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chapter 3

Exploring a Theology of Relationships from a 
Biblical Perspective in the Context of China

Lina Rong

0 Introduction

0.1 What Is a Theology of Relationships?
The relationship we are talking about here is not functional, based on need 
or benefit as the word “relationship” would usually imply, but an “I–You” rela-
tionship explained by Marin Buber as a real encounter between free and inde-
pendent persons.1 In a personal relation, one subject, I, confronts another 
subject, You, rather than a subject confronting an object, It. The characteristic 
of this “I–You” relationship is the encounter between the two subjects. When 
an I meets an Other, the Other cannot be appropriated, calculated, treated as 
a thing, or taken as means for a purpose. When an I meets a You, the You is not 
bound by the I. Yet, even when a You is confronted, it may still diminish to an 
It. However, there is one You that never becomes an It, that is the eternal You–
God. Based on I–You or I–It relationships, human persons live either in com-
munity or in mere organization; the former is based on relationships between 
persons, the latter is a connection between things.

The Bible confirms that God is love (1 John 4:7–21). Love is the vital energy at 
the center of the universe. Love is relational; God is relational. The content of 
this love is laid out through the experience of historical Israel based on Israel’s 
encounter with God while they were at the most miserable situations in their 
lives. There are two historical periods that are essential for Israel’s encounter 
with God: when they were slaves in Egypt and when they were exiles in Babylon. 
They cried out in their misery, and God heard their cry (Exodus 2:23–25; 3:7–10; 
6:3–5). Israel’s building up a relationship with God happened when they were 
down in a pit (Psalm 130:1), when they were hopeless, miserable, and desper-
ate. Israel experienced that God reached out to them and lifted them out of 
the pit. It was as if they were dead, but they came to life again (Ezekiel 37). 
Through their own death and resurrection, Israel experienced the ultimate vic-
tory of the God of life, they then knew the content of God’s love: compassion 

1 Cf. Martin Buber, I and Thou (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), 3–34.
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and mercy toward the downcast and marginalized, which also means building 
up a righteous and just social structure. God is determined to His compassion 
and mercy no matter how many obstacles may be present (Exodus 3–14). God 
stands up firmly against systematic evil and sin. Salvation must be understood 
as a corporate and social reality.

Thus, God sets up a vision for all human society. God treats each and every 
person as God’s image and likeness, so all human beings are equal. God would 
not accept any oppressive or exploitive relationships or situations; God would 
always stand by those who were powerless and downtrodden. This covenant 
vision of God is proclaimed relentlessly by the prophets and Jesus. The proph-
ets affirm that the solid foundation for any human community or society is 
to be rooted in righteousness, justice, compassion, and mercy (Amos 5:24; 
Hosea 2:19; Isa. 1:10–20).2 What does God require of us “but to do justice, and to 
love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8)? The one who 
loves God, knows God, and has a relationship with God would surely love his 
or her neighbor and reach out willingly to those in need (Matthew 22:36–40; 
Luke 10:25–37; John 15:12–14, 17; 1 John 4:7–8). The love for God and neighbor 
must immerge into one, that is also the real love for self.

Biblical theology in China has to stimulate and strive for the integration of 
belief and daily life, knowing and doing are to be unified. Christians are identi-
fied not just by their religious activities, e.g. prayer and attending liturgical ser-
vices, but through their value systems, how they work, live, and relate to others. 
Chinese Christians have to find ways to give effective public social witness, to 
become responsible citizens, to live out the covenant vision of God through 
actions. In this era of widespread turmoil, uncertainty, and indifference, we 
need – more than ever – righteousness, justice, compassion, and mercy.3

This paper has four parts: the first part focuses mainly on the image of God 
presented in the Bible, which is centered on God is love, and love is relational, 
so God is relational. The content of God’s love is compassion, mercy, righ-
teousness, and justice. This sets a sharp contrast between monotheism and 
idol worship. The second part explores how human beings, as images of God, 
live out the covenant vision of God to build up a more just world. The third 

2 Cf. Barbara E. Bowe, Biblical Foundations of Spirituality: Touching a Finger to the Flame (New 
York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 179.

3 Paulos Huang and Xinping Zhuo, “A Dialogue on the Overall Situation of Religious Studies 
in Contemporary China”, in International Journal of Sino-Western Studies, No. 19, 2020, 
pp. 1–29 (www.SinoWesternStudies.com/latest-volumes/vol-19-2020). Paulos Huang and 
Archie Lee, “Wenxue zuopin, renwen jingdian, Shen de huayu, haishi Shen yu ren jiaopeng 
de jilu?”, in International Journal of Sino-Western Studies, No. 18, 2020, pp. 187–218 (www.
SinoWesternStudies.com/latest-volumes/vol-18-2020-1).
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71Exploring a Theology of Relationships from a Biblical Perspective

part connects the theology of relationships with the theology of suffering; 
being faithful to relationships means the willingness to suffer. Meanwhile, any 
theology that derives from the native land of China has to be, in some form, 
theology of suffering. The fourth part analyzes the implications of a theology 
of relationships, in connection with a theology of suffering, with the hope of 
shedding some light on how to live and act as authentic Christians in real life 
situations in the context of China.

1 God Is Love; Love Is Relational; God Is Relational

The central passage of the Old Testament that reveals the characteristics of 
God is Exod. 34:6–7, which states “the thirteen attributes of God” in the Jewish 
tradition.4

1.1 The Thirteen Attributes of God (Exod. 34:6–7)

The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a 
God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, 
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, yet by no means clearing the 
guilty, but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children and the 
children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”

Exod. 34:6–7 NRS

The thirteen attributes are listed as the following:
ְיהָוה (2) & (1)  YHWH, YHWH, the repetition of the Tetragrammaton, the ,ְיהָוה 

four-letter-name of the Lord.
.El, God, YHWH is God of the whole universe, God of all peoples ,ֵאל (3)
 raḥȗm, merciful, its root in Hebrew means “womb”, the womb love ,ַר֖חּום (4)

of God.
.ḥannȗn, gracious, the grace of God is unconditional and unreserved ,ַחּ֑נּון (5)
ִים (6) ֶרְך ַאַּפ֖  eʾrek ʾapayim, slow to anger, the literal meaning of the Hebrew ,ֶא֥

is “long nose”.
ֶסד (7) .rab-ḥesed, abounding in steadfast love ,ַרב־ֶח֥
ת (8) .ĕʾmet, faithfulness, this word often go together with ḥesed ,ֱאֶמֽ

4 Walter Brueggemann (Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocate [Minne-
apolis: Fortress Press, 1997], 215) calls Exodus 34:6–7 “a Credo of adjectives”.
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ים (9) ָלֲאָלִפ֔ ֶס֙ד  ֙חֶ ר   ,keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation ,ֹנֵצ֥
ḥesed is repeated here.

ה (12) & (11) ,(10) ְוַחָּטָא֑ ַׁשע  ָוֶפ֖ ָעֹ֛ון  א   lifting up (nāśāʾ) iniquity, transgression ,נֵֹׂש֥
and sin.

ה (13) ְיַנֶּק֔ א  ֹ֣ ל  yet by no means clearing the guilty; the Hebrew does not ,ַנֵּק֙ה 
have an adjective;

ים ים ְוַעל־ִרֵּבִעֽ ים ַעל־ִׁשֵּלִׁש֖ ד׀ ֲעֹ֣ון ָא֗בֹות ַעל־ָּבִני֙ם ְוַעל־ְּבֵנ֣י ָבִנ֔ ֹּפֵק֣

but visiting (poqed) the iniquity of the parents upon the children and the chil-
dren’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.

First, it is important to take into consideration that this profound description 
of God is given in the context of the golden calf (Exod. 32–34), when the peo-
ple of Israel betrayed God by making Him an image, by putting God into a vis-
ible form (cf. Exod. 20:3–5). This implies that the people were unable to relate 
to God in openness and vitality, they can only treat God as an idol, an “it,” an 
object to be controlled, not a subject to be related to.

Second, the timing of the golden calf is notable as the people of Israel had 
just proclaimed that “All the words that the Lord has spoken, we will do [we 
will listen/be obedient]” (Exod. 19:8; 24:3, 7).5 Moses was still up in the moun-
tain with God, he did not return yet. The people already made a golden calf 
in replacement of Moses since “Moses, the man who brought us up out of the 
land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him” (Exod. 32:1). The peo-
ple had taken Moses as the one who brought them out of Egypt, and it seems 
that their idolatry started long before the golden calf appeared, as if they had 
never left Egypt. The people of Israel turned away from God too quickly. Avivah 
Zornberg points out that the essential question is of the possibility of teshuva, 
turning aside from the old ways and then turn toward God, of inner change 
and transformation.6 Are the people of Israel capable of teshuva, to build up a 
real relationship with God? Are they willing to seek their future with this God 
who cannot be sought or controlled by any forms or images? Is it possible for 
them to start anew as envisioned by God?

5 The order of words of Exod. 24:7 in the Hebrew Bible is “ע ה ְוִנְׁשָמֽ  we will do and we will“ ,”ַנֲעֶׂש֥
listen/be obedient,” doing is set before listening.

6 The root of the Hebrew word “teshuva” is “shuv”, which means “to turn”. Teshuva is the Hebrew 
word for “repentance”. See Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections 
on Exodus (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 412–413.

Huang_04_chap 3.indd   72Huang_04_chap 3.indd   72 9/24/2021   7:36:37 PM9/24/2021   7:36:37 PM



73Exploring a Theology of Relationships from a Biblical Perspective

It is in this context of Israel’s stiff-necked stubbornness, betrayal, and inca-
pability of conversion and renewal that God revealed Himself more profoundly 
to Israel. The thirteen attributes start with the two-fold proclamation of the 
name YHWH (ְיהָו֣ה), which according to Jewish tradition, emphasizes more on 
God’s mercy than His justice.7 The repetition of the Lord’s name implies that 
the Lord is merciful both before and after the human person fell into sin. The 
Lord YHWH that Israel knows is God (ל -the God of all peoples, which is con ,(ֵא֥
sidered as the third attribute. The fourth one is merciful (ַר֖חּום); its Hebrew 
root means “womb”. YHWH is depicted as a pregnant mother, nourishing and 
providing, but never possesses or controls. The fifth is “gracious” (ַחּ֑נּון), which 
means God gives freely and unconditionally, the grace of God is a gift, precious 
and priceless that cannot be earned or measured.

The sixth attribute “slow to anger” (ִים ַאַּפ֖ ֶרְך   is conveyed through a vivid (ֶא֥
image of God as having long nostrils. The nostrils themselves represent God’s 
anger as it is often described as God’s nose or face burning hot (ה ף ְיהָו֜ ַחר־ַא֙  .(ַוִּיֽ
The long nostrils allow for a corridor to cool down, demonstrating that it would 
take longer time for God’s anger to reach out, and when it finally does, God’s anger 
had already cooled off.

The seventh attribute is “abounding in steadfast love” (ֶסד  The Hebrew .(ַרב־ֶח֥
word ḥesed contains almost all of the positive aspects of God’s character, 
which can be translated as “compassion, steadfast love, faithfulness, loyalty, 
goodness”, etc. The term is often used in connection with the eighth attribute 
“faithfulness” (ת  the root meaning of which is “truth”. YHWH is truth, thus ,(ֱאֶמֽ
firm and reliable.

The ninth attribute is “keeping steadfast love for the thousandth genera-
tion” (ים ָלֲאָלִפ֔ ֶס֙ד  ר֙חֶ  ,the word ḥesed is repeated here for the second time ,(ֹנֵצ֥
to highlight that YHWH’s ḥesed is lasting and forever. The tenth to the twelfth 
attributes emphasize God’s forgiveness of iniquity, transgression and sin (א  נֵֹׂש֥
ה ְוַחָּטָא֑ ַׁשע  ָוֶפ֖  ”.The root meaning of the word “forgiving” here is “to lift up .(ָעֹ֛ון 
God lifts the burden of all sin.

The three words for sin are often used together in the Hebrew Bible (e.g. 
Lev. 16:21; Jer. 33:8; Eze. 21:24 [Hebrew Bible v. 29]; Dan. 9:24; Job 13:23; 14:16–17; 
Psa. 32:1–2; 51:3, 5; 59:3–4). The first word, “iniquity, guilt” (ָעֹון), is often used in 
the context of moral issues and appears 231 times in the OT. The second word, 

7 There are two most important names of God in the Hebrew Bible, Elohim and YHWH. Elohim 
is taken as the God who created the universe, which represents the transcendent dimension 
of God; YHWH is the God of Israel, who started a personal relationship with them, which 
represents the imminent dimension of God. See Norman Lamm, The Shema: Spirituality and 
Law in Judaism (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 2000), 23–24.
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“transgression” (ֱּפַׁשע), is often used in the context of the covenant relationship 
between God and Israel to depict how Israel broke their covenant with God 
and appears 136 times in the OT. The third word, “to miss a mark, a goal or way, 
to go astray” (ַחָּטא), has a wide range of meaning; it is the most frequently used 
word for sin and occurs 593 times in the OT.

God’s compassion and steadfast love is toward the thousandth generation, 
forgiving iniquity, transgression, and sin, yet by no means clearing the guilty. It 
is the last of the thirteen attributes that is the only negative one. The structure 
of the Hebrew phrase “by no means clearing the guilty” (ה א ְיַנֶּק֔ ֹ֣ -is the rep (ַנֵּק֙ה ל
etition of the same verb without an object. God surely does not clear but visits 
the iniquity of the parents upon the children and the children’s children to the 
third and the fourth generations (Exod. 34:7). Would God forgive or not? The 
Hebrew clearly sets it in contrasts. On the one hand, God forgives uncondition-
ally and lifts up the burden of sin. On the other hand, God does not forgive or 
clear but visits (ד  the consequences of sin that could be realized upon the (ֹּפֵק֣
third and fourth generation. The tension between opposites should be kept. 
God’s compassion and mercy always go together with justice and righteous-
ness. God’s grace goes freely, but not cheaply. God cannot be manipulated or 
controlled. The one who longs for and treasures God’s forgiveness receives it 
freely, but those who manipulate it will not be able to experience His forgive-
ness at all.

Moses asked God for mercy and forgiveness, he did not ask God to “lift up” or 
“clear”, the two verbs appeared before, but he used a new verb and petitioned 
God to “pardon (ָסַלח) our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance” 
(Exod. 34:9).8 God then made a covenant before the people: “I hereby make a 
covenant. Before all your people I will perform marvels, such as have not been 
performed in all the earth or in any nation; and all the people among whom 
you live shall see the work of the LORD; for it is an awesome thing that I will 
do with you” (Exod. 34:10 NRS). The covenant relationship between God and 
Israel was finally not cut off by the people’s turning away from God.

8 It is worthwhile to notice that the pronoun Moses used changed subtly after the Lord’s self-
revelation, “your” and “their” changed into “us” and “our”:

 ‘On the next day Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. But now I will go up 
to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” So Moses returned to the LORD and 
said, “Alas, this people has sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. But 
now, if you will only forgive their sin – but if not, blot me out of the book that you have writ-
ten” (Exod. 32:30–32). 

 He said, “If now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, I pray, let the Lord go with us. 
Although this is a stiff-necked people, pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your 
inheritance” (Exod. 34:9).’
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God had never thought of destroying the people in this episode of the golden 
calf (Exod. 33:3). The people’s sluggishness and stubbornness only stimulated 
more profound self-revelation of YHWH. Crisis was turned into an opportu-
nity for the people to know God more deeply, it also became an occasion for 
Moses to identify with the people from within, which made him a more suit-
able leader for Israel.

1.2	 The	Essential	Difference	between	Monotheism	and	Idol	Worship
What is the essential difference between monotheism and idol worship? What 
is the main distinction between the one God and other so-called gods? Israel’s 
way from polytheism or idol worship to monotheism lasted for centuries. Or 
put more accurately, it had been very difficult for Israel to relate to God who 
cannot be represented through any images or forms, the people of Israel or 
anyone else would just do the same, that is, to reduce God to an idol, as in the 
episode of the golden calf in Exodus chapters 32–34. That is also what northern 
Israel did after the division of the united kingdom (1 Kings 12:25–30).

The exodus from Egypt is Israel’s foundational experience of God, which 
confirms that God always goes down to the bottom of the pyramid of social 
structure and stands in solidarity with the powerless. Israel became the rep-
resentative of all those who were at the bottom of any power structure. God 
brought Israel out of Egypt, made covenant with them in the wilderness, took 
them to the promise land so that they may live in accordance with the cov-
enant. The core of the covenant is rather simple, that is to love God and neigh-
bor, especially the widow, orphan, and alien. Israel is chosen to live out what 
God envisioned for all humanity – loving relationships without oppression or 
exploitation.

The covenant law stresses explicitly that Israel shall always remember 
that they were slaves in Egypt and the LORD God redeemed them from there 
(Deut. 24:17–18). Israel shall not oppress or exploit a resident alien but treat 
him or her as a citizen, love the alien as oneself, for they themselves were aliens 
in the land of Egypt (Lev. 19:34). They should not abuse any widow or orphan 
since God will surely heed their cry just as God had heard the cry of Israel in 
Egypt (Exod. 22:21–22). If one takes his or her neighbor’s cloak in pawn, one 
shall restore it before the sun goes down as it may be the poor person’s only 
clothing to use as cover. If the poor person cries out to God, God will surely 
listen (Exod. 22:23–27). Israel shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan 
of justice; they shall not take a widow’s garment in pledge. When they reap 
their harvest in the field, or beat their olive trees, or gather their grapes in the 
vineyard, they shall not go back to get what is left behind; it shall be left for 
the alien, the orphan, and the widow (Leviticus 19:10; 23:22; Deut. 24:19–22). 
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The people of Israel shall not withhold the wages of poor and needy laborers, 
they shall pay them their wages daily before sunset because their livelihood 
depends on it (Deut. 24:14–15). Israel is required to think on behalf of the less 
privileged and protect them.

The prophets emphasized the same in the prophetic books. They repeated 
again and again that only way to keep God’s commandment is to put righteous-
ness, justice, compassion and mercy into action. God does not need sacrifices 
or offerings, praises or hymns; religious services alone could not move God. 
God cannot be bribed or flattered by lip services (Amos 5:21–24; Mic. 6:6–8; 
Isa. 1:11–20). The Lord desires “steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge 
of God rather than burnt offerings” (Hos. 6:6). This could be seen as the essen-
tial difference between YHWH and idols. The Lord of Israel has clear moral 
requirements for all humanity. Only those who put love into action in helping 
those in need are considered authentic believers in God. The love of God is 
not based on self-interest or benefit but motivates a believer to make God’s 
presence tangible in real situations. Thus, all believers are commissioned to 
do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the 
widow (Isa. 1:17), to sow for righteousness, and reap steadfast love (Hos. 10:12a), 
then we will know that the effect of righteousness will be peace, and the result 
of righteousness, quietness and trust forever (Isa. 32:17). God has a vision for 
all humanity that relationships can be based on love, social structures can be 
righteous and just. Whether humanity has a future or not depends on if we 
strive to make this a reality.

1.3 The Trinitarian God
Christians believe in a Trinitarian God, which affirms that Godself is relational. 
God is love, and He manifests Godself through creation, salvation, and sanc-
tification in loving relationships with the whole universe. The 12th-century 
mystic Richard of St. Victor (1123–1173 CE) wrote about the Trinity as a mutu-
ally loving companionship of friends – a community. Richard Rohr summa-
rizes Victor’s thinking as the following: For God to be good, God can be one. 
For God to be loving, God has to be two, because love is always a relationship. 
But for God to share “excellent joy” and “delight”, God has to be three, because 
supreme happiness is when two persons share their common delight in a third 
something – together.9

9 See Richard of St. Victor: The Twelve Patriarchs; The Mystical Ark; Book Three of the Trinity, 
trans. Grover A. Zinn (Paulist Press: 1979), 387–389; Richard Rohr with Mike Morrell, The 
Divine Dance: The Trinity and Your Transformation (Whitaker House: 2016), 39–47, 96–99.
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God lives in absolute relatedness and shows what community should be like. 
The love of God is always experienced through a person’s relationship with 
Him. It is both unconditional and conditional, full of compassion and mercy, 
and at the same time righteous and just. The steadfast love of God is always 
balanced with God’s righteousness and justice, this balance is not weighed out 
like on a scale but always dynamic, in a process. We are intrinsically alike to the 
Trinity, living in relatedness and mutual interdependence. No one is an island, 
we are grounded in our relationships with God, self, others, and the world. We 
come to know more fully who we are through our encounter with others; our 
identity is strengthened by life-enhancing relationships.

1.4 The Understanding of Salvation and Sin as Both Relational 
and Social

If God is relational, salvation and sin can both be understood as relational. 
Salvation is the ability and willingness to stay in lasting and nurturing relation-
ships with God and others. The Hebrew word for righteousness, צֵדק, points out 
a proper relationship with both God and other people. Meanwhile, all of those 
actions and attitudes that could hurt or destroy relationships are to be consid-
ered as sin, such as being sluggish or indifferent, which could cause alienation 
or division; snobbish or hypocritical; false or inconsistent; etc.

Rohr stresses that both sin and salvation are, first, corporate and social 
realities.10 Injustice results from systems, structures, and institutions more 
than individual choices and actions. Rohr understands Paul’s teaching on sin 
not as primarily individual fault but the negative matrix out of which both 
evil and enlightenment arise (Ephesians 2:1–2). We cannot equate small, eas-
ily forgivable faults with evil, trivializing the real notion of evil. Evil is often 
disguised as “culturally agreed-upon, admired, and deemed necessary”.11 Evil 
is present in an already criminal and sinful culture, social system as illusions 
and deceit have become the very air we breathe, and most of us cannot even 
see this evil. Rohr sharply points out that we call murder bad but war good 
and necessary; personal vanity is bad, but national or corporate pride is good. 
Individuals should not tell lies, but lying and cover-ups are helpful for protect-
ing the whole, the institutional church or the nation.12 This is a foundational 
moral confusion all people are facing today.

10  Richard Rohr, What Do We Do with Evil? The World, the Flesh, and the Devil (CAC Publishing: 
2019), 8–13.

11  Rohr, What Do We Do with Evil?, Daily Meditations on Oct. 11, 2020.
12  Rohr, What Do We Do with Evil?, 48–51.
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Jesus’ whole life was a quiet refusal to participate in any power struc-
tures or dominate systems. He maintained a very simple lifestyle, constantly 
reached out to those in need, always forgiving individual sinners, standing 
up to the unjust system, and condemning corporate evil (Matthew 11:21–23; 
23:1–39; Luke 11:37–54; 13:34–35). Jesus’ final action against the money chang-
ers in the temple made him an enemy of the system and caused his death (see 
Matthew 21:12–13; Mark 11:15–17; Luke 19:45–46). The mystery of the incarna-
tion shows that Jesus fully enters the human reality, accepts it, and transforms 
it from within. The social systems we are a part of may be foundationally unjust 
and filled with unresolvable evils, but salvation can still come when we choose 
the way of the cross, to live in forgiving love, to allow light to shine through 
darkness, and for life to overcome death.

2 Living Out the Covenant Vision of God

The covenant vision of God is that all human beings live in solidarity through 
leading a life that is righteous and just and full of compassion and mercy. The 
love of God becomes reality though the loving acts of a neighbor, which is the 
way to integrate faith into daily life.

2.1	 Shaping	the	World	from	the	Margins	–	Be	a	Good	Neighbor	to	Those	
in	Need

The central message of the Bible is simple and clear, that is to love the Lord God 
with all of your heart, to love with all of your soul (the Hebrew original nephesh 
means the “whole person”), to love with all of your strength, and to love your 
neighbor as yourself (Luke 10:27). Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan illus-
trates this central message in four ways (Luke 10:29–37).

First, the lawyer tests Jesus by focusing on “eternal life” when asking, “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life (ζωὴν αἰώνιον)?” Jesus answers him “do this, and 
you shall live (ζήσῃ).” Jesus focuses on the present as faith starts from the here 
and now.

Second, the wounded person is not identified; he is simply “a certain man” 
(ἄνθρωπός τις). R. Alan Culpepper points out that he is not characterized 
by race, religion, region, or trade. Since he is going down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, Jesus’ audience may imagine him as Jewish, but Luke’s audience may 
have assumed he was a Gentile.13 The point is that he is only identified by what 

13  R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections”, in 
The New Interpreter’s Bible, IX (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 229.
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happened to him – he fell into the hands of robbers, then was stripped, beaten, 
and left on the road half dead. This wounded person could be anyone.

Third, it is a Samaritan who “was moved with pity” (Luke 10:30) and 
becomes the hero of Jesus’ parable and the model of mercy. Both the priest 
and Levite “saw” the wounded man, but they both passed by on the other side, 
their “seeing” the man renders them culpable. The next person appears to be 
an ordinary Israelite who would do what the religious leaders were not willing 
to do. However, Jesus shatters the expectations of his audience and brings a 
Samaritan to center stage. It is a Samaritan, whom the people of Israel may 
despise, who carries out acts of compassion.

Fourth, Jesus finally asks the lawyer “Which of these three, do you think, 
was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers” (Lk. 10:36)? 
Jesus reverses the lawyer’s question “who is my neighbor” and asks from the 
perspective of the wounded man, the one in need, then moves a step further by 
telling the lawyer “Go and do likewise” (Lk. 10:37). The question of “who is my 
neighbor” thus shifts focus to “how can I be a good neighbor” to those in need. 
“Go and do likewise” is a commission. One is called to cross various barriers 
like nationality, region, religion, skin color, and political camps, to be a good 
neighbor to all people in need.

If we all act like the good Samaritan, the world would surely be a better 
place for all to live in.

2.2	 Committed	to	Unconditional	Actions
A Jewish saying goes that the world is created for those who make choices. 
When God makes His covenant with Israel in Exod. 19:1–9 and 24:3–8, the 
people of Israel reply three times that “Everything that the LORD has spoken 
we will do” (Exod. 19:8; 24:3, 7), then adds “we will listen” at the third time 
in Exod. 24:7. To do as the Lord has spoken is primary in one’s relationship 
with God. If a person does not try to put God’s word into action, s/he will not 
be able to truly understand. Martin Buber affirms that the oriental people 
are committed to actions. For the Jewish people, actions are more important 
than awareness as the inner destiny of the world depends to a great extent 
on the actions of doers.14 Human beings participate in God’s ongoing creation 
through actions while experiencing freedom and strength in the process. 
Unconditional actions are not results-oriented and creative. Human beings 
make God tangible in the world through actions. Buber further declares that 
God remains unknowable and beyond reach for those who are lazy, indecisive, 

14  Martin Buber, On Judaism, 60–61.
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dozing off, trapped in self-design, and egocentric, but God is alive and close 
to those who are decisive and pursuing their goals diligently and persistently.

Teilhard de Chardin confirms that God and the world are knit together 
through human endeavor and action. He writes that God is inexhaustibly 
attainable in the totality of our action as no human activity happens outside 
the divine milieu, so God’s activity and human activities are always merging.15 
Unconditional actions gradually renew and transform the world.

3 Being Faithful to Relationships and the Willingness to Suffer

If we take relationships with God and our fellow human persons seriously, the 
theology of relationships must go hand in hand with the theology of suffering. 
Life has its ups and downs as do our relationships. When life is hard, our will-
ingness to suffer and not turn away or to escape while facing obstacles could 
carry us on.

The Bible depicts God as one who takes the divine–human relationship 
seriously. He knows sorrows and is acquainted with grief, grieves when the 
relationship is broken, is present when the people are suffering, and is will-
ing to immerse Godself in the depth of the people’s troubles in order to make 
deliverance possible and give them new life.16 God loves the human person to 
the very end. This love bridges the enormous gap of inequality between creator 
and created, making the relationship possible. It is more appropriate then to 
speak of this God in the categories of fidelity than of immutability; for when 
fidelity displaces immutability, our notion of God’s sovereignty and our image 
of God are fundamentally changed.17

The heartache of God is the beginning of theology. God is trustworthy and 
remains faithful to his covenant relationship with Israel, which allows Israel 
and the person to choose God even in suffering.

3.1	 Holding	onto	God	in	Despair	and	Suffering
Israel sealed their covenant relationship with God in the exilic period when 
they lost their temple, land, nation, and freedom. Exile became the most cru-
cial phase for the awakening of Israel’s self-conscious. Israel experienced more 

15  Louis M. Savary, Teilhard de Chardin The Divine Milieu Explained: A Spirituality for the 21st 
Century (New York: Paulist Press, 2007), 78–79.

16  Cf. Terence E. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1984), 107–148.

17  Walter Brueggemann, Message of the Psalms (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 
1984), 52.
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of God’s absence than presence and weakness than power, but they did not 
turn away from God, instead holding onto Him more firmly. How could they 
still choose God? The most important reason might be that they could neither 
justify nor eternalize their being enslaved. Nor could they accept simply that 
their destruction was caused by sin. There must be something more profound 
and life enhancing than sin and punishment in the human–God relationship.

The exilic experience drove Israel to the heart of God. They chose to believe 
in God who brought their ancestors out of slavery and out of the land of Egypt, 
who is compassionate and merciful and righteous and just. God would not 
stand by while they suffered, so they chose to believe that God would act again 
and lead them back to their homeland. Their faith in God prevented them from 
giving up or compromising and encouraged them to hope for a brighter future 
not just for themselves and all of humanity.

3.2	 Willingness	to	Suffer	While	Choosing	Life
Israel had not assimilated or lost their identity as God’s chosen people during 
the nearly fifty years of exile (587–538 BCE) and the following years of dias-
pora. Israel became God’s witness to all nations through their death and resur-
rection (Ezekiel 37); they laid the foundation of monotheism and thus became 
a blessing to all peoples. Despair and suffering did not break the tie between 
Israel and God but strengthened it.

Once Israel held their relationship with God at the core of their being, they 
interpreted their suffering no longer as punishment for sin but a means for 
a much bigger purpose and broader future. The most eloquent passages to 
illustrate this are the four servant songs in Isaiah II (Isa. 42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 
52:13–53:12). The servant, understood as a collective noun, represents both the 
suffering individual and the nation of Israel as a whole. The servant was given 
by God as a light to the nations, so God’s salvation may reach to the ends of the 
earth (Isa. 49:6). The servant was righteous, yet he was oppressed and afflicted, 
and it was the will of God to crush him. He bore the sin of many and carried 
their iniquities; he suffered in silence and made intercession for the trans-
gressors. He would make many righteous by going through suffering willingly 
(Isa. 53:6–12).

The servant image challenges the traditional understanding of sin and suf-
fering. His suffering has no connection with sin or punishment. He suffers will-
ingly, not toward death but toward life after and beyond death. The suffering 
of the servant connects him with God, others, and the universe. Thus, suffering 
for the sake of righteousness becomes a driving force for the three-dimensional 
integration of God, humans, and the universe.
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4 Toward a Theology of Relationships in the Context of China

Who is a real believer? The one who seeks benefits based on self-interests to 
enter heaven or gain some form of reward, or the one who seeks God with one’s 
whole heart and being? Is it possible for a human person to love God for God’s 
own sake, experiencing the authentic “I–You” relationships with God and fel-
low humans in the context of China?

First, a theology of relationships affirms the Biblical image of God who is 
faithful to his covenant relationship, especially those who are downtrodden 
and suffering. The covenant-keeping characteristic of God can be summarized 
as compassionate, merciful, righteous, and just. God always hears the cries 
of the desperate and acts on their behalf. God cannot be bribed or flattered 
with hymn songs or sacrifices; God wants compassion and justice to come 
down and flourish in human communities and societies. Second, an authen-
tic God-lover is the one who treats other people with righteousness, justice, 
compassion, and mercy. It is always a struggle to carry one’s cross and follow in 
Christ’s way. Third, if one loves God, then they will treat others of God’s people 
with the same affection. If one is authentic before God, one can remain true to 
the other. The love of God keeps one authentic and true, which is the founda-
tion for lasting and nourishing relationships.

4.1	 Be	Authentic	in	the	Presence	of	God,	Remain	True	to	Other	Persons
Christians in China must find effective ways to integrate faith into peoples’ 
daily lives, encouraging them to give witness based on the Christian value 
system, not just through religious activities such as how one lives one’s life or 
relates to others. Being authentic in the presence of God implies that one can 
never be perfect but always tries to do good and grow. Being authentic before 
God gives one the security and courage to be true to others. Authenticity and 
trust are the fruits of faith, which are much needed in China.

4.2	 Conflicts	and	Suffering	Are	Not	to	Destroy	but	to	Transform
Each person is unique. Individuals in a group would surely hold various opin-
ions, making conflicts unavoidable. People usually think that if there is love, 
there will be no conflicts or contradictions, and they will consider conflicts 
destructive. However, Erich Fromm remarks that real conflicts, which are 
candid expressions of inner reality, not meant to conceal or project, are not 
destructive. They create clarification and purification, and there lies the foun-
dation of authentic relationships.

Both personal and communal conflicts and suffering are not to destroy but 
to transform. If one is willing to go through the process, with candid awareness 
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of where we are and what the problems are, then they will participate in such 
a transformation. Cover ups and deceit can only hinder the necessary process 
to grow and transform.

4.3 Engaging in Unconditional Actions
How do we see the world through the eyes of God? How do we discern the 
signs of our time and respond to its needs with wholehearted love? Christian 
orthodoxy is not about right belief, but orthopraxy, right practice.

First, one has to be rooted in prayer and discernment in order to engage in 
unconditional actions. There is a vast tendency to “work for God” rather than 
“do God’s work.” One must be a very prayerful person, sensitive to God’s will 
to be able to distinguish between the two. Prayer and discernment make this 
possible. Samuel Balentine wrote that the Church has no higher calling than to 
realize its commission to become a house of prayer. Prayer is of itself an act of 
ministry that ties together God and humanity.18 Prayer is not “just a preparatory 
ritual antecedent to real ministry. It is one of the principle means by which the 
Church participates concretely as a co-worker with God in accomplishing the 
divine will for the world.”19 Once a faith community is rooted in God, it is con-
tinually shaped by His reality. This is possible in China and may shape a new 
reality. Discernment grows from the soil of personal and communal prayer, 
and this is of vital importance for Chinese faith communities. One must learn 
to follow one’s inner voice and follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit in dis-
cernment, remaining open to the unknown and various possibilities.

Second, Christian communities of different traditions have to become 
bridge-builders, engage in dialogue, connect, not exclude, be open-minded, 
and not become closed off. Dialogue is an attitude of life; it requires openness, 
honesty, and a humble realization that one is not holding the whole truth. 
Christian communities can have dialogue on the topics of dogma and cooper-
ate to provide social services in response to the needs of Chinese society.

Authentic faith changes one’s inner being and transforms one’s conscious-
ness. Who we are is always more essential than what we do. Yet, who we are is 
expressed through our actions. Unconditional actions derive from our state of 
being, which calls the right person to do the right thing, at the right time, in 
the right context.

18  Cf. Samuel E. Balentine, Prayer in the Hebrew Bible: The Drama of Divine-Human Dialogue 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 272–288.

19  Ibid., p. 272.
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5 Conclusion

A theology of relationships is based on the firm declaration in the Bible that 
God is love. God’s love is experienced in concrete situations. God always sup-
ports the oppressed and marginalized, making salvation and sin both corpo-
rate and communal realities. The one who loves God would surely do likewise 
and strives for righteousness, justice, compassion, and mercy. These are to be 
realized through systems and social realities. The way Christians in China inte-
grate faith and daily life is to adhere to Christian value systems, even when 
it is going against the mainstream, to live in honesty as responsible citizens. 
Living such a life also means the willingness to suffer, die, arise in God, and 
be transformed.
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