sacer was “bare life” who, though human,
could be killed with impunity or without the charge of homicide, but could not be sacrificed to the
gods nor submitted to sanctioned forms of execution. The homo sacer exists in a zone of
indistinction, excluded or banned from participation in both the divine and human community.
Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller Roazen
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).22. Joan Tronto, Caring Democracy: Markets,
Equality, and Justice (New York: New York University Press, 2013).23. Parity requires both
commutative and distributive justice, denoting as it does a differentiated and proportional
equivalence.PART ONECase Studies in Political TheologyCHAPTER 2HumanitarianismThe
most significant political revolution of the modern era was not that of America, France, Haiti, or
Russia but the longer lasting, deeper rooted, and more pervasive revolution that constitutes
“humanitarianism.” Rather than a change in one form of political order, it was a revolution of
moral sentiment that affects all political orders. While humanitarianism emerged in the Atlantic
world from a combination of Christian mission, cosmopolitan philosophical ideas, and various
social movements, most notably the antislavery movement of the nineteenth century, it is now a
distinct, global phenomenon.1 It has its own apparatus, which includes treaties and legal codes
such as the Geneva Conventions and 1951 Refugee Convention, and its own institutions, which
range from the international, such as the United Nations refugee agency UNHCR (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), to the transnational, such as the International
Committee of the Red Cross, to the national, such as USAID (United States Aid for International
Development). Underneath this institutional and legal canopy are myriad initiatives channeling
millions of dollars to help those in distress.At the heart of the revolution in moral sentiment that
these institutional and legal developments reflect are two premises. The first is that “we” (tacitly
assumed to be privileged Westerners) should care for distant strangers irrespective of whether



they agree with us or share our way of life. That is to say, whatever the differences between
oneself and another, the duty to be humane should never be overridden by any other kind of
claim. An underlying assumption of this first premise is that humans are the same. The second
premise is that “we” can effectively alleviate the poverty and suffering of others.2
Humanitarianism thereby transcends any one political community and acts as a criterion of
evaluation by which all polities are judged and found wanting. The fruit of this revolution is that
the acme of moral action is no longer love for a proximate “brother” but love for a remote
“other.”This chapter asks whether humanitarianism is a Christian ethic for addressing poverty
and unjust distributions of power, and a way of imagining the nature and basis of a common life
with strangers, enemies, and the friendless. One way of approaching this task would be to pose
a binary between Christianity and humanitarianism that frames humanitarianism as the
secularized rival and antitheological alternative to Christian notions of neighbor love. But the
reality is more ambiguous, and this ambiguity complicates the task of this inquiry. A theological
critique of humanitarianism must reckon with how Christianity is both an insider and an outsider,
committed to and, at the same time, detached from humanitarianism.3 On the one hand,
Christianity is a vital part of the genealogy of modern humanitarianism and is still heavily
invested in humanitarian work.4 On the other hand, humanitarianism emerged partly as an
alternative to explicitly Christian approaches for framing moral concerns. Part of its conceptual
backdrop is the transmutation of theological categories such as sin and charity into more
immanent and moralized ones such as vice and altruism. For the likes of August Comte, who
coined the term “altruism,” this process of transmutation was a self conscious effort to supplant
theological categories with humanist ones.5 For Nietzsche, this shift represented the death of
Christianity by its own hand. Yet it is wrong to see this transmutation as a sign of secularization
understood in sociological terms as the decline in the public significance of religion. Rather, it
represents the sacralization of Christian commitments in a different discursive register, that of
humanitarianism. Agapic love for strangers may now operate within an “immanent frame,” but
that does not necessarily make it less “religious.”6 Rather than a neutral, nonreligious, and
tradition free way of framing concern for suffering others, humanitarianism is a form of faith, one
that is simultaneously Christ forgetting and Christ haunted, playing off a christological pattern of
atonement and redemption while pursuing a wholly immanent eschaton.7 To put this
contentiously, humanitarianism is a continuation of Christianity by other means.The
anthropologist Didier Fassin contends that humanitarianism is the primary form political theology
takes in the modern world.8 He argues that how modern democratic political orders valorize life
as sacred and suffering as inherently negative is a vestigial form of theological commitments
(251). What he calls “humanitarian reason” is the form these theological commitments take:
“Humanitarian reason, by instituting the equivalence of lives and the equivalence of suffering,
allows us to continue believing—contrary to the daily evidence of the realities that we encounter
—in this concept of humanity which presupposes that all human beings are of equal value
because they belong to one moral community. Thus humanitarian government has a salutary



power for us because by saving lives, it saves something of our idea of ourselves, and because
by relieving suffering, it also relieves the burden of this unequal world order” (252). On Fassin’s
account, for all its good intentions, humanitarian reason enacts a division between “the West”
and “the rest” premised on inequality and a hierarchy of human life. “This tension between
inequality and solidarity, between a relation of domination and a relation of assistance, is
constitutive of all humanitarian government” (3). For example, Western aid agencies value their
own workers more than those the agencies seek to help on the ground (223–42). Fassin does
not thereby dismiss humanitarianism as hypocritical. Rather, he sees it as tragic and—despite
the inequalities it reinscribes—as a way to discursively legitimize and sustain a more humane
politics.As part of asking whether humanitarianism is a Christian ethic, I examine whether
humanitarianism, as Fassin contends, is a form of political theology, and if so, how to evaluate it
theologically. The chapter unfolds in six parts. First, I enumerate several critiques of
humanitarianism to identify where its ethical problems lie. Second, to establish a framework of
evaluation, I set out a theological definition of poverty. “Poverty” is shown to be a multivalent term
signifying some combination of destitution, powerlessness, affliction, and humility. Third,
building on the second section, I explore further the meaning of poverty understood as humility,
examining how it both justifies forms of privilege and is the basis for a moral response to being
privileged. Fourth, echoing Fassin, I argue that the need to benefit the poor and suffering has
become a key diagnostic of what constitutes “good” rule. Going beyond Fassin, I then suggest
that this rule can embody two divergent forms of political theology: an “order of beneficence” and
an “order of blessing.” The former reinforces structures of privilege, while the latter seeks the
flourishing of goods in common rather than the benefit of the one, the few, or even the many.
Fifth, I establish a christological framework for understanding poverty as primarily a moral and
political problem. Lastly, I propose that democratic politics is a more theologically congruent and
ethical paradigm than humanitarianism for responding to poverty. My aim overall is not to
condemn or reject humanitarianism but rather to suggest how a theological analysis sheds light
on, and is perhaps even a therapy for, some of the ambiguities and internal contradictions of
humanitarianism as a form of political theology.Central to humanitarianism is a particular
conception of poverty, one that foregrounds material lack and biological need, which in turn
emphasizes apolitical means of addressing this need. While recognizing the importance of
meeting material needs, a central argument of this chapter is that poverty is never simply a
condition of material scarcity; it is always a moral and political problem as well. A more
expansive, moral and political conception of poverty also challenges reductive, economistic
accounts of poverty that inform and reinforce apolitical ways of addressing human need. Ever
since Charles Booth’s Inquiry into the Life and Labour of the People in London (1886–1903),
there have been attempts to map, quantify, and provide an objective definition of poverty.9
Booth’s approach, along with all other wholly quantitative analyses of poverty, norms certain
ways of imagining and acting in relation to “the poor.” Within quantitatively driven frameworks of
analysis, poverty becomes envisaged as an aberration or exception rather than as something



produced by the economic system as such. Moreover, a singular focus on poverty as an
economic problem reduces the poor to biological artifacts, disembedded from any form of social
and political life. Wholly quantitative and economistic approaches thereby mask how poverty is
first and foremost a moral and political problem. Poverty is not just material lack; it is also a lack
of agency. A lack of agency undermines the ability of the poor to act with parity within and take
responsibility for the body politic. Efforts to address poverty should therefore address the need
the poor have not just for food, shelter, or warmth but also for power. Some recent critiques of
humanitarianism pick up this point, noting how humanitarianism can reinforce inequality and
reproduce structures of domination. It is to these critiques that I now turn.Humanitarianism as a
Moral ProblemIt is no longer clear, if it ever was, what humanitarianism is for and whether the
ideals that inspired it are valid. The historian of humanitarianism, Michael Barnett, contends that
the issue is now “whether and how humanitarianism can preserve its ethics.”10 Increasingly
questioned are the purpose, efficacy, and morality of humanitarianism along pragmatic, radical,
and revisionist lines. Pragmatic critiques are generated by those running and funding the
institutions and agencies of international aid and development. They express worries about
failures in management and efficiency. Such failures are unjust, as they lead to the unfair
distribution of scarce resources. One response is to introduce greater accountability and
transparency.11 Another is to recast aid and development work as “investments” to encourage
fairer and more strategic interventions. Aligned with this perspective, a new breed of donors
envisages themselves as “venture philanthropists” bringing new methods and entrepreneurial
savvy to the field that can generate greater efficiency and effectiveness and thereby be more
just in the allocation of scarce resources.12The radical critique focuses on questions of
governance and the role of humanitarian work in aiding or undermining democratization. These
critics worry that for all the high flown ideals, humanitarian aid and development work is more
often than not a technocratic and utilitarian exercise driven by self appointed “experts” that
undermines indigenous attempts to address collective problems. A postcolonial strain of
criticism along these lines, championing a “postdevelopment” perspective, questions the validity
of the enterprise as such and asks whether development and aid work are anything more than
the assertion of capitalism and the normativity of a Western and white way of life.13 There is
much validity to this postdevelopment critique. Many of the rationales for humanitarian work bear
a striking resemblance to those given to justify European colonialism in the nineteenth
century.14 Some critical theorists, mirroring the postdevelopment critique, see humanitarianism
as part of how the “poor”—whether distant or near—are managed and governed.15 Such
critiques call into question the viability of what have become core principles of humanitarianism,
notably neutrality, impartiality, independence, and universality. They suggest that
humanitarianism is a social imaginary that negatively shapes the West’s responses to poverty
and suffering.16 A further critique is that beyond issues of hegemony and inequality,
humanitarianism is inherently anthropocentric as a framework. This anthropocentrism gives rise
to the question of whether humanitarianism inhibits the need to address the ecological



challenges at the root of much poverty in the contemporary context.Finally, there are revisionist
critics like Fassin who see a need for something like development work and emergency aid in a
world of poverty and suffering but, as a kind of therapeutic intervention within this work, seek to
articulate the ambiguities, contradictions, and failures of humanitarianism.17 One such critic is
Jennifer Rubenstein. She identifies a cluster of ethical predicaments that humanitarian agencies
regularly face. She notes that, far from being neutral, these agencies are constitutively involved
in forms of governance and are inherently political actors. As she argues, they provide basic
services to large populations for extended periods that are analogous to what governments
“conventionally” understood provide. These services include access to food, shelter, clean
water, medical care, education, sanitation facilities, and information. They influence the coercive
policies and practices of conventional governments and in some cases set those policies. And
they make large scale decisions about resource use that have public effects.18 Yet, they not only
govern less than conventional governments, but they also often govern less well.19 Rubenstein
names this the dilemma of being “second best actors.” In certain situations, these second best
actors are the only form of government available and so act as an agency of last resort. Being an
agency of last resort, however, leads to a further predicament. Their actions can often
perpetuate violence or corruption and prolong the situations that cause suffering. But if agencies
do not act or stop acting in order to avoid complicity in causing harm, then the impoverished may
suffer more or die. A paradigmatic instance of this was how aid organizations in refugee camps
in Zaire contributed to catalyzing and perpetuating the 1994–1999 Rwandan civil war by
providing shelter for the perpetrators of the genocide, enabling them to regroup and then attack
the Rwandan government. Rubenstein calls this “the problem of spattered hands.”Another
ongoing dilemma humanitarian agencies face is always existing in a triage situation and having
to make decisions about where to invest scarce resources and what to prioritize. Rubenstein
identifies this as the “cost effectiveness conundrum.” It entails ethical judgments about what to
prioritize and why. Yet on what basis are these judgments to be made? How is one kind of
suffering to be prioritized over another kind? A final dilemma revolves around the need to raise
money, which generates what Rubenstein calls “the moral motivation tradeoff.”20 This dilemma
relates particularly to portrayals of poverty and how humanitarian agencies frame the call for
donations and motivate donors to give. Representations of “third world” poverty that accompany
appeals for funding often play off racialized, demeaning, and infantilizing stereotypes. Images of
poverty, war, and disaster—what Susan Sontag calls the “iconography of suffering”—invoke
sympathy, indignation, and alarm (often accompanied by an unacknowledged yet ever present
voyeuristic curiosity about the gruesome, the excruciating, and the calamitous).21 As Sontag
notes, the modern representation of the suffering other, whether of the dead soldier or the
famished child, is “regarded only as someone to be seen, not someone (like us) who also
sees.”22 Such depictions diminish the agency and dignity of those portrayed. Moreover, the
iconography of suffering, far from making poverty more real, can serve to either numb viewers or
generate compassion fatigue rather than call forth sympathy. At its worst, it can make the horrific



banal. Yet money must be raised and poverty portrayed to bring it to the attention of those who
have resources to share.The critiques of humanitarianism and its characteristic moral
quandaries sketched here pose sharp challenges to churches in the West. First, for many
Christians, neighbor love is synonymous with humanitarianism. And within this adopted
framework, concern for distant strangers is often seen as superior to concern for more proximate
neighbors in distress, as concern for distant strangers is perceived as more neutral,
independent, and universal—core commitments of humanitarianism—and thence more agapē 
like. Second, at a practical level, the adoption of a humanitarian discursive frame by churches
and Christian aid agencies mostly replaces theological or ecclesial concerns with technocratic
and economic ones. Through processes of isomorphism, these nontheological concerns then
drive the form, content, and goal of any actual interventions.23 Third, humanitarianism emerged
in part as a critical intervention within Christianity. It emphasized a shared humanity that
transcends religious, ideological, national, and other divides and the moral duties incumbent
upon all humans simply by dint of being a human. However, many of these criticisms of
humanitarianism call into question the validity and moral status of the solidarity between humans
that humanitarian aid and development work embody. Rather than overcoming differences
between the privileged and powerless, humanitarianism is seen to subtly reinscribe a sense of
distance and superiority that in turn undermines a sense of shared humanity. The suggestion
that humanitarianism undermines solidarity is a damning one, as humanitarianism is in part an
attempt to articulate what duties of care the rich and powerful have toward the poor and
powerless by dint of their shared humanity.In the light of these concerns, it is imperative for
Christians to examine how concern for suffering and impoverished others might be
conceptualized theologically outside of a humanitarian discursive framework. Such a
nonhumanitarian frame of reference can then be used as a point of contrast to diagnose how
humanitarianism, as an assemblage of belief and practice, may help or hinder love of neighbor.
Moreover, in response to these kinds of concerns, this chapter thinks through the duties of
privilege theologically. While in dialogue with liberation theologies, which emphasize a
preferential option for the poor and try to see the world from the position of the marginalized and
excluded, I begin from a different structural location. Like most readers of this chapter, I am
enmeshed in a world of privilege as compared to the lives of those economist Paul Collier calls
the “bottom billion.” As such, I begin with the question of how to ethically respond when one
finds oneself with privilege. Criticism of the structures that produce inequality and the systemic
advantages given to some and not others is vital. However, the only word to those who find
themselves with power, wealth, and privilege cannot be no. The prophetic no must be premised
on some form of eschatological yes. Some redemptive account of what to do with power and
wealth is necessary if critique is not to be degraded into a rhetoric of denunciation and removed
from the orbit of any proclamation of good news.24 Nor can the issue be ducked. Most people,
at some level, possess a form of privilege, whether based on money, class, education, race,
gender, sexuality, seeing, hearing, institutional position, geographical location, intellectual ability,



or kinesthetic agility.In the light of the critiques of humanitarianism as a way of framing concern
for and solidarity with the poor sketched here, it is helpful to clarify how poverty is a moral and
political problem and thence what kind of response is most fitting by those with resources to help
alleviate poverty (i.e., the privileged).Poverty as a Moral and Political RelationTo name a
constellation of phenomena as “poverty” is first and foremost to make a moral and political
judgment. The terms “poverty” and “the poor”—like “war,” “rape,” and “murder”—are moral
descriptors. That is to say, “poverty” and “the poor” are not neutral, technical, or impartial terms.
They simultaneously name something and make a normative evaluation of it. Analogous to the
difference between stating someone has been murdered and stating someone has been killed,
calling someone “poor” carries a different freighting from saying someone merely lacks food.
Attempts to provide wholly technical definitions—for example, as those living below a “poverty
line”—fail to grasp the moral claim and dimensions of the phenomenon under inspection. As a
moral description, the word “poverty” is laden with a tacit set of claims about what should be
valued and what constitutes the right ordering of relations.Poverty has a range of interrelated
meanings that must be located within a broader discursive context and tradition. Within
Christianity, and those contexts in which the Bible has been a point of reference for making
judgments about what to value and how to order social, political, and economic relations, four
broad meanings can be discerned.1. Drawing on Scripture as a primary point of reference, the
first denotation of the term “poverty” is destitution. Destitution signifies the material lack of basic
needs (food, water, shelter, etc.), a consequence of which is economic, political, and social
exclusion or marginality. In the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament (HBOT), the widow, orphan, and
stranger are paradigmatic of the destitute, as they lack even the most basic means of
sustenance (e.g., Ps. 10:14; Deut. 10:18).2. Destitution closely aligns with the second denotation
of poverty in the HBOT, which is powerlessness—a lack of agency and vulnerability to the
actions of others, whether rulers, the rich, or foreign powers.25 Rather than food, shelter, or
some other aspect of material provision, what is required are the just and merciful use of power
(and thence an end to oppression), the breaking of cycles of dependency, and the reconstitution
of the powerless as a people capable of acting for themselves. The most common word for
poverty in the HBOT (‘ānî and ‘ānāw) implies vulnerability to oppression more than material
destitution (e.g., Ps. 72). The narrative paradigm of powerlessness is Exodus: God liberates the
impoverished, downtrodden, and hovel dwelling Israelites from the yoke of the wealthy, powerful,
and palace dwelling Pharaoh. The “poor of Yahweh” are those who seek justice from God (e.g.,
Isa. 42). This sense of poverty as powerlessness dovetails with Greek conceptions of the demos
and Roman notions of the pauperi, the plebs, and the populus. They are not destitute but are
politically and thence economically and socially vulnerable. Analogous in the contemporary
context are terms such as “the working class” and “the proletariat.” A more specific example is
the incarcerated: their basic biological needs are catered to, but they lack economic and political
agency. As played out in debates between different liberation theologies, the key to shaping the
analysis of oppression is the primary analytical lens selected through which to conceptualize the



nature of powerlessness. Is race, class, or gender, for example, the primary point of reference?
Although powerlessness is defined very differently depending on which form of stratification—
class, race, gender, etc.—is in view, a focus on power and agency is a shared point of
intersection for many of the disparate concerns and methodologies focused on the need for
liberation.26A major form of powerlessness, particularly today, is displacement. The experiences
of the unhomed can be wholly different in kind, ranging from the refugee, the exile, the enslaved,
and the imprisoned to the vagrant, the émigré, the nomad, the troubadour, and the pilgrim. But
what unites them is precariousness—whether temporary or permanent—and the lack of place
within their immediate context. This precariousness and lack of place are constituted by an
absence within their immediate setting of what constitutes them as persons recognizable in
relation to others through time and space. Place understood as our social, economic, political,
geographic, and historical location in creation largely constitutes the particularity of creatures. To
be unhomed is to lack status and worth within a place and thereby to have a highly diminished
agency and be vulnerable and easily exploitable by others who have the right connections or
orientations in that place. To put it another way, the unhomed are friendless.3. The third meaning
of poverty is affliction. The afflicted or distressed are those who suffer or grieve because of
illness, disablement, emergency, demonic possession, an accident, or the loss of a loved one.
Whether their need is for solace, pastoral care, emergency aid, healing, or exorcism, the key is
to include them within the circle of divine human relations through the outreach of others who
can at least bring comfort, if not relief. In the Bible, the figures of the leper and Job are
paradigmatic of the afflicted. By contrast, in medieval Europe, “the beggar” or the one in need of
alms represented the afflicted. In the contemporary European and American context, it is victims
of war, famine, or natural disaster.274. The final meaning of poverty is humility. The poor in spirit/
humble are like children ready and open to receive the kingdom of God (Isa. 61; Luke 18:15–17).
This is the most ambivalent and problematic point of reference in how poverty is constructed
within Christian theology. It is problematic because it can be used to valorize poverty as a moral
and political status that is spiritually beneficial for the destitute and powerless. It can thereby
serve to mystify and reify structural exclusion. Indeed, it is this aspect of a Christian conception
of poverty that seems to have driven Marx’s critique of religion as a means to legitimize the
deprivations of poverty to the power elite whose interests are served by the system.28 Marx held
that in addition to acting as a narcotic and a mask for, and legitimizer of, oppression, religion
enabled elites to reconcile themselves to the system. Conceptions of poverty as a blessed state
because it is a humble estate have often operated in this way. Yet Scripture links poverty and
humility so that a theological conception of poverty means we cannot avoid this association.As
well as having a range of meanings, the term “poverty” invokes a moral economy of relations
between rich and poor, powerful and powerless. Poverty—in all its denotations—is only
imaginable in relation to “privilege”: some must be rich so that others may be thought of as
poor.29 That is to say, poverty entails stratification and differentiation of one kind or another. You
can be starving and without shelter and yet think of yourself as famished and cold rather than



poor. To name yourself or be named as poor entails a particular kind of social imaginary, one in
which poverty and privilege are forms of recognition that define and coconstruct each other. The
Beatitudes exemplify this by connecting and contrasting the blessed and the cursed (Luke 6:20–
26). So talk of poverty should always at the same time be a reflection on the meaning of wealth
and power. Failure to do this constitutes a failure to reckon with the moral and political
implications of poverty. Without locating conceptions of poverty in relation to privilege and the
structural dimensions that produce poverty, the poor appear as clients or an interest group to be
dealt with by special measures. In the modern period, when poverty is disconnected from
reflection on privilege, it ceases to be a shared problem that “we, the people” address together. It
becomes instead an anomaly that “experts” manage and govern through “populations” subject to
regimes of health, education, welfare, incarceration, and the like.30 Poverty becomes a stimulus
to generate technocratic and anthropocentric interventions in the lives of those “we” think should
be more like “us” rather than a provocation to repent and ask questions about the way our lives
are structured to exclude the poor and corrode creation.The interrelationship between poverty
and privilege raises a critical question that confronts Western humanitarianism: Is aid a gift, and
thus a gesture of generosity by the privileged to the poor, or is it a form of distributive justice, and
so a way that the privileged give what is proportionally due to the poor? I contend that
humanitarian aid is a matter of both justice and generosity. The ambiguities and confusions this
confluence of justice and generosity in aid and development work sets up complicate any
analysis of it. However, to collapse humanitarianism into a species of either justice or gift is to
flatten and falsely resolve a complex moral relation. It is also to truncate a full orbed political
theology of humanitarianism that should have as its basis how humanitarianism seeks tzedakah
u’mishpat (justice and righteousness), the Hebrew term for the complex of obligations that are
the basis of the God given covenantal order.The four aspects of poverty outlined here have been
deployed with regularity and consistency by Christians throughout history. Together they shape
how Christians down the ages have defined poverty. However, like many moral terms, the
meaning of poverty exhibits both continuity and change over time, with different dimensions
coming to prominence and taking on contextually attuned valences in specific times and places.
Given that the different dimensions of how poverty is understood theologically vary from one
context to another, it is inevitable that the various strands of Christianity contest the primary
meaning of poverty. Humanitarianism tends to focus on poverty as destitution to the exclusion of
the other three. The most contested of the four is poverty understood as humility, yet it is this
meaning that yields the sharpest critical contrast with humanitarianism as an ethical response to
privilege.Poverty of Spirit as a Therapy for PrivilegeThe “poor in spirit” can be identified as those
who, like children, are structurally positioned to be radically dependent on others and lack the
agency to secure their place in the world (whether they want to be or not, and whether they are
virtuous in their poverty or not). But the poor in spirit can also be identified with those who are
like children/the materially poor through being humble and who in some cases choose material
poverty as a form of spiritual ascesis (for example, monks and nuns). This double identification



creates ambiguity about how to interpret the scriptural call to be poor in spirit, making it difficult
to avoid conflating humility and affliction, destitution, and powerlessness, or romanticizing them
as automatic sources of holiness. Those who are economically poor, physically suffering, or
politically lacking in power are often, of necessity, humble, as they are acutely aware of their
need for others. Yet, the destitute, powerless, and afflicted can be just as grasping and prideful
as the rich, and conditions of material poverty are not inherently a school of virtue. At the same
time, if we forget that poverty can also denote humility, poverty as an experience of destitution,
affliction, and powerlessness becomes so pathologized that as a condition, poverty justifies and
validates positions of privilege. The privileged have nothing to learn from the experiences of the
poor, and their privilege remains unchallenged by poverty. Instead of poverty raising
fundamental questions about the very system and form of life that produce certain kinds of
unjust privilege, poverty is to be eliminated so that everyone is incorporated into the form of life
the privileged currently enjoy. Poverty is thereby seen as a glitch in the system rather than as a
product of the system, and almost never as a structural location that challenges privileged forms
of life. Thence the question of what constitutes justice is never asked, as what is just is taken to
be the ability to participate in the status quo.Pathologizing poverty in a way that leaves
unquestioned the structures of privilege is a dynamic humanitarianism tends to exacerbate.
Positively, humanitarian organizations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross
echo and build on what the church historically called “works of mercy.” Humanitarian aid and
development work is a way of recognizing another as a human, as one who is the same as me,
and thereby communicating to one in distress or peril that he or she is not rejected, abandoned,
or forgotten but exists in a common world. This is especially necessary at points of crisis—
natural disasters and famine being paradigmatic instances—when others find they are without
the necessary resources to act for themselves. In the Christian tradition, following the pattern of
Christ’s incarnation and crucifixion, such works of mercy may necessitate forms of radical
renunciation or kenosis on the part of the giver to enable forging a deeper, intimate, and more
meaningful relationship. In short, works of mercy require generosity that goes beyond what
distributive or commutative justice requires. And this kind of generosity entails cultivating a
poverty of spirit. One can see something of this in the witness of monks and nuns down the
centuries whose way of life points the broader body politic to the ongoing need to renounce
idolatrous ties to property, kinship, comfort, and status if meaningful relationships to God and
neighbor are to emerge. However, a kenotic conception of generosity is mostly absent in
contemporary notions of humanitarianism. Rather than focus on practices of personal and
material renunciation, humanitarianism conceives generosity in terms of noblesse oblige and
philanthropic donation, both of which emphasize rather than bridge the distance between giver
and receiver and too often leave intact structures of economic and political exclusion.Crucial to
understanding poverty as humility within Christianity is its links to the sacramental dimensions of
almsgiving and works of mercy. In early Jewish traditions, giving alms was equivalent to an act of
worship in the temple.31 This connection was taken up in the New Testament and the



subsequent Christian tradition so that giving to the economically poor had a soteriological
dimension: it is a mark of having encountered and responded faithfully to Christ and thereby
manifesting appropriate poverty of spirit/humility.32 Echoing the Jewish connections between
the temple and giving, giving alms in the patristic era was linked to the celebration of the
Eucharist through the offering taken before Communion. The gift on the altar and the gift to the
poor are part of a penitent recognition of God’s blessing and what the right ordering of our
relationships to those around us entails. Giving to the poor is the appropriate symbolic gesture
given who God is. It is also a form of reparation for past wrongs, hence the linkage in Amos 5 or
Deuteronomy 12:13–14 between sacrificial offering to God and care for the poor and pursuit of
justice. Both are marks of obedience and faithfulness.33 In the contemporary context, serving
the destitute and afflicted through giving alms and volunteering is still a favored way of serving
God and considered a diagnostic of faithfulness and holiness, yet it is often shorn of its
reparative dimension.34A related aspect of poverty as humility is that humility emerges from the
recognition of what it means to be fallen, frail, and finite creatures. True spiritual strength and
wisdom come through recognizing our “poverty” as death bound, perishable bodies in contrast to
the resurrected, imperishable body of Christ (1 Cor. 15; 2 Cor. 12:10). As Augustine and
Benedict of Nursia constantly reiterate, humility is necessary to see and hear the truth about
ourselves and so be touched by God and neighbor. Poverty of spirit is a necessary condition for
the encounter with and proper response to other kinds of poverty and the structural conditions
that so often produce them. As those who must cultivate humility, Christians—and especially
those who are privileged—are to contemplate Christ so that they might be provoked to repent
and to understand both their own “poverty”/sinfulness and their need for a meaningful
relationship with the destitute, afflicted, and powerless. Through contemplating the broken body
of the suffering servant, the faithful become open to the realization that they have a common life,
in and through Christ, with the poor. “We” cannot be healed without “them,” nor they without us.
Through contemplating Christ, privileged Christians should come to understand the “height and
depths of [the] human lot” and so be able to orientate themselves rightly to God and neighbor.35
When the privileged understand their own poverty of spirit, recognizing their fallenness, frailty,
and finitude, and thence their need of others and God, then they not only truly hear, see, smell,
taste, and touch the lives of “the poor” but also receive from them, recognizing that “we” need
them as much if not more than “they” need us. A complex web of just and generous relations
between the privileged and the poor can then emerge.The first response by the privileged to
contemplating Christ’s suffering and broken flesh should not be empathy leading to philanthropic
action or political activism on behalf of a less fortunate other, but repentance. It is not the
privileged human who has something to offer the one suffering. Rather, Christ’s situation
represents “our” true predicament if only “we,” as fallen humans, indelibly benefiting from
structures of domination, could see it. It is not the privileged who have a gift to offer the
impoverished suffering other but rather the privileged who are the ones who need to
contemplate the broken body. Contemplation of Christ crucified, leading to repentance and



reparation, helps disrupt and reconfigure all practices of recognition. For example, our gaze
should not be conformed to that of either the Western media or the frenzied world of social
media, which determines who should appear as the subject of care—this week those made
homeless by a tornado, next week those afflicted by famine. Instead, it is proximity to Christ on
the cross that determines who and what we should see. Uncoupled from the contemplation of
Christ crucified, the privileged will miscategorize what suffering looks like and who is the
stranger to be welcomed. Who does and who does not appear will be determined by fallen and
fad driven standards of what is worthy of attention and sympathy.Discussions of white privilege
and the ethics of how whites should respond to antiblack racism in North America offers a
helpful parallel to the discussion of humanitarianism as an ethics of solidarity between the
privileged and the poor. Jennifer Harvey identifies what she calls a “reconciliation paradigm” as
the predominant framework among white mainline liberal and evangelical Protestants in the
United States shaping responses to racism. Reconciliation identifies separation as the primary
problem that needs addressing, to which reconciliation is the answer. However, as Harvey points
out, “Racial separateness is evidence of the extent to which our differences embody legacies of
unjust material structures. Racial separateness is a to be expected outcome of the reality that our
differences literally contain still painful and violent histories that remain unredressed and
unrepaired.”36 For Harvey, if any conception of reconciliation between whites and blacks is to be
meaningful, issues of white supremacy, histories of racial oppression, and disparities of power
have to be acknowledged and addressed. Division and separateness are not the problem; the
nature of the division is. Black separation from whites is a mode of survival and self 
determination. White separation from blacks is an articulation of white supremacy. What
separation signifies among blacks and whites is very different due to differences of historical
experience and the ongoing impact of structures of domination. Failure to understand this will
lead to misdiagnosis of what reconciliation must entail. Indeed, as Harvey argues, without a
proper appreciation of what whiteness names, the advocacy of reconciliation becomes a way of
masking the operations of white supremacy and reinscribing racial disparities and disadvantage
between blacks and whites. It is whites who need to embrace racial difference, not blacks. As W.
E. B. Du Bois’s notion of “double consciousness” points out, blacks have always had to be
hyperaware of whites, whereas whites, for the most part, are entirely oblivious both to their
whiteness and to how it positions them in relation to “people of color.” This is a dynamic I explore
further in the next chapter.In a parallel way, humanitarianism as a paradigm often masks
Western privilege. By identifying destitution as the primary problem, humanitarianism occludes
the histories of racial and imperial oppression and disparities of power and access upon which is
constructed Western privilege. Humanitarianism thereby fails to address how the West is
complicit in creating the suffering, destitution, and powerlessness that humanitarianism seeks to
address. Cultivating a poverty of spirit through repentance is the necessary beginning point for
reorientating humanitarianism. And it enables humanitarianism to be reconfigured as partly a
form of redistribution rather than simply an act of philanthropy. How humanitarianism can



forestall the need for repentance while at the same time advocating concern for the poor can be
elucidated further by distinguishing between two theo political ways of imagining relations
between the privileged and the poor: beneficence and blessing.Orders of Beneficence and
BlessingThe etymological differences between “beneficence” and “blessing” are significant.
“Beneficence” draws on the Latin beneficium, meaning to do good or perform kind deeds. It
presumes that the locus of agency is the one performing the good action who possesses an
advantage or privilege that he or she is sharing. By contrast, “blessing” has a number of sources,
notably the Hebrew terms berakhah, meaning thanksgiving or praise, and the Old English term
blóedsian/bletsung, meaning to consecrate, sanctify, or make holy (literally, hallow with blood).
Blessing implies the reception of a gift and an acknowledgment of a prior and superordinate
source of all blessing that was not created or earned but must be acknowledged with the
appropriate gesture. In Scripture, as Ellen Davis notes, “Blessing is essentially the
transformative experience of knowing and honoring God as the Giver; it means valuing the
steady flow that sustains the world even above the gift of life that each of us receives and in time
is constrained to relinquish.”37 By building on these etymological differences, this section
proposes a theological distinction between an “order of beneficence” that instrumentalizes the
poor in order to justify and glorify itself, and an “order of blessing” that seeks to glorify God and
generate healing and nourishment for all, especially the poor. In a paradigmatic instance of the
tragic nature of politics in this age, I propose that these two orders tear humanitarianism apart:
ideally it seeks the latter, but more often than not it embodies the former.In an order of
beneficence, the privileged think their situation is natural or deserved. Within this justificatory
logic, the giving of alms, rather than being either an act of either reparation, redistribution, or the
sharing of what some received for the good of all, becomes the noble and private gesture of the
privileged toward the poor. The act of beneficence reinscribes the structures of privilege as
“natural” rather than as a distortion that needs repenting. Moreover, helping the poor becomes
part of the structure of legitimacy through which domination is sanctioned and authorized.38
One set of people sympathizes, another set suffers; one set judges, another set submits; one set
gives, the other accepts. The characteristic difference between the two orders is as follows: an
order of beneficence is an order of bestowal where the privileged bestow status on others,
whereas an order of blessing is one where the privileged recognize the poor as fellow creatures
with whom they share a common life on which everyone depends.39 An order of beneficence
may be generous, but it is fundamentally unjust. By contrast, an order of blessing aims to
cultivate a just and loving form of common life. In the latter order, mutual sharing (or communion)
is the paradigmatic act, whereas, in the former, it is a one way, philanthropic donation.The
contrast between an order of beneficence and an order of blessing is a theo political one
suggested by Jesus’s discussion of the true nature of authority in Luke 22. As the gospel puts it,
“Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise
authority over them call themselves Benefactors’ ” (Luke 22:25, NIV). This is not just a moral
judgment. It is also a description of how those with positions of privilege see themselves and



want recognition as in some way benefactors. These dynamics characterized relations between
rich and poor in the Roman Empire. The hands of the great, whether of the emperor or a patron,
were expected to distribute wealth to others and show largesse. This largesse was part of the
legitimatizing structure of wealth and power and the patron client relations on which the Roman
“empire of gifts” rested.40 Christians built on this but challenged the boundary of care so it
included those viewed as “other” and not just those seen as “brothers” (fellow citizens),
“mothers” (kith and kin), or “fathers” (patrons).In contrast to the claims and desires of earthly
rulers, the Gospels portray the disciples as being called on to be “servants.” But they offer a
distinctive vision of service. Disciples are to serve those at a table, that is, those gathered at a
messianic banquet, where all may participate, as each has a charism to contribute. What these
servants are to offer is not self aggrandizing and impenitent beneficence but eschatological
blessings and participation in the people of God. And what such a meal symbolizes is not simply
renewed interpersonal communion but the hallowing and offering up of the fruits of the earth in
praise and worship. Food, paradigmatically at the Eucharist, links our common life with the soil,
our common life with each other, and our common life with God, and its production, distribution,
and consumption inherently involve processes of participation and transformation. After Christ,
the difficult discernment is whether configurations of rule and structures of privilege have
become self serving and are masking, through the operations of an order of beneficence, the
domination of others.To see how humanitarianism can function as an order of beneficence, we
can compare how Greco Roman and subsequent Christian political orders conceptualized
poverty. As already noted, Greco Roman political orders had a justificatory structure of bringing a
benefit of one kind or another, but this benefit did not revolve around a focused concern for the
destitute, afflicted, and powerless.41 Rather than status and authority being accrued and
reinforced through looking after the poor, glory was found primarily in the acclamations of the
citizens and civic euergetism (that is, the building of temples, holding games, etc., that glorify the
polis).42 Peter Brown argues that, in late antiquity, Christianity instigated a shift whereby a
concern for the poor became a measure of an order’s legitimacy and a mark of good rule.43
From this period onward, in European Christian contexts, concern for the poor marked whether a
political order was legitimate. At the same time, this justificatory structure for good rule came to
be aligned with and used to legitimatize numerous hegemonic forms of domination.44 For
example, Christian justifications of imperialism framed it as a material and spiritual benefit to the
colonized and as a sacrifice undertaken by the colonizer on behalf of the weak.45
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Lynda L. Blevins, “Our relationship with God and our neighbors and communities. I was attracted
to this book because… I have an underlying draw to what is best for the common good. I was
intrigued by Luke’s bringing this together from a Scriptural and institutional perspective. I also
saw it as a research tool for a project I am working on. This book was about…Bretherton shows
how we join our relationship/responsibilities to God and our relationship/responsibilities as
neighbors and citizens.Things I liked about this book…One of Bretherton’s early assumptions is
the more we understand the relationship between our spiritual and political life the deeper we
well understand what it means to be the church and a witness in the community.Why you should
read this book…So often, we think we need to separate our secular and spiritual lives. This book
should our responsibility to live our spiritual lives for the common good of our secular world.This
book lived up to the back cover copy … The four reviews on the back cover do give you an
accurate view of the book.Luke Bretherton”

K. Emge, “Difficult reading.. A lot of good material but the author seemed to be writing only for a
professional, academic audience. I wanted the material but found it extremely difficult to get
from the complex wording used throughout. Extremely technical jargon of an otherworldly
academic elite. I am learning a new language and reading this book reminded me of trying to
read this new language, having to look up so many words in almost every sentence made
getting through this very difficult and much less comprehensible. The author may consider a
translation for the myriad of people that should read and understand this important material, a
laymen version. This material is too important in today's environment to be understood by only
the top academic elite.”

Robyn Henderson Espinoza, “A definitive book on political theology. One of the most important
books on political theology today. Go read this book!”

The book by Luke Bretherton has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 16 people have provided feedback.
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