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From	
Ecclesiastical	

to	Political	
Economy

The	Rise	
of	the	Social

In response to Hannah Arendt’s claim that the social realm originates with the mod-
ern age, this article argues for its roots in the early Christian, ecclesiastical concept 
of oikonomia or economy. The first part shows how economy first exceeded the 
oikos (household) into the public sphere within the society of Christian believers. 
The second part focuses on the passage from ecclesiastical economy to political 
economy that coincides with the emergence of modernity. The last section concludes 
by emphasizing the continuity between ecclesiastical and political economy, despite 
the phenomenon of secularization.

Introduction
In The Human Condition, Arendt argues that “the emergence of the social realm, 
which is neither public nor private, strictly speaking, is a relatively new phe-
nomenon whose origin coincides with the emergence of the modern age,”1 and 
that the emergence of society,

the rise of housekeeping [“Oikonomia”], its activities, problems and organiza-
tional devices—from the … household into the light of the public sphere, has 
not only blurred the old borderline between private and political, it has also 
changed almost beyond recognition the meaning of the two terms and their 
significance for the life of the individual and the citizen.2

The first part of this article shows that economy first exceeded the oikos (house-
hold) into the public sphere inside the society of Christian believers within the 
framework of what is termed ecclesiastical economy. After presenting a definition 
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of the meaning of economy (oikonomia) in Patristic texts, I discuss how economic 
activity is organized in time and in space according to this concept. Based on 
this discussion, the article then argues that a number of the structural features of 
ecclesiastical economy correspond to Arendt’s description of modern society. 

The second part focuses on the passage from ecclesiastical economy to politi-
cal economy that coincides with the emergence of modernity. A re-reading of 
Arendt’s account of the rise of modernity, taking into account the rise of the 
social that took place in the fourth century AD, suggests that the process of the 
church’s expropriation of its property accompanied the transition from ecclesi-
astical to political economy.

The last section suggests that although the process of the secularization of 
society involved a radical transformation in the nature of economic activity that 
occurred within society, several structural characteristics of this realm remained 
intact. In addition to the continuation of these structural aspects, it is argued that 
the principle of movement that inspirits ecclesiastical economy was adopted by 
political economy from its outset.

Ecclesiastical Economy
The Christian history of salvation marks the year of the incarnation of God the 
Son in the flesh of Jesus as the moment at which economic activity exceeded the 
threshold of the household. Unlike history from Arendt’s perspective, economic 
activity first exceeded the household into the world not with the removal of eco-
nomic activity from the earthly household but rather from the proto oikos—the 
first and original divine household where God the Father, God the Son, and the 
God the Holy Spirit dwell. As surprising as it may sound to modern ears, the 
church fathers used the concept of economy to describe the manifestation of the 
divine in the world, and not, as maintained by Arendt, to describe the appearance 
of the life process in the public sphere.

What, then, is the meaning of oikonomia according to the church fathers? The 
concept is a polysemic one, and its meanings are context dependent: “in the most 
learned translation, the word economy [‘Oikonomia’] is rendered by different 
terms such as incarnation, stewardship, plan, design, administration, providence, 
responsibility, duties, compromise, lie or guile.”3 The term oikonomia appears 
only nine times in the New Testament, and in its most general terms,

“economy” refers to the plan made known in the coming of Christ. It is the 
actualization in time and history of the eternal plan of redemption, the provi-
dential ordering of all things, a certain order (taxis) marks the economy that 
expresses the mystery of God’s eternal being (theologia).4
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The use of the term became more common as the church fathers were increas-
ingly exposed to the Gentile world, and it appears thousands of times in the 
writings of the Greek church fathers in various contexts. In itself this fact is 
not surprising because the use of the term oikonomia, namely to describe pru-
dent management, was widespread in the Greek-speaking world of that time.5 
Nevertheless, the growing use of the term, which took place alongside the begin-
ning of the formation of Christian doctrine, contributed to the increasingly central 
place of economy in the Christian faith. In what follows, I will try to delineate 
how oikonomia functions as a concept of time and of space in Christian thought. 

Economy as History of Salvation
Economy as a concept of time renders it synonymous with history. The under-
standing of economy as a concept of time gives rise to an understanding of history 
that differs from its modern understanding, as described by Arendt in her article, 
“The Concept of History: Ancient and Modern.”6 Christian history spans between 
a beginning and an end: the beginning of the economy of salvation—that moment 
at which the divine exceeds the proto oikos into the world with the incarnation 
of the Son of God—exists alongside the end point of history (the eschaton). The 
economy of salvation expresses the idea that human history spans, to use Arendt’s 
much-loved terms, the “no longer” and the “not yet.”

The history of salvation itself extends between the Christ event and the end 
of the world, and it is composed of all the moments of transgression of human-
linear time. That which is revealed in those moments that constitute history is 
the economy of God, this time in the sense of God’s plan of salvation. These 
moments are not only the beginning and the end points of history, but they also 
appear throughout history. The sacrament of the Eucharist, in which God and his 
salvific plan manifest themselves in the world, is an example of such a moment.

It is important to note that the same processes that take place in space that are at 
the center of this article’s attention—that is, the rise of the social—also take place 
in regard to conceptualizations of time. That is, the secularization of time, like the 
secularization of space, did not give rise to an entirely new concept, either of time 
or of space. Rather, this secularization presupposes a concept that is Christian in 
origin though emptied of its divine content. The resemblance between Arendt’s 
claim that with the rise of the social realm the life process was liberated from the 
circularity that nature imposed on it,7 and the liberation of time by Christianity 
from the circularity imposed on it by the Greeks is striking. The liberation of time 
from circularity occurs with the emergence of a Christian concept of economy as 
the history of salvation in the sense that human history is no longer incarcerated 
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in a circular framework of time but that history is progressive. The secularization 
of history—the evacuation of the manifestations of God from time—liberated 
time, in turn, from the structure that the Christian concept of time still imposed 
on it. Paraphrasing Arendt, one may say that it is only in the absence of a divine 
force’s guidance of human history that history itself could be attributed as the 
force to compel human action and that it could be released from the origin and 
the end point between which it oscillated in Christian thought.

Economic Space
Economy as a concept of time was used by the church fathers to alter the ancient 
Greek concept of space; as well, the economy of salvation is more than just the 
sum total of those moments in which the continuity of linear time is fractured. The 
most significant characteristic of these moments is that they are moments in which 
spatial infringement occurs. These are the moments when the divine exceeds the 
proto oikos and manifests itself in the world. To put it differently, the economy 
of salvation is the history of these infringements beginning with the incarnation 
of God the Son in the flesh and up until the whole of humanity is divinized at 
the end-point history of this world. This infringement—economy—takes place 
in the world and in a specific space. The decisive moment in its formation was 
the introduction of the distinction between economy and theology in the fourth 
century AD.8 It was at that point that a distinction was created between God in 
himself—existing outside of the world, about whom nothing can be said with 
certainty and who is the subject matter of theology, and God as he is who reveals 
himself in the created world, that is, economy.

At first glance, the distinction between theology and economy seems to estab-
lish a clear demarcation between what is in the world and what is outside of it, 
but this distinction gives rise to a radical transformation within the world itself. 
The novelty exists in the idea that on the other side of the demarcation between 
the divine and the secular lies economy—the space of appearance of the divine 
in the world. Economic activity, the appearance of the divine in the world, and 
the new space in which it appears—the society of believers—give rise to a new 
spatial distinction in the world. Society as the space in which economic activity 
takes place, which exceedes the classical Greek categories of the vita activa 
that Arendt enumerates,9 namely, labor, work, and action, cannot be contained 
by the spaces that were intended for those activities: the earthly household, the 
workshop, and the marketplace. Arendt describes the emergence of this new 
spatial distinction in the world as follows:
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It has been rightly remarked that after the downfall of the Roman Empire, it 
was the Catholic Church that offered man a substitute for citizenship which 
had formerly been the prerogative of municipal government. The medieval 
tension between the darkness of everyday life and the grandiose splendor 
attending everything sacred, with the concomitant rise from the secular to 
the religious, corresponds in many respects to the rise from the private to the 
public in antiquity. The difference is of course very marked, for no matter 
how “worldly” the church became, it was always essentially an other-worldly 
concern which kept the community of believers together.10

Economy is precisely the “otherworldly concern” that takes place in the world. 
Economic activity, from the moment it exceeded the divine oikos, began to estab-
lish a new space for itself. This activity takes place in society—in the society of 
believers, and it is maintained, amongst other apparatuses, by the church as the 
space of appearance of the divine, by pastoral government, by the sacraments 
made present in the icons, and by testimony of the martyrs. As a result of the rise 
of the society of believers in Christ’s economy, space undergoes a triple partition: 
(1) the theological, or the divine in itself; (2) the economic, or the divine as it 
manifests itself in the world and in the society of believers; and (3) secular life 
that includes the political and the private managed in the world crafted by men.

The new social realm, which blurred the old borderline between private and 
political, has also changed the meaning of the two terms almost beyond recog-
nition. In the case of the political, as Arendt remarked, it is grasped as a means 
to a higher end.11 Another characteristic of this new space is that its borderlines 
are in principle unstable and that it has the tendency to grow.12 Furthermore, 
the positioning of the borderlines of economic activity became the subject of 
prolonged controversy amongst those seeking to expand them and those seek-
ing to contain them. Two examples can clarify these positions. Augustine tried 
to contain the space of the appearance of the divine Trinity as much as possible 
within the domain of the human soul. In contrast, the iconophile movement 
sought to expand greatly the space in which economic activity takes place.13 

As can be seen, society as the space in which economic activity takes place 
is not a modern phenomenon, and its emergence can be traced back to the pre-
modern Christian world. Moreover, the society of believers in Christ’s economy 
possesses several of the structural characteristics that Arendt associates with the 
social in the modern age: In both instances, society is a new realm that emerges 
as a result of a historical event. In both, society is a space with undefined bor-
ders, and this space blurs the borders between the public and the private, and 
both Christian and modern society tends to grow. One of the great differences 
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between modern consumer society and the society of believers lies in the nature 
of the economic activity that takes place in it, which is itself the result of the 
oikos that it exceeded.

The Birth of Political Economy
Among the three historical events that Arendt enumerates as standing at the 
threshold of the modern age (which coincides with the birth of political economy) 
and determining its character,14 she views the expropriation of the church’s 
property—an event she claims was preceded by the Reformation—as the most 
closely related to the emergence of the social. It seems plausible to suggest that 
the church was not only expropriated from its tangible assets but was also expro-
priated from its most important intangible asset, an expropriation that Arendt 
fails to account for. I am referring to the church’s retraction from the sphere that 
it created—that space within the world in which the divine appears as part of 
ecclesiastical economy. According to Arendt, Luther’s and Calvin’s attempts to 
restore the uncompromising otherworldliness of the Christian faith resulted in 
world alienation.15 In light of the fact that alienation from the secular world is not 
a new phenomenon within Christianity, as Arendt, repeatedly quoting Tertullian 
on this matter, makes us well aware,16 one must infer that the alienation Arendt 
is referring to is alienation from the space of the appearance of the divine in the 
world. This claim finds support in Arendt’s own words: “When the Reformation 
finally succeeded in removing everything connected with appearances and 
displays from its churches … the public character of these ecclesiastical spaces 
disappeared as well.”17

The church’s expropriation from the space intended for economic activity 
paved the way for a different kind of economic activity—first the earthly one and 
later all human activity.18 The process by which the economic activity that takes 
place within society was transformed—from the divine to the earthly—is, like 
other processes of expropriation, a modern story that extends over hundreds of 
years. I believe this process is similar to the one that I attempted to demonstrate 
with regard to the economic concept of time. In both cases what we are dealing 
with are not purely modern creations ex nihilo, but a world evacuated of divine 
content,19 which the moderns replenished with a very earthly content. That which 
appears in society was completely transformed; in a superbly modernist inversion, 
the divine was replaced by the earthliest of all human activities as the content 
of this space. Despite this radical transformation, a number of characteristics of 
the Christian sphere were maintained in the modern social sphere. In addition 
to the structural characteristics already mentioned—and first and foremost the 
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existence of a social sphere that is neither, strictly speaking, public nor private—it 
seems that another important characteristic remained intact in political economy: 
ecclesiastical economy’s principle of movement.

Economy’s Principle of Movement
Arendt relies on Montesquieu’s taxonomy of the nature of governments and 
their principles of action: “the nature of government makes it what it is, and its 
principles make it act and move.”20 Therefore in her analysis of totalitarianism, 
she constructs her argument thus: totalitarianism is a novel form of government, 
and she attempts to characterize its nature and its principle of movement.

In order to decide whether political economy drew its own principle of move-
ment from the classical oikos or from the ecclesiastical economy, or, conversely, 
if a novel principle of movement emerged, one must first distinguish between 
the two premodern principles of movement. For this, one must appreciate how 
the relationships between the head of the oikos and its members were organized. 
The relationship between God and man in ecclesiastical economy represents 
an entirely different relationship than between the head of the household—the 
oikodespotes—and its members in antiquity. What significantly distinguishes 
the ancient economy from ecclesiastical economy is the end to which economic 
relationships serve, an end that, in both cases, lies beyond economy itself. In 
classical Greece the members of the household were enslaved by its head to allow 
the latter to rise above the bare necessities of life and to participate in politics 
and/or engage in philosophy.21 In Christianity, on the other hand, the economy 
of salvation aims at allowing every member to rise above this life and to partake 
in a more noble realm that lies beyond the world altogether. From its earliest 
references in the New Testament, oikonomia does not point to a relationship of 
servitude between the members of the household and its head. Instead, in eccle-
siastical economy the head of the oikos enslaved himself for the well-being of 
its members. This is, of course, an opposing relationship to the one between the 
master and his slaves in antiquity.

This principle of action is expressed in what is the most significant economic 
event in the Christian history of salvation—the incarnation of God the Son in the 
person of Jesus Christ. According to Christian faith, Christ redeemed the sins of 
man on the cross and prepared the grounds for the individual salvation of all. Thus, 
in ecclesiastical economy, the head works for the members and not the other way 
round. What is more, according to Christian economy, God labors for each and 
every one equally, and his work enables every human being to fulfill his or her 
potential and bring forth individual salvation. In other words, in the framework 
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of the economy of salvation, God works for everyone equally so that each 
individual may fulfill his or her unique potential. Thus, the difference between 
the two ancient economies can be defined as such: While in the ancient Greek 
household the principle of movement is all for one, in ecclesiastical economy 
the principle is One for all.

From its inception,22 the predominant question that determined political 
economy’s agenda thus became to what extent the one who stands at the head 
of the economy acts according to this Christian principle of movement. From 
the moment of its emergence on the world stage and until today, the issue that 
lies at the kernel of political economy has been the fulfillment of the head of 
the state’s obligation toward the members of the political body. The questions 
that determined the agenda of those dealing with political economy and that still 
concern them today are all derived from this question of how the head of the 
economy should attend to the welfare of all and enable each member to realize 
his or her inherent potential or, in other words, what is the best way to achieve 
the greatest happiness for the greatest number.

This is suggested in the first appearance of the phrase political economy in 
modernity, found in a text written by Turquet de Mayerne in 1611 that testifies 
to this claim about the principle of movement and its origin:

the sovereign power of one person exercised equitably, over persons who are 
free … we set as a final goal … in our political economy, in which each is 
provided with the grounds and means to achieve by virtue and by knowledge, 
the door not being closed nor access refused to anyone … each according 
to one’s own capacities, by which one may improve one’s condition, which 
is an equality that has been required by the real Royal and paternal govern-
ment; the intentions and the management of which are in no way aimed at the 
convenience of the one, or to please the appetites of the few, but for the well 
being and profit of all, as much for he who commands as for those who obey.23

The liberal political economists criticized the paternal and all-intrusive mer-
cantile political economy. They focused their critique on the means by which 
the goal of political economy is to be achieved. As they argued, a higher level 
of well-being and profit for all will be achieved if the one who commands will 
limit his exercise of power. Instead of exerting his power, the sovereign ought 
to allow those who obey to practice their purchasing power with the minimal 
level of supervision and hindrance on his behalf.

The liberal limitation of sovereign power was criticized in the twentieth century. 
At first, the Keynesians argued that the one in power ought to keep a vigilant 
watch over the economy and use his purchasing power whenever the accumula-
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tive use of it on behalf of the governed falls short of achieving the goal. They 
also argued that in some sectors of the economy the well being of all would be 
secured when managed by the one who commands and not by those who obey. 
Soon after, the neoliberals articulated a second line of criticism (with the demise 
of the Keynesian program in mind) suggesting that the one who commands has 
to constitute and preserve the optimal settings that will allow those who obey to 
freely practice their purchasing power in an otherwise sovereign-free economy.24

Conclusion
On the surface, it seems difficult to trace similarities between the Christian society 
of believers and modern society, and between ecclesiastical economy and political 
economy, as the divine that made its appearance in ecclesiastical economy was 
replaced in political economy by life necessities and earthly desires. However, 
as shown in this article, despite this essential difference in the nature of the thing 
economized,25 there are clear structural similarities between ecclesiastical and 
political economy as well as between the Christian society of believers and our 
modern society. In both cases, society is a sphere whose borders are not clearly 
demarcated, and in both the rise of the social blurs the borders between the 
public and the private. Moreover, in both, the economy has a clear tendency to 
grow, and both economies are designed so that the concern of the one heading 
the society is for the welfare of all members of society.
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