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Abstract

Countering claims of its impossibility, this paper argues for economic theology as

an intelligible figure of contemporary political rationality and organization, and a

distinctive analytical strategy in relation to forms of liberal and neoliberal govern-

mentality and the contemporary management of social life. As an analytical strategy,

it has two arms: an institutional one, drawing upon Michel Foucault’s work on the

pastorate; and a conceptual one, following from Giorgio Agamben on oikonomia,

order and providence. Economic theology was the arcana of 20th-century debates

on both political theology and governmentality and a condition for their emergence.

It formed the horizon of Carl Schmitt’s intervention of a political theology in

response to Max Weber, and, as the pastorate, it was for Foucault the historical

background of the emergence of the liberal arts of government. While appearing as a

new paradigm, it thus has a measure of priority over our more established ones.

Furthermore, to the extent that economic theology comes to occupy the place of

political rationality in contemporary liberal-democratic societies, the political

becomes less a rational public sphere and more a form of public liturgy.
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In social, cultural and political theory, we owe the most recent influential
appearance of the term ‘economic theology’ to a thesis of Giorgio
Agamben (2011: 1) that has, already, opened the space for a number
of significant book-length studies (Leshem, 2016; Heron, 2018; Singh,
2018). In Agamben’s view, economic theology, which emerges with the
doctrine of the Trinity, is a paradigm of ‘decisive influence’ on Western
society and modernity. It is antinomic but functionally related to another
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paradigm, that of political theology. Rather than the monotheistic tran-
scendence of the latter it offers us the idea of the oikonomia as an imma-
nent domestic ordering of divine and human life. While political theology
leads toward political philosophy and the theory of sovereignty,
economic theology illuminates the rise of biopolitics with the ‘current
triumph of economy and government over every other aspect of social
life’. A theological genealogy of the economy thus completes and extends
Foucault’s history of governmentality.

At the heart of this thesis is the identification of the Christian Trinity
as an oikonomia. The term oikonomia appears in Aristotle and Xenophon
to designate the management of the household, and is a compound of
oikos, the household, defined in contradistinction to the polis, and
nemein, or management or dispensation, the word from which nomos is
derived (Agamben, 2011: 18–19; Leshem, 2016: 12–17). The term
acquires further meanings around the sense of ‘arrangement’ in Stoic
literature, especially its use to mean the ordering or arrangement of
material or argument in rhetoric (Agamben, 2011: 19–20). Cicero, in
this context, translates the term into the Latin dispositio, in a move
that resonates with the post-structuralist figure of the dispositif (Fr)
and dispostivo (It) as an internally organized ‘economy of power rela-
tions’ without a grounding in a supreme power or a founding structure.
In the early Church Fathers (the Apologists), the term gradually assumed
a tissue of theological senses including the management of the divine
mysteries and, with Irenaeus, the plan for salvation of humans that
unfolds according to the fullness of the ages (Leshem, 2016: 34–5). The
passage regarding the Trinity as an economy was through the reversal of
St Paul’s phrase ‘the economy of the mystery’ hidden in God (Ephesians
3:9) to form the ‘mystery of the economy’ in Hippolytus and Tertullian
(Agamben, 2011: 35–6; Leshem, 2016: 40–1; Heron, 2018: 26–7, 36–8).
Now the term encompassed the incarnation of God in Christ and the
very notion of the Holy Trinity. Its intellectual virtue is that it articulates
or ‘disposes’ the divine Being into a Trinity while, simultaneously, pre-
serving or ‘harmonizing’ its unity, as it unfolds God’s plan for salvation.
It thus provides a conciliation of competing claims of monotheism in
Judaism and certain Christians, such as those called the Monarchians,
and the Gnostic proliferation of the ‘hypostases’ of God, which portends
a reversion to polytheism (Agamben, 2011: 36). Thus the early Church
Fathers used this complexly determined term to articulate a single seman-
tic Eeld that could reconcile God’s being and praxis, ontology and prac-
tical-historical plan for salvation, in an account of the divine government
of the world.

At various times, and in different combinations in particular theolo-
gians, the oikonomia has been a doctrine of the divine dispositive of three
interdependent but distinct and unified persons without ultimate foun-
dation, of a linear history with an end and the pathway to human
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salvation, of the prudent management of mundane, divine and sacramen-
tal resources for specific ends, and of the principle of growth of a society
of believers. The key historical claim of an economic theology is that the
features of this Trinitarian economy and its successors find their way into
the determinate semantic and pragmatic field of the modern economy as
prudential management, progress, and growth, bound together by logic
of immanence, in the service of human ends, needs and desires.

For Agamben (2011: 6–15, xi), the recovery of this paradigm is some-
thing that is at stake first in the debate over the closure of political
theology between Carl Schmitt and the theologian Erik Peterson and,
secondly, in the failure of Michel Foucault to bring his genealogy of
governmentality to completion. Yet it lay in waiting from the early
Christian writings and their discussion of the Trinity as a mystery of
the oikonomia, to its awkward appearance in modern Protestant theology
and in the German idealist philosophy of history of Hegel and Schelling
(Agamben, 2011: 4–6). Yet, despite Agamben’s claims, the exact nature
of the ‘decisive influence’ of economic theology remains obscure.
Theology is the study of the divine, and economics the science of the
satisfaction of the profane material needs and desires of humans. While
Agamben views Christian theology, and key concepts of oikonomia,
providence and order, as bearers of economic logic and rationality
for many of the centuries between the ancient Socratic household eco-
nomics and the 18th-century French économistes and the Scottish
Enlightenment, he rejects a general thesis of secularization that would
suggest a direct transfer of concepts from theology to political economy
and prefers to emphasize the fields of ‘indistinction’ between theology
and secular rationalities in economics and politics.

In contrast, we shall entertain a somewhat stronger hypothesis here in
two respects. First, economic theology is not simply a paradigm but an
analytical approach, with distinct and identifiable techniques of analysis.
Second, its decisive importance lies not that it represents a more recent
transmutation of political theology but that it is inextricably bound to it.
In a historical sense, economic theology follows and neutralizes political
theology. However, as a contemporary social, cultural and political
analytical and theoretical framework, economic theology has, counter-
intuitively, a certain primacy. It is the secret supposition for the emergence
of 20th-century political theology and, therefore, for Schmitt’s interven-
tion. In this sense, economic theology is not only the arcana of the poli-
tical-theological debate but also its condition. This has led one recent
authoritative account to advance the hypothesis that economic theology
is the very form of a Christian political theology (Heron, 2018: 39–40).

Before moving on to examine these claims, there are nevertheless two
direct uses of the term ‘economic theology’ in recent thought that predate
Agamben’s, which should be addressed, and one that has post-dated his
thesis that will deny the very possibility of an economic theology.
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The first of the earlier two is found in the writings and intellectual
trajectory of the American economist Robert H. Nelson (2004), who
poses the very question, ‘What is economic theology?’ Here, ‘economic
theology’ commences as neither an analytical perspective nor a contri-
bution to theology but as a historical and conceptual critique of eco-
nomics and, in particular, the American economics profession. To call
something an ‘economic theology’ in this manner is to reveal the prob-
lematic nature of the fundamental presuppositions and claims of
economics either by an analogy with religious offices and artefacts (the
priesthood or ministry, bibles) or by showing the historical origins of the
economics profession. To substantiate his argument, for example, Nelson
(2004: 59) notes that among the 50 founders of the American Economic
Association in 1885, 20 were former or practicing ministers and one of
the most eminent, Richard T. Ely, was also a leading member of the
Social Gospel movement. More recently, Nelson’s (2017) notion of eco-
nomic theology has become more analytical and provides a cultural-
historical analysis of the ‘spirit of Nordic social democracy’ in terms of
the prevalence of Lutheranism in the Nordic countries, and seeks as a
consequence to modify Weber’s Protestant ethic thesis.

The second prior use of the term dates to the period of the Second
World War and the writings of the Ordoliberal Alexander von Rüstow.
Rüstow is interesting not only as a commentator on economic theology
but also as a practitioner and as a member of one of the most significant
strands of neoliberalism. Rüstow (1942: 279–80) follows the idea of
‘invisible harmony’ posited by laissez-faire economics from the pre-
Socratics, through Stoicism and early Christianity to l’ordre naturel of
the Physiocrats and Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’. He further compares
economic liberalism to Spinoza’s deus sive nature (God as nature), and to
Taoism. Rüstow offers us a critique of early liberalism as a pantheistic
theology, due to its ‘mistaken pseudo-universalism’, and thus prepares
the way for the Ordoliberal enframing of the market within a definite
governmental and juridical order. Rüstow will call this pantheistic liber-
alism an ‘economic theology’, a Wirtschaftstheologie. Given his demon-
strated intellectual relationship with Schmitt (Ptak, 2009: 111–12), we
can note that his ‘Third Way’ between ‘broken down liberalism and
collectivism’ (Rüstow, 1942: 278) is one sketched between, and seeking
to reconcile, economic theology and political theology, pantheism and
monotheism. Some commentators have suggested (Ulmen, 1985; Palaver,
2017) that Rüstow received the notion of ‘economic theology’ from
Schmitt and his engagement with Max Weber and that it precedes
rather than follows ‘political theology’.

Like Nelson, Rüstow uses the term ‘economic theology’ as a critical
one, observing theological aspects of modern economics and economic
policy, although his target is early liberalism rather than the economics
discipline and profession. However, given his role in the Ordoliberal
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movement, and the recognition of the centrality of the latter both to
contemporary neoliberalism and in the formation of the post-war
German state and the European common market and currency
(Foucault, 2008; Ptak, 2009; Hien, 2017), it is not surprising that analysis
linking neoliberalism with economic theology would emerge under the
recent ‘spirit of austerity’ (Konings, 2016).

What was not expected was that the dénouement between theology
and neoliberalism would come from pushing back the theological geneal-
ogy of economy from early modern to late antique times (Leshem, 2016),
nor that it would take the form of a challenge to the very idea of an
economic theology. Drawing on the Eastern Fathers between and around
the Councils of Nicea and Chalcedon of the fourth and fifth centuries,
Dotan Leshem (2016) has argued that the developments at that time
make an economic theology impossible. Theology and economy, after
this crucial moment, refer to quite different domains: those of ‘the inter-
nal organization of the triune Godhead in the case of theology and the
worldly manifestation of God in that of the economy’ (Leshem, 2016: 7,
41). This view is supported by the earlier study of Marie-José Mondzain
(2005: 22–6) in her understanding of the relation between icon and econ-
omy in the seventh and eighth centuries in which theology deals with
divine substance. Every attempt to approach that substance meets ‘a
wall’ which seals off a mystery that escapes every word and comprehen-
sion, while economy deals with God only in so far as he makes himself
known to humans. Hence the need for the icon.

No sooner had Agamben reopened the case of an economic theology
than he met arguments that the case had long been closed, at least from a
theological perspective. This is something like a reprise of the debate
between Schmitt and Peterson on political theology. Some 13 years
after Schmitt had used the term political theology in the title of his
book on sovereignty, Peterson announced ‘the theological impossibility
of ‘‘political theology’’’ (2011: 234) with the development of the doctrine
of the Trinity, which ensured that every political theology was ‘theologic-
ally dissolved’ (2011: 103–4). For Peterson, however, it is not the caesura
between theology and economy but the lack of an analogue of the triune
God in the created world that makes political theology impossible
(Peterson, 2011: 103; Heron, 2018: 2–3). Added to this is the rejection
of the concrete political eschatology of the Pax Romana in St Augustine’s
theology of peace that opens the possibility of a secular politics by
deferring the end of time and the coming of the kingdom of God
(Peterson, 2011: 104). For Peterson, it is the rejection of a worldly pol-
itical eschatology that opens up the eschatological bureau of the Church.

Most significantly, Peterson’s countering of the political use of the-
ology was not to dismiss theological politics but to confine it to the
Church with a view to understanding the ‘political action’ specific
to the Church itself, which is found in its assemblies and liturgy.
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Thus, the liturgy of the Church is derived from the leitourgia (Gr.) or
obligatory public service conducted in the ekkl �esia, the assembly of citi-
zens (Peterson, 2011: 38). Moreover, Peterson (2011: 96) spoke of, but
did not elaborate on, a ‘divine economy’. The present paper follows
Peterson in two respects. First, it takes up this latter indication to
argue that an economic theology is possible: for example, the salvific
praxis of the Trinity finds its analogue in the economic management of
classical and contemporary liberal societies. Second, that if an economic
theology based on a triune God rendered ‘monotheistic’ political the-
ology impossible, this does not mean that political-religious action
ceases to exist. Just as Peterson located such political action in the litur-
gies of the Church, today we need to specify the new locale of what
Nicholas Heron (2018) has recently called ‘liturgical power’.

This article thus takes up the challenge of the claim of the impossibility
of economic theology. It next seeks to learn from the political-theological
debate. This leads it to propose the dual nature of an institutional and a
conceptual economic theology. In the course of the exposition, analytical
tools such as analogy, signature, and the arch �e are identified and elabo-
rated, as too are exemplary cases, such as order and providence.
Economic theology is further understood through historical or, more
properly, genealogical and archaeological projects, and the relationship
between these two projects is imagined and sketched. In a concluding
section, we will return to the crucial relationship between contemporary
economic theology and the form of political action. This relationship is
specified there but the task of elaboration has begun to be conducted
elsewhere (Dean, 2017b).

Political Theology and Economic Theology

Many modern uses of the term political theology trace their origins back
to Schmitt’s 1922 book Political Theology. Apart from the preface to the
1934 edition, it is surprising that the term appears only a few times in this
seminal text. The major specification of the term does not appear until
the beginning of its third chapter. There, it concerns the parallel between
political and theological-metaphysical concepts and is summed up as the
thesis: ‘All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are
secularized theological concepts not only because of their historical
development . . . but also because of their systematic structure, the recog-
nition of which is necessary for the sociological consideration of these
concepts’ (Schmitt, 2005: 36). While the relation between a single God
and ‘omnipotent lawgiver’ is an example of the process of historical
development, the exception in jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle
in theology. Schmitt thus posits an approach that is broadly conceptual
and analogical in character, posing ‘a systematic analogy between theo-
logical and juristic concepts’ (2005: 42). He also views his contribution as
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being within the newly emergent sociology of law that rejects spiritualist
or materialist approaches and causalities, and adopts a rigorous method
of analogy. Thus ‘the metaphysical image that a definite epoch forges of
the world has the same structure as what the world immediately under-
stands to be appropriate as a form of its political organization’ (Schmitt,
2005: 46). Twelve years later, Schmitt notes importantly that Protestant
theology understands itself as an unpolitical doctrine, ‘just as in political
liberalism the state and politics are conceived as the ‘‘wholly other’’’
(2005: 2). The latter observation thus locates economic theology as a
kind of ‘impolitical’ theology and, like Weber, places Protestantism at
its epicentre. Nevertheless, this first version of political theology rests
principally on a synchronic sociology of juristic concepts that identifies
systematic, or, as we might say, ‘structural’, analogies between the theo-
logical-metaphysical and juridical-political concepts of a particular soci-
ety. The relation is ‘sociological’ for Schmitt in that it follows Weber’s
(1948: 280–1; Boland and Griffin, 2017: 3) discussion of the radically
transformative effects of what he calls certain ‘world images’, that can
act as ‘switchmen’ by determining the tracks for action. Like Weber,
Schmitt proposes a relation between metaphysical, often religious or
theological, images of the world and normative political organization
and concepts, and the way in which crises can act as occasions for the
changing hegemony of such images.

One year later, in 1923, Schmitt published another book on political
theology, Roman Catholicism and Political Form (1996). This book
advanced the fundamental thesis of the historical relationship between
the juridical rationalism of the Roman Catholic Church and the form of
the modern state (Ulmen, 1985: 27–9). Schmitt views the crucial political
practices of form, representation and office as descended from the
Catholic Church. The latter at once combines the aesthetic form of art,
the juridical form of law and the glorious form of world-historical power
(Schmitt, 1996: 21). It is this majesty of the public manifestation of the
Church that will be rejected by Protestants in the name of inwardness
and individual conscience and faith. The Pope’s office is at once a
rational-legal form and a personal form of authority. As Vicar of
Christ, it is literally a ‘vicarious’ office independent of the individual
occupying it (Schmitt, 1996: 14). But the position is not impersonal
and depends on ‘the unbroken chain linked with the personal mandate
and concrete person of Christ’ (Schmitt, 1996: 21). For Schmitt, the
Church thus bequeaths to the modern state both the principle of repre-
sentation and the form of rational-legal authority and hierarchy of bur-
eaucratic offices. In this second book, he thus offers a kind of genealogy
of political or institutional form from canon law to the modern state that
complements the earlier sociology of juristic concepts.

Schmitt’s relation to sociology, however, is perhaps even closer in the
latter text. On close reading, this text acts as a complement and, to some
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extent, corrective to Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (1985). Weber’s sociology here can be legitimately regarded
as an economic theology in that it proposes the effects of theological
doctrines and world-images into the practical domain of the economic
conduct of life. He does this by showing how Protestant individualism
and asceticism, particularly in Calvinist doctrines of predestination and
work in a ‘calling’, promoted a conduct of life (Lebensführung) amenable
to capitalist economic acquisition and its division of labour. In that
sense, Weber offers us a practical or institutional economic theology
rather than a conceptual one. Contra Weber, Schmitt would seek a rela-
tion between the public manifestation and substantive form of
Catholicism and the durability and impersonality of the modern state.
More sharply, Schmitt juxtaposes two secularizations or rationalizations
in which the economic rationalization and ‘disenchantment’ Weber pro-
poses neutralizes the political rationalization of canon law in the juridical
form of the modern state. As Ulmen (1985: 28, original emphasis) points
out, for Schmitt ‘the economic ethos promoted by Protestant asceticism
was fundamentally antagonistic to the political ethos of Catholic
decisionism, even as the liberal concept of culture was fundamentally
antagonistic to the concept of culture that rose from the modern state’.
The term ‘Catholic decisionism’ refers to the ultimate authority of the
Pope over the worldly Church, though vicariously derived from Christ
himself.

Schmitt and Weber’s cultural diagnostics of modernity also thereby
differ. For the latter, rationalization means that modern culture loses its
spiritual bearings and that the ‘light cloak’ of Baxter’s Puritanism
becomes ‘an iron cage’ (Weber, 1985: 181). For Schmitt, in contrast,
the neutralization of the state form means the continuation of confes-
sional civil war in which liberalism will conduct a war on the political
itself, but ‘never produces a positive theory of state, government, and
politics’ (1996: 70). If Weber offers a diagnosis of what will become the
Fordist capitalist welfare state and its bureaucracy, Schmitt’s view may
be more apt to the debates over the clash of diverse cultures in the
European debt crisis (Hien, 2017) and, by extension, the neoliberal
wars on the very notion of a separate domain and mode of truth-telling
of the public sphere and public office, and the contemporary reassertion
of sovereignty and nation in authoritarian and populist versions of
democratic politics. In other words, contemporary America looks more
like the continuation of deep-seated confessional conflict than a society
of disenchantment and soullessness. According to the French president,
Emmanuel Macron, Europe has entered a ‘civil war’ between (neo)liberal
and illiberal democracy (Erlanger, 2018).

This detour via the emergence of political theology reveals first of all
the possibility of a conceptual and an institutional political theology, and
thus foreshadows the possibility of both a conceptual and institutional
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economic theology. Secondly, it places political theology in relation to
economic theology, with the latter partially charted as the neutralization
of the former, and connected intimately with liberalism. Thirdly, it forces
us to note that Schmitt’s notion of political theology emerged out of what
might already be considered an economic theology – Weber’s Protestant
ethic thesis (Ulmen, 1996: xix–xxiv). Economic theology is thus a condi-
tion of emergence of a political theology but is itself already an impoli-
tical political theology.

Institutional Economic Theology

An institutional theological genealogy would be concerned to show the
various historical, multi-directional trajectories that link social patterns
of conduct, techniques, practices and forms of organization and ecclesi-
astical, ascetic, monastic, liturgical and other religious practices. In most
influential cases, the movement is in the direction of ‘secularization’,
although that cannot be a necessary supposition. For example, Weber
(1985) proposed that Calvinist religious belief and practice favoured a
practical conduct of life that embraced and glorified life in a calling and
thus unintentionally promoted regular work and rational economic
acquisition without idleness, luxury or vain expenditure. In that this
form of life conduct promotes a certain kind of economic action with
an affinity with capitalist economic organization, it could be said to con-
tribute to an institutional economic theology.

Michel Foucault’s wide-ranging discussion of the genealogies of pas-
toral power and forms of confession could also be said to follow the path
of institutional theology – although Foucault himself largely neglected its
economic character. Foucault offers us both a detailed (2007) and a series
of more general accounts of what he calls pastoral power (e.g. 2001:
298–312), which encompass the relation between the shepherd or
pastor and flock or members of a religious community in both
Eastern, particularly Judaic, and Christian forms. For Gregory of
Nazianzus, Foucault tells us, the pastorate was the techn �e technon,
epistem �e epistemon, the ‘‘‘art of arts,’’ the ‘‘science of sciences’’’ (2007:
151), that is, a technology for the formation of conscience and obedience
and the guidance of humans toward salvation. In Foucault’s most
extended account over five lectures in his genealogy of governmentality,
Christianity gives institutionalized form to the pastorate in four ways
(2007: 169–83). First, it establishes the radical accountability of the shep-
herd for his flock, which includes the possibility of his sacrifice for them.
Second, the shepherd and flock are bound in relations of ‘pure obedi-
ence’. Third, via the take-up and use of ancient ascetic practices, the
shepherd requires an in-depth individualizing knowledge of each
member of the flock. Finally, the members of the flock engage in prac-
tices of self-mortification to renounce the things of this world for the
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grace to enter another. More generally, following Jeremy Carrette (2013:
375), pastoral power is exercised over a flock, beneficent leading to sal-
vation, dutiful on the part of the shepherd, and individualizing on each
member.

This detailed examination is, however, marked by a degree of equivo-
cation and not a little embarrassment on Foucault’s part about the length
of time devoted to the subject. At the beginning of the fourth lecture on
the topic (Foucault, 2007: 193) he forces himself to ask the question of
‘how the problem of government, of governmentality, was able to arise
on the basis on the pastorate’. In this sense Foucault clearly wants to
demonstrate that the institutional genealogy of modern government
grows out of the figure of the Christian pastorate (Carrette, 2013: 375).
The lecture itself offers no clear answer to this question. In it he attempts
to get close to the crucial crossover between pastoral power and modern
governmentality by considering the ‘immediate and founding correlation
between conduct and counter-conduct’ in ‘the great age of the pastorate’
from the 10th to the 17th centuries (Foucault, 2007: 196–7). The lecture is
in considerable part a long discussion of these counter-conducts, which
include practices founded on asceticism, communities, mysticism, the
Scripture itself, and eschatology (Foucault, 2007: 204–14). When he
returns to consider what this discussion has achieved in terms of his
central genealogical objective, he seems content with the explanation
that he had only sought to give ‘the inner depth and background of
the governmentality that begins to develop in the sixteenth century’
(Foucault, 2007: 215).

If the specific institutional genealogy ends in irresolution, the purpose
is clear. Foucault aims at a more general thesis on the relationship
between the pastorate and modern government. The pastorate is ‘inte-
grated’ into his account of modern governmentality, not ‘transitional’ to
it (Carrette, 2013: 373). Earlier in the lectures, he argues that the multiple
and intense problems of government from the 16th century were occa-
sioned by the intersection of two movements, one of the state centraliza-
tion that emerged from the breakdown of feudalism and the second,
concerning spiritual direction, of the ‘religious dispersion and dissidence’
arising from the Reformation and Counter-Reformation (Foucault,
2007: 89). In ‘The Subject and Power’ (Foucault, 2001: 333), he responds
to the claim that ‘the pastorate has, if not disappeared, at least lost the
main point of its efficacy’ by arguing that he wants to distinguish between
two aspects of pastoral power: ‘the ecclesiastical institutionalisation that
has ceased or lost its vitality since the eighteenth century, and its func-
tion, which has spread and multiplied outside the ecclesiastical institu-
tion’. If we were to put Foucault’s thesis on pastoral power another way,
it would be that the loss of the monopoly of the pastorate by a universal
Church during the Reformation released its contents onto a range of
non-religious sites and forms of expertise.
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Foucault thus hopes to complete a genealogy which shows that the
notion of salvation is reborn as ‘health, well-being . . . security, protection
against accidents’ (2001: 334), and in which pastors are found in the
state, private philanthropy, and in the complex public and private struc-
tures of professions such as medicine. Professional expertise, forms and
knowledge, kinds of therapy and counselling, and social and political
institutions are thereby linked to the transformation of the religious insti-
tution of the pastorate. There is, however, only a single indication that
this theological genealogy is an economic one. Foucault notes that
Gregory of Nazianzus calls the pastorate the economy of souls, an
oikonomia pysch �on (2007: 192). He dwells only briefly on the Greek
notion of oikonomia here in relation to the management of the house-
hold, the oikos. Instead he points out that the economy of souls changes
‘dimension’ from the oikos to focus on the ‘whole Christian community
and on each Christian in particular’, and has its point of reference not in
the prosperity of the family but in the salvation of souls. In the very next
passage, he translates oikonomia as ‘conduct’, which becomes the key to
his understanding of government as the ‘conduct of conduct’, and which,
to a large extent, throws his genealogy off balance in that it suppresses
the history of the economy for 14 centuries. It is perhaps symptomatic
that Foucault does not regard liberal economic government as a form of
salvific pastoral practice, but as the means by which pastoral and biopo-
litical rule can be tested under the suspicion ‘on gouverne toujours trop’ –
one always governs too much (2008: 319). In other words, Foucault’s
genealogy of governmentality falters at the point at which it regards the
liberal economy as a mode of ‘veridiction’, a form of critique, a test or
method, by which pastoral rule is limited rather than being the precise
field into which the Christian pastorate has migrated.

Giorgio Agamben (2011: 110) justifiably sees this latter move as indi-
cative of Foucault’s failure to appreciate the theological implications of
the term ‘oikonomia’. However, in so doing Agamben perhaps dispenses
too quickly with the consideration of the pastorate in his own theological
genealogy, that is with the understanding of Christianity as a church or
ekkl �esia, to follow Peterson’s (2011: 38) use of the Greek term to desig-
nate the ‘fully enfranchised citizens of a polis, gathered together to per-
form legal acts’. Dotan Leshem (2016) has used this same very small
window in Foucault’s text to demonstrate the continued relevance of
Foucault’s analysis to the theological genealogy of the oikonomia. He
offers an important reformulation of Foucault’s genealogy here when
he suggests that the pastorate might be more usefully understood as an
‘ecclesiastical economy’ (Leshem, 2016: 6), animated by the principle of
growth. In Leshem’s account, the pastorate, in the fourth and fifth cen-
turies, is shaped by the way the incarnation of Christ acts as a paradigm
for the mimetic relation of human conduct to divinity. Pastoral govern-
ing thus contains a ‘constitutive excess’ (Rust, 2017) in that the
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ecclesiastical economy is a space of believers that transcends human
reason due to the full communion and complete interpenetration (tech-
nically, the ‘perichoresis’) of the human and the divine in the economy
(Leshem, 2016: 56). This excess activates a surplus and principle of
growth in that individuals are purified and included in an expanding
community of believers who follow and seek to imitate Christ.
Leshem’s account shows how the ekkl �esia, originally the sphere of
public assembly opposed to the household or oikos from classical
Greece, takes on an economic form in the economy of the incarnation.
Accordingly, the ecclesiastical economy transforms the nature of excess
from Nature to God, the prudent manager from the head of the house-
hold to the pastor, and the use of the surplus from participation in pol-
itics and philosophy to augmentation and therefore growth of the
economy itself. While, with one exception, Leshem does not explore
the material aspects of the ‘ecclesiastical economy’, there are key struc-
tural analogues in modern conceptions of government that base them-
selves on ideas of inclusion within labour and other markets, the
construction of markets as a solution to problems of public provision,
and the fostering of prudential forms of conduct as a condition of con-
tinued economic growth.

The exception occurs within the movement from an ecclesiastical econ-
omy to a classical liberal market economy. Leshem (2016: 160–1) here
relies on Hannah Arendt’s observations (1998: 248–51) concerning the
Reformation as a process by which the Church was stripped of its mater-
ial property, which was subject to individual expropriation and social
accumulation, and which then began to remove the public character of
ecclesiastical spaces. He then supplements her account by showing how
this was accompanied by a stripping of the ekkl �esia of its intangible
assets, the society of believers in Christ’s economy. Both such seculariza-
tions of ecclesiastical assets left the pastorate free to be overtaken by
another economic activity (Leshem, 2016: 162). Thus, a condition for
the emergence of a generalized market economy was the loss of monop-
oly of faith in Christ’s economy of salvation that would be realized in the
fullness of time and its replacement by a limitless growth without end
founded not on the Godhead (as it was since Gregory of Nyssa) but on
unlimited human wants pursuing unlimited satisfaction in their objects.
What we view as the emergence of the liberal market economy is, accord-
ing to Leshem (2016: 171), ‘the transposition of the society of believers in
the economy from the ecclesia to the market by changing the origin of the
excess economized and the nature of the surplus generated by it’.

By retaining the economizing dimension of Foucault’s pastoral power,
Leshem thus reveals a theological genealogy that links the institutional
structures of the Church with those of economic liberalism and the
market. He suggests some very broad lines of a theological genealogy
of the economy not so much as a concept but as an institution or
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institutional practice. In this respect, he demonstrates the centrality of
ecclesiology to the problem of the market that confirms Ernst
Kantorowicz’s claim (1955: 66) that ‘sociological problems began to
shape ecclesiastical problems and, vice versa, ecclesiology, sociology’.
What has occurred, for Leshem (2016: 168), is ‘not a clear and simple
secularization of Christian society but a radicalization of the Christian
theory of economic growth, which now holds that each and every object
(and no longer only the Divine One) possesses the ability to generate in
humans an unlimited, unsaturated desire’. Recalling Rüstow, he con-
cludes that the market economy ascribes the divine ability to generate
insatiable desires to all objects, ‘the divinization of each and every object
of desire’ in an ‘anarchic pantheism’ (original emphasis).

The pay-off for the genealogy of pastoral power is this: rather than
view economic liberalism as a test, critique, or limitation of the totalizing
imperatives of (pastoral) governmental authority, we should regard it as
the very carrier of the theological tradition that places the notion of a
divine sovereignty in communication with a divine economy that also
came to describe the boundaries of the Church. The main analytical
point that we can make is that the genealogy of the economy can be
located within an institutional economic theology because it seeks to
demonstrate the relationship between the market economy and the eccle-
siastical economy, and reminds us that the latter was already a result of a
series of innovations on the ancient household economy. The intelligibil-
ity of such an institutional economic theology depends, however, on a
conceptual economic theology.

Conceptual Economic Theology

According to Schmitt, all conceptual political theology proceeds by a
rigorous and systematic analogy between theological and political con-
cepts. Indeed, analogy is precisely the method used by Nelson and
Rüstow in respectively making the case that modern economics and
early economic liberalism are fundamentally shaped by or share similar-
ities with theological concepts. But, beyond its headline-grabbing cap-
acity, can analogy be regarded as a serious method?

Analogy provides us with a first insight and intuition into economic
theology but it needs to be handled carefully (cf. Singh, 2018: 17–22). In
this respect, Agamben is again instructive (2009: 19–20). Relying on Enzo
Melandri, he suggests that analogy is opposed to dichotomous logic. The
analogical third is a way of living with and using, rather than resolving or
overcoming, a dichotomy. Analogy thus intervenes into dichotomies not
to create a dialectical resolution in a higher synthesis but ‘to transform
them into a force field traversed by polar tension, where . . . their substan-
tial identities evaporate’ (Agamben, 2009: 20). The point of analogy is
thus not to show that A determines B, or that B escapes A, nor that the
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opposition between both is transcended by C, but that A and B exist in a
field of ‘vectorial intensities’ of relations of attraction and repulsion. The
use of analogy then is a method that demonstrates the existence of such a
field and the ultimate undecidability or indiscernibility of the boundaries
between the terms that define the poles that constitute such a field.

If Agamben allows us to begin to specify what we might mean by
analogy, it is the next methodological step, that of identifying ‘signa-
tures’, that helps provide an adequate understanding of the ‘basic, rad-
ically systematic structure’ that links different conceptual domains,
including but not restricted to the relation between theological and mun-
dane concepts (Schmitt, 2005: 43). There are two key elements here.
First, a signature is something that above all marks a concept or a sign
and places it within a definite pragmatic and interpretative field of rela-
tions (Agamben, 2009: 40). Like the ‘statement’ in Foucault, it is irredu-
cible to the semiology that allows us to recognize signs or the
hermeneutics that enables us to discover their meaning. A signature
may be a word or concept – oikonomia for instance – but it can be an
act, gesture or performance that places a concept or sign within a definite
set of semantic and practical relations. Such acts would include the bless-
ing of an infant’s forehead with water during baptism, the raising of a
hand in oath-taking, the tripartite structure, timbre and cadence of the
voice in hymns and chants such as the medieval laudes examined by
Kantorowicz (1946).

Secondly, and more importantly, the signature is also that which
allows the movement of concepts from one domain to another without
material transformation of the relations of which they are a part. This
movement may be within the ceremony or liturgy itself. Thus, the bap-
tism cleanses the soul of the infant of the state of original sin to be
admitted to the Church in a state of purity. The assertory oath (e.g.
‘I swear I was in Copenhagen yesterday’) in a court of law suspends
the content of the assertion to include it in a legal testimony. The
laudes (or praises, such as of the Christus vincit type analysed by
Kantorowicz [1946]) devote the content of what is sung to a glorification
of the divine. The political acclamation marks a phrase (‘the PEOPLE,
UNITED, will never be DEFEATED’) or even a name (‘O-BA-MA,
O-BA-MA, O-BA-MA’) in the formation of a public, a people, or con-
sensus. The movement, however, is also a more general one across
domains. Thus, a signature allows the movement of a concept or sign
across the boundaries of the sacred and the profane (or vice versa) with-
out materially altering the field of semantic and pragmatic relations in
which it is inscribed. There are thus isomorphic relations between litur-
gical chants and political acclamations, ordination oaths and coronation
oaths, and between the ecclesiastical economy and market economy. For
economic theology, the identification of signatures seeks to make pos-
sible the analysis of the movement of terms such as those associated with
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economy from the ancient oikos to the Christian ekkl �esia, and from the
theological domain to the mundane world of modern economics.

The signature can also take the form of a combination of words, a
syntagma. ‘The God/King reigns, but does not govern’ is a particularly
durable one that captures the signature of the field of relations between
transcendent and immanent powers, and with small variations, marks a
field of reversibility, oscillation, opposition and indifference, between the
theological and the political, the divine and the mundane, the sovereign
and the governmental, the monarchical and the liberal-constitutional,
and the political and the economic (Dean, 2012; Whyte, 2013; Singh,
2015; Heron, 2018). The ‘invisible hand’ acts as a signature in Smith in
that it allows a crossing between Stoic notions of an omnipotent and
beneficent providence to be found in his discussion of those lacking the
‘necessaries of life’ in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (2002: 215–16) and
the immanent ‘order’ that harmonizes the pursuit of self-interested gain
behind the back of each individual in The Wealth of Nations (1976: 456).
It thus allows a movement between a transcendent domain and an imma-
nent order, between a domain of divine providence and the natural ‘eco-
nomic’ order of mankind. But now the mundane order is not the
quotidian administration by the sovereign’s delegate or official, such as
in a constitutional monarchy, but the governing by a form of nature
itself. If Smith thus effects a kind of secularizing move with this signature,
its invocation today is often an attempt to sacralize the mundane domain
of economic activity, competition and consumption, and to mark it as a
sacred sphere of political inviolability.

The fundamentals of a conceptual economic theology are then first to
observe analogies, second, to identify signatures, and finally to demon-
strate the way those signatures allow the movement of concepts across
the sacred and the profane, or theological and economic and political
domains, in both directions. Contra Schmitt, Hans Blumenberg (1985:
92–3) was right to suggest that the mere presence of a previously theo-
logical concept is insufficient to demonstrate a political (or, in the present
case, economic) theology. What the methodological injunction to iden-
tify signatures does is to demand that the analyst construct the systematic
field of linguistic and non-linguistic elements, of discursive and non-
discursive practices, of signs and social practices, in which these concepts
are placed, and which maintain the same or similar fields of relations
despite their movement to a new domain. The next section provides two
extended examples of a conceptual economic theology in relation to the
reciprocal movements of genealogy and archaeology.

Genealogy and Archaeology

Agamben (2009: 98–9) presents us with an arresting image of two angels:
one derived from Enzo Melandri’s observation, after poet Paul Valéry,
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that ‘we enter the past backwards’, and the second from Walter
Benjamin’s ninth thesis, of the angel of history caught in the storm of
progress with its face to the past. ‘If the latter advances toward the future
with a gaze fixed on the past, Melandri’s angel regresses into the past
while looking at the future’ (Agamben, 2009: 99). The goal of both these
movements is the present, the point at which ‘these gazes encounter each
other, when a future reached in the past and a past reached in the future
for an instant coincide’. This image neatly condenses the view that his-
torical analysis can work in two different directions, which we might call
a genealogy that seeks to recover the present as a series of transform-
ations that emerge from the past, and an archaeology that reaches
through current problems towards a receding past to discover the
‘moment of arising’ of a distinction, the arch �e.

In respect to our concern for economic theology, the first possibility
starts with the historical archive and seeks to trace, in a classical genea-
logical fashion, the trajectories of theological concepts in the direction of
the future to glimpse our evanescent present. Largely this is the approach
to the theological genealogy of the economy that could be derived from
Agamben (2011), Leshem (2016) and Mondzain (2005) who, taken
together, provide a genealogy of the oikonomia from the oikos in classical
Greece through Imperial Rome, early Christianity, the eastern Patristics
to the problematizations of the icon in the seventh and eighth centuries.
The second angel (Melandri’s) regresses toward the past with an eye on
the future. It starts from problematizations in the present, examines cur-
rent and recent debates, and uses them to push further into the past. This
move might be considered archaeological in that it seeks an arch �e, a
‘moment of arising’ before the emergence of a distinction, say, between
the theological and the economic, or the religious and the political. It is
not an anachronistic move because it does not project the present onto
the past, or read the past through the present, but analyses how contem-
porary problems, debates and theories use, take up and transform con-
cepts from the past. In Melandri’s terms, ‘the regressive operation is the
exact reciprocal of rationalization’ (cited in Agamben, 2009: 98). Let us
sketch exemplars of both these from the viewpoint of a conceptual
economic theology. Having covered the oikonomia already, we shall
focus on order and providence, two key terms in the carriage of economic
theology into our present.

To start with Melandri’s angel, let’s turn its gaze toward the problem-
atic of order. Order is one of the most difficult concepts to understand
precisely because it seems to be an empty signifier in phrases such as
social order, political order, international order, world order and, of
course, economic order, market order, etc. With our gaze on the
future, we might question what will become of the neoliberal order in
Europe, if by that adjective we conjure up the dominant political and
economic order of the most recent decades, faced with current populist
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and nationalist insurgencies and trenchant fiscal and debt problems. We
can soon observe that order-thinking is at least fundamental to one key
strand of neoliberalism (or proto-neoliberalism) analysed by Foucault
(2008), the German Ordoliberals, influential on the formation of both
the German state and the European Union. This could lead us to an
investigation of the role of Ordoliberal thinking and concepts such as
Ordnungspolitik and Ordnungsrahmen (literally, ‘policy of order’ and
‘frame of order’) in the ‘Greek debt crisis’ of the current decade, and
the lineage of this thinking in Protestant theology and ethics (Hien,
2017). More broadly, this archaeological movement would note the
intensive and multi-confessional (Catholic as well as Protestant) reflec-
tion on the concept of order in 1930s Germany across economic, legal,
and theological disciplines, and the communication between them.

To take the most obvious example, the Ordoliberals moved the form
of the market from the order of nature to an economic and governmental
order (Foucault, 2008; Ptak, 2009). Competition in the market is a kind
of underlying essence or eidos that will only appear and produce its
effects under certain conditions that have to be carefully cultivated and
managed within a definite governmental order. This governmental order
is itself encompassed by a specific ‘juridical order’, which might be
glossed as the ‘rule of law’. There is thus a simple step to view the
Ordoliberal economic-managerial ordering of human life in a
Vitalpolitik (Foucault, 2008: 148) in terms of the Schmittian (2004)
notion of concrete legal order from which are derived notions of justice
and legal norms. It is next possible to begin to grasp the signature of this
now multi-dimensional concept of order in the way that theologians and
philosophers such as (Catholic) Hermann Krings in 1941 would under-
stand a divine order (Agamben, 2011: 88–91). There, the relation between
God and his creatures (the ordo ad deum) is only revealed by the
immanent ordering and arranging of the relation of creatures among
themselves (ordo ad invicem). More generally, just like the competitive
market and the juridical norm, God’s order is only revealed through not
the nature of his being but his practical activities of ‘finishing, forming
and ordering’ (Krings in Agamben, 2011: 89). We begin to unfold no
doubt complex relations and tensions between a competitive market
made possible through this particular economic order, a form of right
and law that arises from a concrete order, and a negative theology in
which God can only be glimpsed through the immanent order of his
creatures.

The concept of order is thus not an empty signifier but a signature that
allows these thinkers to move between the mundane and the super-mun-
dane, and the immanent and the transcendent, even if it to accent one
pole at the expense of the other. One can note ‘the strong ties’ to
Protestantism of Ordoliberal thinkers (Hien, 2017: 4). But one can also
note how its founder, Walter Eucken, did not neglect to cite to his father,
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R.C. Eucken, Nobel-prizewinning philosopher of religion, in the
Foundations of Economics (1950: 325, 347), and found ‘soulmates’ in
the Protestant priest and resistance activist Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and
Constantin von Dietze, an economist and Protestant theologian and
functionary. A key part of the movement toward the past concerning
order must consider its provenance in medieval Scholasticism, Thomas
Aquinas, and Augustine. There are also other branches of this genea-
logical tree that a conceptual economic theology of order could follow
from Friedrich Hayek’s conception of ‘spontaneous social orders’ to the
Scottish Enlightenment father, Adam Ferguson (Hill, 2006), to Stoicism
and deism. What is crucial is not to try to resolve all of this into a
consistent lineage but to identify the signatures that give orientation to
an entire semantic and discursive field, its conflicts, contradictions, and
even caesurae and confessional oppositions, and make possible particular
positions within that field.

Turning now to Benjamin’s angel, who is swept toward the future
while gazing on the past. Our exemplar here is the notion of providence.
The term has a major presence in the discussion of fate in Stoic and other
ancient philosophy from Chrysippus and Alexander of Aphrodisias to
Plutarch (Agamben, 2011: 114–39). The elaboration of the providence-
fate distinction was bequeathed to Christian theology through Boethius’s
Consolations, which distinguished between providence as ‘divine reason’
itself and fate as ‘the planned order inherent in things subject to change’
(1969: 104). In Thomas Aquinas this is combined with a teleology in
which the providence of first causes is designed to lead humans, through
their free will or self-government, to their own salvation, thus already
outlining the figure of liberal governing through the freedom of individ-
uals, which will be taken up by studies of governmentality. Having estab-
lished the necessary space of first causes as general laws, God, like the
liberal sovereign or state, cannot revoke or change them. However, he
can intervene in the contingent space of secondary causes; the pre-
eminent form of this is the miracle and the means of this is grace and
those who would administer it (angels, ministers or their agents, in both
religious and political senses).

A theological genealogy of the economy and government could follow
the trajectory of providence forward toward Pascal’s discussion of ‘suf-
ficient grace’ and Malebranche’s treatise on nature and grace in the late
17th century and thence to the modern theory of democratic ‘general
will’ formulated by Rousseau, on the one hand, and to the idea
of l’ordre naturel of the Physiocrats on the other (Agamben, 2011:
262–73, 280–5). While its paradigmatic appearance is often thought to
be Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ (Hill, 2001), which appears as noted before in
both providentialist and naturalist formulations, other important ones
can be found. Reverend T.R. Malthus’s (1982: 200–17) famous theodicy
concerning the vice and misery caused by the tendency of the rate of

20 Theory, Culture & Society 36(3)



growth of human population to outstrip its means of subsistence is of a
more explicit Christian variety. The problem of government in such a
framework becomes how the providential laws of the growth of popula-
tion and subsistence teach us to align our individual conduct and our
mode of public government with them.

It was in such a vein that Malthus argued for the abolition of poor
relief as encouraging the poor to improvidently procreate, and, later, in
favour of individual ‘moral restraint’ from such procreation. In order to
avoid the catastrophic outcomes, such as war, famine and epidemics that
would otherwise maintain an equilibrium of population and subsistence,
and the vice of unnatural sex and birth control, both government and
self-governing individuals would need to conduct themselves with unre-
mitting labour, foresight, prudence and restraint (Tellmann, 2013; Dean,
1991, 2015). The ever-perilous fate of humankind often becomes the
occasion for relearning this lesson, or at least for preaching it again.
Milton Friedman’s (2005) final intervention into public debate after
Hurricane Katrina illustrated just this. In almost exactly Schmittian
terms, he saw this ‘emergency’ as requiring a ‘political miracle’ to over-
come the opposition of unions and to create a voucher system to extend
the market regime of ‘charter schools’ in Louisiana and thus act as a
‘large-scale example of what the market can do for education when
permitted to operate’. The emergency becomes the miracle that through
God’s grace we can learn to act in accordance with the providence of the
market.

Neither way of approaching the present implies a necessary theological
continuity. It is rather a matter of identifying exemplars, like Kuhnian
paradigms (Agamben, 2011: 11–12), that are a condition of innovation
and experimentation. But the ruptures at each point in the series are
never total, given that concepts such as order and providence continue
to act as signatures that move fields of concepts across multiple domains
without materially altering the relations of which they are a part. The
thesis thus advanced is that oikonomia, providence and order, having
answered questions about divine rule and human salvation for almost
two millennia, relatively recently entered into the service of modern civil
government and thence the liberal and neoliberal arts of government in
the form of an economic rationality.

Whither the Political?

This paper argued for and exemplified economic theology as an analyt-
ical strategy with two arms, an institutional economic theology that
investigates the relationship between the ecclesiastical economy of the
pastorate and the market economy and a conceptual economic theology
that investigates the transfer of concepts under signatures such as of
oikonomia, order and providence, from ancient household economics
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through the Christian tradition to modern economic-governmental
discourses. It considered the theological impossibility of ‘economic the-
ology’ via the lessons of the Schmitt-Peterson debate on the closure of
political theology, arguing that economic theology is both the arcana of
20th-century debates on political theology and a key to understanding
contemporary political action as liturgy. Archaeology recovers the archai
preceding the ‘moment of arising’ or ‘emergence’ of the split of economy
and theology, that allow us to grasp the fundamental figure of economic
governing that is conducted in relation to a productive and generative
field of immanence in a vicarious fashion on behalf of a transcendent
domain of providential sovereignty manifest in natural laws, ideal forms
and orders. From an economic-theological point of view, the transcend-
ent unity, however, is not the source of economic governing but that
which the latter presupposes as its necessary foundation.

This paper has addressed the question of the relationship between
economic theology and political theology not as a fundamental oppos-
ition but rather as a field of relations, tensions and fusing between two
poles. As an impolitical theology, economic theology stands in oppos-
ition to political theology while itself remaining political. One movement
within this field is the neutralization of the political by which political
questions of the good life are converted into apparently unpolitical ones
of economic management. The theological genealogy supports the cri-
tique of Schmitt’s ‘strongest version of the secularization thesis’
(Blumenberg, 1985: 92). That critique has shown – after, as we have
seen, Peterson, but also Kantorowicz and Jan Assman (Herrero, 2017:
36–7) – how there can be a theological adoption of political/economic
concepts as well as the reverse. Economic theology defines a field of
possibilities, not a unilinear historical process. But perhaps the more
challenging question is: if a kind of theological economy today has
come to occupy much of the domain of the political, to where has
Peterson’s Christian ‘political action’ manifest in the liturgies of the
Church migrated? One answer is that it remains firmly in the political
domain as the assemblies, acclamations, oaths of office, vows, pledges,
and ceremonies of democratic public life (Dean, 2017b). Rather than
being merely residual symbols, these political liturgies glorify and distrib-
ute sovereignty and serve to identify ruler and the ruled. Another part of
the answer to that question would be that participatory social media
today retain elements of more classical political assembly and religious
liturgy, such as acclamation, that have proven amenable to the tech-
niques of manipulation characteristic of ‘digital marketing’ as witnessed
in many of the controversies over the 2016 US presidential election
(Dean, 2017a, 2018). Our present then appears as one caught within a
vicious circle between a thorough-going economic neutralization of the
political and the new liturgical dispositive whose proliferation of acclam-
ations (‘liking’, ‘friending’, and other posts) provide the possibility for
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not simply the manufacture of consent, as it did in the public-opinion
formation of the mass media, but also for the ‘manufacture of contempt’
from the evanescent and volatile swings of public mood recorded on
social media. And, of course, those acclamations are proving immensely
profitable.

The post-structuralist moment in theory with its dispositives and simi-
lar figures (the assemblage, the network, even the complex system) fully
embraced the ‘economic logic’ first manifest in the Trinitarian
oikonomia. We might say that the early Christians were the first post-
structuralists. As a figure of complex, plural, interdependent and hetero-
geneous elements that nonetheless form a unity ungrounded in an order
transcendent to itself, the Holy Trinity marked one of the first, and per-
haps most influential, applications of the logic of the dispositive in
the Occident. In this respect, poststructuralism proved not only a truly
economic theory but also a theological one. Unfortunately, as a conse-
quence, that theory was unable to make intelligible the way various
dispositives presupposed and constituted a transcendent horizon of,
for example, sovereignty, nation, and state, and the practices of glorifi-
cation that sustain it. It was condemned to assiduously describing the
immanent governmental rationalities of contemporary liberalism and
thoroughly unable to grasp our challenge today, the relation between
such ‘economizing’ logics that have come to occupy and neutralize the
political and the liturgical practices and powers that, it might be said,
have gone viral.
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