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Introduction 

 

We are meeting in the midst of deep crises worldwide in a country that saw riots for justice 

last year and that has – like most of us in Europe and certainly in the USA – a government in 

the service of the actors in the financial markets who are protagonists in producing the most 

obvious crisis, the crisis of the financial system. So as brothers and sisters in Christ we are 

here, reflecting on our own role in the crises endangering the life of humanity and the earth, 

but also hoping for inspiration from God's spirit in making another world possible. 

 

It is evident that the crises are not just a result of the misbehaviour of some immoral 

individuals but the result of systemic structures interacting with collective human and cultural 

ways of thinking and acting. I regard the different crises as an expression of a single deep 

crisis of our dominating Western civilization. And this has deep historic roots that have to be 

understood in order to analyze what is happening now and how alternatives can be 

developed. 

 

 

I. The roots of today's structures and behaviours producing the crises 

 

Today we experience the financial markets as the dominant force of our destructive 

civilization. However, they are but the climax of a development starting nearly 3,000 years 

ago. The context is the development of larger societies with growing division of labour and 

exchange of goods and services, using money connected with the legalizing of private 

property. Division of labour as such exists much earlier. But the question is how it is socially 

coordinated. I suggest it is possible to distinguish seven historical phases. 

 

In tribal societies (phase 1) (before 3000 BC) there are no special institutions for the social 

coordination of labour. As they are small, their members organise the coordination by 

agreement and traditional rules.  

 

http://www.c3.hu/~bocs/kairos-a.htm
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The archaic societies (phase 2) (around 3000 - 8th century BC) in the form of city kingdoms 

and empires, also called hydraulic societies, institutionalised the social coordination of labour 

by way of conquest and administration.  

 

A basic change happens through the introduction of money and private property, (phase 

3) spreading increasingly between the 8th Century BCE and the 4th Century CE. [2] Among 

others, the Buddhist economist Karl-Heinz Brodbeck in his book „Die Herrschaft des Geldes. 

Geschichte und Systematik“(The Dominance of Money: History and Systematic Analysis) [3] 

sees the cause for developing money (and property rights) in the growing division of labour 

linked to the growing of societies with large populations involved in bartering. The bartering in 

these larger societies would not be possible without a unifying measurement. This unity in 

the diversity of commodities is money – but not as a “thing” separate from the social process 

of acknowledging its value. The calculation in the process of bartering changes the thinking 

and the soul of the people. Besides communicating by speech in words (logos) they 

communicate by calculating in money (ratio). In doing so, the ego of the individual gains 

precedence over the relations in community. This is furthered by the fact that in the process 

of bartering in the market the money owner has more power than the producer of a 

commodity.  

 

Money as such offers access to the market while the product has first to be demanded in the 

market. Coping with this risk is only possible by having as much money as possible. This he 

calls the “objective” base for greed to accumulate money without limits. The other implication 

of this is that money gives the right to private property beyond personal property, so money 

gives access to the market, cushions the risks in the market, measures the exchange value 

and gives access to property rights. Combined with the development of hierarchies and 

classes in larger societies with the division of labour, money and property start to determine 

the economic, social and political power of people within societies.  

 

So it is most important to understand that the introduction of money and private property not 

only changes the socio-economic structures, but also the thinking, feeling and behaving of 

the people. Equally, alternatives can only be implemented when dealing with both 

dimensions. 

 

Let us have a closer look at the greed of people to accumulate limitless money. The 

institutionalisation of this greed was the introduction of interest, later complemented by other 

forms of profit. A debtor had to pay back more than he had borrowed, for example, to 

purchase seed in times of need. He also had to put up his own land as security. If he could 

not pay back, he lost his land and had to work as a debt slave for the creditor. Thus private 

property and money came into existence at the same time and led to debt slavery and loss of 

land. On the other hand, the creditors could collect more and more land, money, and debt 

slaves. This is what scholars have named as the emergence of a class society in Antiquity. 

[4] 

 

So the result of the introduction of money and private property is the increasing gap between 

rich (big landowners and merchants) and impoverished people (landless, debt slaves etc.) in 

societies, thus creating increased suffering among the majority of people.  
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However, it is not yet the merchants and bankers who form the dominant class but rather 

those who are entitled to profit from the monarchic and imperial tribute and those who are 

able to enlarge their estates and make personal slaves through the new debt mechanism. 

This leads to the period of slave labour and serfdom based societies (phase 4) (around 

500 BCE - 13th century CE).  

 

The over-lapping of phases 3 and 4, i.e. the property-money-interest economy linked with 

personal slavery, spread even more during the time of the Hellenistic Empires. Roman Law 

finally legalised the absoluteness of property ("dominium est jus utendi et abutendi re sua, 

quatenus juris ratio patitur" / ownership is the right to use and abuse/consume/destroy your 

thing as far as compatible with ratio, the logic of the law). As a matter of fact, the Hellenistic-

Roman empires are characterised by the totalitarian linkage of the traditional dominance of 

military and political power with the property-money economy. 

 

Part of this was already understood by Aristotle. [5] He analysed that money is not natural 

but introduced by humans as something basically new. It is measured and not measured by 

anything else. It mediates between the different needs of people. This is why people 

principally have the power to define what money is. It does not exist by nature but through 

the mutual recognition of what money should be and in what way it is valid. So the nature of 

money also includes the possibility of misuse.  

 

This consists in the perversion of ‘means’ and ‘end’. If money in a given community has to 

mediate the exchange of goods, necessary for the satisfaction of life needs, money 

accumulation as an end in itself, making money a commodity instead of using it as a 

common good for exchange, is not only a moral problem but destroys life. The person, not 

recognising his or her limits and so falling into the illusion of being able to buy endless means 

for life by endless accumulation of money, destroys the community and so finally himself 

because human beings can only survive as social beings. This is why Aristotle demands a 

political prohibition of taking interest and of monopolies as well as an ethical education of the 

citizens concerning these matters. 

 

There is one further dimension inherent in the described developments: ‘the male 

domination’. The most probable hypothesis for the advent of patriarchy is the Kurgan 

hypothesis. [6] It seems that, beginning around 4400 BC, nomadic Kurgan people invaded 

Eastern and Southern Europe, coming from the Eurasian Steppes. They built their power on 

cattle husbandry and superior military power in the form of horses. They overpowered the 

earlier matrilineal agrarian culture.  

 

Around the same time in the Middle East the hydraulic cultures developed large irrigation 

systems by hierarchical forms of organisation. When private property and money came into 

use this male domination became reinforced by the fact that only men could own property 

giving them also the political power. In Ancient Greece e.g. the farmer ruled as head of the 

household (as despótes) over land, slaves, women and children. In Rome property is called 

dominium, the pater familias dominus. 
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Interim conclusion 

 

Within the necessary social coordination of the division of labour from the beginning we 

observe different forms developing over the centuries. After mutuality and solidarity in the 

tribal societies we find various forms of coordination exploiting labour, particularly agrarian 

labour. Those who appropriate the surplus of the production process by tribute and collective 

forced labour are the military and administrative classes in the beginning.  

 

With the introduction of both private property and money (with interest) leading to the 

accumulation of land on the one side and loss of land plus debt slavery on the other side the 

solidarity of peasants is broken. Besides direct oppression, this introduces anonymous 

indirect forms of extraction of the surplus of production, enhancing the splitting of societies in 

rich and poor. This is not just a structural problem because money also changes the souls of 

the people. Besides communicating through speech and cooperation humans start 

calculating, including calculating each other in competition. So we face a psychological and 

spiritual, in addition to the structural, problem.  

 

After the break-down of the Roman Empire the money economy also disappeared more or 

less. Early Capitalism (phase 5) is again the beginning of a “Great Transformation”. This is 

the title of the pivotal book of Karl Polanyi on the subject. [7] The key of his thesis is that 

since the 14th century AD the market sets out to conquer one sphere of life after the other. 

The basic step is the privatisation of land through enclosures subjecting agriculture to the 

mercantile coordination of labour. This leads to a substantial increase of agrarian production 

but also to a monetarisation of relations. What this means is aptly described by Jeremy 

Rifkin, 

 

Relationships were reorganized. Neighbours became employees or contractors. 

Reciprocity was replaced with hourly wages. People sold their time and labour where 

they used to share their toil. Human beings began to view each other and everything 

around them in financial terms. Virtually everyone and everything became negotiable 

and could be purchased at an appropriate price.” [8]  

 

Another new key element at that time is the introduction of double book-keeping. Everything 

starts to be calculated as input or output with the necessary result of a profit. It is the 

beginning of the generalising question: “What is in it for me?” governing every ego today. 

 

Industrial capitalism (phase 6) deepens the division of labour and increases the split 

between the classes. The division of labour reaches the production itself. In the factory 

production of the Industrial Revolution, workers only produce a tiny section of the product. 

The key is a new calculation of costs in order to increase the profit of the capital owners, 

controlling the means of production, at any cost. From an ecological perspective the decisive 

factor is the use of fossil energy. It is the time of what is called “Manchester capitalism”. With 

this kind of mercantile coordination of the division of labour we observe a new stage of social 

and ecological destruction.  

 

Under the conditions of industrial capitalism endless growth of capital requires unlimited 

material throughput in order to satisfy the growth of consumption within a limited planet. A 
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seven-year old child can understand that this is impossible - however, liberal economists 

can't! 

 

Today’s financial capitalism (phase 7) even endangers the life of humanity and the earth 

as such. The key mechanism to produce this effect is to press the quest for high profits for 

capital investments and credits on all productive and distributive sectors. Consequently, the 

productive companies need to cut costs wherever possible: dumping wages, firing people 

through rationalisation instead of using the productivity gains for shortening work hours, 

avoiding paying the ecological costs  wherever possible etc.  

 

Agriculture is being transformed into agribusiness, neglecting the consequences for the 

health of people and the fertility of the earth. Technical innovations are selected and used for 

higher profits, not for improving life quality. The production is geared not to satisfy ‘needs’, 

but to create ‘desires’ towards limitless consumption. All of this forces the economy to grow – 

disregarding the ecological costs.  

 

Where production is not yielding high enough profits, financial capital goes into all kinds of 

speculation, destabilising the whole system as experienced since 2008. The State is taken 

hostage by transferring the private debts to the public budgets robbing the public budgets of 

the possibility to secure welfare and social security for the people. The situation is 

aggravated by the fact that through the globalisation of capital, tax evasion of all sorts also 

robs the public budget of the necessary means. All this leads to structural adjustments, 

internationally enforced by the IMF, controlled by the rich countries, now hitting not only the 

populations of the impoverished global South but also of the rich countries, like in Europe. 

 

Looking back at all phases of the division of labour it becomes clear that there is a red 

thread: It is the extraction of the surplus produced within the division of labour. [9] The 

original basis of the surplus was agriculture, extracted by cities and empires. Since the 

introduction of money and private property it is the owners of money/capital who profit from 

the growing role of market relations taking over the coordination of the division of labour. This 

means that the capital owners systematically, but legally, rob the rest of society and the earth 

and even take the lives of millions each year. This is what Johan Galtung calls “structural 

violence”. 

 

But this structural violence is also accompanied by direct violence. A convincing analysis of 

the historical phases of the linkage of structural and direct violence in the capitalist world 

system can be found in Giovanni Arrighi’s book, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, 

Power, and the Origins of Our Times. [10] He shows how each regime of capital 

accumulation is coupled with a political-military-territorial power: First Genoa and Spain with 

the first modern European Empire, second Mercantilism under Dutch hegemony, third 

Industrial capitalism, under the hegemony of Great Britain, followed by the USA in the 20th 

Century.  

 

As of the 1980s financial capitalism prepares the neo-liberal period under US-hegemony and 

exerts a double pronged rule: using financial mechanisms, explained above, and, where this 

does not work, asking the imperialist forces to depose or kill leaders of rebellions against the 

empire of capital and to install dictators in their place, like in the cases of Persia (1953), 
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Congo (1960), Brazil (1964), Indonesia (1966), Chile (1973) and many others. [11] Where 

also this is not enough the USA and the “coalitions of the willing” intervene militarily-directly, 

like many times in Central America and the Caribbean and in the three Gulf wars with at least 

two million deaths, as well as in Afghanistan.  

 

Structural and direct violence are finally supported by cultural violence. As we have already 

seen, the introduction of money and private property with the growing division of labour and 

exchange did not only change structures but the souls of human beings. The calculation in 

money terms is increasingly getting priority over speech, changing the human relations 

profoundly. Through the increasing rule of money and private property in a “dis-embedded 

economy” (Karl Polanyi [12]), human relations have become ever more commercialised and 

individualised. 

 

In the early 17th Century Thomas Hobbes formulated this capitalist market anthropology by 

defining human beings as individuals competing for ever more wealth, power, and reputation. 

[13] This “possessive individualism” corresponds with the new subject-object dualism 

formulated by Descartes. He defined the human being as “master and owner of nature.” [14] 

Along the same lines, Francis Bacon understood science as power: “the power and the 

dominion of the human species over the entire world of nature” – including women and 

indigenous people (Naturvölker) as part of nature. [15] 

 

This whole approach is presented as rational. However, reason as ratio is reduced to the 

means-end rationality. [16] The male owner-master subject is the calculating individual, 

called homo oeconomicus. Efficiency and competitiveness are the benchmarks disregarding 

the conditions of life on earth. Hinkelammert characterises him as the person, putting all 

energy in sharpening the saw, with which he cuts the branch on which he sits. The whole 

system is regulated by the pursuit of individual calculated material interests disregarding the 

non-intentional effects on the whole of society and earth.  

 

This is how the irrationality of the rationalised, which we are experiencing today, develops. 

Karl Marx puts it this way: “Capitalist production thus develops technology and, as its logical 

conclusion, the processes of social production, only by simultaneously undermining the 

sources of all wealth – the earth and the worker.” [17]  

 

So, in looking for alternatives of life we have to deal always with the interaction between the 

logic and the political-economic structures on the one side and human beings, driven by this 

logic and subjecting themselves to the law of capital accumulation, on the other side. 

 

 

II. Alternative visions in the Bible and the Axial Age 

 

If it is true that capitalism within the context of modernity as a whole, economically, politically 

and culturally leads to death, it is not a question of optional morality or ethics we are dealing 

with; it is a matter of life and death. If humanity and life on earth are to have a future we must 

change the dominant logic, structures and our own spirituality, thinking and acting at the 

same time. Where are the sources, powers and actors for such deep conversion? Let us first 

look at the ancient times when the money-property economy started. 
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The philosopher Karl Jaspers, after World War II, raised the question of why and how there 

was a basic turning point in human history during the period of 800-200 BCE and what this 

meant for developing a planetary new order. [18] He had observed that at the same time 

there was a basic transformation going on in distant cultures like Israel, India, China and 

Greece in parallel ways. He saw the meaning of the change in an intellectual and spiritual 

breakthrough, providing the categories and potentials for the following human history, driving 

humanity towards universal communication. The time before this period he regarded as 

prehistory; this is why he named this period the “Axial Age”. He could not find one single 

cause for the parallelism in the different cultures. He characterised the new approach as 

intellectual and spiritual (“geist”), looking only marginally at the economic and political 

context. On the whole his – very valuable – book takes an idealistic approach. 

 

In 2006 Karen Armstrong also published a book on the Axial Age. [19] It is a detailed study of 

the cultures and religions in China, India, Israel/Judah and Greece during that period – 

admirable in depth and breadth. She starts from the present dangerous situation of our 

planet asking for a spiritual revolution transcending modernity; so she is also looking to the 

“Axial sages” for inspiration, 

 

Their objective was to create an entirely different kind of human being. All the 

sages preached a spirituality of empathy and compassion; they insisted that 

people must abandon their egotism and greed, their violence and 

unkindness…each tradition developed its own formulation of the Golden Rule: do 

not do to others what you would not have done unto you. As far as the Axial sages 

were concerned, respect for the sacred rights of all beings – not orthodox belief – 

was religion. If people behaved with kindness and generosity to their fellows, they 

could save the world (XVIIIf). 

 

With this kind of approach she had to, and did, study the contexts of the respective Axial 

cultures. However, her main interest relates to overcoming war and violence; she touches 

economy only in passing. She also does not really harvest the consequences of her 

penetrating insights in the Axial spiritualities for the transformation of our present political 

economy, anthropology and spirituality. 

 

This is what Jeremy Rifkin in his book The Empathic Civilization [20] tries to do, building – 

among others – on Armstrong’s research of the Axial Age. This is also an admirable study, 

however, his hope for a decisive victory of empathy through modern communication 

techniques and what he calls “distributed capitalism” seems to neglect the analysis of the 

institutional and personal power of property and money as well as their influence on the other 

sectors of Western civilisation.  

 

So how do we interpret the Axial Age? We have seen how the introduction of money, private 

property and interest in societies with a growing division of labour split the societies into rich 

and poor. The necessity to use money as measuring means of exchange provided the 

objective base for stimulating greed towards the limitless accumulation of money and 

property. The struggle against the new economy and its social and psychological effects, 
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spreading increasingly since the 8th Century BC, can first be observed in Ancient Israel. Is it 

just by accident that this Century is regarded as the start of the Axial Age?  

 

My thesis is that it is exactly the new economy, based on money and property, which 

prompts the Axial Age’s religious and philosophical revolution. This economy was not only 

splitting societies into rich and poor and increasing the violence beyond the traditional direct 

oppression of the peasants by the king and the aristocrats; it also changed the hearts and 

the thinking of the people as we have seen. This, of course, required not only a response on 

the power level of the political economy but also on the anthropological, psychological and 

spiritual levels. Exactly this is characteristic for the cultural and religious transformations of 

the Axial Age in Israel, India, China and Greece. I limit myself to the biblical heritage.  

 

However, before I turn to Ancient Israel and the Jesus movement, let me begin with a 

caution. It is not possible to simply take the insights of the religions and philosophies of the 

Axial Age and apply them as a response to the crisis of our civilisation. Even religions are 

highly ambivalent. They can be used and perverted by political and economic powers to 

serve particular interests, even increasing injustice and violence. This is why we have to go 

through a (self-) critique of religion before we are equipped for the critique of modernity from 

the perspective of the Axial sage, and before we can turn to a new vision and practice of a 

life-giving culture. Critique of religion – however paradoxical this may sound – is a primary 

task for religion if it wants to live up to its true mission and original potentials.  

 

This can already be seen in the Bible itself. Here we find an ongoing (self-) critical evaluation 

of the tradition. It finds its classical form in Jesus’ message of God’s reign, God's domination-

free order, criticising all forms of oppression, legitimated by religion. In this perspective there 

is no pure text. Each text leads us into the conflict between the wisdom of God and the 

wisdom of the dominating world order.  

 

But there is one clear criterion to judge each text and use of the text – in the words of the 

Apostle Paul: “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is 

weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world (i.e. 

the Plebeians in the Roman Empire, the Proletariat in modernity etc.), things that are not, to 

reduce to nothing things that are…”(1 Cor. 1:27ff.). So reading the texts in this critical 

perspective from below can never fail. This is the biblical yard stick to carry out the critique of 

religion – a never-ending task. 

 

In this critical perspective we can see several approaches in the Bible trying to overcome the 

negative effects of the new money-property economy linked to several kinds of political 

power. 

 

Firstly, the historically-first critical reaction to the new economy is the protest of the great 

prophets in the last part of the 8th and the whole of the 7th Century BCE. Amos and Hosea, 

Isaiah, Micah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and others call for justice and righteousness, lost through 

the new property rights and money mechanisms. They claim that, with the cancellation of 

justice and the rights of the poor, Yahweh, the liberating God of Israel, has also been 

abandoned. For knowing God is identical to doing justice to the poor (Jer. 22:16). 
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Secondly, the prophetic interventions of the 8th and 7th centuries did have consequences. 

This can be seen by the legal reforms from this time and later. The first happened in the 

Southern Kingdom, probably after the experience of the catastrophic fall of the Northern 

Kingdom (722 BC). The codified result of this can be found in the so-called Book of Covenant 

(Ex 21-23). These beginnings were confirmed and unfolded in the second reform, the core of 

which can be found in Deuteronomy. The third reform is the Holiness Code (Leviticus). They 

introduce preventive laws like the prohibition of taking interest, but also corrective laws like 

the Sabbath year, asking for the cancellation of debts and the release of debt slaves every 

seventh year.  

 

The key is there must be no absolute property of land. Land must not be a commodity, but is 

entrusted to all families as productive property for use, because the land belongs to God and, 

therefore must be the basis for the means of life for all families (Lev. 25:23). Also, the Ten 

Commandments have to be understood in this context. Within the people of the liberating 

God there must be no exploitation of human labour, nor gods legitimating this, “I am Yahweh, 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall 

have no other god into my face.” The Tenth Commandment adds the prohibition of the greed 

for accumulation, “Neither shall you greedily desire your neighbour’s house or field…or 

anything that belongs to your neighbor” (Deut. 5:21). 

 

This Torah could only be implemented after exile, when Judea, during the time of the Persian 

Empire, enjoyed semi-independence. Ton Veerkamp has just published a fascinating book 

on the political history of the Great Narrative of Israel. [21] Nehemiah, sent by the Empire to 

be governor in Judea, and the priest Ezra, play a central role in this. Up to their time the 

alternative to the normal orders of exploitation was but a minority position in Israel, 

represented by the great prophets and king Josiah (641-609 BCE). Only when Nehemiah 

had political power to introduce the Torah with full participation of the people could the 

society of Judea implement the fundamental new order of autonomy and equality.  

 

This is why Ton Veerkamp calls this order “Torah Republic”. God is identified with this new 

basic order, overcoming exploitation of the many and accumulation for the few. In order to 

implement this, the society of Judea had to separate itself from the other peoples and their 

gods. This was not done because of ethnic reasons, but because of implementing justice 

without antagonistic classes. Of course, this led to the resistance of the elites, but implanted 

a revolutionary vision into the history of humanity, inspiring not only Jesus and his 

movement, but countless people and groups up to this day. At that time the oral and written 

traditions of the people of Israel were put together in the form of the five books of the Torah, 

together with the books of the prophets, relating this vision to all future generations.  

 

Thirdly, when the Hellenistic Empires start to become economically and politically totalitarian, 

the Judeans cannot implement the Torah anymore and respond by different forms of 

resistance. The key text for this period is the book of Daniel, showing different forms of non-

violent direct action. Jesus is building on this apocalyptic resistance tradition, adding another 

element.  

 

Fourthly, is the development of alternative, small scale communities, organising themselves 

in the form of a solidarity economy. This approach is picked up in the primitive church (cf. 
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Acts 4:32ff.). Ton Veerkamp in his new book on the political history of the Great Narrative of 

Israel illuminates these findings by relating Paul to the question of the implementation of the 

Torah in the Torah Republic. [22] Here it was possible to live the alternative of Yahweh by 

separating the community from the peoples following the normal exploitation order, but with 

the totalising of this order in the Hellenistic and Roman Empires, Paul realised that this had 

become impossible. So in order to implement the Torah a world revolution was necessary. It 

could happen by building new communities all over the Empire where Jews and Greeks 

(gojim), men and women, masters and slaves, whom the Empire was dividing, lived together 

as the body of the Messiah in equality and solidarity (agape).  

 

Fifthly, linked to these struggles for an alternative political economy in Israel and the Jesus 

movements there are efforts to discover what it means to be really human. The prophet 

Ezekiel, during the Babylonian exile, is the first to discover the humanness of God (chap.1). 

On this basis, the priestly Genesis narrative speaks about the relational female and male 

couple, created in the image of God (Gen 1:26-28). The priestly Holiness Code summarizes 

the consequence: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18).  

 

Daniel 7 sees the kingdom of God with a human face overcoming the imperial predatory 

beasts. Jesus links the knowledge of God with the love of the neighbour in the sense of the 

Levinas translation of the verse: “Love your neighbor – it is yourself”. Paul deepens this 

insight by critically analysing the co-opting of the law through greed and power, so that it 

becomes a law of death. In contrast he promotes the fulfillment of the law through love, 

solidarity between the different groups, divided and driven against each other by the Empire 

(Rom 13:8-10). 

 

So we can identify five biblical options in dealing with the market economy and empire, as 

well as the calculating subject, which goes along with them. They are:- 

 

1. Prophetic critique of economic and political power in the perspective of creating just 

relations in society; 

2. Legal regulation of the system as long as there is a chance to reform it; 

3. Resistance in the case of totalitarian empires; 

4. Living alternatively in small groups becoming a kind of leaven in society – even 

forming networks of solidarity between those groups throughout the empire (cf. the 

collection of the Apostle Paul for the poor in Jerusalem, 2 Cor. 8-9). 

5. The discovery of relational love/solidarity as the alternative to the imperial Roman law 

that kills as well as to the distorted human way of life, captured by the sin of greed. 

 

These biblical approaches could be complemented by other responses from religions and 

philosophies of the Axial Age. Let me only mention Buddhism. Here the main starting point is 

the liberation from the illusion of the ego, greedily and aggressively trying to accumulate and 

to defend the possessions, thus creating suffering. The way out has to be found by walking 

the eightfold Noble Path, including the realisation of the knowledge of mutual inter-

dependency of all living beings, empathy and loving kindness. Each person is called to walk 

this path in the context of communities (sanghas).  

 

Islam can be interpreted as another wave of the Axial Age spirituality. 
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As outlined above, in reality we face the ambivalence of religions. Besides sectors who try to 

live up to the liberating aspects of the original impulses of the Axial Age we find sectors in 

complicity with the dominating system. As this is globally endangering life, my conclusion is 

that the liberating sectors of faith communities have to build up alliances of solidarity for life 

in just relations among themselves and together with social movements. According to 

Matthew 25: 31ff, Jesus sees those who care for the satisfaction of the basic needs of the 

people (hunger, thirst etc.), as the ones who finally are accepted in the eyes of the human 

one – regardless whether they carry the label of a Jesus follower or not. Together they can 

form groups of healing and liberation from the Roman system in those days and from the 

capitalist mentality and practice today. 

 

 

III. How to implement the biblical visions today? 

 

On the basis of our analysis of modernity and the Axial Age the key question is how to 

develop a new understanding and practice of human life in liberated just relationships and 

how to organise the political economy accordingly. 

 

In this context it is of help that even in Western sciences new thinking – similar to the 

perspectives of the Axial sages – is emerging. For example, brain research has discovered 

that the human being has a natural tendency towards empathy through the so-called mirror 

neurons. They explain why we spontaneously feel pain when we see pain in another living 

being. There is also a tendency towards cooperation. [23]  

 

Relational psychology points into the same direction of homo empathicus. [24] William 

Fairbairn, Heinz Kohut, Donald Winnicott and others have demonstrated that sociability is the 

primary drive in human beings, while aggression is a compensatory response, when the 

primary drive is violated by biographic experiences. Subjectivity is grounded in inter-

subjectivity. Even biology has discovered that many animal species besides primates 

participate in the mirror neuron system, showing empathy. [25] Already the later works of 

Darwin (The Descent of Man and Expressions of the Emotions in Man and Animals) realised 

the emotional, social nature of animals.  

 

“Darwin came to believe that the survival of the fittest is as much about cooperation, 

symbiosis, and reciprocity as it is about individual competition and that the most fit are just as 

likely to enter into cooperative bonds with their fellows.” [26] Even certain schools of 

economics are rediscovering the commons (e.g. Elinor Ostrom), and economic happiness 

research is revising the significance of wealth accumulation, putting the main emphasis on 

successful relationships. 

 

David Korten, choosing life as the guiding metaphor, has outlined the consequences of these 

insights for an economic paradigm transcending capitalism and a centrally-planned 

economy. [27] Building on research results of biologists like Lynn Margulis he designs an 

economy patterned after the model of living organisms. They work in a de-centralised, yet 

coordinated, self-organising way. No cell is allowed to grow disproportionately – this would 

be cancer (like capitalism). No cell dominates the rest (like a centrally-planned economy). 

Rather every cell cooperates with the whole for the survival of the whole. Institutionally, this 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 40 April 2012 12 of 17 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

approach can be complemented by the concept of the commons. It avoids the absoluteness 

of private property as well as that of State property, concentrating economic and political 

power at the top.  

 

This concept has also deep theological implications. In his draft of a guilt-confession of the 

churches Dietrich Bonhoeffer formulates, “The church confesses her guilt in relation to all ten 

commandments…She was not able to communicate God’s care credibly enough so that all 

human economic activity would have received its task from this perspective.” [28] This means 

that the whole economy must be built on God’s gifts, to secure the life of all creatures – in 

opposition to commodifying nature in the interest of accumulation of capital (cf. Lev. 25:23). 

 

On this conceptual basis Korten proposes a strategy under the formula “Starve the Cancer – 

Nurture Life”. [29] Working for a life-enhancing economy we have to withdraw energy from 

the dominating death-bound, cancerous system, while at the same time we develop life-

oriented economic activities and institutions. How could this strategy be unfolded and 

concretised? 

 

We can withhold legitimacy and energy from the system by various means. First, we can 

demystify the myths and blatant lies by which capitalism, especially in its neo-liberal imperial 

form, justifies and smokescreens its premises and consequences. [30] Take, for example, 

the myth that technological development destroys jobs. What if the productivity gains were 

used to shorten work hours instead of being drawn into capital accumulation? Or the claim 

that capitalist globalisation creates growth and welfare for all? What if the social and 

ecological losses of this approach result in a net minus? Or take the theory that the financial 

system works best in a self-regulating market?  

 

The financial crisis is a chance for people to start distrusting these mainstream economic 

theories. A second step to withdraw energy from the system is defiance, saying a clear ‘No’ 

to the system as such and implementing the ‘No’ through boycotts. The Lutheran and 

Reformed World Communities as well as the WCC declared their clear ‘No’ in official 

Assembly decisions between 2003 and 2006. The Reformed Accra Confession [31] is the 

most well-known text of these, saying e.g., 

 

(18) We believe that God is sovereign over all creation. “The earth is the Lord’s and 

the fullness thereof” (Psalm 24.1). 

(19) Therefore, we reject the current world economic order imposed by global 

neoliberal capitalism and any other economic system, including absolute planned 

economies, which defy God’s covenant by excluding the poor, the vulnerable and 

the whole of creation from the fullness of life. We reject any claim of economic, 

political, and military empire which subverts God’s sovereignty over life and acts 

contrary to God’s just rule. 

 

Nurturing life is made possible by a double strategy. Firstly, it can be implemented on a small 

scale when people at the local/regional level or as members of an intentional organisation 

choose to work in post-capitalist ways. [32] One example is the Local Exchange and Trading 

Systems (LETs), another cooperative banks. There are 35 alternative banks in Europe 

coordinated in I.N.A.I.S.E (International Association of Social Finance Organizations). [33]  
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Another key field of action is energy production. The energy of the future, sun, wind, water 

and biomass is available in de-centralised forms. Every community can make itself 

independent of the big capitalist corporations controlling the energy market. In Germany our 

best example is Schönau in the Black Forest, having gained complete energy self-reliance. 

Finally, basic foodstuff can be produced and marketed locally/regionally by producer-

consumer cooperatives. Another name for this type of small-scale economy is the social or 

solidarity economy. [34] All of this people can do while the dominating system is still in place. 

But this is not enough in itself because the system is constantly threatening the survival of 

the small scale alternatives, so we need to address the macro-structures at the same time. 

 

Therefore, the second part of the strategy is to regain the control of the macro-system by and 

for the people in order to re-appropriate the gifts of God, robbed by the capital owners and 

their political and ideological servants, for the life of all people in harmony with nature. The 

starting point must be the goods and services for the satisfaction of the basic needs of 

people: water, food, energy, housing, health, education, transport etc. It is here where people 

can be mobilised and build alliances between social movements, trade unions, faith 

communities etc. for resistance and alternatives.  

 

If it is true that the misuse of money and private property is at the roots of bad socio-

economic, political and psychological developments starting almost 3,000 years ago and that 

it is here where the religions of the Axial Age are looking for alternatives we have to 

concentrate here, too.  

 

The first structural question, therefore, is about how to organise property beyond the false 

alternative of absolute private or state property. Here all kinds of alternative cultural 

traditions, including socialist ones, come into play. There is not just one property order, but a 

host of legal and institutional options as Franz Hinkelammert and myself have shown in 

designing a new property order from below. [35] Key is that the people affected are the 

subjects of the ownership arrangement. Here are some examples of such struggles, 

 

 For water and energy as common good against privatisation 

 For education, health and transport as public services 

 For a life-giving agriculture 

 For the worker’s co-ownership and control of the means of production in industry 

 For organising enterprises not according to the criteria of the maximisation of profit 

but of the common good (that this is possible is shown in an Austrian Attac initiative 

growing from 0 to more than 500 small and medium sized enterprises within two 

years [36]). 

 For allowing all people the same ecological footprint (e.g. towards the goal  of 

reaching emissions of 2 tons of carbon-dioxide per year/person in order to limit the 

global warming to 2 degrees Celsius) 

 For tax justice etc. 

 

Attac-Austria has also brought together several proposals, being discussed in the alternative 

movements and academic community for years to redesign the money and the finance 
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system. [37] The key is that money is no more a commodity, but a common good, and banks 

are organised democratically. In all brevity let me summarise those proposals, 

 

1. Banks are no longer allowed to create money through interest bearing credits (debt 

money) as already Rowbotham and others have demanded. [38] Money is provided only by 

democratically-controlled central banks. Internationally the old proposal of Keynes is taken 

up to create an international central bank issuing a neutral reserve currency, the bancor, now 

called globo. The national currencies are flexibly fixed to this standard, being devalued or 

revalued according to changing strengths of the respective buying powers. 

 

2. Banks are democratically-organised according to subsidiarity (not nationalised!). The 

local/regional banks are the basis. Their only task is to collect savings and to give credits 

from the savings. They are non-profit institutions. There is no interest for either savings or 

credits, only fees to cover the administration of the bank and costs for balancing out the 

losses of inflation as long as this exists. For larger credits the local banks feed provincial or 

national democratic banks. This integrated system also takes over risk investments for socio-

ecological projects. Stock markets cease to exist. A first necessary step is to dismantle 

system-relevant banks that are too big to fail. They have been politically built up during the 

last 30 years, so they can be split into smaller pieces politically as well.  

 

3. All present casino instruments of the financial markets like derivatives, hedgefunds, rating 

agencies etc. are closed down.  

 

4. There is no income on capital anymore. Income is generated from work. The income 

differential may be 20 times the minimum wage. Inheritance is limited to the equivalent of 

500,000 €; beyond that it will be taxed at 100%. In the case of enterprises, the common good 

enterprises are in the hands of the employees anyway. Those belonging to a family may be 

distributed in a balance between family tradition and equal chances for all working for the 

families. E.g. up to ten million € may stay in the ownership of the heirs, the rest becomes the 

property of the employees. There may be other models as the example of the enterprise 

Hoppmann in Germany shows. [39] Here the heir transformed his inherited enterprise capital 

into a foundation, governed democratically by the employees and himself. 

 

5.The present over-indebtedness of States can be overcome by making the exorbitant 

wealth, gathered in the last 30 years of neoliberalism, repay the debt in various ways:- 

 

 (1) by a financial transaction tax of e.g. 0.1% resulting in an annual sum of 272 

 billion € in the EU. 

 (2) by an average 2% progressive tax on assets beyond 1 million resulting in an 

 annual sum of 500 billion € in the EU. This would only hit the upper 10% of the 

 population owning two-thirds of all assets (the total being e.g. in Germany 8 trillion €) 

 (3) by a 25% tax on income on capital (as long as it exists).This would amount to 

about 250 billion € in the EU. The problem of tax havens can be solved by prohibiting 

or taxing transfers to them, easily technically-controlled via the clearing systems for 

payments. 

 (4) finally, by increasing corporation tax Europe-wide. This requires the dismantling 
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 of tax competition between the member states of the EU. This would bring a further 

130 billion € into public hands. 

 

6. These four devices would not only bring about 1150 billion € into the public budgets 

annually to repay the debt but it could also be the lever to prevent new debt States beyond 

the present ceiling of 60% of the GNP. Especially, when the central banks will be empowered 

to provide the States with money, the following rule could be applied; whenever a State 

contracts debt beyond the 60% they will be sanctioned to increase the four taxes until the 

debt is balanced again. 

 

These are some of the necessary and possible steps and means to transcend capitalism, the 

very essence of which is to make capital grow on the basis of money as a commodity and 

absolute private ownership of the means of production. A political economy along these lines 

will not create a paradise. There will be conflicts. Therefore, representative democracy, 

because it has been co-opted by the Empire of capital, will have to be complemented by 

direct and participative democracy in order to find people-centered solutions in the frame of a 

people-driven economy. The present crisis shows that without a democratisation of economy 

there will be plutocracy and no democracy. 

 

It needs no mentioning that these proposals are in line with the biblical vision to ban 

exploitation and accumulation of wealth by the few at the cost of the many and the earth. As 

Jesus asked people to choose between the God of justice and Mammon, humanity today has 

to choose. This is most difficult for those who live in the illusion they can be winners while the 

situation of the majority of people and the earth is deteriorating. Continuing in the present 

way of capitalism and modernity will be suicidal. Becoming human in just relationships and 

developing the political economy accordingly will help us to find a way towards life in dignity 

– also for our children and grand-children. 
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