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Introduction 

In the first week of the Occupy Movement’s occupation outside St Paul’s Cathedral, St Paul’s 

made two mistakes. Initially they wrongly assumed that there was such a thing as neutral 

ground, and after realising their first mistake they made another in thinking they could play 

the role of ‘honest broker’. Let me explain. 

At the beginning of the occupation sides were drawn and everyone waited to hear what St 

Paul’s’ view would be. It mistakenly thought that staying silent was to express ‘no opinion’ 

and to remain outside the debate in some neutral ground. In reality it found that by remaining 

silent it was seen as siding with the banking sector, inadvertently giving support to its desire 

to have the occupiers forcibly removed. What’s worse is that in remaining silent, instead of 

staying out the way, it became a wall of protection around the banks because most of the 

debate centred around St Paul’s and how St Paul’s should respond, rather than about the 

City of London and the Banking Sector.  

On realising this mistake St Paul’s tried to take a different role, still supposedly on the 

outside, attempting to host the debate by modelling itself as the ‘honest broker.’ In doing this 

St Paul’s tried to fool itself that it should have ‘no position’ and that it was able to create the 

neutral ground rather than joining the debate itself. The mistake that both St Paul’s and the 

press fell into was to think that there were only two places you could argue from; within the 

Occupy Camp or within the City. In contrast, what the Occupy movement successfully 

achieved was to create a space which encouraged creative engagement with the issues and 

brought a focus on the City which hadn’t been achieved before.  

 

Jesus and the Pharisees 

Jesus often found himself being asked to decide between one camp and another. When 

asked by the Pharisees if they should pay taxes to Caesar (Matt. 22.15-22) he gave the 

answer, “so give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s,” which allowed 

him to stand on his own in the discussion and not be subsumed into a pre-existing debate.  

Straight after this, seeing that he had not aligned with the Pharisees, the Sadducees then 

tried to recruit him for their cause, to which his answer was straight – “you are in error” (Matt. 

22.29). Jesus managed to navigate a political minefield without being recruited for a 

particular cause. However, he remained outspoken on what needed to change and focused 

his listeners on what was important.  

Is it possible for the church to similarly find such a voice about the current economic crisis? 

 

 

The Problem 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 40 April 2012 2 of 6 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

Although there is debate about the cause and scale of contemporary economic problems, it 

is broadly recognised that there are issues with the way banks have behaved over recent 

years leading up to the financial crisis. For some, the blame lies with a small minority of 

irresponsible individuals, for others it shows a complete failure of neo-liberal capitalism, with 

most people’s views falling somewhere in-between the two.  Depending on how you view the 

problem depends on how you see the solutions.   

 

The Proposed Solutions 

The person appointed by the Bishop of London to lead its own investigation into capitalism is 

Ken Costa, who is heavily involved in Holy Trinity Brompton Church and the Alpha Course. 

He is a retired investment banker who was formally the Chairman of Lazard International, an 

investment bank. Writing in the financial times he talked about the need to rediscover 

morality within the banking Sector. [1] Phrases such as “it is the pressing need to reconnect 

the financial with the ethical” at least show an understanding that there is a problem.  

Unfortunately, as is clearly shown in Ken Costa’s contribution to the debate for the Oasis 

People’s Parliament, this is understood mainly as a personal morality issue. [2] 

He seems to take no account of structural sin or that there might be a good, or bad, way to 

structure the banking system. For Ken Costa it appears that banks and the banking sector 

are amoral, and that the bank’s ethical behaviour is solely based on the behaviour of 

individuals within it. He is right to suggest that many of the resources to rediscover ethical 

capitalism are already present within the system, but it often takes voices from outside to 

rediscover those values. This is not just a case of having to find moral people, but a deeper 

exploration of the morality of the values and practices at the heart of the system is required. 

Another mistake is to think that the solution is greater regulation by the State - the argument 

often used by those opposed to the current system. This shows both a lack of imagination 

and a mistaken understanding of the relationship between the State and the financial sector.  

A successful financial sector is vital for a fruitful state, and, therefore there is something of a 

common interest. Thus, it cannot be assumed that the State is capable of acting 

independently from the financial sector, or that it will act morally itself. It is also misguided to 

think that further regulation would cause the financial sector to be more moral as lawyers and 

accountants seem to have found ways around many of the laws up until now. 

What is needed is creative imagination to reimagine these businesses and relationships.  

Stagnant discussion on the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of a free market economy and greater State 

regulation has become entrenched and monotonous. Is the solution to our economic 

problems either more capitalism or greater State regulation, or are there more options? The 

question for the church is whether, like Jesus, it is able to engage in the debate in such a 

way which opens up new possibilities and values the right things? 

 

Church as Prophet 

One of the roles of the Old Testament prophets was to disrupt the status quo to highlight the 

injustices of the society. Isaiah 58 cries out against the hypocrites who follow their religious 

practice without realising that the way they are living is completely at odds with what they are 

praying for. The Biblical prophets were sceptical of the way things were and questioned the 
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structures and practices which many took (and still do take) for granted. There is a difference 

between asking questions to see how things could be done better and deconstruction with no 

attempt to offer solutions. The prophets questioned, antagonised and disrupted but they also 

brought fresh revelation and helped encourage hope and imagination, which discovered new 

ways of doing things and recovered old practices. This is exactly what is needed in the 

current economic climate; a church which will question and disrupt unjust practices and 

encourage people both to rediscover old practices and imagine and hope for new ones. 

 

The Value of Occupy 

The Occupy movement was able to do some of this reimagining by bring the debate into a 

new arena. The Occupy camp could be described as a Temporary Autonomous Zone or TAZ 

where, as part of a protest, a different space is imagined where democracy is practised and 

all voices are heard. The ‘jazz hands’ to show agreement, which was widely mocked in the 

press, encouraged active participation from all in those in the camp, and the human 

microphone (where one person speaks and everyone around them repeats what is said so 

that what they are saying can be heard over a wider area) was a physical sign of the way the 

movement embodied each other’s voices. Yes, it is idealistic, and that is exactly the point; to 

contrast a closed and distrusted system with one which is open, democratic and hopeful.  

The expectation isn’t that this system would be the one the country adopts, but to highlight, in 

no uncertain terms, that there are different ways of doing things. 

Luke Bretherton points out, “the invitation of the [Occupy] movement is to enter, if only for a 

day, an alternative future. Utilizing both an intensive (and at times seemingly interminable!) 

commitment to consensus decision-making and through embodying imaginative alternatives 

to a neo-liberal vision of globalization, the hope is that different constructions to the current 

political system, patterns of property ownership and capitalist modes of production and 

exchange can be generated.” [3] 

The space that was created by Occupy captured the imagination of the country, and people 

who wouldn’t normally share a ‘political opinion’ felt able to contribute something to the 

debate and began to wonder if something might change after all. 

 

The Church as a New Space – Political Worship 

Worship, like the practices of the Occupy Movement, is political. This might seem an unusual 

and perhaps uncomfortable statement to make in this secular age when we are told that 

worship is a private affair, but true worship has always been political. The worship of the 

early church was political. To claim that Jesus is Lord, was to categorically state that Caesar 

wasn’t; a claim that was immediately counter to the Roman cult and therefore political. When 

the church came to describe itself it didn’t use the religious word ‘synagogue’ but a political 

word, ekklesia, a word used to describe the voting assembly in the Roman Empire. By being 

a gathered community it was part of public life i.e. the political realm. Wannenwetch in his 

book Political Worship warns us that, “if we fail to understand the assembly of believers 

politically, ‘church service’ and ‘moral service’ necessarily fall apart.” [4] When worship 

becomes a private and individual pursuit the church has misunderstood its calling to be 

Christ’s body on Earth. 
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By gathering in worship the Church is making a political statement and engaging in a political 

act. It is proclaiming a primary allegiance to Jesus. Worship cannot be made to easily 

conform to a particular sphere of life. It is beyond any particular political system and makes a 

total claim on the life of the worshipper. Like the Occupy Movement, worship creates a new 

space where a different world can be imagined. 

Brueggemann, when writing about the Psalms and their role within the worship of Israel 

describes them as both responsive and constitutional.[5] Praise is a responsive act; praising 

God for what he has done and who he is, but it is also one which constructs the theological 

world in which the worshipper interacts with God. The liturgy shapes the world in which they 

live so they are able to see the world rightly, from God’s perspective. 

In worship, be it praise, prayer, preaching, communion, service, celebration, baptism etc., we 

remember who we are in relation to God and to each other. It is in worship that we set our 

sights again on our Creator and understand ourselves both in relation to each other and to 

God, and learn to see the world rightly. Both High Church communion and Pentecostal 

worship are very different practices but serve a similar role in helping to realign worshippers 

with God’s ways and help them to see the world rightly in relation to Him. 

The Jubilee is a good example of a reimagined society which is born out of worship but 

rooted in everyday life. There is a ‘re-neighbouring’ process at work, where through worship, 

the Israelites are reminded of their place before God, as those rescued from slavery and 

given the promised land, and reminded of their kinship and their responsibility to each other.  

The Jubilee is set up in such a way that debt cannot be passed down generations, and there 

is always an understanding of mutuality and responsibility to each other. Jubilee says it is 

unacceptable to become wealthy at someone else’s expense because all things belong to 

God and all things are received as ‘gift’ from a generous and loving God. 

There are examples of similar creative and imaginative ideas of re-neighbouring society 

today. Community organising as practiced by groups such as London Citizens seeks to bring 

ordinary citizens from across London together, to understand their common needs and goals, 

and work together to build power to demand what is needed in their neighbourhoods, such 

as a living wage, safer streets, affordable housing and fair treatment of asylum seekers.  

They do not engage through the existing structures, but create a space and a powerbase 

from which the existing structures can be held to account and encouraged to do what they 

have already promised to do. 

It should not surprise us that it is in worship and prayer that we find inspiration for new ideas, 

and see the world in new ways, finding new ways to approach problems. When churches 

saw the way that farmers in Lesser Economically Developed Countries were being taken 

advantage of, the imaginative response was the Fair Trade movement. When churches saw 

how crippling debt was to many of the poorest countries in the world they came up with the 

Drop the Debt campaign. We can point to countless examples where the church, in worship, 

has imagined a different way which has challenged the status quo, and brought about lasting 

change such as co-operatives, credit unions and debt counselling. As we look around we see 

the church imaginatively engaging, on the ground, day in and day out. 

But be warned, worship is not a quick-fix method to seeing the world rightly. Rather, it is 

through the practices of the Church, that, over time, we learn how to live. We might call this 

discipleship. Just as it is in the context of a worshipping church that the Bible is best 
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interpreted, so it is in the context of the worshipping church that our collective imagination is 

renewed as to how the world should be. Worship and the practices of the church are what 

shape us and train us to make good decisions and to live rightly. They also widen our 

horizons beyond ourselves, beyond our family, our church, our town or even our country, to 

understand all that we do in the context of our world, both in relation to our near, and far, 

neighbours, and to God. 

The church in mission is a worshipping church, one engaged in the work of God in the world.  

We desperately need to come together in worship and reimagine the future. This isn’t a 

simple choice of the free market versus state control. The church, through its worship, can 

create a new space which can open up new opportunities and help us to see the world 

rightly. We need new ways for people to hold banks accountable, to remember their 

responsibility to each other and envision what a more just world might look like. 

 

Imagination and the Economy 

The Church has a role to play in re-energising a stagnant debate. It needs to engage 

imaginatively and prophetically in all areas of society. Engaging with individuals, churches 

should be encouraging their congregations to think seriously about finances, wealth, debt 

and generosity as part of their worship. Locally, the church can engage with particular needs 

around it resulting from economic problems. Credit unions, debt counselling, living-wage 

campaigns and campaigns for local jobs are all ways that churches have engaged 

imaginatively and prophetically with particular needs in their neighbourhoods. On a national, 

or even international, level the church should engage in the debate, highlighting and 

challenging injustice and imaginatively exploring ways that value the right things. 

 

The Church and Occupy 

The Church needs to follow Occupy’s lead, not in baptising the Occupy Movement, but in 

joining the debate and creating its own space from which to be heard. It needs to rediscover 

its prophetic voice to question and agitate, but at the same time to create those spaces, 

through its worship practices, to reimagine the way society operates. It does not need to 

align with a particular political party, but like Occupy, it may be able to create a space from 

which it can speak. We believe that the whole Church is uniquely positioned to see how the 

world truly is, and to bring those perspectives into the discussion as to what ‘ethical 

capitalism’ might look like. 
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