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In early 2002, at a national conference of the Confessing Churches Movement held
in Atlanta, the Reverend Dr. Mark Achtemeier, a prominent theologian, a devout

evangelical Christian, and a professor at the University of Dubuque Theological Semi-
nary, gave a rousing keynote address on the topic, “The Holiness of Christ.” The Con-
fessing Churches were particularly concerned in those days about the fate of Amend-
ment A, which was then being voted upon by all of the presbyteries of the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.) and, had it passed, would have deleted the portion of the Constitu-
tion known as the “fidelity and chastity” clause that has been such a point of debate and
contention now for years. 

Near the beginning of Dr. Achtemeier’s address, he said: “Brothers and sisters, I am
not going to sugar-coat or sentimentalize the situation we face today. As I look around
the Presbyterian Church, I see a supposedly Christian institution where abominations
litter the landscape. Everywhere we turn, there are open and flagrant violations of the
clear teaching of both Old and New Testaments, flaunted before the church with a
brazenness utterly devoid of any sense of repentance …” As he punched at these words,
the audience warmed up, anticipating a particular application of this theme of holiness. 

Then Mark said: “I refer, of course, to rampant consumerism and callous indiffer-
ence toward the poor.” He went on with a list of devastating statistics about the lack of
medical vaccines, the persistence of tuberculosis, the pressing health and nutrition

needs around the world, and then noted that “we Presbyterians fill our driveways with
luxury cars and our houses with expensive gadgets.”

It was not the tack on holiness that anyone there that day was expecting him to

take, and portions of Mark Achtemeier’s audience held their applause as he stunned
them with the reminder of how, in our scriptures, the theme most often addressed, and
overwhelmingly so, is economic and social justice. Though we have preferred for cen-
turies to argue over scripture’s treatment of a host of other matters, the prevailing bib-
lical witness is that a faithful and uncompromising approach to poverty and abundance

is as fundamental a Christian truth as Jesus’ words, “You cannot serve God and mam-
mon.” 

In their various ways in this issue of Insights, Monya Stubbs, Mercy Oduyoye, Max
Stackhouse, and Darren Cushman Wood are exploring an equally stunning approach
to our wealth and our world’s resources and are bringing to bear the Gospel’s challenge
to our world’s material needs and practices. This is not likely to be comfortable read-
ing, but it may provoke new thinking, new behaviors, and, maybe, finally, the holiness
of Christ.

Theodore J. Wardlaw
President
Austin Seminary

I N T RO D U C T I O N
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uestions of world poverty and human development are central topics of
conversation and debate in many Christian congregations around the Unit-
ed States. Rock star Bono’s popularization of “debt relief ” to poor nations
and the 2005 G-8 Summit’s cancellation of a portion of some of the world’s

poorest countries’ debt1 have brought these topics into the public eye. I am fully con-
vinced that little can be achieved to effectively eliminate2 systemic world poverty until
Christian believers re-imagine ourselves in an indebted love relationship with those who
suffer human and natural indignities because they are unable effectively to participate
in global market economies. 

Over the last ten years, Christian conversations on world poverty and human
development have largely been undergirded by the biblical concept of Jubilee. Old Tes-
tament scholar Gerald West describes the Jubilee as:

a legal, structural, mechanism to ensure that there was no systematic rela-
tionship between wealth and poverty, between rich and poor. Implicit in
Jubilee laws is the recognition that through a variety of circumstances people
may become poor; for example through drought, crop diseases, sickness on
the part of those working the land, laziness, loans, etc., people may have
become indebted, and may even be forced to sell their lands and perhaps
themselves. However, the Jubilee laws are designed to prevent poverty becom-
ing entrenched structurally … The Jubilee laws provide for the land itself to
rest (Lev. 25:4-6), for the restoration of land to those who lost their land (Lev.
25:7-34), for aid to those in difficulty (Lev. 25:35), for interest-free loans to
those in need (Lev. 25:37-38), for the release of those who have been forced

INDEBTED LOVE
GIVING BECAUSE WE HAVE RECEIVED

MO N Y A A.  ST U B B S

Q

Monya Stubbs is assistant professor of New Testament at Austin Seminary. She earned the BA from
Spelman College and the MTS and PhD from Vanderbilt University. Stubbs is the co-author of A
Contextual Introduction to the Gospel of Matthew and its Readings (Abingdon Press, 2003).
Prior to teaching on the Austin Seminary faculty, she directed Bonner-Campbell Religious Studies
Institute, a ministerial training school for the Eighth Episcopal District of the African Methodist Epis-
copal Church. 
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to sell themselves into slavery (Lev. 25:39-55). In sum, the Jubilee laws pro-
vide legal protection for those who have become poor (including land) and in
so doing they break the cycle of debt and enslavement; the Jubilee laws pre-
vented the rich from becoming ‘the oppressor’ (and the poor from becoming
‘oppressed’).3

Unfortunately, in my opinion, the concept of Jubilee proves ineffective for our
contemporary context. This is not because we lack the desire to create legal protection
against people falling into systemic poverty. Rather, the Jubilee does not give us ade-
quate language to access the historical events that often shape situations of economic
injustice that arise precisely because of a relational reality of wealth and poverty, rich
and poor, oppressed and oppressor. For Christian believers who today struggle with the
issues of world poverty and human development, a more timely and challenging lan-
guage/concept is needed. That is, as Christians who understand the Bible to be in some
way authoritative, we must more directly address what this essay argues is an appropri-
ate model of human thinking and behavior that allows us to better respond to the
promise of Scripture. Through an indebted love to neighbors, I argue, we in fact live
into the nearness of God’s salvation power. 

In this light, perhaps the best way for Christian believers to enter into a discern-
ment process about eliminating systemic world poverty and advancing human flour-
ishing is to understand that we are in fact indebted to those we seek to help.4 Perhaps
we, like Paul, must employ the language most familiar in our normative context,
reshape it and use it as an interpretive grid for our only faithful response to systemic
world poverty—its elimination. 

PAUL AND INDEBTEDNESS: 
THE POWER OF GOD MANIFESTED IN OTHERS

In order to clarify Paul’s distinctive understanding of love as “indebted love,” we must
be cognizant of the common views of love we bring with us to the text that might

prevent us from recognizing what Paul is saying about love. Our difficulty in reading
Paul is especially aggravated by the ways Christians have generally spoken of and
endorsed “love for the poor.” This popular contemporary Christian notion about the
relationship between faith and poverty suggests that the greatest challenge and discon-
nection between economic models of human behavior and a Christian model of human
behavior is summed up in the Christian’s mandate to be concerned for the poor. Con-
cern for the poor is in fact the foundation of Christian faith-in-action, according to this
perspective. Because Christians are concerned about the poor, Christian teachings “put
special value on choices that enhance justice for the poor and that address their eco-
nomic needs.”5 For instance, economist Rebecca Blank writes about the contrast
between the value Christian teachings place on the poor with that of market values:

Unlike the market, which values people according to their resources and the
productivity they bring to the market, Christian teachings on poverty ascribe
value to a group that has no resources. In fact, it is precisely because this group
is without resources in the market that its members are valued and given a spe-

IN D E BT E D LOV E: GI V I N G BE C AU S E WE HAV E RE C E I V E D
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cial place among Christians. At best the market ignores the poor because they
are not participants, while Christianity brings them into the center of com-
munity concern.6

Unfortunately, these conclusions about the appropriate Christian model of human
behavior prove too simplistic. In fact, they perpetuate a model of behavior that
advances the uncritical acceptance of a pattern of human relating where those with
means only recognize the poor as passive recipients in need of charity. 

Consider, for instance, economist and Noble Prize winner Amartya Sen’s discus-
sion on the relationship between the concepts of “well-being” and “agency.” When
assessing and establishing policy on issues of poverty and human development, argues
Sen, those suffering under impoverished conditions are traditionally viewed as “passive
recipients of welfare-enhancing help” (well-being). However, Sen suggests that in order
adequately to foster environments that provide people with the capabilities to live a life
they have reason to value, people must be seen as active agents of change: “the dynam-
ic promoters of social transformations that can alter lives.”7 While there are times when
the well-being aspect of human development is dominant, to limit one’s perception of
people and situations to a type of “patient” status is to restrict the view of the person-
hood of those individuals. 

Human development, argues Sen, calls for a more participatory, agent-oriented
approach that values each individual as a “member of the public and as a participant in
economic, social, and political actions.”8 Policies established out of a mind-set that a
certain person or group of people is bringing aid or development to a “supposedly inert
[and inept] population” sometimes eliminates but always diminishes the range of capa-
bilities a person (and a community) has to live a life she has reason to value. Unfortu-
nately, as expressed in Blank’s quote, too often Christian responses to poverty and
human development appreciate situations of poverty, but overlook the agency aspect of
the impoverished. Sen explains the need for recognizing all people’s agency on issues of
poverty and human development. He even draws a profound distinction between the
concepts of sympathy and commitment (as rational, self-interested behavior) that,
when unrecognized, limits our efforts to fully appreciate the agency of others. “The dis-
tinction can be illustrated with an example,” Sen writes: “If you help a destitute person
because his destitution makes you very unhappy, that would be a sympathy-based
action. If, however, the presence of the destitute does not make you particularly unhap-
py, but does fill you with the determination to change a system that you think is unjust
… then this would be a commitment-based action.”9

But there is one dimension of a Christian model of human behavior, as expressed
in Romans, that neither Sen nor Blank recognize as significant in their arguments on
poverty and human development. In assessing poverty and human development in this
age of globalization and global market economies, Paul’s concept of an “indebted love
of neighbor” requires that we not only see the agency aspect of individuals and com-
munities, but that we understand our relationship to our “neighbor”—to others—as
one of indebtedness. Imagining ourselves in relationship with others as a type of
indebted love requires that we not envision the “destitute” as those who simply invoke
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our sympathy or induce our personal or communal commitments against injustice.
Such a perception about our relationship with others may very well include the con-
cepts of sympathy and commitment (as defined by Sen), but it also moves decidedly
beyond them.

It is commonly held that human beings exercise their agency by actively facilitat-
ing change for themselves and, in so doing, by sometimes meeting the needs of others
along the way. But the concept of indebtedness, as presented by Paul in Romans, car-
ries a different emphasis. To perceive that one is indebted to the other requires those
who envision themselves as agents to recognize what others are doing for them—that
is, to recognize how others enable them to function as “agents.” 

Paul makes this clear in his letter to the Christian community at Rome as expressed
in Romans 15:1-2. In this passage, Paul uses the concept of indebtedness10 as a key for
defining how people are to imagine themselves in relationship with God and one
another. Attempting to negotiate the relationship in the community between those he
refers to as the “weak” and those he refers to as the “strong,” Paul writes in Romans
15:1a: “we who are strong are indebted to uphold the weaknesses of the weak.” How-
ever, in 15:1b, Paul quickly qualifies his definition of the “strong” or “powerful:” The
“powerful” are those who discern and act, not out of arrogance for selfish gain—not to
affirm ourselves. Rather, each of us must affirm our neighbor for (with respect to) the
good our neighbor has, in order to build up the neighbor (Rom. 15:2). Just as Paul
makes clear in 1:14 that he is indebted to all those to whom he brings the gospel or some
“spiritual” gift, he emphasizes this same point in Romans 15:1-2. That is, the “weak,”
in their weakness, bring to us a gift from God for which we are indebted to them.
Remember what Paul says elsewhere about weakness, for instance when he writes,
thinking about the “thorn in his flesh”: “I will boast all the more gladly of my weak-
nesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am content with my
weaknesses … for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong” (2
Cor. 12:9-10). Thus, Paul maintains that both he and the “strong” must “uphold” the
weaknesses of the weak. This is not in the sense of condescending to patiently bear with
the failings of the weak (an understanding expressed, unfortunately, in the NRSV trans-
lation of Romans 15:1: “We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of the
weak”). Rather, it is in the sense that we should discern in the weak and their weak-
nesses “what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2)—or, in other words, the
gifts of God they bring to us and for which we are indebted to them. Therefore, rather
than flattering ourselves by affirming the “good” we bring to others, we should affirm
others by pointing out what God has done in them and the gift they bring to us from
God.11

AN INDEBTED LOVE: ROMANS 13

Envisioning ourselves as indebted to others because of the gift they bring to us from
God is what Paul calls an indebted love. Let me explain. In his summary statement

on the Roman Christian community’s relationship to governing authorities, Paul
writes: “be indebted to no one [for] anything, except to love one another, for the one
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who loves another has fulfilled the law” (13:8). Paul has just described in 13:7 that
according to normative patterns of human relating in the Roman Empire, paying all
(military and financial bureaucrats) their expected debts is a service to both humanity
and God. But in 13:8 Paul encourages his readers to settle all debts except the debt of
love. However, before offering an analysis of 13:8, I want to make a few more com-
ments about Paul’s utilization of debt language in Romans. 

New Testament scholar Revelation Velunta helps to further clarify Paul’s usage of
opheilo. Explaining the notion of debt from a Filipino perspective, Velunta notes that
there are three kinds of debt: 1) debt voluntarily incurred, 2) imposed debt, and 3) and
debt of “the heart.” Regarding debts one can repay, Velunta writes: 

A debt incurred voluntarily arises either from the asking of a loan or favor. If
the loan or favor is paid back in equivalent terms or with the margin agreed
on, both parties can consider themselves discharged. Involuntary debts would
occur when a loan or favor is offered or done without having been preceded
by a formal request. Even here both loan or favor could be repaid in equiva-
lent or with profit in order to be absolved of the debt.12

These are the types of debts about which Paul writes in Romans 4:4 and 15:27. For
instance, Romans 4:4 describes one incurring a monetary debt to the one who performs
a service for hire. The employer “owes” the employee for the work he has performed on
behalf of the employer. Romans 15:27 describes a debt incurred out of an obligation to
repay one group for what they have done for another. Gentiles are indebted to share
their material resources with the saints at Jerusalem since the Jerusalem saints shared
their “spiritual blessings” with the Gentiles. 

The subjection listed in Romans 13:7 concerning the payment of dues represents
a type of imposed debt. Velunta rightly argues that involuntary debts, like taxes and
tribute, are exactly what Paul wants everyone to settle. The problem for Paul is that
one’s continued indebtedness to the structures described in 13:7 forces one to remain
a “debtor to the flesh,” therefore living “according to the flesh” (Rom. 8:12). Yet, Paul
maintains that those empowered by the Spirit of God are no longer “indebted to the
flesh.” More importantly, Paul associates indebtedness with subjection. He suggests
that if one is indebted to the “flesh”13 then the “flesh” possesses the authority to create
the ideological presuppositions under which one must live. Paul is concerned here with
right actions (including gestures and speech). The world created by the flesh forces one
to engage nature and other human beings in a manner that results in death (see Rom.
8:13). But those no longer indebted to the flesh, no longer live according to the flesh
(Rom. 8:12). Paul employs the term “debt,” the language most indicative of Roman
social, political, and economic structure,14 to describe how Christians ought not engage
in relationship with each other. 

Surprisingly, Paul returns to debt language as a means of discussing human love for
other human beings. Velunta suggests that there is yet another way of understanding
debt which he calls (in his native Tagalog) utang na loob. Utang na loob refers to a debt
of “the heart” which one can truly never repay.

Utang na loob is a unique kind of debt: however it may have been incurred,
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no matter how insignificant the debt, there is no way by which one is absolved
of the debt except perhaps by having the ‘lender’ him/herself incur a similar
utang na loob. The debt goes beyond the legal-juridical framework; it creates
an extra-legal but even more binding debt because it involves a personal debt,
one that can only be paid back not only in person but with one’s person …
one is bound no longer by a single compensating act but binds him/herself
voluntarily to be committed beyond repayment.15

Debt as a “debt of the heart” sheds new light on Paul’s use of what Joseph Fitzmyer calls
oxymoronic language: “Paul states it strangely, speaking of love as something owed like
a debt. Love does not constitute one being under an obligation to pay or repay anoth-
er for something received.”16 Yet debt is an appropriate representation of people’s
responsibility to one another. Paul moves beyond the traditional ideas of indebtedness
and challenges the community to understand their debt to one another as an essential
component of love. The two terms in the injunction, “debt” and “love,” actually rede-
fine each other. Paul equates debt with love and love with debt. That is, Paul equates
the recognition of indebtedness with love and love as a response to the recognition of
indebtedness as the voluntary commitment to love. The Roman state often character-
ized human relationships asymmetrically, associating “debt” with parties of an unequal
status (= debtor to the flesh) (feeding off the classic patron-client dynamics).17 Paul, on
the other hand, offers a more horizontal, reciprocal model of human relationships in
Romans 13:9 where he summarizes proper human relationships as “love your neigh-
bor.” The aim now focuses on wholesome relationships amongst people with a com-
mitment to use their talents and skills to effect qualitative good in the community
rather than on relationships guided by selfish motivations for social status (Rom.12:3-
21). Hence, Paul’s juxtaposition of “debt” and “love” offers “debt of love” as a measur-
ing stick which gauges the actions and intentions of both individuals and governing
institutions. 

Chapter 13 reaches its climax in 11b and the debt language is made purposeful as
Paul exclaims: “for now is nearer our salvation (soteria) than when we (first) believed.”
The community is called to allow the concept of an “indebted love” to have dominion
over their lives. In this way the community has stepped into the process of salvation; it
has come near.18 Paul’s understanding—of salvation as a process which includes a re-
imagining of one’s relationship with others as one of indebtedness—is best summarized
in Romans 6 where he explains that, on the one hand, salvation was made possible (in
the past) through the death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ. However, salvation
continues (the fruits of salvation) in the lives of those dedicated to the worship of God
through their voluntary commitment to seek and serve the good of others (in the pre-
sent and future). 

Paul begins his explanation of salvation in the sixth chapter of Romans, describing
it as “walking in the newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). We are unable to grasp the fullness of
his soteriological argument until chapters 12 and 13 (particularly 13:9—indebted love
of neighbor as fulfillment of law). But Paul’s argument reflects his expectation that the
Christian community, in their process of salvation, would change (through the grace
and power offered by God through the Holy Spirit) both their habit of thinking and
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their habit of living. He explains:
We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death
no longer has dominion over him. The death he died, he died to sin, once for
all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves
dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore, do not let sin exercise
dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey its passions. No longer
present your bodily parts as instruments of wickedness, but present yourselves
to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present your
bodily parts to God as instruments of justice (Rom. 6:9-13; see also 8:10-11).

Paul encourages the community of believers to act in a manner that gives priority
to personhood in God. Being raised from the dead, raised from a death-sleep—a state
where indebted love of neighbor is not a vigorous, operative power—speaks to the
essence of Paul’s soteriological stance. It reemphasizes the connection he establishes
between people’s relationship with God and their relationship with one another. Ulti-
mately, “salvation comes near” with the renewal of one’s mind (Rom. 12:1) that enables
the citizens of the Christian community at Rome to break through the idolatries of
“worldly” structures (Rom. 1:25). Instead, they build a community and an ideological
stance, grounded in offering their minds and bodies to the worship of God, through
the recognition of an indebtedness to neighbors and to “indebted love of neighbor.”

SALVATION AS FREEDOM AND FREEDOM AS INDEBTED LOVE

Paul continues his play on the concept of indebtedness in Romans 6:23 where he
writes: For the compensation (opsonion)19 of sin is death, but the gift of God is eter-

nal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. Paul reminds the Christian community at Rome that
the compensation or wages of sin is death. In other words, sin is indebted to those who
present their bodies to its service and sin pays its debt in the currency of death. This
death about which Paul speaks is a death not simply limited to mortality. It also repre-
sents a quality of life which disrespects both individual and communal well-being (see
Rom. 1:28-31). When speaking about God’s relationship to humanity, however, Paul
alters the language and calls that which humanity receives from God a gift. Through
Christ Jesus, humanity is given a gift for offering our bodies for the fulfillment of jus-
tice in the world. The gift of God is “eternal life.” In other words, the gift we receive
from God through Christ Jesus is freedom20—it is the opportunity to live into a qual-
ity of life that advances and perpetuates human and natural well-being rather than lim-
iting or destroying it. Ultimately, as explained in the discussion above, Paul challenges
the community at Rome to live into the promise of God’s gift of eternal life, to live into
the experience of the nearness of salvation, to live into freedom. He implores them to
offer their bodies as instruments of justice, living lives that are holy and well-pleasing
to God (Rom. 12:1-2). In short, Paul charges them to live a life of indebted freedom
through the owing of love to neighbors.

CONCLUSION

Amartya Sen opens the final chapter of his book Development as Freedom by raising
an age-old question: How can an all-powerful, benevolent God have created or
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permitted a world order where so many people are afflicted by acute misery? As a self-
proclaimed “nonreligious” person, Sen shies away from offering a theological response
to this question. Nevertheless, he does take a position:

As people who live—in a broad sense—together, we cannot escape the
thought that the terrible occurrences that we see around us are quintessential-
ly our problems. They are our responsibility—whether or not they are also
anyone else’s. As competent human beings, we cannot shirk the task of judg-
ing how things are and what needs to be done … That responsibility is not,
of course, the only consideration that can claim our attention, but to deny the
relevance of that general claim would be to miss something central about our
social existence. It is not so much a matter of having exact rules about how
precisely we ought to behave, as of recognizing the relevance of our shared
humanity in making the choices we face.21

Sen is right to suggest that our shared humanity should inspire us to reasonably and
responsibly address the “poverty” that permeates so much of the world in which we live.
His book is a marvelous commentary on how the assessment of poverty and depriva-
tion must be calculated “in terms of lives people can actually lead and the freedoms they
do actually have.”22 However, as Christian believers, we must employ the language of
our faith (as especially used by the Apostle Paul) and its theological implications as tools
for discussing the issues of world poverty and human development. Therefore, as we
continue to assess how best to respond to systemic poverty in our world, we are great-
ly served by looking through the lens of an indebted love. We must not settle for mere-
ly affirming the “good” we bring to others, we must affirm others by recognizing how
through their lives and resources we benefit—we give because we have received. Such
an interpretive lens requires that we do what is difficult: we are challenged not simply
to consider charitable dimensions of our actions. But we are also called to discern the
historical and systematic factors that generate conditions of economic injustice. As
Christian believers, this is the weight that presses upon our faith and compels us to
action. i

NOTES

1. In July 2005 at their summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, the G-8 countries (United King-
dom, France, Germany, Japan, Canada, United States, Italy, and Russia) agreed to cancel the debt
of eighteen African countries. The debt cancellation is reported to be forty billion dollars. It is
beyond the scope of this essay to discuss the details of the agreement. However, I do want to note
that the agreement is not without controversial “conditions” attached to it. Some observers even
suggest that the “structural adjustments” tied to the agreement function as a type of economic
blackmail against African nations, enabling international bankers to profit from Africa’s natural
resources in exchange for debt relief.

2. I believe we are called to eliminate, not simply assuage, world poverty.

3. Gerald West, “Debt and Jubilee: Systems of Enslavement and Strategies of Liberation” in
Bulletin for Contextual Theology in Africa 6, no. 2, (June 1999): 14-17. The Jubilee laws origi-
nated in an early egalitarian Israel. However, as West explains, because of drastic socio-political
and therefore socio-economic changes in early Israeli history, the Jubilee laws probably never
came to fruition.

Continued on page 14
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Tell me a little more about how you came to develop the concept of what you call
in your essay “indebted love.”
It started with my interest in thinking through, conceptually, how we can eliminate sys-
temic poverty. It seems to me there are two obstacles that get in the way of making
progress whenever we enter into conversation about poverty and what to do about it:
there is guilt for people of privilege and shame for people who’ve seen less privilege in
the world. I want to remove these dynamics from the conversation because they are
hindrances to thinking in ways that can lead to the alleviation of systemic poverty.
Paul’s language of debt and service in the book of Romans became very interesting to
me because debt is so prevalent in our society today, and issues of poverty are centered
around this notion of debt. 

But isn’t the idea of “indebted love” something of an oxymoron? 
Seemingly. But I came to discover, in the course of my research, that Paul took the
“debt” language that was most indicative of Roman society at the time and associated
it with the concept of love. Paul shows us that debt language is helpful because debt
automatically asks us to think about imagining ourselves in a different kind of rela-
tionship with other people. It shifts the dynamics of the relationship between the priv-
ileged and the less privileged. I wanted to try to figure out what happens when those
dynamics shift and we re-imagine how we enter into a relationship with people—peo-
ple of privilege and people of less privilege. The debt language forces us to engage the
person we think we’re giving to, to reflect on the reality that, If I give something to
someone, I’ve given it because I’ve received something. If you can sit down with a per-
son with that as your framework for relating, then you have to ask of that person, What
have I received?

So I’m watching television at two o’clock in the morning and Sally Struthers pops
up and she’s there in Kenya, surrounded by starving children, saying, “Please send
money.” Are you telling me that not only am I supposed to get out my credit card
and call the number on the screen, but I’m supposed to think: What have I
received from those children?
I’m not thinking as much on an individual basis as in a systemic way. I’m thinking
about community and society and the nation dealing with issues of poverty. If we sit
down as a church community and say, How do we, as the body of Christ, confront
poverty? then I think the question of what we have received from the poor is a very rel-
evant question. We need to recognize, for example, that the poor have provided and
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continue to provide resources to the world for which we are indebted. “Charity” lan-
guage just doesn’t force you to face the historical realities the way “debt” language does.
Debt language forces you to go to the historical situation and circumstances that gen-
erate issues of poverty.

Does the notion of “charity” fail because it keeps the one who is being charitable
at the top of the hierarchy, thinking, I’m giving up some of my power, how great
am I?
Right! It’s not that charity is not needed. There are times when people need help, but
certainly there’s a lot more to “indebted love” than that. 

So how exactly does love come into play here if it’s not “charity” you’re after?
I like the concept of love because, I think for Paul and for us, love is dynamic. Love can
never be static and love is particular. It allows us to value others in a way that gives them
an opportunity to exercise agency in the world. It forces us to continue knowing the
other, valuing the other, questioning the other, dialoguing with the other, fighting with
the other. It presses for continued relationship and action and growth. But Paul shapes
all of this by the idea of mutual edification. So “indebted love” is self-interested with-
out being selfish, in contrast to the notion of individual self interest we usually identi-
fy with the free-market economy.

LOVE ALLOWS US TO VALUE OTHERS

IN A WAY THAT GIVES THEM AN

OPPORTUNITY TO EXERCISE AGENCY

IN THE WORLD. “INDEBTED LOVE” IS

SELF-INTERESTED WITHOUT BEING

SELFISH, IN CONTRAST TO THE

NOTION OF INDIVIDUAL SELF

INTEREST WE USUALLY IDENTIFY

WITH THE FREE-MARKET ECONOMY.
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Why do you keep mentioning “salvation” in relation to all of this?
Actually, I had to cut out a whole section on “salvation” because you didn’t give me
enough space! In Romans 13:11b, after Paul has laid out what he means by indebted
love, he notes that it should have governance over your life. It should become that idea
which governs your actions and shapes how you pattern your behavior with others. So,
once Paul lays that out, in my analysis, he says, “Now this salvation has come near.” It’s
interesting because I understand this as Paul saying we experience—that is, we begin to
step into—the process of salvation. When we act in ways that manifest this idea of
indebted love, salvation comes near. We don’t see the fullness of it, but it comes near
through this type of action and behavior and discernment process that is shaped by
indebted love. 

So—how about God? Is God’s love demonstrated toward us in indebted love? After
all, we often claim that God is the One who demonstrates perfect love. Would you
say that God’s perfect love is more than simply “charitable”?
The way to put this question, in my mind, is: What has God received from us? I think
worship itself is an answer to this question. God receives our praises. God wants our
praises. God is a jealous God. Our God receives from us devotion and worship—our
faithful response to God’s gift. We don’t usually put it this way, of course, but I think
we relate to God as if God owes us something and God receives something from us. 

But if we worship in response to God’s gift, aren’t our praises what we owe to God
rather than what puts God in our debt?
Not if you mean our praise of God is basically repayment for what God has done for
us. The idea of “indebted love,” again, is not about repayment. It’s about living with an
awareness of what we have received. We worship God as those who live with that aware-
ness, not as those who are trying to “pay God back.”

So what does it look like, concretely, to live with an awareness of what I have
received from others? It’s very hard to live this way. Sometimes it’s hard enough
just to be charitable.
I’m not asking people to take on the world. If you try to do too much, you’ll wind up
doing too little. Again, we need to think communally rather than simply individually. 
So organize yourself with the body and address something that’s important to you.
Know what your gifts are and respect the gifts of others. That all happens in a com-
munity. Many of the people reading this article are part of a community—be it a
church community, a school, or a social organization—and so the question is to make
ourselves aware, to reflect on the issue that has come to our attention. When I say
reflect on it, I want to reflect on it through the prism of indebted love. I want us to
reflect in a way that provokes actions that better the world, that alleviate poverty. 

So even though you don’t want us to take on the whole world at once, you still
want us to change the world.
I do. And I argue that “indebted love” gives us a way to do just that. Take the guilt and
the shame out of the conversation, and put that energy into the actual work. Ask what
we have received and get to the issues that generate the circumstances of poverty.
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Engage these issues, as individuals, in the context of the body—just as Paul talks about
in I Corinthians.

Live as those who are always grateful for what they’ve received from the other, and
always respond in many ways because you’ve received from them. And there’s a sense in
which this isn’t so hard, after all, since this is how we relate, fundamentally—in friend-
ships, in marriages, in the whole range of relationships of indebted love. We are grate-
ful, even, for a kind word or a gesture. We recognize that, even if we’ve been harmed or
hurt by another person, we’ve received something from that person. Such recognition,
in a wonderful way, forces us to think about issues of injustice without bogging us
down in guilt and shame. It might be uncomfortable, but it is also hopeful: it helps us
envision how the world can be a very different place, a place where poverty is elimi-
nated, a place where salvation is fully manifested. i

4. We are indebted to nature as well as to other human beings.
5. Rebecca Blank, “Viewing the Market Economy Through the Lens of Faith” in Rebecca
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8. Ibid., 189.
9. Ibid., 270.
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It was evident to most of human history that the natural condition of humanity
involved an endless struggle to survive. Scarcity marked the common life, and the

quest for food, shelter, and clothing was the preoccupation of daily life. The clever wiles
of the hunter-gatherer, the daring bravery of the herder, and the dogged persistence of
the agriculturist, as they tried to seduce enough resources out of their environments to
sustain life, never ceases to amaze the anthropologist in us all; yet the experience of
plenty and the accumulation of wealth was modest, rare, and precarious. A temporary
surfeit could easily be voided by a poor hunt, a season of drought, a raid by neighbor-
ing peoples, an uncontrollable disease, a pillage by marauding warlords, or the regular
extortions by Pharaohs, Emperors, Sultans, or Czars. The many—the tribals, the
nomads, the slaves, serfs, peasants, and even the yeoman—remained poor. True, the
few who were relatively wealthy—the kings and their priests—formed a dependent
middle class of skilled craftsmen and attracted traders from afar to the palaces or tem-
ples to serve the needs of earthly royalty and heavenly lords and to supply the wants of
those who carried the burdens of royal or divine authority. But most were poor.

For most of human history also, the struggle to survive was accompanied by a
quest for the meaning of it all. Humans have not only material needs and instinctual
drives, but spiritual needs and moral sensibilities that shape the ways in which materi-
al needs and instinctual drives are perceived and ordered. We can see this in ancient
biblical legends. Cain and Abel wanted the fruits of their distinctive forms of labor to
be blessed over others; Joseph interpreted dreams to develop a strategy to defeat the
effects of drought. One led to fratricide, the other to the salvation of a people. Reli-
gions based in spiritual interests were developed to address material as well as moral
issues. Such comprehensive worldviews, if they are based on a sound perception of the
divine and of the human condition, can gain the loyalties of the people and become
embedded in a cultural ethos—the network of operating values, habits, principles, pur-

PROTESTANTISM AND THE

PROBLEM OF POVERTY

MA X L.  STAC K H O U S E

R E F L E C T I O N S

Max L. Stackhouse is the Rimmer and Ruth de Vries Professor of Reformed Theology and Public Life
at Princeton Theological Seminary. He earned the Ph.D. from Harvard University and is an ordained
minister of the United Church of Christ. The author of God and Globalization and Public Theolo-
gy and Political Economy, Stackhouse is a specialist in theological ethics and social life, Christianity
and the ethics of the world religions, and public theology and the mission of the churches.



RE F L E C T I O N S

16

poses, and expectations of rewards or punishments that form, sustain, and legitimate
more or less stable communities. 

Some religions tend to generate vast and enduring civilizations, often compre-
hending several societies that, in various ways, channel the material needs and instinc-
tual drives in directions that are context transcending and transforming. We think of
ancient Chinese, Indian, or Greco-Roman civilizations, and of historic Buddhist and
Islamic cultures as exemplary products of the “high religions.” They each changed the
face of the earth and established a relatively stable ethos with a characteristic social and
political-economic system that supported complex systems of learning, architecture, art,
and medicine. But none of these overcame the poverty of the many. In fact, while they
generated magnificent wealth for the few, they in some ways perpetuated and depend-
ed on the marginal (usually agricultural) existence of most, whom they taxed. In this
they largely paralleled the grandeur of some and the simultaneous modest development
of most in early and medieval Europe. In view of these many traditions, it is no acci-
dent that many analyses of economic life tend to attribute everything into the division
of the rich and the poor. Everywhere it seemed to be the natural law of social life.

Indeed, a quite distinct ethic with regard to poverty was widely developed. In the
biblical traditions, for instance, the land owner was to leave grain at the margins of the
field so that the landless could harvest what was left. Giving to the poor was good for
the giver as well as for the destitute. In fact these features of the Hebraic traditions were
not unique. All the world religions have seen compassion for the poor as a mark of
virtue, and greed for gain by the powerful at the expense of the needy (by usurious
loans, for instance) as a vice, even if the increase in material well-being was sometimes
taken to be a blessing from heaven and the increase of want was taken as evidence of a
personal, moral, social, or religious deficit. At the same time, it was often held that
poverty or wealth is as much a matter of fate as an indication of just desert. Few doubt-
ed: there was and is good historical evidence for Jesus’ saying “The poor you shall
always have with you.” 

Another stream of thought was also prominent in ancient Judaism. Prophetic voic-
es called for treating the poor, especially the widow and orphan, with compassion, the
stranger with hospitality, and the sojourner and needy with dignity. Moreover, both the
law and common wisdom demanded the use of fair weights and measures in dealings,
the duties of attentiveness to work, of prudence, and of the care for those in greatest
need. Thus, Christ could also say: “Insofar as you have done it (giving bread to the hun-
gry, water to the thirsty, clothing to the naked, etc.), you have done it unto me.” Accep-
tance of the fact of poverty, critique of exploitation, and charity for the needy in a lim-
ited economy was the dominant ethic. 

But there was still another strand of this tradition, one which expected a funda-
mental change in the social order, one that looked forward to a realization of the
ancient promises of a land of milk and honey, or of a new city where there is to be plen-
ty for all, where all share in the bounty of a new creation and where all the peoples from
all the nations bring their gifts and participate in the healing and reconciling dynamics
of renewed conditions. 

Out of this tradition, slowly, ever so slowly, a monumental shift began to take
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place. Not only the early church, but the high middle ages and the early modern peri-
od of the West, in several reformations, initiated changes in the understanding of
nature, humanity, society, and God’s will. These reformations eventually generated, in
ways too complex to trace here, new developments in the free cities of Europe that were
to alter the economic life of modernity. Trade, with new means of transportation and
navigation that allowed contact with the wider world and the discovery of new conti-
nents, manufacturing with a lively new respect for the “mechanical arts” that could add
value to products, divisions of labor with specialization of function and new forms of
cooperative production, proto-democratic governments with guaranteed rights for the
citizens, the formation of corporations controlled by “trustees” and not by royal patri-
mony or by familial patriarchy, a “work ethic” that saw one’s occupation as a holy call-
ing to be an agent of God’s transforming purposes in the world, and a distinction
between interest and usury that made banking and capitalization morally respectable,
are among the developments that made the industrial revolution possible. Each of these
developments was at least partly given impetus by theological developments of the
notion that humans could and should have a stewardly dominion over the earth under
God’s commission and watchful sovereignty, to bring the gifts of creation to their fuller
potential—as I and others have traced elsewhere. And the fact that these innovations
also met people’s material needs and augmented the formation of vast new middle class-
es that altered the rich-poor analyses seemed to confirm their wisdom. 

It is fair to say, in brief, that decisive in this religiously induced shift in cultural
ethos, the most effective, if the slowest, revolution of western history occurred when
certain strands of Christian thought, especially Protestant ones, gradually infiltrated
and transformed the West in ways that began to modulate the economic system. These
strands of Protestant thought introduced intentional and systemic change in the believ-
er’s heart and in every sphere of civil society. These changes formed the ethos that we
today view as the basis of both the “modern” systems of political economy in the West,
and the social transformations of a globalizing, trans-national ethos that is now also
reshaping non-Western cultures and societies—bringing disruption and resentment
while simultaneously improving the material welfare of more and more people around
the world. Very early in this new ethos, some began to define the poverty of the many
as a problem to be overcome, not a normal state to be endured while treating the worse
off with charity.

The effects were first discerned in England, the first land to industrialize. Adam
Smith, the acknowledged father of liberal economics, saw around him new develop-
ments already underway that he analyzed in his famous “Inquiry into the Wealth of
Nations.” What is most remarkable about the work is that it asked why some peoples
were increasingly wealthy in a context in which most peoples were poor. On the basis
of this analysis, he proposed a vision of what could happen if the systemic changes that
were generating and could further generate ever-expanding wealth for the common-
wealth were developed further and intentionally. No longer was wealth to be seen as a
fixed quantity of which some had much and most had little. Wealth was, instead,
potentially a compounding possibility that, wisely deployed, could improve the condi-
tion of all, saving humanity from its condition of continued scarcity. Gertrude Him-
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melfarb has pointed out in her pioneering studies of the rise of the modern idea that
poverty is a problem to be overcome, that the issues were seen as ethical and even the-
ological, and the strategies that were designed to overcome residual destitution were
linked to moral analysis. Once the conditions for the production of wealth were in
place, the poor had to be analyzed to find out which were responsible for their own fail-
ures and which were victims of social dislocations or psycho-physical disabilities deserv-
ing aid by private or public institutions.

A large number of economistic analyses have ignored the religious and moral bases
of the changes that made the “great transition” possible, and it is ironic that many reli-
gious leaders and theologians follow still their lead, forgetting the fact that the roots of
modern and global developments are substantially grounded in Protestant Christian
thought that transformed the ethos of modernity. Certainly they did not appear in
Hindu, Confucian, Buddhist, Islamic, or earlier Roman Catholic cultures, or in later
secular ideologies where people are just as smart and technically advanced. This point
was argued a century ago by Max Weber, debated since, and revised today in view of
new (especially East Asian) developments and evidence by Peter Berger and others.
Today, we cannot only ask as to the causes of wealth, as if they are newly discovered
medicines for the chronic illness of society, but as to the causes of poverty, as if it is a
temporary pathology to be controlled if not cured. Further, the causes, treatments, and
cures must be seen as material and social in effect but as also religious, ethical, and cul-
tural at root. 

To be sure, there were many detours and dead ends in what flowed from this great
shift. The sins of greed, exploitation, and inhumanity to others have not disappeared.
And the dreams of inevitable progress based on these changes have been interrupted by
nightmares of recurrent want again and again, as the novels by Dickens and documen-
taries on world hunger portray. Moreover, the analyses by Karl Marx, based on a
romantic vision of communitarianism, a “scientific” reworking of the classic distinction
of rich and poor—which was said to be caused by private property—and an eschato-
logical promise of an immanent perfect classless society, captured the imagination of
the industrializing proletariat and sympathetic intellectuals for most of a century. This
secularized ideology revolutionized eastern Europe and Asia and challenged, for a time,
the religiously based understanding of the ethos of the industrializing nations while it
claimed to offer a shortcut to the modernization of the traditional societies of Africa
and Latin America that were so weak that they could not resist the expansive cultures
of the European nations which challenged, where they did not shatter, the traditional
religious cultures of the world. Views of these developments are many and disputed,
but there is little doubt but that ideas of a potential transformation were woven into
anti-colonial and independence movements, even if the anti-theological ideology that
often bore this vision has yet to prove that it can construct a viable societal system. Still,
these adoptions and adaptations extended the hope of a worldwide process of over-
coming poverty for the many, a process yet unfinished, but now more associated with
the current exponential growth of Evangelical and Pentecostal Christianity than with
Marxism, as David Martin has recently argued.

The current world situation echoes, in certain ways, not only the Reformation, but
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the period that extended from the late nineteenth century through the early twentieth
in the West when the Gospel was interpreted in terms of its direct social implications.
The scandal of residual poverty troubled many then as now. That was the age of Charles
Booth’s studies in England, the formation of the welfare state in Germany, the debates
over Pope Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum throughout Christendom, and the rise of the
Social Gospel in America—all of which urged a just wage for working people, health
and safety regulations for the booming new industries, services for the migrants trying
to find a place in the new economic world, limitations on child labor, and assistance
for the destitute unable to join the new developments. These were the days of the devel-
opment of settlement houses, YMCAs and YWCAs, and urban ministries in the new
cities, the rise of “social ethics” as a discipline in seminaries and sociology and eco-
nomics in the universities. Many of these sensibilities can be seen in Robert Hunter’s
still famous classic Poverty of 1904, in which he argued that the continued presence of
want among so many in the U.S. after so many years of material progress remained a
scandal before God. 

More recently, the new “Introduction” to the 1965 reprint of that work (at the
time of the “War on Poverty” in the U.S.) documents the fact that the standard mini-
mum income had in fact improved over most of the previous century, in spite of
Depressions and World Wars. It was a little more than $400 for a family of four in the
year the book was first published, $2000 by the 1930s, and $4000 by the 1960s. (It is
at least triple this now.) These increases are considerably more than rising prices and
wages, controlled for inflation; they represent the rising standards of what counts as
poverty and the changing definitions of what it takes to enter the middle classes, even
at the lower edge. Moreover, the percentage of the population trapped in perpetual
poverty has declined, although many in the lower middle classes move in and out of
temporary poverty, sometimes repeatedly. Pockets of severe poverty can be easily found,
especially among some ethnic and racial minorities that have suffered systemic dis-
crimination. In addition, the percentage of the population reaching old age is rapidly
increasing due to improved nutrition and health care, with many still living on limited
resources even with retirement funds, Social Security, and Medicaid/Medicare. Such
observations invite us to think about today with a wide-angle lens. Quite dramatically,
but with less acknowledgment, the rising standards have begun to spread around the
world, as the Columbia economist Jagdish Bhagwati in one way and the Harvard econ-
omist Benjamin M. Friedman, among others, have vigorously argued—directly in the
face of sharp criticism of global economic developments. Popular misconceptions to
the contrary, the percentage of people living in poverty is in remarkable decline,
although inequality is on the increase. The distance between the income of the highest
quintal of the population and the lowest continues to grow, as those already a part of
the globalization process gain faster than the newer participants. Still, a generation ago,
more than 20 percent of the world’s population lived on $1 a day or less—figures that
are sometimes still repeated, although today only 5 percent of the population subsist at
that level. Moreover, the areas of greatest gains at the lower levels are in areas where new
forms of religious renewal are underway. Of course, the fact that the population of the
world has grown means that the numbers who suffer are still very large. But these fig-
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ures also suggest that the resources are being increased and can be further increased to
sustain more people—in spite of fears of ecological disruption, the tragic devastations
wreaked in some locales by wars, natural disasters, and the HIV/AIDs pandemic, and
in spite of the failures of the “development plans” of the 1970s that involved massive
loans to the governments of emerging nations. 

For a time it was thought that government-managed programs by the new leaders
of the emerging nations would stimulate rapid progress through “the stages of eco-
nomic growth,” as Walter Rostow then put it. In fact, far too many of the government
leaders did not invest in productive industries, but used the massive loans to reward
family members and supporters, to purchase the arms used for new forms of domestic
colonialization, or to build non-productive “modern” showplaces, plunging those lands
into severe debt crises. With all these crises, it is remarkable that the Millennium Pro-
gram of the United Nations, and the efforts by the World Bank, the IMF, and the
WTO, are basically agreed that poverty can be and is being reduced at rates unparal-
leled in human history, due to the adoption of new ethical orientations and practical
strategies toward production, technology, corporate organization, reliable legal regula-
tion, and open trade. And, increasingly, as Lawrence Harrison and others compelling-
ly argue, they are acknowledging that religiously influenced cultural factors make a
great, if not all the, difference regarding the prospects of success. 

One of the tragic failures of the ecumenically oriented, reformation-based church-
es in these areas is the disinclination to acknowledge what experts in the field say, the
inclination to abandon that deep tradition of transformative thought that nurtured
contemporary productive economies, and the tendency to neglect the continual reform
and cultivation of the economic ethic it inspired. Laura Nash and Scotty McLennan,
and many others, have shown the enormous gap between what today’s theologians and
preachers say about our economy and what faithful believers who work in today’s
industrial and corporate life experience and believe about it. Many theologians and
preachers have tended to baptize socialism as the solution to the problems of poverty
and ecological disruption, and to critique capitalism as the source of the poverty and
ecological damage. They often fail to acknowledge that the one has proven to exacer-
bate those problems and is dying while the other is constantly reforming itself and
addressing these issues more effectively than any other known approach. That is why it
is expanding around the world. Thus, they have little credibility when it comes to offer-
ing pertinent critique or viable reforms. The perpetuation of these attitudes will mean
that Protestant leadership will repeat in regard to these issues what the Roman Catholic
Church did at the time of Galileo with regard to natural science, and prove to be essen-
tially reactionary and irrelevant. The poor will suffer more. 

Of course, there will surely always be the need of charity for the handicapped, the
sick, the elderly, the demented, and the victims of abuse, discrimination, addiction, or
abandonment. Those who are called to undertake this work need all the support that
can be given, for the work is slow, hard, and noble, even saintly. But such work is most-
ly at the margins of the problem of poverty, and there is no substitute for going to the

Continued on page 35
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In the late 1990s the Farm Labor Organizing Committee (FLOC) began an organiz-
ing drive among cucumber pickers in North Carolina. The cucumbers were being

picked for Mt. Olive Pickles, which controlled the production among the growers and
ultimately had the power to determine the working conditions of the migrant farm-
workers. FLOC initiated a national boycott which was endorsed by the National Coun-
cil of Churches and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 

But the United Methodist Church spent several years and many rounds of inves-
tigation and conversation trying to decide whether to join the boycott. The CEO of
Mt. Olive is a prominent United Methodist and key United Methodist leaders in West-
ern North Carolina were supporting him. In a summary of one of those meetings, a
United Methodist leader expressed his continued opposition to the boycott. Instead, he
insisted on the good efforts of the company and the North Carolina legislature to solve
the problems through legislation and charity, even though he had to admit that those
efforts “have not been as successful as they would like, but the process is in place and
is working and will in all likelihood eventually result in significant gains.”1 He went on
to describe how he had been engaged in attempts to solve these problems through char-
ity and legislation since 1982. 

In the end, the boycott was endorsed by the General Conference in May 2004,
after much opposition from the North Carolina delegations and personal lobbying by
the CEO. By September, FLOC and Mt. Olive signed an agreement.

The church leader’s response was typical of the way most churches and religious
leaders respond to the issue of poverty. Our first response is charity. And then, sporad-
ically, it is advocacy on behalf of the poor. We ignore or resist collective bargaining as a
legitimate response to poverty. 

And yet, labor unions have been and remain one of the most effective anti-pover-
ty strategies in America. Collective bargaining has raised millions of people out of
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poverty and has kept millions more in the middle class. The positive impact of labor
unions has been felt by millions of nonunion workers as well. 

Economists refer to a “union advantage” for workers. Unions raise compensation
by an average of 28 percent. Their biggest impact is in fringe benefits. Union workers
are 18 to 28 percent more likely to have employer-provided health insurance and pen-
sions.

There is also a positive union impact on nonunion workers. For example, a high
school graduate working in a non-union company but whose industry is at least 25 per-
cent unionized will earn 5 percent more than his or her counterpart in an industry that
is less unionized. According to a recent report from the Economic Policy Institute,
“The impact of unions on total nonunion wages is almost as large as the impact on total
union wages.”2

The impact on the working poor is even greater. Union membership in low-wage
occupations almost always raises wages above the poverty level. The average hourly
earnings of low-income union members is anywhere from 20 to 69 percent higher than
their nonunion counterparts. For example, unionized dining room and cafeteria work-
ers make on average $12.68 an hour verses an average of $8.52 an hour for nonunion
workers (a 49 percent difference). From maids to cooks to library clerks, unions are
helping pull people out of poverty. For all of the publicity and promises surrounding
job training for low-income women, joining a union has been a better strategy for
improving their economic condition. According to one study, union membership for
poor women—white, African American, and Hispanic—raised their wages higher than
education, seniority, and job training combined.3

In short, unions are an effective solution to poverty. So why doesn’t the church get
this?

There are sociological reasons why churches and clergy do not see labor unions as
a solution to poverty. Over the past two generations, fewer and fewer pastors have
grown up in union households. Religious leaders have had limited contact with labor
unions as they have decreased in size and influence. In many mainline Protestant con-
gregations the lay leadership is dominated by persons who are a part of the profession-
al-managerial strata, which in turn creates a predisposition toward a pro-management
view of the economy.

But there is something more at work than just social location. Churches do not
embrace labor unions as effective and faithful responses to poverty because the church-
es and their leaders have accepted ideologies that overlook or chastise organized labor.
The excessive individualism in American culture mitigates collective solutions to social
problems. It is assumed that economic forces that adversely affect workers are inevitable
and natural, creating a sense of fatalism in the global labor market.

All of this is accentuated by a virulent anti-union movement in business circles
which has developed over the past twenty-five years. Often referred to as “union avoid-
ance” strategies, it is common practice for companies to engage in unethical and illegal
activities to discriminate against employees who are sympathetic to unions. These tac-
tics include holding captive-audience meetings with workers to share anti-union pro-
paganda, threats of deportation and plant closings, and firing key union supporters. 
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Labor law has become largely ineffective in the United States. For example, the
average time it takes for the National Labor Relations Board to hear and decide a case
involving the illegal firing of a worker for union organizing is over two years. Frivolous
appeals can block negotiations on a first contract for years, and in the meantime the
leadership of the union is slowly dismissed. Even when the company is found guilty,
the monetary penalties are non-existent or miniscule in comparison to what they expect
to save by remaining “union free.” According to a report by Human Rights Watch,
Unfair Advantage, “Freedom of association is a right under severe, often buckling, pres-
sure when workers in the United States try to exercise it.”4

These business strategies are compounded by the weakened of state and federal
labor regulations and by the media which perpetuates stereotypes of labor unions and
often ignores their issues.5

This anti-union ideology reflects the sin of idolatry. First Commandment pro-
hibits dividing your loyalty with other gods, but the Second Commandment prohibits
making, worshiping, or serving the image of any god, including Yahweh (Exodus 20:2-
4). Why not make an image of Yahweh? Because Yahweh already has an image in the
world, humanity (Gen. 1:26). We reflect the image of the Triune Creator when our
work and our relationships sustain life through justice. 

What is an idol? “An idol is any policy, system, or thing that has been created by
human beings and then endowed with authority and power over human beings, thus
robbing us of the image of God. The power behind the idol is only what we give it, yet
we sell ourselves on the illusion that the idol’s power comes from itself and that we are
helplessly dependent upon it—rather than God—to fulfill our needs.”6

Isaiah uncovers two trademark signs of idolatry. He concludes a satirical descrip-
tion of the process of idol-making by saying that the idol maker “prays to it and says,
‘Save me, for you are my god!’ They do not know, nor do they comprehend; for their
eyes are shut, so that they cannot see” (Isa. 44:17-18). First, this passage describes how
we look to the idol to save us. We trust in it, and in so doing we become passive. We
deny God’s power to save us and refuse to participate in God’s right ordering of life by
justice. “[You] become complacent in the land, if you act corruptly by making an idol
in the form of anything” (Deut. 4:25). Second, idolatry creates self-deception. It mys-
tifies the real dynamics of power. The idol maker in Isaiah was not able to see that his
labor was the source of power behind the block of wood he was bowing down to for
his salvation. Idolatrous systems blind us to the power dynamics in society. We cannot
see the harm they create nor can we see their futility to solve the problems. 

The global economy, the anti-union ideology, and our excessive individualism
have combined to create a powerful idol that hurts the poor. It masks the dynamics of
power that keep people poor, and it prevents us from seeing real solutions to poverty,
such as organized labor. This idolatry of the marketplace, this veneration of the princi-
ples and values of the global economy, makes us complacent about expressing the image
of God through life-affirming, collective responses to poverty. In short, the reason why
the churches cannot embrace labor unions is because they have made capitalism into a
sacred cow.
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Worst of all, our response to poverty remains stuck in patronizing attitudes toward
the poor. We will gladly “do unto them” in the form of charity or even in our acts of
advocacy in which we speak on their behalf and grant the poor a “living wage” or bet-
ter working conditions. But none of that is enough to affirm the image of God in the
poor themselves. It is only when we support their right to speak for themselves through
collective bargaining and collective action that we fully accept that they, too, reflect the
image of God. 

At the heart of organized labor is the right to collective bargaining and the right to
strike. Collective bargaining is the right for workers to join with one another to speak
for themselves. The right to strike is the right to withhold one’s labor when it is not
being used for their well-being or that of others. These rights are integral to the image
of God because communal action and life-giving work are reflections of the Trinity. 

This does not mean that labor unions are immune from idolatry. When they only
serve the interest of their bureaucracies, when they ignore the well-being of the poor,
and when they resort to violent or corrupt tactics, then they are perverting the image
of God with their own ideology. 

Charity and legislative advocacy are necessary, but the fact remains that labor
unions are an effective and faithful response to poverty. The words of Msgr. John Ryan,
the most famous labor priest of the early twentieth century, remain true, “No amount
of employer benevolence, no diffusion of a sympathetic attitude on the part of the pub-
lic, no increase of beneficial legislation, can adequately supply for the lack of organiza-
tion among the workers themselves.”7 i
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Since March 2003 I have been wearing on my left arm black bracelets to remind me
to pray every morning for the safe return home of Ghanaian women who go out

into the world. When I take them off upon entering my home, I thank God that I am
safe and that there is no news of a woman found murdered in the streets. “Ritual mur-
der”—as dubbed by the media—is the extreme evidence of the violence meted out to
women in Africa. “The streets” do not constitute the only dangerous space for women,
homes may be as dangerous, so also work places. Only recently the media reported the
case of a student who was almost gang-raped on a college stage because she spoke out
against sexual violence. So when you hear it said that the truth itself “is a taboo” or “too
painful to tell,” these expressions reflect reality and are not attempts to be dramatic. In
the following reflection I limit myself to the Ghanaian context although there is evi-
dence that the Ghanaian experience can be shown to be present in many other African
countries.

African women from many walks of life and a variety of locations have been speak-
ing, writing, and working for the transformation of this situation. Browse the Internet
for the writings of the Circle of African Women Theologians. Contact the International
Federation of African Women Advocates (FIDA) or any number of non-governmental
organizations working on the challenges of gender in the human community. The
examples in this short presentation are from two small books written from the Ghana-
ian experience. Too Painful to Tell: Women of Faith Against Domestic Violence is from The
African Institute of Women in Religion and Culture (Trinity Theological Seminary,
Legon) and Violence against Women in Ghana: An Analysis of Cases Presented in the Print
Media (a product of ABANTU for Development). This offering does not purpose to
tell more painful stories but to examine one of the roots of this violence—poverty. 

The attention of the Institute of African Women in Religion and Culture
(The Institute) has been drawn to the upsurge of violence against women in

POVERTY RENDERS AFRICAN

WOMEN VULNERABLE

TO VIOLENCE
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our communities and society as a whole. Various views have been given for
this upsurge of violence in the Ghanaian society. Among such views are those
based on the adverse effects of modernity, poverty, illiteracy, irresponsible par-
enting, the payment of the bride price, feminist activism such as women’s
empowerment and equality issues, drug abuse, free and intensive journalism,
as well as globalizations. (Amoah & Ammah, 1)

Poverty
Poverty has come to represent the face of Africa and many resent and resist this. Some
say Africa is not poor—only impoverished—because though rich in human and natural
resources it is continually under the exploitative strategies of global economic arrange-
ments. Others say Africa is not poor, for poverty is not measured simply by economics
but also by human development and the level of community life. These latter would
point us to Africa’s worldviews that issue in or are expected to issue in alafia—well-
being for all who live therein. This debate demands that I state the angle from which I
view the issue of poverty.

First and foremost the inability to feed, house, and clothe oneself from one’s own
resources is the stark face of poverty. Individuals, organizations, and governments that
cannot meet these basic needs independently of donations, grants, and loans are poor.
The generalized image of African women as socialized to depend on men for their
upkeep renders them poor. However not all the women who suffer violence at home,
in the streets, and in their work places depend on men for their livelihood. There is a
poverty of self-image arising from religion and culture that is at play here. There is what
the late Engelbert Mveng of Cameroun labeled “anthropological poverty.” Today
women see this syndrome as arising from low self-esteem. A sense of unworthiness—
the acceptance of inferiority, marginalization, and exclusion as the norm for the
humanity of women—is poverty that renders women vulnerable to the violation of
their humanity. This is evidenced in the physical and psychological traumas that
women consistently experience. 

The explicit violence against children that leaves emotional scars that affect them
as adults is no longer tolerated. But the right of girls to education continues to be jeop-
ardized by cultural practices like early marriages, child trafficking, and “religious slav-
ery,” called trokosi in Ghana. Though trokosi has been criminalized, forms of slavery to
religious institutions—especially the so-called “prayer camps”—continue. Persons—
usually women, some of whom are accused of witchcraft—stay to serve their healers
because they cannot pay the fees. In the case of witchcraft accusation, most stay for fear
of being lynched when they return home. Having nowhere to go, they resign them-
selves to slavery rather than finding a place of refuge. 

Violence
What I mean by “violence” needs further explanation. We are confining ourselves to
gender-based violence, although all the other forms of violence also affect women. The
violence of militarism touches all, even the environment. The atrocities committed in
times of wars and other upheavals affect all. The violence of some religious and cultur-
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al demands affect women, men, and children alike. The violence of bad governance,
exploitative economics, inequities in the administration of government policies and in
the administration of education and health care, as well as many other forms of vio-
lence, do exist. In some of these the possibilities for gender-based violence increase, as
in rape during wars and situations of displacement.

The focus on gender-based violence is further narrowed down to violence perpet-
uated by men against women. This is because (although we do not have formal statis-
tics to back our impressions) it is the most prevalent form of violence that we experi-
ence in Africa. In Ghana the media-based research referred to above states that in the
five-year period 1996-2000, thirteen acts of sex-based violence were perpetuated by
women against men and 236 by men against women. Of these 236, 14 percent expe-
rienced multiple acts of aggression and 76 percent “experienced sexual violence”
(Osam, 51).

I include in “violence” what is now termed Harmful Traditional Practices (HTP)
that some (both men and women) do not place under the rubric of “violence” but
which, in the writings of the Circle, are seen as such. Included in this broader under-
standing of violence against women are elements in the rites of passage and co-optation
of children that harm them mentally and physically. These forms of violence are gen-
der-based, remaining hidden because they are considered private. Because they are
related to cultural practices, they are too often not recognized as violent because of
notions of cultural sovereignty. Now, however, CEDAW and DEVAW are working to
put the secrecy behind us. In Ghana the first researched and published work on vio-
lence against women was that undertaken by Coker-Appiah and Kathy Cusack (1999).
Too Painful to Tell records the voices of women (mostly young women) who see the vio-
lence meted out to them by parents or husbands as legitimate means of disciplining
them. Today, however, violence against women is seen as a human rights issue just like
the right not to live in penury. Alleviating poverty has become a governmental program
in Ghana, and a domestic violence bill is before the parliament.

Women and Poverty
The feminization of poverty has been exposed in recent times by women researchers
and several non-governmental organization seeking economic empowerment for
women. In Ghana this is critical, as some of the reasons given for staying in dysfunc-
tional relationships are: I have nowhere to go. Where will I sleep? and What will I eat?
These are very simple questions but they express the vulnerability to violence that arise
from lack of means for self-support. The young women who endure incest do so for
much the same reasons: I have nowhere to run to, and Who will pay my school fees?
they often say. Young men may face the same violence-as-punishment syndrome, but
they are more likely to take matters into their own hands. The statistics, if sought, will
show the link between women and poverty as more pronounced than that between
men and poverty. Women are more vulnerable because gender injustice augments
whatever is true to the men’s plight, and loads it on women.

Women however learn to minimize the stress of poverty and therefore the occur-
rence of violence. What have come to be known as coping devices are augmented by
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sheer physical hard work either to court approval or to cater to one’s material needs.
Women court approval and abase themselves, even at times trading their bodies in the
attempt to leave the clutches of poverty. In the process they may encounter violence, but
the element of agency at least generates some level of self-respect, which they cherish.

It is not only the dependency syndrome that breeds violence. The struggle to sur-
vive is also accompanied with vulnerability to violence. Young people living on streets
are vulnerable to all sorts of abuse, but in Ghana the girls additionally suffer sexual
exploitation from the “street boys” who become their “predators.” Those housed in
homes suffer abuse from the women of the house but in addition there is experienced
sexual harassment from the men of the house. Some women seeking work report being
required to offer their bodies in addition to whatever certificates they have to offer and
whatever previous experiences or skills they can bring to the new position. All these are
impressions and generalizations but there is ongoing research that backs them. But then
even if one woman/girl has to abase herself in any of these ways in order to meet her
economic needs, we are staring at how poverty renders women vulnerable to violence. 

In this short paper all I have tried to do is to answer “yes”—economic poverty
makes women vulnerable to violence. I am hinting also at the poverty of self-esteem,
which enables women to accept disrespect and abuse. Additionally, I have argued that
traditional practices can be harmful in that they make women even more vulnerable to
violence. The difficulty, of course, is that many women have no means of escaping these
because they fear isolation. They continue to endure the violence against them because
“there is nowhere else they can run.” 

In summary: poor governance, poor administration of law, the poverty of spirit
that puts profit before people, and prioritizing military prowess before human devel-
opment all band together to make women vulnerable to violence. i
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To what extent should the well-off feel guilty, or be made to feel guilty, about
being rich? Is guilt useful, or appropriate?

LARRY JAMES, PRESIDENT OF CENTRAL DALLAS MINISTRIES

Some guilt is legitimate, appropriate, and useful. Part of our challenge as a nation, a
culture, and as people of faith has to do with our notion that God is somehow our “cos-
mic butler” who stands ready and eager to fulfill all of our dreams and aspirations. In
short, if I want something, it must be OK. No matter that our world is filled with injus-
tice and dominated by economic, health, food, and housing disparities. The words of
Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, the statutes of the Law of Moses, the songs of Israel, and
the prophets of the Hebrew Bible conspire to burst our guiltless bubble shaped largely
by our misguided, self-serving vision of the American Dream. We have been too quick
to accommodate ourselves to American consumer culture while justifying our con-
sumption as both our patriotic duty as good citizens who support our bustling econo-
my and as a sure sign of our own election as God’s chosen. It is a small step indeed from
this position, so undergirded by our rabid individualism, to conclude that the poor are
poor due to some fault of their own.

TOM VANDESTADT, PASTOR, CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH OF AUSTIN, TEXAS

It is hard to make a blanket statement about wealth and guilt because wealth is a rela-
tive thing. I have traveled extensively in Central America and I have ridden my bike
through those hilly neighborhoods west of Austin. Compared to most people in rural
Honduras and the poorest barrios of Guatemala City, I’m exceedingly wealthy. Com-
pared to many folks in Austin’s highest income neighborhoods, my wealth is moderate.
On a global scale, I’m a rich American. In America, I’m somewhere in the middle.

If wealth is the result of one’s inordinate self-centeredness and attachment to
things, including the things that wealth brings, like power, possessions, and privilege,
then guilt that leads to transformation toward a more God-centered life is appropriate.
As a middle-class American pastor who receives a salary from a church, I don’t exploit
people for my wealth in the way a sweatshop owner does. Nor do I consciously use my
wealth to oppress others. However, as a middle-class American, I can’t deny that I am
the beneficiary of economic exploitation and oppressive policies. We are all enmeshed
in a vast web of complex relationships, some of which are highly exploitative and
oppressive.

The bottom line is we must be exceedingly self-reflective about our wealth—how
we obtain it, how we use it, where we are positioned within that vast web of relation-

We asked church leaders to reflect on how we might faithfully respond to
poverty. Here is what they told us:
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ships, how we lessen our dependence on exploited people, and how we can use our
wealth strategically to bring about justice in our economic relations and transactions. 

Assuming that you, as a pastor, are not an economist, how do you prepare your-
self to relate the gospel to economic issues?

LARRY JAMES

It is amazing how life among the poor and in the city helps with this. My “eyes” for
reading and experiencing the text of scripture are completely different today as a result.
One cannot come to the Lucan narrative and not see the economic dimensions of the
same. Take Luke 16 for example. The entire chapter is about economics from manage-
ment style to leverage to final “pay out.”

The Hebrew prophets concerned themselves with economic theory and practice as
rooted in the law. They talked about dishonest measures and systemic oppression. They
understood clearly the connection between oppressive public policy and the misery of
the poor (e.g. Isa. 10:1-4). Jesus challenged his followers to adopt just lifestyles and
practices within a political structure that he had virtually no power to change. The
prophets and sages of Israel challenged a people with such power to exercise it on behalf
of the poor. 

The church today ignores these fundamental concerns at its own peril. Pastors
need to be about the business of correcting these deficiencies. Nationally we are far, far
off track.

TOM VANDESTADT

In my reading of the Bible, I discern a strong bias against the concentration of wealth,
power, and privilege. For example, the intent of the Jubilee Code was to prevent the
concentration of wealth, power, and privilege into a few families that could consolidate
themselves into a permanent elite class that oppressed and exploited the lower classes.
With the Jubilee Code, God called Israel to be a radical alternative—spiritually, eco-
nomically, and politically—to the Egypt from which God had liberated the Israelite
slaves. The drama occurs when Israel replicates many of Egypt’s exploitative and oppres-
sive ways. This necessitates the prophets’ message and Jesus’ proclamation. 

How do you respond to the parishioner who says, “The poor will be with you
always”?

LARRY JAMES

Jesus made the statement in response to critics who wondered out loud why he allowed
a follower to “waste” an expensive gift just to honor him. Of course, he had the good
sense to know that the real concern of these critics had nothing to do with the poor.
His reply made that clear, as he challenged them, and us, to understand that poor folks
are in abundance and can be assisted whenever those of us with wealth decide to turn
loose some of it!

As was usually the case when he spoke with authority, Jesus was quoting scripture
here. The text he had in mind was Deuteronomy 15 “[T]here should be no poor among
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you … if only you fully obey the Lord your God and are careful to follow all these com-
mands I am giving you today” (15:4-5). That line comes immediately following a com-
mandment to cancel all debts every seven years in the land of Israel. It seems to argue
for a kind of poverty reduction program based on systemic, public policy that helps
level the economic playing field on a scheduled, periodic basis. That would sure make
a difference in how many people were poor, remained poor, or fell into poverty.

But the text goes on. “If there is a poor man among your brothers … do not be
hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother. Rather be openhanded and freely
lend him whatever he needs” (15:7-8).

Pretty radical, this call to lend without much question. The text continues by pro-
hibiting any calculation as to when the next seventh year of debt forgiveness would
mean for this loan (15:9-10)!

First, there should be no poor among the people of God because we are all doing
what God says we should do about poverty from a global, macro-economic standpoint.

Second, if there happens to be someone poor, then the solution is to lend freely.
But then, as if God says to himself, “Wait what am I thinking!? I know how these

people are!” The text reads, “There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I
command you to be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy
in your land” (15:11).

Why is this true? Because of something in the poor that is wrong or faulty or irre-
sponsible? A basic laziness or unworthiness or stupidity? Not according to this text, the
one Jesus quotes. The problem is with people who claim to be interested in making
God happy—people who love to read and quote the Bible with ease, but who also find
ingenious ways to ignore what the good book actually says about poverty, its root caus-
es, and those crushed under it.

TOM VANDESTADT

The story is really about a woman, or Mary in John’s Gospel, recognizing that Jesus
must die at a critical point in the story when those closest to Jesus fail to recognize his
impending death. Jesus tells them they will have plenty of opportunity to minister to
the poor after he is crucified, but for now, they must get with the program and under-
stand he is going to die soon. In other words, Jesus’ statement in this context is not a
universal statement on poverty or the poor, and it certainly does not condone ignoring
the poor because they are always going to be around. 

There are other stories and sayings in the gospels that more directly and reliably
communicate Jesus’ attitude toward the poor and how those who follow him should
treat the poor. Perhaps the clearest example is found in the section of Matthew’s Gospel
typically called “The Great Judgment” (Matt. 25:31-46) where Jesus himself identifies
with the least and calls on his followers to minister to those who are sick, lonely, or in
need. i
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THE WOUNDING AND HEALING OF
DESIRE: WEAVING HEAVEN AND EARTH,
Wendy Farley. Westminster John Knox
Press, 2005, 206 pages, $19.95. Reviewed by
David H. Jensen, associate professor of
constructive theology, Austin
Seminary.

Most theologians spend
enormous amounts of

time reading. Many theological
books these days contain as
much material in footnotes as
the main body of text, as if
extensive footnoting
documented a theologian’s
careful reading of Christian
traditions. As Christian faith
draws life from the Word, reading matters for
theology. Wendy Farley’s provocative and
beautifully crafted work begins differently,
with the startling admission that in middle
age she lost the ability to read for eighteen
months because of recurring migraines. What
began as mind-numbing loss and the stalling
of professional life, however, turned to
opportunity as Farley rediscovered the wisdom
of folk music, Christian mysticism, and
Buddhist meditation. Her book is a rarity in
academic and church theology: written
without typical conventions in language
intelligible to persons within and outside the
Christian church. Farley is not dismissive of
customary modes of writing theology so
much as she discerns dangers in efforts that
focus on words alone: theologians can read so
closely that they eviscerate the heart of texts;
pastors can become so consumed with
communicating words that the Gospel is no
longer encountered. Theology, for Farley, is
“not primarily texts but a kind of desire that
employs thought as religious practice” (xii). As
it unfolds in the pages that follow, her work is
a testimony to the searing wounds that
humanity bears as well as healing that speaks
beyond words.

By weaving together autobiography,
mysticism, psychology, folk wisdom, and
interfaith dialogue, Farley recasts the Christian

narrative of sin and redemption by
interpreting human persons as wounded
creatures opened to the healing of desire by
grace. Created by God, we are creatures who
long for others: “Desire is the great seal on our

souls, marking where we have been
‘oned’ with God in the instant of our
creation” (2). In prose that recalls
Augustine, Farley heralds desire as a
primal religious drive: we are restless
until we rest in God. Desire longs
without possessing, pines for others
without grasping. Tragically, however,
our longing for relationship invariably
curves in upon itself as we become
inordinately attached to the very things
and persons we desire and place
ourselves at the center of the cosmos. 

What distinguishes Farley’s interpretation
from other renditions of sin as self-
centeredness is her attention to three
“passions,” or deep-seeded wounds and
predilections that thwart desire. The passions
reveal both the arrogation of self as well as self-
deprecation. Sin, in her analysis, has many
faces. Terror is a passion of distorted humility,
the diminishment of self in the face of
insurmountable danger. It invokes paralysis
and attempts to “forestall danger through
stillness” (58). A second passion manifests
itself as rage. While anger is an appropriate
response to injustice and harm, rage is a will
to harm others. Those caught in its grips
perceive all others as threats to their egos. If
terror smothers the self, rage inflates the self
beyond all bounds. Finally, Farley notes the
experience of addiction, where our natural
connections to things that nourish and give
pleasure become such strong attachments that
we harm ourselves. Plagued by addiction, we
gradually sever connections between ourselves
and the ones we desire.

The passions appear ubiquitously in the
classic vices—gluttony, avarice, and lust—but
also emerge disguised as religious virtues.
Because they so often don pious masks, they
are often difficult to discern. Self-sacrifice,
which parades as a mark of the saints and
mothers, is actually a failure to acknowledge
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aware of religious diversity in society and our
need to find appropriate ways to think
theologically about our fellow citizens of
differing faiths. Paul Knitter has done the
church a great service by reminding us that
there is a variety of Christian thought about
other religions. Here he argues that there are
four basic models for all Christian theologies
of religion. Describing each model and using
representative theologians, he then points out
the strengths and problems of each as
irenically as possible.

The first of Knitter’s models is the well-
known Replacement Model, where “[i]n the
final analysis, Christianity is meant to replace
all other religions” (19). The theologian who
illustrates this model, writes Knitter, is Karl
Barth, especially in his early work. What are
the strengths of this model? It bases its view
on numerous passages in the Bible, thus
reminding all Christians to take the Bible
seriously and to remember that the central
message of the New Testament is that “Jesus is
Savior, the only Savior, and that without him,
humans can’t get out of their dead-ended,
sinful predicament” (27). Also, this model
takes human sin and the need for God’s
salvation seriously (51-52), and it makes us
rightfully suspicious of all religion, which
“tries to domesticate God and capture deity in
the security of human knowledge” (55). 

Knitter raises two problematic questions
for this model. The first is the status of the
Bible as the source of Christian knowledge
about other religions. Why should a Buddhist
listen to me if I only talk about her religion in
the limited terms available in the Bible? The
second question is how we know that Jesus is
the one and only Savior. If we know this from
the Bible and our experience of Christ, what
do we do when we discover that other

religions make similar
claims based on their
scriptures and experience?
These questions lead to a
fundamental insight into
the various theologies of
religion: that all of them are
trying to balance the
particularist texts of the
Bible where Jesus is
proclaimed as the one and

one’s beauty and the potency of desire.
Mother-love, by contrast, is “delight in
another’s existence, just as it is” (151), and the
desire for that other to flourish. Morality,
likewise, can become a crutch for self-
preservation that shuts our eyes to the
suffering of others. Bound together in a turbid
mix, the passions twist our love for God and
the world into self-inflicted wounds. 

Healing appears in the ministrations of
the divine Eros who rekindles desire. Christ is
the incarnation of divine Eros, who comes to
us “as wounded and fragile beings,” revealing
the sanctity and preciousness of this life (104).
One of the most striking passages of the book
is Farley’s meditation on the wounds of Jesus.
Instead of valorizing Christ’s suffering or
dismissing it as a remnant of an outmoded
sacrificial system, Farley points to the
connection between Christ’s wounds and our
own: “Because Christ shows us his wounds, we
can begin to show him ours” (112). The
wounds of the Redeemer show us the affliction
of the world; they do erase suffering as much
as they show us the divine Eros in all things,
even in the midst of abandonment and pain.
Attending these wounds, we are also opened to
the Christ present in each person.

At times Farley’s account of the human
condition risks pasting her own theological
template on all human experience; yet she
acknowledges this limitation from the outset.
She writes out of intensely particular
experiences and traditions in the hopes that
they might add to the “sweetness of our
interdependence” (xiii). She certainly has
struck a resonant chord by accomplishing
something not seen since Paul Tillich and Karl
Rahner: Christian theology that employs
broadly “secular” language in communicating
the depth of our brokenness and desire for
healing.

INTRODUCING THEOLOGIES OF RELI-
GIONS, Paul F. Knitter. Orbis Press,
2002. xvi + 256, $25. Reviewed by Arun
Jones, assistant professor of mission and evan-
gelism, Austin Seminary.

Especially since September of 2001,
American Christians have become acutely



only savior with the universalist texts that
proclaim God’s love for all humanity.

Knitter’s second model is the Fulfillment
Model, which is favored by mainline
Protestants. In order to explicate this model he
uses the work of the Roman Catholic scholar
Karl Rahner. He developed a revolutionary
view of other religions: because they possess
the grace of God, the religions can be “ways of
salvation” (71). He further argues that all grace
is Christ’s grace. Thus Jesus Christ, or
Christianity (here Knitter has difficulty
distinguishing between the two) is the
fulfillment of all of the world’s religions. Such
an attitude toward other religions has led the
Roman Catholic Church to engage in deep
and serious religious dialogue with persons of
other faiths. In this dialogue mutual
enrichment, questioning, challenging, and
possibly conversion are to occur.

Knitter expresses his appreciation that
this model admits that God’s truth and grace
are found in the various religions of the world.
He also appreciates the way in which the
model stresses mutual dialogue in its approach
to other religions. Finally, he points out that
the insistence that Jesus Christ is the source
and standard of God’s revelation reminds us
that all religions have their “nonnegotiables.”
The first question that Knitter raises about
this model is whether it really allows for
genuine dialogue if Christians cannot put
aside their belief “that in Jesus they have God’s
full, final, and fulfilling Word” (103). The
second question is whether in order to be
committed to following the Lord Jesus Christ,
one needs necessarily to believe in his absolute
uniqueness as savior. The third question is
whether theologians have “really followed to
its full implications their understanding of
Jesus (and the church) as a sacrament?” In this
understanding, Jesus is not “the one who fixes
what is broken” but is “the one who reveals
what is already given but not yet evident,”
which is “that we’re already connected” to God
(105). Then there may be other sacraments,
“ways in which God’s Spirit could find
expression in differing cultures at differing
historical periods” (106).

The third model is the Mutuality Model,
whose proponents (such as John Hick and
Raimon Panikkar) argue that authentic
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dialogue can only take place if Christians
forsake any claims to exclusivity among the
religions. There are three “bridges”—
philosophy, mystical experience, and ethical
practice—by which Christians can move from
their previous stance of exclusivity to one of
mutuality among religions. Knitter points to
four strengths of this model. First, it boldly
stakes out new ground in Christian
understandings of Jesus, so that the gap
between “what Christians experience in other
religions (the clear signs of grace in other
faiths) and what they are supposed to believe
about Jesus (he’s the only source of saving
grace)” is squarely confronted (150). The
second strength is that it takes seriously Jesus
as sacrament: his role is not so much to fix
what is broken but to manifest what is already
and always there, namely the love of God for
humanity. The third positive aspect of this
model is a “Spirit Christology.” Jesus Christ is
the human who is supremely empowered by
God’s Spirit, which leaves open the possibility
of God’s Spirit being active in the world
“without a causal connection to the historical
appearance of Jesus” (155). Such views of Jesus
lead to a fourth strength of the model, namely
that the role of Jesus in the life of the
Christian can be deepened and expanded by
dialogue with persons of other religious
traditions.

Knitter raises two questions, however,
which have been articulated by a number of
theologians. The first is whether the Mutuality
Model, in needing to find commonality
between all religious faiths, is not in actuality
quite imperialistic, insisting on neglecting or
even violating diversity among the religious
traditions, and insisting that only its rules for
dialogue be followed. The second question is
whether this model does not lead to relativism:
all religious traditions end up looking pretty
much the same.

Knitter’s fourth and final model is the
Acceptance Model. In tune with postmodern
thought, it urges Christians to accept rather
than minimize differences between religious
traditions: we need not only recognize but
affirm the particularities and the
incommensurability of different faiths. There
are three expressions of this model: the
postliberal expression of George Lindbeck,
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who argues that language conditions our
religious experiences; the thought of Mark
Heim, who posits that different religious
traditions lead their followers to very different
salvations; and the proposals of Francis X.
Clooney and James Fredericks, who want
Christians to engage in dialogue before they
engage in the task of constructing a theology
of religion. The Acceptance Model’s insights
are first of all that it is impossible, even
counterproductive, for us to abandon our
religious viewpoints when we enter into
interreligious dialogue. Secondly, this model
values differences between religious traditions:
it allows the other (both neighbor and God) to
remain irreducibly other. The third insight is
that dialogue, or human interaction, should
take practical and logical priority over
theology: we cannot figure out how to relate to
the other until we have actually related to her.

The first question that Knitter raises for
this model is whether language, if it
completely shapes our religious experience and
is a “prism for all we see and do,” is not
thereby also a prison in which we are trapped
and from which we cannot see the other’s
point of view (224). The second question is

whether accepting different salvations from
differing religious traditions makes it
impossible to agree on some common
overarching goal for the common good. The
third question is whether by accepting that
there are many “absolutes” (Jesus, the words
given to Mohammad, the Buddha) the model
is admitting that there really is no absolute.
Finally, Knitter asks if it is desirable or even
possible to engage in sustained dialogue over
time without forming a theology of religion.

Knitter ends his book with wise words of
advice. He points out that just as there is
religious pluralism, so there is pluralism in
Christian approaches to other religions. Just as
it is important for Christians to engage in
dialogue with people of other faiths, so it is
important for Christians to engage in “inter-
Christian” dialogue to “enrich and deepen the
faith of all in the Church” (239). Knitter also
calls for interreligious cooperation: there is too
much suffering and violence in the world for
people of goodwill and of different faiths not
to unite in action for the common good. And
it is through such small, concrete acts of
goodness that some of the most fruitful
interreligious dialogue will emerge. i

center of it. That center is found in the fact that many of the poor are in poverty
because the development of the many is passing them by. Those left behind are very
often stuck with faiths, worldviews, values, or cultures that perpetuate poverty. They
need to be presented with options that are at present outside their horizons, and they
need to be offered possibilities to become a part of the larger world and encouraged to
join the providential processes of change. This entails a new prophetic embrace and
selective reform, rather than repudiation, of the globalizing forces already at work, and
strategies that will include those still excluded. That is how to love the neighbor in need
in our global era. i
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COSMODICY:
ON EVIL AND THE PROBLEM WITH THEODICY

WI L L I A M N. A.  GR E E N WAY

S
everal years ago a Nobel laureate in physics visited our seminary to discuss science
and Christianity. An outspoken atheist, he politely focused his lecture upon recent
developments in theoretical physics. During the Q&A someone asked him about

evil. As he reflected aloud upon the evil afflicting our world he became increasingly pas-
sionate. If God did exist, he finally burst out, then God would best be compared to an
SS commandant at a concentration camp. Such bluntness is unusual, but there is noth-
ing unusual about his sentiment. As the opening quote illustrates, even Christians con-
sider evil a major obstacle to faith.

William Greenway is associate professor of philosophical theology at Austin Seminary. He received the
BA from Houghton College and the MDiv and PhD from Princeton Theological Seminary. In his
teaching and presentation to churches, Greenway focuses upon contemporary conversations among the-
ology and philosophy and church and society. He is especially interested in pragmatism, ecology, spiri-
tually, and animal welfare. Each summer he leads an experientially based course, “An Adventure in
Wilderness and Spirituality,” in the Colorado Rockies.

The most serious objection to belief in a good and all

powerful God has always been an objection based on the

presence of evil in the world, that vast amount of sin and

suffering witnessed and experienced in every generation. How,

we wonder, can a good and all powerful God allow the

savagery and horror of disease, starvation, war, and death

that afflict our world. This, of course, is a classic objection to

theistic belief, the well-known problem of evil.1
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As Psalms, Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, and Job illustrate, experience of evil has long
spurred earnest questioning and bitter lament. In the early church, Ireneaus and Augus-
tine famously speculated upon the origins and ontology of evil. But it is only in the
modern West that the “problem of evil” finally assumed its current dominant contour
—presumed by atheist and Christian alike—as a singular obstacle to faith. The mod-
ern “problem of evil” focuses upon the logical incompatibility of three classic affirma-
tions: 1) God is good, 2) God is all-powerful, 3) evil exists.

Tellingly, the focus of the modern “problem of evil” is not any concrete evil, but
the inability of human reason to offer a comprehensive explanation of the relation
between God and evil. The “problem of evil” thereby becomes an obstacle not only to
faith, but to the primal existential challenge evil presents life. Three centuries after
Liebniz coined the term in his famous treatise, Theodicy (1710), the conundrum is not
that no theodicy (“justification of God”) has prevailed. The (cloaked) conundrum is
that theology must now untangle the problem with theodicy before the primal chal-
lenge of evil and its relation to life and faith can be named. We can begin by asking just
how theologians got themselves into the curious position of seeking to justify God.

Largely for his seminal work, Meditations on First Philosophy (1632), René
Descartes is honored as the father of modern philosophy. Descartes dedicated Medita-
tions to “the sacred Faculty of Theology at Paris,” for it firmly established the Christian
faith by logically demonstrating “how God may be more easily and certainly known
than the things of this world.”2 The Faculty of Theology at Paris and multitudes of
Christians ever since have embraced the still unrealized dream of proving God. In turn,
multitudes of atheists imagine they have invalidated Christianity by quashing every
proof and, most especially, by invoking the modern problem of evil. By virtue of stim-
ulating this descending dialectic of unwitting hubris, Descartes’s Meditations deserves
credit as one of history’s most subtle and effective assaults upon faith.

Charles Taylor discerns how Descartes’ proofs—in contrast to the mislabeled
“proofs” of Anselm and Aquinas—definitively shifted “the centre of gravity” between
divine and human:3

[Descartes’s] thesis is not that I gain knowledge when turned towards God in
faith. Rather, the certainty of clear and distinct perceptions is unconditional
and self-generated. What has happened is rather that God’s existence has
become a stage in my progress towards science through the methodical order-
ing of evident insights. God’s existence is a theorem in my system of perfect
science.4

Precisely understood, Descartes did not believe in God. God was not the Subject
of his faith. God was a conclusion of Descartes’s arguments, an object of Descartes’s
knowledge, a wholly human-generated inference. Descartes articulated a relation to
God not in faith through grace, but in knowledge through reason. This profound spir-
itual confusion—absent from theology (including Anselm and Aquinas) prior to
Descartes—afflicts every attempt to prove God.5

In this Cartesian/modern conceptual context, where “reason” subtly supplants
“faith,” the distinctly modern “problem of evil” emerges. In accepting the burden of
inferring God, one accepts a criterion of reasonableness which requires logical recon-
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ciliation of the three classic contentions. So evil appears for the first time not as a potent
emotional obstacle to loving God (as in Christian lament), nor as a significant locus for
faithful theological inquiry (as in Ireneus and Augustine), but as a logical obstacle
which must be overcome.

Insofar as it adopted the Cartesian pretension, Western Christianity legitimated a
devastating twofold either/or. First, either be rational or irrational. If one opts for
“rational” (like classic Christianity) then, second, either reconcile the three classic affir-
mations (i.e., per impossible, develop a theodicy) or eliminate the irrationality by com-
promising on one of the affirmations (i.e., abandon faith in an all-good God whose
power is sufficient to redeem all creation). The snare thus laid is subtle, for each rea-
sonable alternative—offering a theodicy or compromising on one of the affirmations—
is caught up in a rationality whose hubris subtly but wholly denies any limits to our
reason and elides the legitimacy of faith (i.e., the work of the Spirit). That is, the Carte-
sian pretension quietly sets up human reason as a wholly capable and exclusive arbiter
vis-à-vis God (in theological terms: as an idol). This is how theologians got themselves
into the curious position of seeking to justify God.

A good way to begin unraveling the devastating Cartesian distortion is simple but
profoundly counterintuitive. First, Christians should affirm and embrace that physi-
cist’s profound offense over the suffering and evil suffusing reality. Second, for the sake
of argument, Christians should simply lose the argument over theodicy (i.e., grant that
God does not exist). In this context the primal problem, the horrible problem, the
problem from which theodicy shields us, is revealed.

God does not exist. But you confront precisely all the same evil. Now the invec-
tive so passionately turned against God must be turned against the cosmos itself and—
since we are wholly members of that cosmos, since our existence is purchased only at
the price of the existence of that cosmos—upon ourselves. By virtue of our very exis-
tence we discover ourselves from the first already complicit.6 This is the profound if
lately obscured heart of the classic Christian confession that we and the world are Fall-
en. Now the primordial challenge of evil re-emerges: not the problem of the justifica-
tion of God, but the problem of the justification of the cosmos, of life, of ourselves.
Not theodicy, but cosmodicy.7

The existential stance of the morally passionate person who confronts the primal
challenge of evil squarely is brilliantly sketched in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamo-
zov. Ivan Karamozov recites a litany of evils which stimulate horror and rage. But Ivan
is so supremely sensitive that for the tears of but one child he would give God back his
ticket to this world.8 Ivan illustrates the unprecedented reach of the moral objection in
modernity’s “problem of evil,” wherein evil is more than an obstacle to belief in the exis-
tence of God: even if God does exist, absent a conclusive theodicy, outrage remains the
only moral response (e.g., God as SS commandant).

Ivan’s excruciating existential stance—of one who finds the cosmos and thus his
own existence morally repugnant, and who is helpless to do anything but stand in
futile, world- and self-condemning protest (even suicide would be an empty gesture)—
represents the hopeless and supremely moral endpoint of those who reject belief in
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God. Our physicist illogically but effectively shielded himself from this excruciating
stance by venting—despite his atheism—against God.

Classically, Christians not only affirm and embrace Ivan’s moral offense, we
enhance it by turning upon ourselves. We confess ourselves not only complicit (Fallen)
but guilty from the first (original sin). But Christians also testify to a finite but opening
experience of a gracious, accepting “yes” which portends the ultimate fulfillment of our
most profound ethical and spiritual hopes. Notably, neither the truth of our spiritual
intuitions nor the truth of anyone’s moral intuitions is demonstrable on Cartesian
grounds (nor, in the classic moral realist sense, on modern scientific grounds—that
physicist’s science, for example, cannot fully account for the moral realism inspiring his
passion). Christian experience of and testimony to the surpassing grace of God is as pow-
erful as people’s experience of and testimony to the reality of concrete evils (though in
extreme real-life contexts the immediacy of either joy or horror can be overwhelming).

In light of experiences of grace and of evil, and rejecting Cartesian idolatry, Chris-
tians quite reasonably—if without logical certainty and without a theodicy—live con-
victed of the reality of evil and convicted of the love of a God able to redeem all cre-
ation (i.e., convicted of all three classic affirmations). Questions—appearing again in
their classic theological form—endure. If God created ex nihilo, where did evil come
from? Why would an all-powerful God allow such suffering? But the inability defini-
tively to answer such questions does not preclude reasonable faith. Christians are not
distinguished by having a theory which adequately accounts for evil. No one has such
a theory. Christian hope in the ultimacy of God’s grace—not a theodicy, and not denial
—is what justifiably distinguishes Christians from those souls who, tragically, live with-
out any such hope.

Christians should confront evil and suffering with confession, resistance, lament,
and hope. In the midst of concrete suffering lament may overwhelm hope—the open
questions mandate space for full-blooded cries of dereliction and even anguished
attacks upon God—but that is a psychological reality requiring great pastoral sensitiv-
ity, not a philosophical objection which invalidates the reasonableness of Christian
hope. At an opposite extreme, some have testified to overwhelming experiences of joy
before God, even amidst profound suffering. Yet such wondrous occasions of hope do
not justify denial of the often overwhelming power of evil and do not rob the yet-open
questions of their enduring bite.9

Between the extremes, but with no lessening of existential intensity, Christians can
experience fully the dynamics of Luther’s simul iustus et peccator (“simultaneously
redeemed and sinner”). Christians who embrace and accentuate Ivan’s supreme moral
sensitivity can discover that the simul is directly proportional: unflinching and full-blood-
ed confession of evil only extends the reach and profundity of the redemptive “yes.” In
direct relation to excruciating consciousness of evil’s personal and cosmic dimensions,
one can experience the overwhelming reach and power and gift of the iustus.

In this theologically proper context we remember our supremely moral physicist.
Now we understand the covert existential protection afforded by his logically absurd
but emotionally understandable attack upon a God he thinks nonexistent. We realize
that he is a tragic figure. Apart from this flimsy shield he, like Ivan, can experience only
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peccator, only complicity in an ethically irredeemable cosmos. Is that not horrible? Is
one not overwhelmed with compassion for a person with such admirable and supreme-
ly moral sensitivity and passion? In the face of this physicist’s attack, Christians should
feel no defensiveness, should feel no need to go scrambling after some theodicy. We
should feel sorrow. And we should engage in loving evangelical wondering: how to tes-
tify, how to bring joy, how to save … i
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