
Debt Rules Everything Around Me (and other Theological Nightmares)

"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all alone in Debt."

In David Graeber's book Debt: The First 5,000 Years, he relates an anecdote of the Sufi 
philosopher Nasruddin:

One day Nasruddin’s neighbor, a notorious miser, came by to announce he was 
throwing a party for some friends. Could he borrow some of Nasruddin’s pots? 
Nasruddin didn’t have many but said he was happy to lend whatever he had. The next 
day the miser returned, carry Nasruddin’s three pots, and one tiny additional one. 
“What’s that? asked Nasruddin. “Oh, that’s the offspring of the pots. They reproduced 
during the time they were with me.” Nasruddin shrugged and accepted them, and the 
miser left happy that he had established a principle of interest. A month later, Nasruddin 
was throwing a party, and he went over to borrow a dozen pieces of his neighbor’s 
much more luxurious crockery.  The miser complied. Then he waited a day. And then 
another… On the third day, the miser came by and asked what had happened to his 
pots. “Oh, them?” Nasurddin said sadly. “It was a terrible tragedy. They died.”
–Quoted from Debt

What is debt? At first glance this seems like an easy question to answer. We all know 
what debt is. I can go to a website where all my financial information is accounted for, 
log in, and see an up to the minute tally of how much I owe. It's right there. A number. I 
took a look this morning and let me tell you, graduate school added a zero or two on the 
total. We, as individuals, carry our debts with us everywhere we go. 

Every major purchase in the US is made with debt: car, house, education. But even our 
everyday purchases are made on credit cards. In fact, in the US, the level of Household 
debt relative to disposable income is around 120%. Everyone in this room has a credit 
card on them, perhaps 3 or more. The extreme ease with which we can extend our debt 
has established us as permanent debtors. But debt is not a problem of greed or avarice, 
an original sin that must be mastered. Who even believes in sin anymore anyways? We 
no longer believe in original sin, but we are all trapped by original debt. Rather, our debt 
economy is about power relations. Debt is a mechanism of control. The appeal to the 
absolute power of debt is what has enabled politicians in the US to make drastic cuts to 
vital social programs for the poor. The same sacrifice to the uncontrollable god of debt 
"forced" UK politicians to raise tuition rates. (other EU examples). Debtors prisons in 
Ohio. While Marx famously argued that capitalists had an advantage in the marketplace 
by starting with money, trading commodities, and turning them back into money, today's 
creditors have greater power than any capitalist ever dreamed of. Only the most 
reprehensible reprobate would challenge the moral dictum that "We have to pay our 
debts."



In another story from Graeber's book, a foreigner who was living among the Inuit 
people, a hunter-gatherer society in Greenland:

[A]fter coming home hungry from an unsuccessful walrus-hunting expedition, [the 
foreigner] found one of the successful hunters dropping off several hundred pounds of 
meat. He thanked them profusely. The (Inuit) man objected indignantly: “Up in our 
country we are human!” said the hunter. “And since we are human we help each other. 
We don’t like to hear anybody say thanks for that. What I get today you may get 
tomorrow. Up here we say that by gifts one makes slaves and by whips one makes 
dogs” (79).

To question the stranglehold that debt holds over us means that we must re-imagine the 
space that exists between human beings. Are we atomic individuals with natural rights 
"endowed by our creator"? Perhaps we are mental substances hovering over machine 
like bodies that bounce into each other like billiard balls. I’ve been captured by this idea 
of the in-between because I think it has far-reaching implications for how we view 
ourselves and our communities. What exactly is it that exists between you and me? Our 
imagination fills up this perceived gap and the way that we fill it will change how we 
order our relationships. This may seem very abstract, so I will try to illustrate it with an 
example from atonement theology.

Penal substitutionary atonement, which I was taught growing up, is one form of 
atonement theology. It is a doctrine that seeks to explain what God was doing for 
humanity through the cross of Jesus Christ. In the initial stage of this view, the individual 
human, because of sin, is separated from God. This separation can be pictured as a 
gap between two plateaus (more gruesome versions of this picture show people 
attempting to jump across the gap and falling into hell – a scary thing for a child to 
behold). The nothing of the gap is referred to as a debt that individual humans owe to 
God. There is an ontological separation between humans and God. But, we are 
constantly reminded that this is an infinite debt. We can never pay this off because the 
debt incurred by our sins is infinitely great. One of the key points that Graeber makes is 
that the language of an infinite debt is always a lie. Debts will be repaid, one way or 
another. Especially the unpayable ones. 

Jesus’ brutal death on the cross is the currency that pays the debt, bridging the gap. 
Because Jesus’ life had infinite worth, so the story goes, by killing him, God can pay off 
the infinite debts of others. The only thing one must do to gain access to this payment is 
to believe in Jesus. Seems like a good business deal. And then things get tricky. God 
“pays” the debt by killing God’s son and this is a “free gift” for the believer. But then the 
infinite debt that the believer in Jesus owed to God instantly becomes all the more 
urgent. This perverse reversal shows the twisted logic that is tied up with the concept of 
debt. The unpayable debt leads the creditor (God) to pay the debt, however, once the 
debt has been “paid” the burden on the individual becomes even greater. Before 
accepting the payment, the individual owed a debt to God that was unpayable and thus 
had virtually no hold on the individual. Unaware of the infinite debt, they were free to act 
as they wished. Paradoxically, it is not until the debt is paid that the individual owes 



everything. Now, when this supposedly freed individual fails to show proper obeisance 
to God, it renders the individual more guilty. The “saved” person must now be 
continually reminded how much they “owe” God. As the Inuit hunter told the traveler, 
gifts make slaves.

When one starts with the assumption that the relationship between humanity and God is 
best described through the metaphor of debt, this is the natural result: A God that makes 
slaves out of people. If the individual could have paid the debt themselves, the 
relationship would have been terminated. It isn’t hard to see why believers must be 
continually reminded how much they owe God. Feminist theologians have long critiqued 
this strand of theology because of its fundamental reliance upon violence in order to 
resolve the dilemma of the debt. This analysis shows, however, that the problem with 
penal substitutionary atonement stems an ontological imagination that construes the in-
between of relationships as reducible to a simple concept like debt. The moment that 
debt is seen as a thing that exists between people, or between people and God, 
violence is the necessary outcome.

The words of Nietzsche from the second essay of The Genealogy of Morals sums up 
the absurdity of this theology:

"God sacrificing himself for man's debt, none other than God paying himself back, God 
as the only one able to redeem man from what, to man himself has become 
irredeemable–the creditor sacrificing himself for his debtor, out of love (would you credit 
it?–), out of love for his debtor!" 

While I'm suspicious of granting Christianity the honor of being the sole cause of the 
ideology that leads to capitalism, the individual Christian's relationship to God, when 
conceived in the terms of an infinite debt, certainly resonates with the subject of late 
capitalism. 

But the concepts hold true in human relationships. In another anecdote quoted in the 
book

"if a man in a factory went to the boss and asked for a job, and the boss found him one, 
this would be an example of someone giving service. The man who got the job could 
never repay the boss, but he could show him respect, or perhaps give him symbolic 
gifts of garden produce. If a gift demands a return, and no tangible return is possible, 
the repayment will be through support or esteem." (119)

This is another example of a false infinite debt. The debt that the worker owes to the 
boss is said to be unpayable,  but in reality the worker must continually repay it. Once 
the worker starts taking produce from their garden to the boss, they likely cannot not 
stop or else the boss will become upset.

The nature of debt starts to become clear. Graeber says that debt is an



agreement between equals to no longer be equal (at least for a time). … It first requires 
a relationship between two people who do not consider each other fundamentally 
different sorts of being, who are at least potential equals, who are equals in those ways 
that are really important, and who are not currently in a state of equality – but for whom 
there is some way to set matters straight (120).

Here is the simple and radical point: Debts don’t exist. Debts don't exist, but they do 
have power. The concept of debt is a technology, invented by humans. Nietzsche 
argues that the invention of debt is the founding act of humanity. Yet, debts, in the way 
they are currently being deployed, mask the infinite complexity and mutual 
interdependence of human relations. It reduces relationships to a vulgar number that 
can be counted and produces first hierarchy and subsequently violence. But it doesn’t 
have to be this way. There are other ways of imagining relationships, of thinking about 
the nothing that exists between us. 

To make all of society run on debt is to individuate a person's obligations to their 
community into a relationship between that person and one creditor. We should feel 
obligation to our community, but instead our obligation is re-routed. Our future as 
members of a mutually subsisting society is foreclosed and we willing hijack our both 
our communities and our very futures in order to repay the Great Creditor.

Anyone who took economics 101 in college has heard the story, I should say fantasy, 
that economists tell about the origin of money. I have chickens and you have shoes and 
our friend has ... uranium. You want a chicken, but I don't want shoes, I want the 
uranium, so our "primative" ancestors created money so that they didn't have do all this 
trading all the time. Let's be clear: that is some ideological bullshit. It never happened. 
So what is debt? Mauricio Lazzarato, in "The Making of Indebted Man" argues that:

"With regard to money, the authors maintain that it does not derive from exchange, from 
mere circulation, from the commodity; for does it constitute the sign or representation of 
labor. It is instead the expression of an asymmetry of forces, a power to prescribe and 
impose modes of future exploitation, domination, and subjection. Money is first of all 
debt-money, created ex nihilo, which has no material equivalent other than its power to 
destroy/create social relations and, in partiuclar, modes of subjectivation."

So, if debt both creates and and destroys social relations and modes of subjectivation, 
then we must ask what it is that debt does. While the time is too short to do the 
necessary study of the historical struggle that has brought us to this point, we can pick 
up from where Capital is now deployed, in the form of Neoliberalism. David Harvey 
when asked to describe Neoliberalism has said:

"DH: There are two things to be said.  One is, if you like, the theory of neoliberalism and 
the other is its practice.  And they are rather different from each other.  But the theory 
takes the view that individual liberty and freedom are the high point of civilization and 
then goes on to argue that individual liberty and freedom can best be protected and 
achieved by an institutional structure, made up of strong private property rights, free 



markets, and free trade: a world in which individual initiative can flourish.  The 
implication of that is that the state should not be involved in the economy too much, but 
it should use its power to preserve private property rights and the institutions of the 
market and promote those on the global stage if necessary."

These are the ideals that, since Reagan, Thatcher and the like, our global elites have 
been preaching and in whose name they have been actively demolishing any remnants 
of social welfare. Let's be honest, anyone who is paying attention has to admit that 
Capital is winning like never before. Income inequality is continuing to skyrocket while 
austerity is forced on the rest of us.

If, as Lazzarato has posited, debt does not arise from equality in exchange, but rather is 
the expression of power, what form does that power take? What kind of subject does 
Debt create?

Debt operates through what Michel Foucault calls "pastoral power":

"an art of conducting, directing, leading, guiding, taking in hand, and manipulating men, 
an art of monitoring them and urging them on step by step, an art with the function of 
taking charge of men collectively and individually throughout their life and at every 
moment of their existence."

Neoliberalism, in the name of freedom and markets, transforms state sponsored 
education into education funded by debt (raise your hand if you have student loans), 
rather than welfare, we give loans to the poor, rather than socially guaranteed 
healthcare, we have record numbers of people going into debt to pay their medical bills. 
However, while debt's power (to borrow language from process theology) is obviously 
external and coercive, it's greatest power is internal and persuasive: creating an 
existential debt. Not content with external power, debt creates a mnemotechnics in the 
subject. Again, Lazzarato says:

"If the mnemotechnics neoliberal government puts in place are usually not as gory and 
cruel as those described by Nietzsche (torture, mutilation, etc.), their purpose remains 
the same: to construct memory, inscribe "guilt" in the mind and body, fear and "bad 
conscience" in the individual economic subject. In order for the power of debt over the 
subjectivity of the welfare user to have its effect, the logic of individual and collective 
rights must be replace by a logic of credit (investments of human capital)."

While human rights are (at least theoretically) guaranteed for all, debt extracts a 
guarantee from the debtor. The debtor must shape themselves into a trustworthy self, a 
self whose future is directed, first and foremost, towards production. All of life must be 
submitted to the realm of exchange. In the name of repaying debts, all sorts of atrocities  
become not only thinkable, but necessary. A Lannister always pays his debts. Debt 
commidifies the future itself. We cannot imagine ourselves as anything other than 
perpetual producers. Under industrial capitalism we are all asked to remain passive in 
our school, passive in the factory, in prison, and perhaps, passive in the church? In 



debt, we become human capital, always seeking to build our brands, to find hobbies 
that pay, etc.

So what can we do and is there any role for the church?


