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A Constructive Theology 

At the very heart of Christianity is relationship. All people are intended by God to be in 

right relationship with God and with each other. Through scripture, tradition, reason, and 

experience, we can build an understanding that we were created to be in this relationship, we are 

already in relationship with each other and God, and that God’s nature is essentially relational. 

This understanding of the relational nature at our core informs us how to live our lives as 

Christians and specifically calls us to lives of freely loving all of creation. For Christians, Jesus 

Christ serves as the central figure who illuminates our relational nature and compels us to react 

with love, bringing us into unity with God. As human beings, we are given the free choice to live 

out of right relationship and into sin instead, but God has graced us with salvation and provided 

the means of reconciliation so that we are always given the chance to turn back to our 

relationships and choose love. 

Our Relational Nature 

Tradition points to God being relational in essence, both internally and externally. The 

triune God is a God that is in intimate relationship with God’s self.1 God’s external relationality 

mirrors that of human relationships. In every relationship there exists at least three aspects: 

oneself, the other, and the relationship between the two. There is an irreducible, indivisible, 

threeness and oneness in all relationships. Likewise, Process Theology offers another trinity: 

there is the God internal to us, the God in the other, and the God in the relationship between us 

and the other. 

It is inescapable that we affect the world around us; the only thing we can change is what 

the effect will be. Part of existence itself is being in community, the inextricable web of each of 

                                                
1 Grenz, 1994. 



 

CONSTRUCTIVE THEOLOGY 3 

our relationships with everyone else’s. We even now understand how, at the atomic level, human 

beings share the material that makes them up with each other and all of creation. We “exist in 

creative response to relationships; this means that existence is through and through relational.”2 

We can understand our relationship with God by examining our relationships with others. 

I can choose to love someone, so I come to understand what it means to be in a relationship of 

love. I can also choose to hate and understand what it means to be in a relationship of hate. When 

I choose to neglect something, I develop an understanding of devaluing relationships, not only 

my relationship to the thing which I am neglecting but also my relationship to anyone who does 

value the thing I am neglecting. This means that if I believe that God created something and 

cares for it, any act that devalues that creation is devaluing my relationship with God. This falls 

in line with Kierkegaard’s conclusion that one cannot withhold love from the neighbor and still 

claim to love God.3 

Christ, Atonement, and Being A Christian 

For Christians, Christ plays an essential role in our relationship with God. Christ serves 

for each person as the essential other, the person for whom being in relationship is most being in 

relationship with God. As with all human relationships, the nature of the relationship is a unique 

experience between every two beings, so who Jesus is and how Jesus points us to God is unique 

for each person. 

It is fitting that people see Christ’s nature differently, because if Christ brings us into 

right relationship with God (at-one-ment with God), he would necessarily do so in different ways 

based on what each person needs to draw toward God. Thinking of atonement as the 

                                                
2 Suchocki, 2011, p. 49. 
3 Kierkegaard, 1962. 
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reconciliation of humanity with God points both to the relational and salvific aspects of Christ as 

the figure through whom atonement occurs for Christians, but what each Christian needs to find 

his or her way to God is not the same.4 The understanding of Christ’s role in atonement has 

evolved through history: Christ as overcoming “the powers that enslaved humankind,” Christ as 

paying off our debts, Christ as an influence and example for us to follow, etc.5 The common 

thread through all of the explanations in tradition is that Christ “effected a fundamental alteration 

in the relationship between God and humankind.”6 There is not one single right way that Christ 

brings about atonement but rather many ways. For some, it may be Christ’s role as a teacher led 

people to God. For others, it was Christ’s sacrifice that brought them or Christ’s example to 

follow. 

In my own life Christ brought atonement in multiple ways. I am personally closer to God 

because of Christ’s example of how to live loving others and I am personally closer to God 

because I learned from Christ’s teaching that the spirit of the Law was to love God and love my 

neighbor. I have probably even been brought closer to God in ways of which I am not aware, 

because awareness of atonement does not seem to be a prerequisite for atonement’s presence. 

Even people who are not Christians have been brought into closer relationship with God 

through their relationships with a world that has been affected by Christ. If an atheist is led to be 

a more loving person because of being inspired by the loving actions of Sikh who was, in turn, 

inspired by the loving actions of a Christian who was inspired to love unconditionally because of 

Christ’s death on the cross for her, then the atheist was still brought into a closer relationship 

with God through Christ. 
                                                
4 Williamson, 1999. 
5 Grenz, 1994, pp. 340-345. 
6 Ibid., p. 349. 
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We must be particularly careful about trying to force our perceptions of who Jesus is and 

how he functions onto others, because this is just as harmful as trying to insist that all people’s 

relationships should function the way our personal relationships do. The moment we start 

defining Jesus as essentially not-Jewish we are in danger of believing that hatred against Jews is 

permissible.7 This idea can be broadened to think of the danger in defining Christ too narrowly in 

any aspect. If the theory of multiple atonements means that Christ brings about right relationship 

with God to all through different ways, there is no need to define Christ in a way that cuts people 

out of atonement. Christ’s maleness is not an essential element of his offering of atonement, so 

women are just as much in right relationship with God as men. 

“God is operative in the world...God calls, and the world responds, and these calls and 

responses take place in as many ways as there are cells and molecules and atoms to respond to 

the call of God.”8 A common thread of all religions is that they cannot function outside of 

relationship. That force that pulls each of us to wherever we are going is necessarily diverse 

because we are diverse. God’s call to each of us is different because we are all coming from 

different places and taking different paths to get where we are going. Christians cannot claim to 

have the best faith because this concept of living relationships of love transcends denominational 

boundaries; it expresses itself in as many different kinds of relationships as there are different 

people. This means that Christians will always have something they can learn from their fellow 

non-Christians, especially concerning how they can better follow Christ’s teachings. 

Sin and Salvation 

Sin is any movement that does harm to or creates distance in our relationship with God. 

                                                
7 Williamson, 1999. 
8 Suchocki, 2003, p. 46. 
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Every thought, choice, word, or deed we commit is either movement toward or away from God, 

and while we are incapable of severing our relationship with God, the distance we create brings 

upon us the hardships associated with sin. Because God our relationship with God cannot be 

severed, we are graced with salvation from irrevocable estrangement from the divine regardless 

of our deeds. In order to live the lives for which we were created, however, we must strive to live 

in ways that draw us closer to God and reconcile us. 

The Nature of Sin 

“The human heart seeks the infinite because that is where the finite wants to rest.”9 All 

people are innately drawn to be in relationship with that which gives them the most satisfaction, 

contentment, and wholeness. As Christians, we think of this infinite satisfaction, contentment, 

and wholeness as God. We, as the finite, and God, as the infinite, are not opposites but in an 

intertwined relationship with one another.10 I can personally attest to feeling a connection with 

something beyond myself, which I describe as knowing God’s intimate involvement in my life. 

Every decision I make is either a choice to either feed life into or do harm to that relationship 

with God. Many things constitute sin, such as wanting to replace God, refusing to believe God, 

rebelling against God, being violent toward God. The common thread throughout these senses of 

sin is that they are all actions that create distance in the relationship with God. We are finite and 

we live in a world where we constantly make choices that create distance rather than draw us 

closer to God, much as Augustine insisted that we have “lost the ability not to sin.”11 

Original sin 

This should also cause us to assess what we think of as original sin. The historical 
                                                
9 Tillich, 1957, p. 15. 
10 Suchocki,1994. 
11 Bays, 2006, p. 195. 
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approach is to see the original sin of Adam as something we inherit, and there is merit to the idea 

that the brokenness of our forebearers’ relationships negatively affects our relationships.12 The 

historical human propensity for violence against creation begets more violence, to the extent that 

we have built sin into our social structures.13 We sin because “we teach each other to sin.”14 

Original sin can be thought of as a consequence of our freedom, or even more, that our freedom 

is original sin. That we are given the choice to either nurture or harm our relationships is a 

blessing, because if God forcibly held us in a relationship of closeness, it would not be love. The 

consequence for this freedom, however, is that sometimes we will use our freedom to push God 

away, to sin. It is significant that we say that God placed the fruit in the Garden of Eden and then 

the humans chose to eat it, because in that story we are affirming that God did not make us slaves 

in relationship to God but rather gave us freedom to choose love even though we will sometimes 

choose sin. 

This is why, in the sacrament of Holy Baptism, we make a commitment to be in 

relationship with God; it is a tradition in which we acknowledge our freedom to choose to 

embrace or push God away in our relationship and opt into the embrace. Baptism is figuratively 

washing away the original sin—an ultimately relational claim—giving up our freedom and 

choosing to be in right relationship with God. 

Salvation 

Given this definition of sin, the worst fate that could possibly befall us is to find 

ourselves completely separated from God, so distant that our relationship has been severed. This 

is the nearest definition of anything that we could call hell: an existence in which the relationship 
                                                
12 Grenz, 1994. 
13 Suchocki, 2004. 
14 Grenz, 1994, p. 205. 
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between God and us was undone and we were cast away forever from that which we desire 

most.15 Fortunately, the good news is that we are always in an enduring relationship with God. 

No amount of distance can make this relationship cease to exist, meaning that no amount of sin 

can separate us from God. This is the unbreakable nature of God’s love found in Romans 8:38-

39: “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 

powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from 

the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord.” This helps us to understand why salvation is assured 

regardless of our deeds and no matter what sins have been committed: sins create distance but 

have no power to end the relationship. 

This also means that our drive for right action cannot be based on trying to achieve 

salvation. Knowing that we are “the handiwork of God” is not enough for us, because we also 

know that we fall short of what God wants us to be.16 This harkens to Augustine’s idea that we 

know we can be greater than what we are, but just cannot get ourselves there—there is more 

hate, more violence, more injustice, more having the opportunity to love but instead passing it by 

than we ourselves would want God to find acceptable. It is also because there is more to our lives 

than simply knowing that the end of all things is taken care of and waiting around for it to 

happen.17 We want our lives to be fulfilling and have meaning. Our fulfillment in life 

necessitates not only avoiding damnation but also being as close as possible to God. It is our 

attempts to live in right relationship that drives us still to try to figure out what will be pleasing 

to God and act accordingly. Unconditional love is therefore not an attempt to earn salvation but 

rather a response to God’s call to live in right relationship. 
                                                
15 Suchocki, 1994. 
16 Grenz, 1994, p. 189. 
17 Williamson, 1999. 



 

CONSTRUCTIVE THEOLOGY 9 

Living in Right Relationship 

Being in right relationship with God is not about achieving salvation; it is instead 

something that gives us purpose in our life here on Earth. If sin is where we find distance and 

brokenness in relationship, then unconditional love is where we find closeness. As we wrestle 

with Augustine’s question, “what do I love when I love you, my God?,” we discover that it is in 

unconditionally loving each other that we best love God.18 It is difficult, however, to know how 

to love unconditionally in the world.  

Right relationship necessitates loving freely 

The core lesson of the gospel is for us to love freely. This free love must be unconditional 

love, because conditional love is merely a love of the conditions we set.19 It is also uncoerced 

love, or love when we are given the choice not to love but choose to do so anyway. It is universal 

love; it is not only the love of God and love of those we accept as our neighbors but of all other 

people, all of creation, and even love of ourselves. Finally, it is active love: Love as a choice to 

act in the world in ways that are loving in addition to our thoughts and words. Matthew 22:37-

40, Ephesians 2:10, and 1 John 4:7-21 all teach that God created us above all else to love and 

that love of God and love of God’s creations are inseparable. It is to this kind of free love that we 

are called. 

We cannot limit our unconditional love to only our interaction with God.20 It is 

reasonable that anything we do which is harmful to creation is counter to our relationship with 

the creator. If we strive to undertake actions that are beneficial to creation, we are acting in a way 

                                                
18 Caputo, 2001, p. 6. 
19 Kierkegaard, 1962. 
20 Suchocki, 1994, p. 66. 
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that is an expression of our will being aligned with God’s.21 We also must not narrowly see 

unconditional love as something that we only need to extend to other human beings—we are 

compelled to extend unconditional love to all other nonhuman life as well.22 All animals that 

God has created should be respected and treated with dignity. To exploit them as a resource or 

treat them in an inhumane fashion is unethical because it would be defining the relationship with 

them to be one of mistreatment and devaluation. 

This belief should also be extended to all of the environment. Biblical references such as 

Genesis 1:26 (“let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and 

over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 

creeps upon the earth”) and 2:15 (“God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to till it 

and keep it”), which have long been used as permission to exploit the world as a resource for the 

taking should instead be seen as a relational claim of stewardship, a responsibility given to us by 

God to tend to the world in a relationship that mirrors how God tends to us as a creative force 

rather than an oppressive force. To treat the world as if there is no need of love is to deny the 

interrelatedness of God, humanity, and the environment. “The whole world is touched by God, 

and therefore the world can mediate God’s presence to us. Divine presence pervades finite 

presence, launching us into the world again, for its good and ours.”23 

One necessary result of this interrelatedness is that being human means being in 

community. The measure of our relationship with God is our relationships with creation.24 When 

we choose to love, we define that which we love as something worthy of love. To choose not to 

                                                
21 Kierkegaard, 1962. 
22 Suchocki, 2011. 
23 Ibid., p. 57. 
24 Grenz, 1994. 
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love something is to devalue God’s creation and creates distance in the relationships to both the 

creation and God. This is why Kierkegaard concludes that it is fundamental to assume all as 

worthy of love and capable of love. 

Right relationship in practice 

In exploring the implications of unconditional love, it is important to understand that this 

unconditional love is not simply an emotional response or an expression of feeling. It is the 

positive response to God’s call and it requires taking action in the world rather than merely 

thinking about things differently. Humanity is on a path of learning and growing, coming to 

better understand that the best response to our relational existence is to love freely. The scripture 

demonstrates this in the ancient Israelites’ choices of whether or not to obey God’s command for 

us to love God and each other. When they choose not to, disaster results from their actions. 

When they choose to, they find prosperity. The comprehensive story of the Bible continues to 

teach that we will keep learning and growing—making mistakes and discovering how to do 

better in the future—developing a better understanding of the world around us. As we grow, we 

are prepared for the next lesson ahead and given further opportunities for growth. 

Loving freely requires many actions. It requires movement against injustice. It is not 

enough to simply offer sympathy for people who are suffering from oppression; to love them 

means to act to combat oppression. If someone’s nature as a creation deserving of love is being 

violated, permitting this violation is sin.25 To willfully allow any oppression to continue is a form 

of conditional love, because it is placing the condition on love that it only extends against certain 

forms of sin. Our efforts against oppression must therefore be to serve as champions for the 

cause of changing the system in which oppression occurs. We must find a way to live in such a 

                                                
25 Suchocki, 1994. 
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way that a person’s well-being is not dependent upon another’s oppression.  

As we evolve, we adapt our traditions into new practices in an attempt to pursue our 

developing understanding of the complexities of our world and all of its interrelatedness. 

Understanding that we are meant to love freely is easy compared to knowing how to accomplish 

it. We can only find the best way to love freely in our relationships from within the community 

itself. For my own part, I seek to continue to be a better part of the community, which means 

learning constantly how to be in closer relationship with God and all of creation. My work is to 

become a better student and a better teacher, a better leader and a better follower, a better servant 

and a better recipient of service. With each choice to love freely, I do my own part to strengthen 

the relationships of the whole community and move into a closer relationship with God. 

Conclusion 

The central artery running through this entire theology is relationship, because it is really 

only through relationship that the significance and interconnectedness of all these theological 

topics can be fully appreciated. God is thoroughly relational, within God’s self and with all of 

creation. Humans are likewise relational beings by nature. As creations, we are in relationship 

with that which created us, and in order to be creative beings ourselves we must be in 

relationship. When we experience God in the world, we may divide God’s natures by saying that 

God exists outside of humanity, yet also within humanity in the personhood of Jesus Christ, and 

also still in the interrelatedness of community in the Holy Spirit. We recognize the unity of the 

trinity, just as all of my relationships feature at least three aspects of myself (the aspect of who I 

am to myself, who I am to the other, and the relationship between the two), yet I am still one 

indivisible person. In this way of relationship we are truly creations in the image of God. We 

cannot deny the prominence of relationship, but this theology prompts us to constantly seek out 
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how to live in right relationship with God and each other. 

Both scripture and tradition showcase the winding road humanity has taken as we try to 

discover how best to live in relationship, until we reach the conclusion that love is the only 

answer. The Bible calls for us to love as God loves us. Rationally, we see that love begets the 

love we ourselves desire and that love is best response to God’s call on us. Experientially, we 

have served witness as violence creates more violence, as hatred and distance and brokenness 

create more of the same. We have also witnessed that systemic love in our relationships and 

communities is the only thing that breaks this cycle. 

As Christians, a fundamental aspect of our faith is that God came to be in intimate 

relationship with us as a human being, Jesus Christ. As with all relationships, Christ reaches out 

and draws us into right relationship with God in different ways, but the drawing in is always into 

a relationship of love. We see that we are not forced into relationship, because that would not be 

love. In order to have a relationship of love, God has given us the freedom to choose not to love. 

Baptism is such a prominent act of being a Christian because it is in that sacrament we 

acknowledge our freedom to live in sin apart from God but choose instead to love and live in 

right relationship. We realize this commitment comes with great responsibility to not only love 

in our personal relationship with God but to accept that being in relationship with God means 

being in relationship with all of creation. We have the same freedom to sin against God through 

creation, but as Christians we must extend our free love to our neighbor, the stranger, all life and 

all of creation, and ourselves. We realize that this is a call to right action in the world and that 

loving freely requires that we not abide by suffering, oppression, or violence against creation 

through action or inaction, of ourselves or of those around us. It is in these ways that we not only 

recognize but outwardly proclaim that we are indeed the people of God.
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