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Abstract 

Hope is a complex and multifaceted syndrome, an emotion as well as a virtue. It 
requires attention in a Christian economic paradigm oriented at justice and human 
flourishing. This article makes a case for this type of interdisciplinary research. Our 
focus lies on hope with a high (aspirational) agency and prudence. In recent 
economics, with increasing appreciation for relationships, well-being, and the 
common good, there is an openness to motivational concepts such as hope. Positive 
psychology has also given attention to hope as a form of well-being and resilience. 
We stress the importance of embedding hope in a Christian worldview in the 
tradition of Abraham Kuyper’s Pro Rege and the work of Nicholas Wolterstorff. 
Christian thinking fosters the relationship between hope, faith, moral orientation, 
and worship as imagining a different future. Hope as a prudent art of potentiality is a 
transformational power, creating a society where humans can flourish and fight off 
anxiety and despair. 

Keywords 

hope – economics – positive psychology – justice 

1 Introduction 

Feelings of hope and the science of economics—do they make a good 
match? Economics appears to be a field of study for down-to-earth people as 
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it is based on numbers, facts, efficiency, and tangible results. As far as any 
uncertainty is permitted, economists prefer to speak about expectations, 
consumer confidence, and strategic planning. Hope, on the other hand, 
belongs to the vocabulary of poets, idealists, theologians, and politicians. The 
dean of a business school wrote an open letter to President Obama entitled 
“Hope is not a strategy.”1 While this view is rather common, it is disputed by a 
brief article in Harvard Business Review about entrepreneurship: “When hope 
is based on real-world experience, knowledge and tangible and intangible 
data, it results in trust, which is necessary to implementing any strategy” 
(Mills-Scofield 2012). 

As is to be expected, philosophers are strongly divided and ambivalent in 
their appreciation of hope. For Aquinas, Kant, Bloch, Marcel, Arendt, and 
Murdoch, hope is a virtue; but for most (Greek) classical philosophers, 
Spinoza, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, hope is a misleading notion (Dalferth 
2016; Mittleman 2009). The British philosopher Roger Scruton (2010) also 
warns us of hope errors such as the “best-case fallacy” and the “utopian 
fallacy.” Hope can be unscrupulous and self-deceptive. He makes a case for 
the important role of pessimism for restoring balance in our hopes. However, 
in a Judeo-Christian worldview, hope is a distinctive virtue—pessimism is 
not. The Jewish philosopher Allan Mittleman (2009) goes as far as to credit 
Christianity with the appreciation of hope in our Western society and even 
its modern variant of progress. According to Mittleman, the main challenge 
is to cultivate our hope emotion into a civic virtue. Indeed, hope needs to 
become a part of our economic and social strategies. It is a valuable driving 
force for social transformation. 

The theologian of hope is undoubtedly Jürgen Moltmann. He has put hope 
on the agenda of a Christian worldview and ethics (Moltmann 1967). In his 
most recent work on the ethics of hope he makes an appeal for this art of 
potentialities: “We become active in so far as we hope. We hope in so far as 
we can see into the sphere of future possibilities. We undertake what we 
think is possible…. Realism teaches us a sense for reality—for what is. Hope 
awakens our sense for potentiality—for what could be. In concrete action, 
we always relate the potentiality to what exists, the present to the future” 
(Moltmann 2012, 342). This focus on potentiality, anticipation, prudence, and 
social transformation draws our attention as we relate hope to social well-

 
1 Open letter written by Benjamin Ola Akande, economist and dean of the Business School at 

Webster University Saint Louis, in 2009. It received a great deal of media attention. 
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being and normative economics. Moltmann goes beyond a mere ethics of 
responsibility to an ethics of hope that is rooted into Christian eschatology.2 

Fully aware of the ambivalence of hope in this article, I want to make a 
case for aspirational hope as a prudent art of potentialities. This case can only 
be made from a broad interdisciplinary understanding of hope, engaging 
with philosophy, psychology, theology, and economics. The aspect of 
prudence, making hope into an art and not an evasive emotion, requires an 
ethical framing as well. Hopefully, this essay will contribute to a more 
profound understanding of the relevancy of hope as an art of potentialities, 
especially reaching out to Christian economists and policy makers 
committed to the common good.3 

2  The Challenge of Defining Hope and Some Important Distinctions 

Defining hope as a phenomenon and a virtue seems to be very challenging. It 
is as complex and ambivalent as we, human beings, are (Atlan and Droit 
2016).4 Hope belongs to the essence of being human. Thomas Aquinas 
already discussed hope; first as a passion of the soul and second as a 
particular Christian virtue.5 For both types of hope he engaged critically with 
 
2 A lot has been written on the eschatological ethics of hope by Jürgen Moltmann, who is in 

many ways influenced by the massive work of the Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch. For a 
recent study, see Harvie (2016); for a critical view of Moltmann’s monolithic methodology, 
using hope as the solution to everything, see Elliot (2017, 47–54). 

3 The research of this essay is based on the research project “Driven by Hope,” which is funded 
by the Goldschmeding Foundation and carried out by the Institute of Leadership and Social 
Ethics in Leuven, Belgium, and the Erasmus Happiness Economics Research Organisation. 
For more information on this project, see https://hopebarometer.com. 

4 The list of theses on the meaning of hope at the end of the book is very helpful to make us 
aware of its multifaceted meaning. This type of phenomenological description is often more 
helpful than an analytical definition. 

5 Aquinas discusses hope twice in his Summa Theologiae—as a desire (emotion) and as a 
virtue. Together with faith and charity, it is a theological virtue (IaIIae.62). At the same time, 
hope is a certain form of desire with as its object a certain good which is difficult to obtain 
(IaIIae.40.1). As a theological virtue, hope is understood as a supernatural union with God 
(visio Dei). It is different from an intellectual or moral virtue because the object is God 
himself and it goes beyond human reason or intellect (IaIIae.62.2). So, hope is oriented 
towards supernatural happiness and requires a supernatural addition (IaIIae.62.3). For a 
critique on hope as a supernatural union with God, see Wolterstorff (2004). David Elliot 
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Aristotle and Augustine. According to the personalist philosopher Gabriel 
Marcel, hope is an existential part of human life. We are in essence a hoping 
people, pilgrims always underway, Homo viator—we do not do hope, we are 
hope (Marcel 1962). Hope is both an important anthropological category as 
well as one of the cardinal virtues. When we have longings and concerns but 
no hope, we experience anxiety and desperateness. And yet, when we hope, 
we risk to be disillusioned. Hope is based on what Marcel calls availability 
(disponibilité) and trust or fidelity (fidélité), a vulnerable giving credit to 
someone, even myself and God (“la fidélité—à l’autre, à soi, à Dieu”; cf. 
Marcel 1962). 

Hope requires to be analyzed as a multifaceted “syndrome” with all its 
complexities of feelings, modes of perception, thoughts, motivational states, 
activities, and judgments (Martin 2013). Hope is connected to emotion and 
reason as well as to action. It is both a mental state and a character trait or 
virtue. It is a way of construing reality. The Thomist scholar Josef Pieper 
cautions us that we have to receive definitions of root words such as 
freedom, faith, hope, love, soul, and happiness with a great deal of distrust: 
“Perhaps the individual mind is scarcely capable of holding their full richness 
of meaning in his consciousness” (Pieper 1997, 20). 

However, keeping the wise warning of Pieper in mind, it is in this initial 
stage helpful to start from a generic definition of hope as a mental 
disposition directed towards an outcome: “To hope for an outcome is to 
desire (be attracted to) it, to assign a probability somewhere between 0 and 1 
to it, and to judge that there are sufficient reasons to engage in certain 
feelings and activities directed toward it” (Martin 2013, 81). We recognize an 
emotional aspect in desires or concerns, a cognitive aspect in the assigning of 
probabilities and the deliberation, and, finally, a voluntary element in the 
engagement. In short, hope involves emotion, thinking, and acting. It is a 
concern-based emotion and virtue since we only hope for things we are 
concerned about. 

Additionally, hope as a syndrome and motivational power requires a few 
more initial distinctions. First, from an economic and social transformation 
perspective we are mainly interested in aspirational hope with “high agency.” 
This is why we need to distinguish between passive and aspirational hope. 
Consider the following simple phrases: “I hope it will rain tomorrow” and “I 
hope that I’ll be able to install an irrigation network very soon” (Lybbert and 
 

provides a more balanced interpretation of the Thomistic view on hope (Elliot 2017).  
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Wydick 2015). This second phrase has a strong agency component—the locus 
of hope is in the person who desires, plans, and acts. The first phrase, on the 
other hand, is low agency—the hope expressed there is simply wishful hope, 
solely dependent on outside factors. The locus of hope is disconnected from 
the agent. Often one can make the linguistic difference between “hope that” 
and “hope to” (Lybbert and Wydick 2015). “Hope to” leads to a verb, an action, 
and is thus aspirational. 

The second distinction regards how reflective and critical the agent is 
about assessing reality and potentiality. It relates to hope as an Aristotelian 
virtue, which by use of practical wisdom searches for the right balance or 
mean. In other words, we are talking about prudential hope. Simple 
optimism can be self-deceiving and often leads to the best-case fallacy 
(Scruton 2010). The costs of potential failure are simply ignored. If we talk 
about the hope of a gambler, we see egoistic motives, low agency, and low 
prudence. It is an example of irresponsible hope. In light of the financial 
crisis of 2008, which began with risky mortgages, opaque packages, and risky 
investments, we need to be alert for unrealistic promises. The hope that we 
are looking for has high agency, social commitment, and a prudential 
appraisal of reality. 

Finally, taking aspirational hope and prudence into account, we can 
distinguish hope from the broader concept of optimism. These terms overlap 
but are nevertheless different. Optimism is a general expectation that good 
things will happen. Optimism in itself does not change the situation at all. 
According to Terry Eagleton (2015), optimism and pessimism reflect one’s 
temperament and not a skill of true discernment. These opposing concepts 
presuppose a deterministic worldview. Things will happen as they happen, 
for the good or the bad. Authentic hope, according to Eagleton, needs to be 
underpinned by reason. 

In short, the type of hope we are interested in is an aspirational, prudent 
hope that is not only found in optimists. We want to understand the 
importance of the art of potentialities that appeals to our feelings, thinking, 
and will, and is to the benefit of the common good. 

3  Hope and Economics: A Pertinent Topic 

As a concept, hope is not really part of the vernacular of economics. This 
observation leads Rowena Pecchenino to state that “hope is absent from 
economics” at large, which is very strange since hope is at the center of our 
choices (Pecchenino 2011, 4). And yet, related concepts such as aspirations 
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and future expectations are prominent in current economic thought. This is 
evidenced by the development of the now widely used consumer confidence 
indexes.6 

Economics is often critiqued for the lack of a human element in its 
calculus about our future. In his characteristic style, Roger Scruton 
complains: 

Indeed, I don’t know whether anything that economists say is true. For 
almost all of them argue as though it were not human beings who are 
the subject of their discipline, but “profit maximizers”, people wholly 
immersed in and dominated by the “I” attitude, acting according to the 
principles of cost and benefit, and never troubling to make the 
distinction between real and unreal products, between right and wrong 
ways of behaving, and between responsible and irresponsible attitudes 
to present and future others. A dose of pessimism ought surely to warn 
us against such a science. 

SCRUTON 2010, 32, 33 

There might be some truth to this analysis, and while we agree with a critical 
assessment, one wonders whether pessimism is the right response. 
Pessimism will not make us more human. Fortunately, Scruton’s judgement 
is becoming outdated. Currently, there is a growing interest in the effects of 
hope on economics. There are at least four good reasons why a conceptual 
and interdisciplinary study of hope is important for economics and the well-
being of society at large, which we will discuss. For the same reasons it is 
important that economists participate in the discussion on the meaning of 
hope for society. The economist Lans Bovenberg (2018, 21) even makes an 
appeal for economics as a discipline of hope: “As the discipline of hope, 
economics helps to convert downward spirals of poverty and conflict into 
upward spirals of human flourishing and cooperation.” 

3.1  The Overall Need for Hope in a Cynical Europe 
There is a broad awareness that economics is a social science aiming for the 
common good. It is concerned with the allocation of scarce resources to meet 
the needs and desires of the individual members of a given society. 
 
6 https://www.conference-board.org/data/consumerconfidence.cfm. 
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Economist and Nobel prize winner Jean Tirole (2017, 5) stresses economics’ 
role for the common good, saying it is a science with purpose: “Economics is 
not in the service of private property and individual interest, nor does it serve 
those who would like to use the state to impose their own values or to ensure 
that their own interests prevail….Economics works toward the common 
good; its goal is to make the world a better place.”7 But this challenge is 
gigantic. In the aftermath of the financial crisis, during the challenges of 
migration and faced with economic stagnation and unemployment there is 
an almost universally felt need for hope. Not some naïve form of optimism, 
nor an individualistic happy hoping, but a reasonable way out of our 
collective crisis. As far as financial economics is concerned, there is a mood 
of pessimism which in the end becomes unbearable. Thomas Piketty’s 
bestseller, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Piketty 2014), has been 
contested by many econometrists. One of the most fundamental flaws is its 
presupposed mathematical determinism leading to pessimism. Piketty does 
not provide a solution to the problem. According to Deirdre McCloskey 
(2014), the world according to Piketty is pessimistic, unjust, and hopeless. 
Cynicism is omnipresent in Europe, eclipsing the radiance of hope, yet 
without fully eradicating it. What we desperately need in Europe is a 
common hope, a common vision for the future, for the simple reason that we 
are by nature hoping beings (Atlan and Droit 2016, 7–17). 

3.2  The End of the Homo Economicus Creates the Intellectual Space for 
the Role of Emotions Such as Hope 

The Homo economicus portrays humans as agents driven exclusively by self-
interest, whose choices are consistently rational, and who optimally pursue 
their subjectively defined ends. In this paradigm hope is too irrational and 
vague a concept to be useful for calculations. However, the renowned 
economist John Maynard Keynes already asserted that humans behave 
irrationally. Psychological factors have an impact on human decision-making 
and change the analysis of economic issues.8 In our century the 
anthropological reductionism of classical economic thinking is widely 

 
7 Tirole’s ethical methodology is strongly influenced by John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice (1971). 
8 Especially in his A Treatise on Probability (1921) and The General Theory of Employment, 

Interest and Money (1936). See Pech and Milan (2009) for the psychological insights offered 
by Keynes in his economic theories, and how it weighs up these insights in light of recent 
research in behavioral and experimental economics. 

Mathanja Berger
Doorhalen

Mathanja Berger
Ingevoegde tekst
Homo economicus1. Dit is een geval van reverse italics: Homo economicus moet dus NIET gecursiveerd staan.2. Volgens de Chicago Manual of Style (16th ed., sect. 8.157, punt 7) moet het tweede gedeelte van een species name altijd met kleine letter geschreven worden, ook in een titel. Dus graag economicus met kleine letter weergeven, precies zoals aangeleverd.

Mathanja Berger
Doorhalen

Mathanja Berger
Ingevoegde tekst
prevail. . . . Economics
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contested. Not only enlightened self-interest moves the hidden hand towards 
increasing welfare. The paradigm of rational egoism is coming under serious 
critique as a modernistic myth. The sufficiency of the utility maximization 
principle, rational choices, and the stability of individual preferences are 
questioned. Jean Tirole aptly describes how current economics is returning 
to social sciences, in particular psychology. Against the tendency of super-
specialization he makes an appeal to cross the disciplines: “To be mildly 
provocative, I would even argue that anthropology, law, economics, history, 
philosophy, psychology, political science, and sociology are really one 
discipline, because their subjects of study are the same: the same people, 
groups, and organizations” (Tirole 2017, 122). 

This recent opening up of the discipline gives room for topics such as 
hope. The field of behavioral economics, which claims that an understanding 
of psychological phenomena is fundamental to understanding economics, is 
now widely accepted (Katona 1968). A less individualistic and more 
relational view of man is developing with more attention to social 
preferences (Bruni and Sugden 2007; Bruni 2012; Bovenberg 2013, 2018). 
Studies seem to demonstrate that a moderately or “prudently” hopeful 
disposition is related to increased productivity, resilience, and willingness to 
invest in the future (Lybbert and Wydick 2015). However, hope as a 
multifaceted concept is difficult to measure. A “Hope Barometer” has 
recently been developed, measuring goal-related thoughts, hopeful 
emotions, social context, more or less virtuous intents, trust in societal 
structures, economic expectations, and spiritual experience (Burger et al. 
2018).9 

This critique on the dominance of self-interest is even coming from 
sciences such as biology. According to the primatologist Frans de Waal 
(2014), caring emotions, empathy, and morality are built into our species. 
And not only from a scientific perspective is a more open attitude required. 
The global market demands a broad relational view on economics. Francis 
Fukuyama (1996) observed that many issues in contemporary world 
economic history cannot be satisfactorily explained solely by the assumption 
of rationality and utility maximizing agents. Fukuyama makes the case that 
trust and cooperation are critical for national economic performance. He 
insists that we cannot separate economic life from cultural life. Only societies 
with a high degree of social trust will be able to create the flexible, large-scale 
 
9 For more information: https://hopebarometer.com. 
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business organizations that are needed to compete in the new global 
economy. 

3.3  Hope as an Economic Virtue for the Free Market and an 
Entrepreneurial Society 

Fortunately, there is also the increasing awareness that economics cannot be 
disconnected from a broader ethical landscape, an overall perspective on 
right and wrong, on individual and social well-being. This awareness makes 
room for traditional virtues such as justice, love, and hope. According to 
Deirdre McCloskey (2007), recent economical thinking has been conducted 
all too exclusively by the virtue of prudence. What we also need is hope. 
According to her, hope is a forward-looking virtue, a movement of the spirit 
aimed at great things. Hope is a bourgeois virtue creating prosperity and 
well-being in capitalist society. Hope is a characteristically human virtue, but 
on its own and unbalanced it becomes a vice. It needs to be balanced with 
prudence, love, and faith. Hope is forward looking and faith is backward 
looking, providing us with an identity.10 In an entrepreneurial society people 
tend to focus on possibilities, social networks, and continuous innovation. 
Thus, the focus is on resilience of the agent, since hope is essential during 
challenging moments of entrepreneurs. Generally speaking, entrepreneurs 
are more sensitive to the broadness of human existence and our intrinsic 
motives, including the effect of hope, than economists tend to be. Hope is a 
social virtue as it appeals to the talents of people and creates relationships. In 
short, it is a part of the psychological capital of an entrepreneurial society 
(Luthans, Youssef, and Avolio 2007). 

3.4  Development Economics and Capabilities 
Development economics studies the development process of low-income 
countries. Its focus is on the movement out of poverty. It looks for effective 
structural changes and policies improving the conditions of a population. 
The effects of hope, false as well as justified, can and should be a relevant 
topic in development economics (Duflo 2012a; Lybbert and Wydick 2015). 
Aspirational hope with high agency and prudence is an important virtue to 

 
10 McCloskey uses the concept of hope as a stepping-stone for an interesting discussion about 

the importance of openness to the transcendental. She criticizes the exclusion of the virtue 
of hope by Andre Comte-Sponville as a case of anti-theism and ideological aversion to the 
transcendental (McCloskey 2007, 168–172). 
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overcome the so-called poverty trap. Limited resources combined with a low 
rate of return from investments (in food, healthcare, or education) prevent 
the poor from being able to invest enough to improve their own future. This 
has been demonstrated by a study of the effects of microfinancing. Hope 
might even be considered as an essential capability (Duflo 2012b; Van den 
Heuvel 2016, 2018). 

4  Ambiguous Hope and Resilience in Positive Psychology 

If we want to introduce hope in economics as an important contributing 
factor, we need to better understand its particularity, how it is manifesting 
itself as a virtue in our lives. Hope has now become an important topic in the 
new science called positive psychology.11 Hope is researched as a strength of 
well-being, a positive trait. Because of its focus on well-being, resilience, and 
happiness, positive psychology can be considered as a new and more 
scientifically based format of epicurean hedonism or eudaimonism.12 Its 
interest in character traits also relates well to the revival of virtue ethics.13 
Since psychology plays a more prominent role in economic theories oriented 
towards flourishing and happiness, this type of psychological research is of 
the utmost importance (Crespo and Mesurado 2014). 

A lot has been done in positive psychology on measuring hope and 
mapping out practical implications and coping strategies, especially in the 
area of healthcare, counseling, sports, and education (Delas, Martin-Krumm, 
and Fenouillet 2015; Lopez and Snyder 2011, 7–11, 35–48; Rand and Cheavens 

 
11 Briefly described, positive psychology uses scientific methods to study mentally healthy 

persons and is thus not directed towards psychopathology or mental disorders. The focus is 
on which character traits and dispositions make us stronger and healthier as human beings. 
Martin Seligman, one of the founders of positive psychology, defined the field in his speech 
to the American Psychological Association in 2000 as follows: “The field of positive 
psychology at the subjective level is about valued subjective experiences: well-being, 
contentment, and satisfaction (in the past); hope and optimism (for the future); and flow 
and happiness (in the present)” (Kwan 2010, 59). 

12 It is also based on the humanistic psychology of Abraham Maslow, who probably used the 
term positive psychology for the first time in 1954 (Lopez and Snyder 2011, 3), and Carl Rogers. 

13 This is demonstrated, for instance, in the recent classification system for virtues by Peterson 
and Seligman (2004), called Values In Action (VIA). They list 24 character strengths, each of 
which has to comply with specific criteria. Hope is one of these traits. 
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2011). Hope is “thinking about the future, expecting that desired events and 
outcomes will occur, and acting in ways believed to make them more likely” 
(Peterson and Seligman 2004, 570). The pioneering work on hope was done 
20 years ago by C.R. (Rick) Snyder (1994). He introduced a cognitive-
motivational theory of hope. Since then, hope has been widely studied in 
different fields of psychology and by social scientists. Snyder was interested 
in hope as a motivating force, a mental state that wants to achieve goals. It 
was obvious to him that much of human behavior is goal oriented. Therefore, 
our “goal thoughts” in the form of mental images and self-statements (I want 
to…) are an important topic for research. Hope was a motivational power, 
the other side of the excuse-making process. In short, hope is “a positive 
motivational state that is based on an interactively derived sense of 
successful (a) agency (goal-directed energy) and (b) pathways (planning to 
meet goals)” (Snyder 2000, 8). As far as pathway thinking is concerned, as 
human beings we have the ability to conceptualize time in terms of past, 
present, and future. Consequently, we can organize our own behavior, learn 
from experience, see possibilities, generate workable routes, and imagine 
desired outcomes. Agency thinking is about one’s perceived ability to create 
pathways to reach desired goals. It is the “I can do this” thought (self-efficacy) 
that enables us to break through boundaries and overcome problems, as well 
as the concrete intention to act accordingly. 

The Snyder model is not without its critique. It can be seen as an 
expression of the disjoint agency of the individualistic American/Western 
culture that wants to engineer the famous “pursuit of happiness.” The locus 
of hope is based all too much on the strengths of the individual.14 The Snyder 
model suits traditional economical thinking which stresses individual desires 
(goals) and efficiency thinking—what Jean Tirole calls the “cherished 
methodological individualism” (Tirole 2017, 128). Since Snyder’s hope scale is 
so widely used, it is tempting to settle for this reduced understanding of 
hope. 

A much more nuanced and noteworthy psychological model, which 
honors the complexity of hope, has recently been proposed by Anthony 

 
14 Bernardo (2010) proposes an extension to loci of hope which are also external, such as 

family, peers, and supernatural forces. Bernardo developed an alternative hope scale taking 
those other three sources of hope into account. The Chinese scientists Du and King (2013) 
have also criticized the individualistic assumption of agent goal attainment. They make a 
case for adding to the internal locus of hope also an external locus. 
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Scioli and Henry Biller15 in what they call “an integrative theory” or “hope as a 
network,” being a complex system of interrelated parts (Scioli and Biller 2003, 
2009). In developing a hope perspective, they opt for an interdisciplinary 
approach that is scientifically grounded as well as practically useful, taking 
into account the individual experience of hope as well as the wider external 
context of sources of hope, including social and spiritual dimensions (Scioli 
and Biller 2009, 20). They succinctly define hope as “a complex emotion that 
reflects goal-strivings, longings for connectedness and basic issues of 
survival” (Scioli and Biller 2003, 2). Hope is a future-directed disposition, 
motivated by our desires (vital motives) to master, attach, and survive. The 
authors stress the importance of communal hope, since hope is more than 
just striving for personal happiness. Hope is related to a safety network of 
relationships as well as a force for liberation in times of anxiety. It 
incorporates a promise of power (control), a promise of presence 
(attachment), and a promise of protection (survival). Furthermore, Scioli and 
Biller recognize the importance of religions and spirituality in providing 
hope. Theologians and philosophers have highlighted the role of attachment 
and spiritual beliefs, emphasizing trust and community as well as 
imagination and spiritual transformation (Scioli and Biller 2009, 27). The 
metaphor of a network of hope leads them to the following long and 
somewhat complex definition of hope: 

We define hope as a future-directed, four-channel emotion network, 
constructed from biological, psychological, and social resources. The 
four constituent channels are the mastery, attachment, survival, and 
spiritual systems (or subnetworks). The hope network is designed to 
regulate these systems via both feed-forward (expansion) and feedback 
processes (maintenance) that generate a greater perceived probability 
of power and presence as well as protection and liberation. 

SCIOLI ET AL. 2011, 79 

In short, their integrative theory connects faith, hope, and love. In 
economics, the emphasis of aspirational hope will be mainly on the 
mastering motive (control), and yet this cannot be disconnected from the 
attachment, surviving motive, and spiritual systems. Especially the broader 
 
15 They are both psychologists; see http://www.gainhope.com/hope/author.cfm. 
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social and spiritual understanding of hope is useful for a deeper 
understanding of aspirational hope as a prudent art of potentialities. 

5  God as the Ultimate Ground of Hope for Justice and Mercy 

Thus far we have explained that studying hope is important for the common 
good and created an awareness of its anthropological complexity, richness, 
and its potentialities. Its profoundness and complexity increase when we 
bring God into the picture. The apostle Paul speaks about the “God of hope” 
(Rom. 15:13). According to Alan Mittleman, hope as a virtue can only be 
thought of “within a stream of civilization that tells a certain story about the 
nature of reality….Ours is a culture that valorizes hope because ours was, and 
in some measure still is, a culture etched by biblical faith” (Mittleman 2009, 
36–37).16 James K.A. Smith (2004) criticizes what he calls the 
“immanentization” of hope since modernity. The ground of hope is limited to 
human capacities and utopic ideas, within a closed system shunning 
transcendence. For the Christian, the ultimate ground of hope is God’s 
faithfulness. 

To be more specific, from a theological perspective, hope as it is grounded 
and manifested in practice should be understood as a consequence of the 
confession that Jesus is Lord (Kyrios Christos).17 According to Kuyper’s Pro 
Rege: Living under Christ the King, the authority of Christ is not only in 
heaven, but also on earth. The confession of Christ the King is the 
completion of the Kuyperian cathedral. The reality of Christ’s boundless 
authority leads us to the enormous task of developing a theology and 
philosophy of everyday life, including economics (Bacote 2013). What does 
the throne of justice and merciful love mean for hope in economics, politics, 
education, science, social work, etcetera—here and now on this earth? 

A Christian perspective will ultimately root its hope in God’s faithfulness 
to his promises and more concretely in the cross and resurrection of Christ.18 
 
16 Adrienne Martin disagrees with this religious connection. There is also a secular faith 

expressed by “a hope that targets a contingently unimaginable outcome,” which is difficult to 
conceptualize or imagine (Martin 2013, 99). 

17 John 20:28; Acts 2:36, 10:36; Rom. 10:9–10; 1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:9–11. This is the basic confession 
and shortest credal affirmation of faith. It declares Christ’s sovereignty over everything. 

18 For a balanced biblical discussion about Christian eschatology and the meaning of hope for 
today as it relates to justice, see N.T. Wright (2008). Wright criticizes the distortions of 
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From this theistic perspective I want to stress three interconnections that are 
essential for a better Christian understanding of hope as an art of 
potentialities: first, the religious framing or the relationship between faith 
and hope; second, the relationship between justice/love and hope; and third, 
Christians as a worshipping community and the power of imagining hope. 

5.1  Hope and Faith 
The close interconnection between hope and faith is obvious. It is in faith 
that we root our hopes. We already referred to Deirdre McCloskey’s 
backward looking, giving us an identity. Interesting is also her remark that 
“hope can erode faith” (McCloskey 2007, 161). Faith is giving the roots for the 
flower of hope to grow. Unfortunately, we tend to be cut off of our roots. 
Globalization and time-space compression that comes with it have eroded 
our identity and faith structures. We are so obsessed by the new, adventurous 
growth that, hectic as we are, we lose our own soil. 

Scioli and Biller (2009, 108) make a case for “adaptive faith” as a 
companion of truth seeking: a faith that is mature as it increasingly engages 
with the universe rather than be disconnected and ego-centered. What does 
such a mature faith look like? One important aspect is its moral embedment, 
which we will discuss in the next paragraph. The other aspect is a deep 
respect for the mystery of hope and faith. In our introduction we already 
mentioned Gabriel Marcel’s exposition of being Homo viator (Marcel 1962). 
Marcel roots hope in trust or fidelity and makes it vulnerable. Hope is 
something we cannot manage; it has no subject. To hope is to not accept a 
given set of circumstances without a specific change of circumstances in 
mind. 

Similar is the argumentation of Jacques Ellul, who makes a radical 
distinction between espérance and espoir (Ellul 1972). For Ellul the world is 
hopeless, and technology, as a new form of magic, only provides espoir, 
which actually is a story of illusions. Espérance, by contrast, is the desperate 
call to God which can only happen when all espoir is exhausted and gone. 
Espérance is not an intellectual endeavor—it is a leap of faith. This 
distinction is too far stretched and typical for this existential philosophy 
(Rollison 2018), and will lead us too far into a theological and philosophical 

 

classical dualism and escapism of evangelical fundamentalism, on the one hand, and 
modernistic progress thinking, on the other. The new world of God’s kingdom has broken 
into the present. 
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discussion. However, the element of truth given by existentialists such as 
Marcel and Ellul is a critique on a culture that wants to master everything 
and fancies all its prearranged projects with the word hope. 

The Belgian ethicist Luk Bouckaert tries to find a balance in what he calls 
the dual nature of hope. On the one hand, hope is related to our planning 
and purposes. On the other hand, there is the meta-rational or spiritual view 
of hope that does not start from a self-defined set of desires and goals for a 
better future, expressed in a utility or welfare function. It starts from 
unfiltered “life” as a meaningful presence that is prior to our desires and goals 
and makes sense independently of their fulfilment. This life “as a given” is 
receptive to espérance and it precedes the active hope (espoir) as its deepest 
source (Bouckaert 2018). David Elliot (2017) honors the Thomistic tradition as 
he explains hope as a virtue, poured out by grace. At the same time, hope is 
not merely oriented towards the afterlife (the beatic vision) but a divine 
assistance for the pilgrim in this life. Hope is God’s help (auxilium) which 
makes us resilient in trials and times of suffering (Elliot 2017). 

5.2  Hope and Love/Justice 
A second essential dimension is the relationship between hope and justice. I 
deliberately keep love and justice together, since love means “to enhance 
someone’s flourishing with seeking to secure their just treatment” 
(Wolterstorff 2011, 101).19 It is in this connection with caring, love, and justice 
that hope becomes an important ethical category. 

Nicholas Wolterstorff wrote a short essay on the relationship between 
hope and justice. In his search for understanding hope as a virtue, he is 
searching for a delicate balance between two extreme views which distort 
the moral dimension of hope. The first one relates hope as a theological 
virtue almost exclusively to consummation (purely spiritual-transcendent), 
and the second is merely modernistic optimism which roots hope only in the 
potentialities of nature and the human person (the pursuit of happiness on 
earth). The first is a Thomistic view, which describes hope as a passion and a 
theological virtue. Wolterstorff considers this to be a “theological mistake,” 
since it reduces hope to future consummation, understood as a “supernatural 
mode of union with God.” As such it has nothing to do with pursuing justice. 
Unfortunately, this view of hope represents a long and prominent strand in 

 
19 I agree with Wolterstorff’s critique on contemporary agapism (Kierkegaard, Nygren, 

Reinhold Niebuhr) which creates a false conflict between love and justice. 
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Christian tradition. By contrast, a biblical understanding of hope is not only 
about consummation in a supernatural reality—it is also about deliverance 
here and now. As an example, Wolterstorff refers to the episode of the 
burning bush (Exod. 3), which is in fact a type of visio Dei. God is a God who 
sees our human affliction. The same is true in the story of Jacob, the words of 
Zechariah (Luke 1), and the coming of the Messiah in Luke 4 (Wolterstorff 
2004, 82). 

But God does seek liberation of the oppressed and the poor, as should we: 

The Christian hopes for two things: she hopes for consummation, and 
she hopes for redemption; she hopes for a transformed mode of 
existence that goes beyond God’s work as creator and sustainer…and 
she hopes for deliverance within the created order, within history, 
especially deliverance from injustice. Two distinct hopes, neither to be 
assimilated to the other: hope for a new creation and hope for the just 
reign of God within the present creation. 

WOLTERSTORFF 2004, 8720 

Wolterstorff is equally critical about a secular understanding of hope by 
modernity. This is optimism and not hope. Hope has to be Christ’s work, 
even though it goes beyond the church, since Christ is also at work in society 
as a whole (ibid., 90). He explicates the importance of ora et labora, how 
prayer and working for justice go hand in hand. Christian hope for change 
gets the form of prayer and it has the courage to name injustices. Hope is an 
important motivator for “working for justice.” So, justice as an active, 
“seeking justice” is a master virtue, a higher telos of hope. 

5.3  Hope and Imagining God’s Throne 
We have seen that faith stresses the cognitive aspect of hope and justice 
stresses the active aspect. But hope is also an emotional state related to our 
desires. These desires are transformed through God’s Holy Spirit. An 
important element for the change of desires and feeding of our hopes is 
worship (Smith 2009; Wolterstorff 2015). According to James K.A. Smith, we 
are liturgical animals and imaginative creatures whose fundamental 
orientation is formed by what we love, not by what we think (Smith 2009, 
 
20 See also his important work on justice and human rights (Wolterstorff 2008). 
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215). Liturgy or worship are fueling our imagination, and so our imagination 
is trained eschatologically: we sense the brokenness of the now but see a 
future “when justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like an ever-
flowing stream” (Smith 2009, 158). 

Through worship in community, a form of collaborative spirituality, we 
emphasize the attachment dimension of hope, we express that we are a 
people of expectancy. We can add the power of imagining to the attachment 
dimension, the deep sense that there is more than the world as we see and 
experience it now. Imagination does not necessarily mean imagining what is 
only fictional, conjuring up fantasies. Worship cultivates our desires and 
provides an alternative social imaginary, a critical counterculture. This 
Christian social imaginary provides the hermeneutical basis of how we 
perceive reality and how we deal with difficulties.21 A social imaginary that is 
mainly built on an economic understanding of society needs a correction of a 
broadly Christian view of relationship and social identity. 

Hope is closely related to our ability of imagining metaphors that have an 
impact on our perception of the future. Scioli and Biller (2009, 24–26) 
rightfully stress the importance of hope metaphors. For a Christian, the main 
source of metaphors in his/her social imaginary comes from the Bible. The 
biblical metaphor I want to stress here, especially relating to history and 
hope, is the one of the “throne of God.” It is par excellence a metaphor of 
worship and celebrating hope amidst crisis and anxiety. In the words of the 
psalmist: “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; 
steadfast love and faithfulness go before you” (Ps. 89:14, 15). The image is that 
of a platform on which the throne rests. Righteousness and justice are the 
very basis or foundation of God’s ruling the earth. Two important Hebrew 
words are used—ṣeḏeq and mišəpāṭ.22 The first word, which means 
“righteousness,” is more abstract and has the idea of “right order” (Ramsey 
1950, 2–6). It is essential for the Jewish-Christian worldview that God’s will is 
the basis of all cosmic order. According to Augustine, the will of the Creator 
is the nature of every created thing. Augustine also speaks about the order of 

 
21 According to Charles Taylor, economics is an important way of self-understanding in a 

commercial society. Economics creates metaphors and social goals—it becomes the overall 
picture of our society. See Taylor (2004), chapter 5, “Economy as an objectified reality.” 

22 The idea of a throne supported by the qualities of righteousness (or “right order”) and justice 
(v. 14) occurs also in Psalms 97:2, and with righteousness alone in Proverbs 16:12 (and LXX also 
has righteousness in Proverbs 20:28). 
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love (ordo amoris).23 Christian philosophy and economics in the tradition of 
Herman Dooyeweerd is researching this God-given order. God is not a God of 
chaos, but a God of order in which we as human beings can flourish. 

The second word, which means “justice,” is more about applying the right 
order in leadership. The primary sense of the root verb šāpaṭ is to exercise 
the processes of government. Somehow we have to lead or influence people 
with a practical wisdom which renounces unjust structures. The goal of our 
prudent hope is to seek justice and human flourishing. Modernism gives us 
the optimism of progress. But Christians are looking for redemption of the 
oppressed, the poor, the orphan, the widow, and the immigrant (Wolterstorff 
2004). This type of justice goes beyond the rule of law—it is manifested in 
mercy and compassion. 

This leads us to the other element of the throne image in our passage, as 
important as the one of the platform. Going before the throne is ḥeseḏ and 
ĕmeṯ. God’s mercy, love, and trust are his radiation. The image is clear: they 
are personified as royal attendants who manifest the power of the cosmic 
King (Tate 1990, 422). Right from the start, the theme of the psalm is in praise 
of the acts of the Lord’s “great love” (ḥeseḏ). The love of God is constant, or 
“faithful.” It is promised and confirmed in the covenant (cf. Ps. 89:3; Isa. 55:3). 
Miroslav Volf summarizes it well: “Hope, in a Christian sense, is love 
stretching itself into the future” (2011, 55). It is within this broad reality that 
we have to position humans as vice-regents and stewards of hope (Nullens 
2016). God’s sovereignty and our role as vice-regents are our leading faith 
system which forms our hopes. As vice-regents we are called to work out this 
hope here and now as an art of potentialities. This call also inspires us as we 
hopefully pray “Your kingdom come” as well as “Give us our daily bread.” 
Both prayers, the one for bread in the world here and now, the other about 
God’s final intervention, are expressions of our desires and belong together. 
The request for bread sounds very economical, calling for the kingdom of 
God very religious. Our challenge is to bring both worlds together in 
prudential hope. Thomas Aquinas already pointed this out. The Lord’s Prayer 
balances the need for temporal goods and justice here and now with eternal 
bliss (the kingdom of God). The request for our daily bread is a secondary 
final cause ordered by the ultimate final cause—God’s kingdom (Elliot 2017, 
64). 

 
23 Augustine, City of God XXI, 8, and On the Trinity III, 6–9.  
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6  Conclusion: Back to Economics 

If current economical science transcends the limits of the Homo economicus, 
hope in all its complexity will become an important topic for investigation. 
Understanding hope as the prudent art of potentialities will require an 
interdisciplinary approach and an opening to the transcendent dimension of 
spirituality. Christian economists, philosophers, psychologists, social 
scientists, and theologians can contribute to this new quest. In and by itself, 
the concept of hope is unable to provide the needed moral direction. It needs 
to be connected to other virtues such as love, faith, and justice. Hope needs a 
telos, a goal that goes beyond economics as a science. It needs to be 
courageous as it takes risks, accepting uncertainty: “Rather than protecting 
themselves against all mishaps by controlling others, believers are called to 
be vulnerable by giving others freedom to fail” (Bovenberg 2018, 38). The 
difficulty for economics as a science is that hope as “taking the risk of 
opportunities” by its very definition always expresses the yet unseen future. 
This unpredictability seems to be in conflict with our deeper emotional bent 
to master our environment through scientific knowledge and econometrics 
in particular. In contrast, neoclassical economics supposes we have the 
information to make accurate judgments about the future, which, according 
to McCloskey (2007), is a failure of modernistic arrogance. One of the 
economical vices is the hubris of social engineering, using economics as an 
instrument of control over the future—in French, “prévoir pour pouvoir.”24 
Yet this warning does not discharge us from the task to hopefully reason 
about potential futures. The fact that hope is rooted in faith does not lead to 
escapism from current societal challenges. In The Idea of Justice, Amartya Sen 
recognizes the importance of this virtue for economical science: “Reasoning 
is a robust source of hope and confidence in a world darkened by murky 
deeds—past and present” (Sen 2009, 46). 
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