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This article was developed in six statements and attempted to reconstruct the basis for the 
socio-economic ethics of Etienne de Villiers, as well as its ecclesio-centric nature and theoretical 
formulation in virtue and responsibility ethics. There was reference to De Villiers’s shift from 
an exclusive to an inclusive ethical view as a response to his interpretation of modernity and 
secularism. Critical questions were raised as to the actual theological character of his ethics 
and his re-interpretation of Weberian responsibility ethics. The article concluded with an 
appreciative view on the applied ethics perspectives developed by De Villiers over the last 
three decades. 
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Introduction 

This article aims at outlining the economic-ethical dimension of Etienne de Villiers’s oeuvre. 
Instead of focusing on particular aspects of his ethical thought related to the economic sphere – 
poverty, distributive justice and globalisation – the article is developed in six directive statements 
that attempt to place his economic ethics within the trajectory of his whole thinking. The first 
four statements deal with his confessional basis in the Reformed tradition, the institutional form 
related to the visible church, the core theoretical aspects from which his thoughts are drawn, 
as well as his perennial struggle with the question of the uniqueness of a Christian morality 
is outlined. This exposition forms the basis for the two last statements where critical questions 
about the theological character of De Villiers’s work, and the unique contributions he made in 
many areas of ethics, notably economic ethics, are expounded. 

First statement
Etienne de Villiers moves from an evangelical to a social-ethical perspective as a result of his acceptance of the 
Reformed tradition, on the basis of which he is able to develop fruitful economic-ethical views on (for example) 
poverty and economic equality.

Etienne de Villiers grew up in the context of evangelical Christian pietism. This version of the 
Christian faith places great emphasis on personal faith and holiness and may, at times, not be 
able to fully address the socio-political dimensions of the gospel. It was the pietistic tendency 
that ‘often resulted in an almost exclusive concentration on religious matters and an uncritical 
acceptance of unjust political policies’ (De Villiers 2001a:17).

According to De Villiers, he moved toward a more social Christian vision as a result of his 
exposure, on a personal level, to social philosophy and student politics at Stellenbosch University 
in the late 1960s1 and exposure to people such as Allan Boesak, Hannes Adonis and Johannes 
Verkuyl whilst studying for a doctorate in the Netherlands. These experiences and discussions 
‘awakened in me the desire to reflect more directly on relevant political and economic issues. 
The shift to Christian Ethics seemed natural and inevitable’ (De Villiers 2001a:18). This social 
consciousness then found a theological voice via his overt acceptance of the Reformed faith’s 
perspective on God’s rule over all of creation.

De Villiers provides the outline of a specific Reformed social ethics by demarcation on two sides. 
On the one hand, he refers to the two kingdoms vision associated with Lutheranism, which 
might lead to a view that aspects of reality are not to be seen as being under the rule of Christ 
but governed purely by common sense rationality. On the other hand, he refers to the rise of 
Pentecostalism, which, in most forms, propagates a strict division between ‘church’ and ‘the 
world out there’, leading, in a contradictory way, to exactly leaving the world beyond the reach 
of the Christian faith (De Villiers & De Beer 2009:110).

1.In his own words: ‘Less a result of theological classes and more the intellectual stimulation that I experienced in philosophy, and linked 
to my involvement in student politics, this transformation broke my intellectual naїvete’ (De Villiers 2001a:17). For an illuminating 
interpretation of De Villiers’s biography in relation to his public theology, read Bezuidenhout (2007:164–175).
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The Reformed vision, however, operates with a ‘Theo-logy’ 
(view of God) that accepts the rule of God over all of creation 
and history. This is ethics with an all-embracing kingdom2 
vision which includes all aspects of life – including the 
economy. A Reformed ethical vision accepts the total 
corruption of the human person as source of injustice (also 
in economics), but, at the same time, professes both the full 
and cosmic reconciliation in Christ and the view that Christ 
transforms culture. Another distinct aspect of Reformed 
ethics is the notion of ‘calling’; that is, the responsibility of 
Christians to serve the purposes of God in the transformation 
of the world (De Villiers 2005:521–522). 

Second statement
One could call De Villiers’s ethics an ecclesio-centric ethics because the 
institutional church – specifically the Dutch Reformed Church – forms 
the constant institutional basis and reference point of his thought.

De Villiers is a church theologian in the positive sense of the 
word. He is an ordained pastor and professor in service of the 
church and, through the church, he is in service of the gospel 
in the wider society. But the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) 
is the first and foremost ‘public’ he wishes to address. In this 
regard, it is possible to distil at least five specific conditions 
for a credible ecclesial ethics as set out by De Villiers in 
various parts of his work3:

•	 The recognition of social-ideological hermeneutics. It is 
impossible for a church such as the DRC (for example) 
to be self-critical of its own ethical views unless it fully 
acknowledges the social conditioning of these views 
and the ideological presuppositions in which its views 
are undeniable embedded. One could say that De 
Villiers draws on the so-called Second Enlightenment4 
– the hermeneutics of suspicion emanating from Marx, 
Nietzsche and Freud – to instil a critical dimension in a 
self-satisfied church. 

•	 The development of an encompassing spirituality. De 
Villiers is at pains to point out that White, Afrikaans-
speaking Christians should resist the temptation to 
withdraw from public life after their relative loss of 
political power since 1994. He knows the strengths of a 
pious spirituality, but he also recognises the challenge for 
the church to foster an outward-driven spirituality that 
would include action in the economic sphere of life.

•	 The establishment of the church as an inclusive community 
of compassion. The DRC has a proud history of caring for 
the poor and the struggling. But the problem is that this 
was directed toward its own members and – in related 
sense – to far-off communities in the context of mission. 
An ethics of inclusive care would practice love without 
seeing the person.

•	 A radical re-orientation in the new South African situation 
after 1994. De Villiers spends quite a lot of energy on a 

2.See De Villiers’s (2008:380, especially fn. 5) defence of the concept ‘kingdom of God’ 
as being relevant even in postmodern times.

 
3.For various references to these ecclesiological views, read De Villiers (1995b:567–

568, 1999b:27–33, 2008:380–383).

4.For a discussion of the ‘Second Enlightenment’ in an ecclesiological context, see 
Jonker (2008:19–25). 

discussion of the impact of Enlightenment ideas on 
the ordinary Christians’ perspectives: modernity and 
liberalisation operate on the basis of a division between 
church and state. The public recognition of ‘Christian’ 
values can therefore no longer be taken for granted and 
laws will not necessarily reflect the gospel view. But 
freedom of religion provides new opportunities and De 
Villiers is adamant that unless DRC members overcome 
their principled ‘victim attitude’ (slagoffermentaliteit) 
toward our democratic dispensation, public ethics will 
not be possible.

•	 The reunification of the DRC Family is seen by De Villiers 
as a very important marker of Christian credibility. If 
the churches in the family – divided on racial grounds – 
cannot find one another in visible unity, their witness on 
matters of reconciliation and justice will not find fertile 
public recognition. 

Based on these guidelines, De Villiers then challenges the 
DRC to address the issue of creating a just economic system 
in South Africa. He believes this church has, in its ground-
breaking Church and society (Kerk en samelewing) document of 
1986 (revised 1990)5, set down useful biblical principles that 
could assist in this regard: love of the neighbour (including 
the enemy!), a biblical sense of justice and of care, as well as 
a strong reliance on the God-given human dignity of each 
person, all of which provide a strong basis to address the 
difficult question of economic justice in a democratic South 
Africa. 

De Villiers does not hesitate to be quite concrete. If these 
principles are accepted, at least four aspects should be 
included in a programme to establish a more just economic 
dispensation6 (De Villiers 1991:27–29; see also De Villiers 
1995b:565–567): 

•	 Firstly, neutrality about economic issues is not an option, 
as this would imply condoning of the unjust, historically 
developed, status quo. There must be a clear commitment 
to a more just distribution of wealth and affirmative action 
must be taken seriously as part of restitution in the context 
of White peoples’ unrealistically high lifestyle. 

•	 Secondly, social spending by the state should be equalised 
– for this the church must express support, whilst, at 
the same time, serving the poor via the church without 
distinguishing amongst people.

•	 Thirdly, the DRC must set an example in the way it spends 
its own resources, keeping in mind that its relative wealth 
was built on the privileged position of White people over 
many years. The church must call its own members to a 
more sober and simple lifestyle and can only ask the state 
for equality of remuneration for different race groups if 
parity in salaries of all ministers in the DRC Family is also 
propagated. 

5.See De Villiers (2001c:54) for a discussion of Kerk en samelewing as part of the DRC’s 
indirect influence on public policy at the time. He is supportive of the 1990 revised 
version, as this document takes a more critical stance against the socio-political 
views of the preceding years. For a most recent discussion of the significance of 
Kerk en samelewing after 25 years, read Strauss (2011).

  
6.On actions to take in the context of growing global inequalities, read De Villiers 

(2001c, specifically pp. 474–476).
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•	 Fourthly, the DRC must convince its own members of the 
importance of preparing themselves for the sacrifices and 
lifestyle adjustments required by a more just economic 
dispensation for all. 

Third statement 
Etienne de Villiers approaches social-ethical questions, including 
economic justice, from two theoretical perspectives, namely a virtue 
ethics as set out by Stanley Hauerwas and – more significantly – 
an ethics of responsibility derived from Max Weber and subsequent 
thinkers.7 

Concerning a virtue ethics, De Villiers – in line with his 
ecclesio-centric views – proposes that it is the task of the 
church to build the character of its members in line with 
appropriate Christian virtues, leading them, in the end, to 
mature moral decision-making. Virtue ethics has important 
implications for the economic sphere, as it can assist in the 
character formation of business people with values such 
as honesty and social responsibility, leading them to take 
economic decisions on the basis of their Christian morality 
(De Villiers 1999b:33–34, 2001a:21).

When De Villiers brings his interpretation of a responsibility 
ethics to bear in the economic sphere, he cites four forms of 
complementarity that should be kept in constant balance (De 
Villiers & De Beer 2009:112–118).8 Firstly in this regard, is the 
complementarity of self-responsibility and co-responsibility 
for the poor. Christians are called as individuals to care for 
the poor as part of the moral dimension of their own lives. But 
individual action may be totally inadequate in addressing 
the structural dimensions of poverty. Therefore collective 
cooperation on the basis of co-responsibility is also required 
to specifically address both the social and policy dimensions 
of poverty. Christians should not hold back on participating 
even with non-religious parts of civil society and taking up 
their prophetic task to call others to responsible action in this 
regard. 
 
Secondly, is De Villiers’s view of the complementarity of 
empirical facts and the reality in Christ. Assisting the poor 
must be based on direct cooperation with poor people in 
order to understand their actual needs, coupled with relevant 
scientific data to provide a reality check for ethics. Many 
development aid projects from the West have failed exactly 
because real needs and cooperation of local communities 
in designing and executing such projects were absent. But 
Christians also – at the same time – hold onto the ‘in Christ’ 
reality and the potential for a new society drawn from the 
inclusive salvation in him. One is led by the concrete situation 
on whether to uphold an ideal morality or whether to settle 
for an optimal morality (De Villiers 2003:34).
 
7.‘In the end, an ethics of virtue and an ethics of responsibility indeed do not exclude 

one another. They inevitably complement one another’ (De Villiers 2001a:21).
 
8.These four dimensions of a responsibility ethics are derived from Max Weber and 

form a common thread in De Villiers’s work. Read De Villiers (2003:31–36, 2010b) 
for a more academic and mature exposition of an ethics of responsibility in dialogue 
with Max Weber and with Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Hans Jonas, Johannes Fischer and 
Wolfgang Huber. See, specifically, De Villiers (2010b:269–275), where the same 
points as above are made in a more elaborative fashion.

Thirdly, is the complementarity of moral and functional 
values. Christians are used to maintain the primacy of 
moral values based on their specific Christian convictions. 
It is desirable that in a situation of modernity Christians 
hold onto the validity of moral values for all spheres of 
society. But at the same time, they should recognise the 
validity of system-immanent or functional values governing 
the different spheres of society and linked to specific role 
responsibilities. Christians therefore have the difficult task of 
translating moral values for application in a specific area like 
the economy in the hope of achieving a significant degree of 
‘overlapping consensus’ (Rawls 1993:133–172) between moral 
and functional values. (e.g. what does ‘love of the neighbour’ 
mean in the case of mergers or acquisitions, where job losses 
are at stake?) 

Lastly, is the complementarity of deontology (principles) and 
utility (consequences). In the tradition of the DRC, Christian 
ethics has often been constructed as ‘God-given’ or ‘biblical’ 
principles that should guide action and, in this way, resemble 
a deontological type of ethics. An ethics of responsibility 
requires an equally important consideration for the 
consequences of actions, including the consequences following 
adherence to specific principles. These utility considerations 
should be taken into account in advance of an action so that 
Christians wilfully deliberate on the effect of their intended 
actions and take responsibility for these as well. In line with 
his view on the option for the poor, De Villiers (2001a:19) 
states that actions with the most advantages for poor people 
should therefore get preference. 

Fourth statement
A recurring motif in De Villiers’s work is the struggle to ground and 
defend the uniqueness of Christian morality, a view that he at first 
defends, but later amends to develop an applied ‘ethics of compromise’ 
in the light of his interpretation of secularism and modernisation.

What brings De Villiers to a qualified Christian ethics or 
an ethics of compromise? There are a number of factors 
that work in a cumulative fashion to gradually convince 
him of the necessity to make this shift, the first of which is 
the increasing pluralism of ethical views from within the 
broad Christian tradition, which itself makes the claim for 
a ‘unique’ Christian perspective very difficult if not almost 
impossible. This relativity is intensified in a liberal democracy 
where individual human rights, and not necessarily distinct 
Christian values, shape the ethics and laws of the country – 
making room for a great diversity of views. 

Furthermore – especially in fields of applied ethics – there 
is no way that a responsible ethical view can be developed 
without recourse to insights derived from philosophy and 
from the science (or whatever field of knowledge) under 
discussion. One cannot – according to De Villiers (2009:116–
117) – develop a responsible ethics without taking the 
distinction between specific role and more general moral 
responsibilities seriously, and neither of these need to be 
specifically ‘Christian’. 
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There is a definitive apologetic intent in De Villiers’s call for 
Christians to no longer depart from theocratic assumptions, 
but to live in two value systems: the basically secular value 
system and Christian values. This stems from the perennial 
question in his work related to the ‘uniqueness’ of Christian 
moral convictions.9 He therefore adds: 

If we, however, want these values to be accepted and applied 
in our democracy we will have to use language which non-
Christians can understand and arguments which they can 
accept. (De Villiers 2001c:59)10 

On the basis of these considerations, De Villiers makes 
a paradigmatic shift in his ethical orientation: the earlier 
exclusive Reformed view of social transformation with the 
rule of Christ as reference point is augmented by an inclusive 
transformation, which aims at the humanising of society 
(anthropocentric dimension) and the optimising of all life 
on the planet (ecological dimension)11 with the concomitant 
prospective responsibilities (Jonas) related to the future 
of the whole creation. This does not mean that De Villiers 
gives up on his argument for the specificity of a Christian 
contribution to ethics. He purports that the specific Christian 
preferential option for the poor is an important contribution 
to economic ethics. The spiritual content of socio-economic 
development should also be kept in mind in determining the 
unique contribution of the Christian faith. De Villiers (1995a) 
refers to the government’s reconstruction and development 
plan as a specific example where the church can play a 
role. He also mentions the fact that moral motivation is an 
important dimension in determining the moral quality of an 
action (De Villiers 1995b:567) and that the specific Christian 
motives, such as love and hope, can spur people on to do 
good deeds – including actions in the economic sphere. 

Despite making room for the enormous impact of secularism 
and modernism, De Villiers does not relinquish the possibility 
of a public role for Christian ethics. What is required is to 
proclaim and enhance ‘distinctively thick Christian views’ as 
complementary to more generally shared ‘thin values’ (De 
Villiers 2003:33–34). 

Fifth statement
One could ask two sets of critical questions with regard to De Villiers’s 
work: the first relates to the theological quality of his ethics and the 
second to his Christian version of Weber’s ethics of responsibility.

It is an interesting question whether De Villiers really 
develops a theological ethics, or whether he is actually a 
moral philosopher focusing on meta-ethical questions about 

9.See De Villiers’s (1978) doctoral dissertation, which deals exactly with this question, 
as well as his recent self-critical reflection on the narrow moral philosophical view 
that informed his work at that time (De Villiers 2010a:56–57, 62). 

10.The significant theological and methodological issues behind this statement lie 
beyond the scope of this paper. The whole struggle between Barth’s insistence 
that an apologetics which attempts to answer to the demands of modern man 
must in the end fail, and those such as Schleiermacher and others who see it 
exactly as the task of theology to be ‘rational’ and adhere to acceptable scientific 
criteria (Scholtz), comes to mind. De Villiers does refer to the ‘later’ Barth in his 
(Barth’s) exposition of the humanisation of society in Christengemeinde und 
Bürgergemeinde published in 1946 (see De Villiers 2008:381). A concise summary 
of the science of philosophy debates with regards to Barth and Scholtz can be 
found in Van Huyssteen (1986:23–36).

   
11.This broadening of his view can be read in more detail in De Villiers (2005:525–526, 

2008:381). 

the distinctiveness and intelligibility of Christian moral 
claims? As earlier indicated, he does place himself within 
the Reformed tradition, but he does not actually build 
a theological basis for this ethics. One of the marks of the 
Reformed tradition is the unity between doctrine and life; 
theo-logy and ethics (Smit 2010:9–11), where the former 
informs and guides the latter. De Villiers does not fully 
exploit this important mark of being Reformed. 

Let us take a Trinitarian view as example: social ethics is not 
only based on a vision of the kingdom of God and God’s rule 
over history, but on the very being and character of God who 
reveals Godself as love and justice, and as standing with the 
widows, the orphans and the oppressed – as the fourth article 
of the Belhar confession12 reminds us.
 
The reconciliation in Christ does not only reconcile us 
as totally corrupt people with God. The incarnation and 
humanity of Jesus Christ – fully divine and fully human – 
is an exemplar of God’s humanising work of salvation. The 
upsurge in ‘Christian humanism’ by, for example, Chicago 
ethicist William Schweiker (2004:31–49) and South African, 
John de Gruchy (2006:38–65), is a fruitful dialogue partner. 
The idea of a Christian humanism may enable one to build a 
bridge between the purported exclusive Christian and more 
general human views of justice and the integrity of creation 
claimed as reference points in De Villiers’s later work. 

Concerning the third Person in the Trinity, De Villiers does 
perhaps not make enough of the social-ethical potential in 
our understanding of the Spirit of God. The link between 
pneumatology and ethics – from social justice and equality 
to ecological perspectives embedded in the cosmic work 
of the Spirit – is a powerful one and should feature in any 
theologically inclined ethics. 

Apart from the three persons of the Trinity taken each 
separately, the actual social-ethical interpretation of the 
Trinity (immanent and economic) has received interesting 
attention in the work of Miroslav Volf (see e.g. 1998:403–423) 
with some legitimate critique on a too easy analogy between 
the Trinity and humanity. Yet, it is probably unfair to expect 
a stronger and more explicit theological exposition from De 
Villiers. He may simply respond that this was not what he set 
out to do. His task was – he could claim – to read the signs of 
the time, put ethical issues on the table and provide practical 
guidelines in a sociologically inclined applied ethics. A 
response could be that it is worth exploring whether an ethic 
of responsibility that claims the title ‘Christian’ would not be 
open to a richer tapestry of meanings if informed by overt 
theological and Trinitarian reflection. 

A second set of critical questions may be addressed to the 
Weberian interpretation which De Villiers puts forward. 
Weber argues for an ethics of responsibility exactly to escape 
what he terms as a Christian Gesinnungsethik. The question is 
whether De Villiers honours this intention in his retention of 

12.For the text of the Belhar confession and a specific discussion of the fourth article, 
read Naude (2010:5–20, 201–219).  
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a ‘distinctive Christian version’ of this type of ethics, arguing 
(against Weber) for the primacy of moral (and Christian) 
values over functional values (De Villiers 2010b:273). 

On what grounds does De Villiers argue for the system-
immanence of functional values, whilst maintaining the trans-
systemic nature of Christian or moral values? What features 
do Christian values demonstrate and which are so different 
from functional values that the former can be assumed to 
transcend the social structure of the church, where (one 
could argue) they exactly are functional values supporting 
a religious institution? This is both a theological and a 
sociological question. Even if one accepts the over-arching 
system-transcendent character of Christian values, in what 
way are social institutions (such as politics and economics) 
protected against the often ideological interpretation and 
practice of these Christian values? Unless these questions 
are answered satisfactorily, it would be difficult to hold 
onto the specific Christian contribution toward an ethics of 
responsibility and toward arguing that Christians can indeed 
make a unique contribution to construct an economic ethics. 

Sixth statement
Etienne de Villiers’s significant contribution lies in his ability to 
interpret contexts and then ask the right ethical question at the right 
time. What might on the surface of history appear as not so significant 
topics, were in fact each and every time ‘kairos-type’ questions with a 
significance not only within the narrow confines of the DRC, but for the 
wider South African society.

This article focuses on the economic-ethical dimensions in De 
Villiers’s work. Let us close the discussion by demonstrating 
that his contributions far exceed the narrow questions of 
economic justice in a post-apartheid South Africa and in a 
globalised world. 

For example, the debate about the Immorality Act No. 23 of 
1957 (Union of South Africa 1957) and the Prohibition of Mixed 
Marriages Act No. 55 of 194913 (Union of South Africa 1949), 
which emerged around 1984, was in fact a question about 
racism and the over-stepping of state power into the private 
lives of citizens. The question about the true Christian 
meaning of peace14 and an ethics of peace, which emerged 
around 1988–1989 was, in fact, a question about the moral 
legitimacy of ‘the war on the border’ and the right of individual 
freedom and conscience to resist conscription into what was 
considered by some to be an unjust war. The question, raised 
in 1990, about values for an inclusive democracy15 was, in 
fact, a question about what kind of morality would inform 
the building of a new South Africa. The question about 
modernity, secularism and a liberal constitution after 1994 
was, in fact, a question of how a public16 Christian witness 

13.See the publication Op die skaal: gemengde huwelike en ontug, edited by De 
Villiers and Kinghorn (1984).

 
14.Read De Villiers (1983) about conscientious objection and De Villiers (1989) about 

conceptions of peace.
 
15.Read The option for inclusive democracy, jointly edited by Bernard Lategan, Johann 

Kinghorn, Lourens du Plessis and Etienne de Villiers (1990).
  
16.For an exposition of the challenges facing public theology in a democracy, as 

well as an overview of perspectives on public theology in South Africa, read De 
Villiers (2011). For an analysis of De Villiers as public theologian himself, read the 
unpublished dissertation by Ronell Bezuidenhout (2007:164–245).

would still be possible after liberation and how specifically 
White people could use their privileges for the sake of the 
public good. The question, in 1996 and beyond, of how we 
could develop a common moral language17 was an attempt 
to construct some social cohesion into a situation of growing 
relativism, moral anomie and pluralism. Finally, the questions 
from 1991 onward about socio-economic justice and the role 
of the church in development were, in fact, questions about 
how we could embody Christian values in the practice of 
business and how the church could be a welcoming house of 
care for the poorest of the poor. 

Conclusion
This article traced the interesting developments in De Villiers’s 
thought and attempted to place his economic ethics within 
the context of his wider thinking, including his confessional 
commitment to the Reformed and humanistic traditions, 
the meta-ethical questions he asked about the uniqueness 
of the Christian morality and the way in which he drew on 
others to develop a credible version of a responsibility ethics. 
Looking back, one then sees De Villiers’s immense ethical 
contribution to both ethical theory and applied ethics. For 
that we thank God who gave him as a gift to church and 
society. Looking forward, one hopes that he will enjoy good 
health and still find the time to ask the right questions at the 
right time, calling us to a Christian ethics of responsibility.
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