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THEOLOGY AND THE PUBLIC SQUARE: MAPPING THE FIELD 

Elaine Graham  

Abstract 

 

This article asks what happens when theology ‘goes public’: what some of the key issues are 

in relation to the changing profile and role of religion in society – global, local and national – 

and how theologians have approached the issue of how the voices of faith might speak into 

the public domain. Where are the critical points in society, economics, politics, health and 

welfare where we feel the voices and influence of people of faith are most effective; and 

where are they absent; or most needed? What moves us to hope and action in relation to 

our ‘Common Life’? 

 

Keywords 

PUBLIC THEOLOGY, GRENFELL TOWER, COMMON GOOD, SOCIAL CAPITAL, RELIGIOUS 

CAPITAL, SPIRITUAL CAPITAL.  

 

Introduction 

 

It is often said that ‘Religion and politics don’t mix’. Religion is assumed to be a matter of 

private faith, a matter of feeling, care and subjective belief.  Church leaders who have the 

temerity to comment on public affairs are advised by politicians to ‘stop interfering’ in 

matters of State and stick to their proper domain, namely personal morality. Yet this 

division itself has a history; it is a legacy of Western modernity, which established a 

demarcation between ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres – a distinction that was also gendered. 
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The public arena was associated with reason, governance, the State, and was identified as a 

predominantly male world.  The private domain belonged to women, and was the realm of 

domesticity, emotion, feeling, care and family (Lloyd, 1984). 

 

Historically speaking, however, religion has always been tied into structures of state 

and government. Doctrines such as the Divine Right of Kings provided theological 

justification for temporal rule. Similarly, right up to the twentieth century in Europe, 

religious groups have been engaged in the provision of education and welfare services; 

religious teachings have provided the basis of legal systems; and religious allegiance itself 

has often been regarded as a question of political loyalty (Kim, 2011) (Strenski, 2010). 

Politically, too, religious groups have been important places of formation, resistance, 

preparation for wider political and civil engagement: think of the connections between 

Methodism and trade unions, churches and civil rights in the United States, anti-slavery 

campaigns, campaigns such as church-led Jubilee 2000 around international development. 

 

Yet despite all this evidence, and a legacy of faith-based public engagement, we still 

inherit these slightly contradictory assumptions: it is assumed that religion is not a public 

matter, and yet we cannot restrict the influence and potential of faith for public life. 

Perhaps this is in part a legacy of the debates in the second half of the twentieth century, 

often known as the secularisation thesis, which assumed that religion would disappear to 

the margins of public life. There were a number of dimensions to this trajectory of religious 

decline: firstly, religion was held to be diminishing in significance and influence as a cultural 

habit and universal reference point for language, morality, symbols of unity. Secondly, it 

was losing its capacity as a political or civic force, either in terms of mobilising citizens or 
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shaping public opinion. Thirdly, it was withdrawing to the margins of civil society, not least 

because in Western countries from the mid-twentieth century, the Welfare State took over 

many of the voluntary and charitable functions of churches and other religious groups 

(Bruce, 2002; Woodhead and Catto, 2012).  

 

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, however, the secularisation thesis 

began to prove less plausible in the light of a number of social, political and cultural 

developments. While many of the features of the trajectory of religious decline, typical of 

Western modernity, are still apparent, there are compelling and vibrant signs of religious 

activism, not least in public life and politics: local, national and global. For example, in 

Western democracies such as the UK, faith-based organizations are experiencing a 

heightened public prominence as partners with government in the delivery of welfare and 

other public services (Dinham, 2012). Religion continues to be a potent force in many 

aspects of global civil society and is increasingly cited by governments as a significant source 

of social capital and political mobilization. Similarly, while patterns of religious observance 

and affiliation may be declining at an accelerating rate (National Centre for Social Research, 

2019), other indicators are shifting and mutating. Interest in personal spirituality beyond 

creedal and institutional expressions of religion continues to be strong (ComRes, 2013, Pew 

Forum, 2010) not least in the way concepts of spiritual health and spiritual care are 

increasingly part of institutional provision and professional practice  (Lynch, 2007; White 

2006; Zsolnai and Flanagan, 2019).  

 

Within human rights legislation, the inclusion of categories of ‘religion and belief’ 

alongside markers of identity such as ‘race’ and ethnicity, gender, sexuality and dis/ability 
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has given rise to a number of high-profile cases across Europe in which persons of faith have 

challenged the neutrality of the public square by insisting on special treatment, such as the 

wearing of particular religious clothing or symbols, or demands for particular dispensations 

of practice and conscience (Kettell, 2015). These have proved quite contentious, however, 

since such cases represent a potential conflict between respect for freedom of belief 

(around religion) and recognition of universal human rights and liberties (around gender, 

disability, sexuality or race and ethnicity).  

 

Another determining factor has been that of globalisation. Global migration has 

fostered religious diversity and heightened awareness of the links between religious 

profession and cultural or ethnic identity (Hjelm, 2015; Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, 

2012).  So religion (and God) is back; although there is still resistance to ‘doing God’ in public 

and scepticism towards religion as a form of public reason or credible source of debate 

(Bullivant, 2017; Harris, 2005; Woodhead, 2014). 

 

These particular challenges – of a greater prominence for religion combined with 

enduring scepticism even hostility to doing God in public – suggests that if the Christian 

churches are committed to any kind of significant public role, the nature of public 

theological discourse must become more nuanced, more circumspect; possibly, even, more 

‘apologetic’ (in the sense of being prepared to justify the presence of religious actors and 

voices in the public square) (Graham, 2017) . 

 

Institutions such as the churches, then, are no longer speaking into a common frame 

of reference, in which their ‘theological and moral allusions fall comfortably on waiting ears’ 
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(Graham, 2013, p. xx). Religious voices today have no automatic or authoritative right to 

speak, given the nature of the secular, pluralist, public realm. They now find themselves in 

the kind of position that prompts Marion Maddox to ask, ‘What legitimacy can a 

theologically-based contribution claim where Christianity commands no automatic 

attention?’ (2007, p. 82) Public theology speaks into an increasingly contested and 

fragmented context, and is divided as to the nature of its address to the world. With what 

voice, from what sources, might the Church speak? How authoritative and binding are its 

own traditions and practices, and how far does that need to accommodate to a wider 

audience?  

 

The Scope of Public Theology 

 

The emerging discipline of ‘Public Theology’ has been exercised by these questions in recent 

years, and in particular the question of how it speaks with the voice of faith into an 

increasingly fragmented and sceptical world (Graham, 2013; Hogue, 2010; Pearson, 2007; 

Spencer, 2017). Public Theology, essentially, asks what the relationship between religion 

and secular society or public life might be and how these two spheres might speak to one 

another, despite that conventional assumption that there is little or no relevance or 

purchase between them (Bedford-Strohm, 2007; de Gruchy, 2007; Kim, 2011).  

 

The actual process of theological engagement with public issues begins with basic 

questions of definition in relation to the scope of the term ‘public.’  Our distinction probably 

dates from the beginnings of modernity, where, according to the German philosopher 

Jürgen Habermas, the distinction between public and private depends on the creation of a 
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specific sphere of activity, the ‘life-world’, free of colonization by the market or the state 

(Habermas, 1989). However, new technologies may be promulgating a new revolution. So, 

for example, the advent of social media may lead us to feel as if our selves are turned inside 

out and the conventional boundaries we use to protect our private selves are dissolving. 

What we might consider most private and personal is tweeted away; and even data about 

ourselves, our health, our finances, our shopping habits and so on can be ‘harvested’ by 

business and government. Is it an issue of theological significance to wonder about where 

the boundaries and limits of privacy and the integrity of our own life world might lie? 

(Stoddart, 2011) 

 

One key premise within public theology is that there is no single ‘public’; no single 

way in which the voices and values of faith might be mediated into the public square; and 

no single way in which ‘public theology’ might express itself. We can think of public theology 

as the study of the public relevance of religious thought and practice, normally within 

Christian tradition. It is both academic discipline and ecclesial discourse, in that it seeks to 

comment and critically reflect from a theological perspective on aspects of public life such 

as economics, politics, culture and media (Breitenberg, 2010; Graham and Lowe, 2009; Smit, 

2007a; Smit, 2007b).  

 

When public theologians talk about the ‘public’ it is not synonymous with party 

politics or simple matters of government. Rather, as Max Stackhouse put it, ‘the public is 

prior to the republic’, since ‘the moral and spiritual fabric of civil society is and should be 

more determinative of politics than politics is for society and religion’ (Stackhouse, 2007a, p. 

101; see also Tippett 2004). Public theology is more comprehensive than political theology, 
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since the well-being of societies rests on more than matters of State and encompasses the 

economy, legal systems, voluntary and charitable activity, media and other aspects of public 

policy.  

 

If political theology is concerned with political processes and institutions and the 

relationship between models of temporal authority and divine rule, public theology seeks to 

interpret the moral, metaphysical and theological dimensions of a society’s economic, 

cultural and intellectual milieu. In that respect, it is concerned with the material realities of 

social institutions and a sphere of normative ideals, constituted by informed public opinion, 

characterized by freedom of speech and expression; a ‘specifically discursive sphere of 

interchange in civil society … the sort of deliberation in common that shapes a responsible 

citizenry’ (Tanner 1996, p. 80).  

 

Holiness, Justice, Truth, Creativity 

  

In considering the scope of the ‘public’ itself, an influential voice has been the American 

Roman Catholic theologian David Tracy, who identified the task of Christian theology as 

addressing three distinct constituencies, or ‘publics’: Church, society and the academy. 

Writing in 1981 about the ‘social portrait of the theologian’ he argued that all theology 

emerges from a number of contexts to which the theologian is accountable. The pluralism of 

modern society requires anyone, including the theologian, to take into account a variety of 

perspectives and sources on the nature of human understanding, what makes a good 

society, how people will make moral decisions and so on (Tracy, 1981).  
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Like David Tracy, the Reformed theologian Max Stackhouse insists on the ‘public-ity’ 

of theology. In a pluralist (and increasingly globalizing) culture, theology must address 

multiple publics. To Tracy’s three publics, Stackhouse adds a fourth public, of economics and 

the market, and summarizes these four areas of public life as respectively concerned with 

‘holiness, justice, truth and creativity’ (Stackhouse, 2006).  

 

Conventionally, therefore, the notion of ‘public’ has carried a dual meaning for 

public theologians. Firstly, it focuses on the corporate, political and societal meanings of 

faith, in contrast to forms of religious belief and practice that confine faith to private and 

pietist intentions (Breitenberg 2003; Stackhouse 2007a). It aims to comment on and inform 

public issues and matters of concern from the perspective of faith. 

 

Secondly, it reflects a commitment on the part of public theologians to conduct 

debates about the public trajectories of faith and practice in ways that are transparent and 

publicly accessible and defensible (Breitenberg 2003). It seeks to be transparent and 

accountable to a wider (secular) public about the grounds of its reasoning; bilingual in 

bringing together public affairs with wisdom of tradition. Public theology sees itself as 

rooted in religious traditions, but strongly in conversation with secular discourse and public 

institutions.  

 

Public theology is thus theologically informed public discourse about public issues, 

addressed to the church, synagogue, mosque, temple or other religious body, as well 

as the larger public or publics, argued in ways that can be evaluated and judged by 

publicly available warrants and criteria. 
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Public theologians thus seek to communicate, by means that are intelligible and 

assayable to all, how Christian beliefs and practices bear, both descriptively and pre-

scriptively, on public life and the common good, and in so doing possibly persuade 

and move to action both Christians and non-Christians. (Breitenberg 2003, p. 66)  

 

Because of this emphasis on bilingualism or ‘public-ity’ it would be a fallacy to assume that 

theology is ‘solely a self-expression of the church’s own self-understanding’ (Tracy 1984, p. 

230). Theology, as talk about God, endeavours to speak about the whole of reality – even 

when these different publics are difficult to reconcile – because it is asking profound and 

enduring questions about all aspects of our lives together. 

 

The work of the Lutheran minister and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) 

serves as exemplary in this respect, not least for his enduring emphasis on the contextual, 

temporal and ‘concrete’ as the well-springs of theological reflection (Bonhoeffer, 1971). 

Influenced by the emergence of process theology, Bonhoeffer consistently resisted the 

kinds of dichotomies characteristic of Western modernity (expressed at the beginning of 

this article):  sacred/secular, public/private, church/world, Christ/world. These, for him, 

were a denial of the doctrines of creation and incarnation; for him, true discipleship, the life 

of the Church, indeed Christ himself, can only be known in the concrete.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s radical incarnational orientation, therefore, speaks directly into 

contemporary public theologians’ desire for accessible and effective intervention. Generally, 

public theology refers to the church genuinely engaging with those within and outside its 

institutions on issues of common interest and for the common good.  
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Public theology, as I understand it, is not primarily and directly evangelical theology 

which addresses the Gospel to the world in the hope of repentance and conversion. 

Rather, it is theology which seeks the welfare of the city before protecting the 

interests of the Church … (Forrester 2004, p. 6) 

 

Similarly, as public theology considers issues confronting different communities, it soon 

becomes clear that we cannot afford the luxury of limiting our attention to one nation-state 

or culture. It is a phenomenon that is local, national and global.  In engaging the challenges 

of immigration, climate change, human rights, human trafficking, health and epidemiology, 

poverty and hunger, or peace-building, for example, we need to widen our lens and our 

conversation.   

 

Another feature of public theology is that it embodies both action and reflection.  It 

may deliver a theological treatise on the environment or food poverty; but at the same 

time, somewhere else, people of faith are participating in demonstrations by Extinction 

Rebellion, or stacking tins in their local foodbank.  Public theology has a ‘performative’ 

dimension, since actions may speak louder than words (Graham, 2017; Hogue, 2010; 

Spencer, 2017). Action challenges and informs theological understandings, even as theology 

tests the methods of activism.   

 

‘Build Up Our Common Life’ 
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I would like to conclude this overview of public theology with two concepts that are central 

to its discussions about the aims and ends of its engagement with contemporary economics, 

politics and culture. Together, they remind us of the invocation within the Church’s liturgy 

to ‘build up our common life’ as an essential vocation in relation to the public square. But in 

keeping with the strongly incarnational and worldly nature of public theology, this is a 

commonality defined not by ecclesiastical or creedal boundaries but by our shared 

humanity.  

 

The Common Good 

 

Firstly, the concept of the ‘Common Good’, often associated with Roman Catholic social 

thought, has been highly influential in helping churches think about the nature of its 

engagement in the public square (Hollenbach, 2006;  Sagovsky and McGrail, 2015). As Anna 

Rowlands comments elsewhere in this issue, the tradition of the common good embodies 

the principles of interdependence, collective endeavour and the indivisibility of ‘goods’. The 

well-being and flourishing of the whole is greater than any sectional self-interest. In the 

name of our common humanity, it is argued, the church should seek the good of all, and so 

its interventions in public debate and policy should not just be for its own advancement.  

 

In an increasingly diverse and pluralistic world, however, does any notion of 

‘common’ risk imposing a false unity or assume a consensus that actually excludes those 

with no voice or who are radically different from a supposed ‘mainstream’? Should it, 

perhaps, be tempered by liberationist principles of the ‘preferential option for the poor’ 

such that any appeal to the common good might insist on the full participation of those with 
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least power? (Ahern et al., 2016)  What are the limits to our loyalty to a particular rendition 

of ‘the common good’ if that simply means attempting to rejuvenate a tired and broken 

political system?  Given the political divisions in the UK over Brexit, to which Jonathan 

Draper’s article alludes, it seems that at this moment, British society desperately needs 

people of good will whose calling is simply to safeguard the integrity of public life; to ensure 

that there are public spaces – physical, institutional and discursive – which are safe and 

‘civil’ arenas in which important issues can be debated.1 Does the Church have sufficient 

‘social capital’ and public trust to act in the name of political debate and association 

modelled on the traditionally ‘liberal’ values of equality, justice, respect and common 

purpose?  

 

Social, Religious and Spiritual Capital  

 

Secondly, the terminology of social, religious and spiritual capital has provided a further 

conceptual framework for public theologians to think about the constructive difference that 

religion can make. The terminology originates with the sociologist Robert Putnam, who 

considered the potential cost to Western society – in terms of public health, democratic 

participation and a diverse civil society – of the erosion of voluntary activity at the end of 

the twentieth century (Putnam, 2000). He coined the term ‘social capital’ to denote the 

extent to which social bonds and networks are maintained by a range of common activities, 

such as volunteering, local politics, membership of leisure societies and faith groups, and so 

forth.  

                                                      
1 See, for example, proposals that the Archbishop of Canterbury might chair a People’s Forum on Brexit: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-49486371 [accessed 28 August 2019]. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-49486371


 13 

 

These activities are the things that oil the machinery of social life. They are like 

‘investments’ of time, expertise, good will and energy that ‘pay dividends’ in terms of social 

cohesion, a sense of belonging, healthy democracy, less isolation and loneliness. Research 

suggests religious groups are exceptionally good at mobilising social capital in the shape of 

volunteers, physical resources such as buildings and local networks. As a result, some 

people refer to ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ capital to describe the additional ‘premium’ that faith 

groups bring to building up strong and resilient networks and providing routes through 

which people can become active citizens (Baker, 2012). These – religious values and 

concrete practices -- form the foundations of a functioning civil society (Dinham, 2012). 

 

An illustration of this combination of physical resources and religious values can be 

found in a remarkable book, After the Fire: Finding words for Grenfell (Everett, 2018). In the 

early hours of Wednesday 14th June 2017, fire engulfed Grenfell Tower in London, resulting 

in 72 deaths and many more being made homeless. Alan Everett, vicar of the nearby St 

Clement and St James churches, and the book’s author, describes how immediately after 

the terrible fire religious groups of all kinds took the lead. Everett describes the immediate 

aftermath, of how religious buildings – churches, temples, mosques including the Clement-

James centre, a charity run by the local parish – became makeshift evacuation centres; and 

they turned into bases for relief work, to collect and distribute food, clothing and above all 

support to local survivors, families and emergency services. As time went on, these same 

religious centres became the venues of often acrimonious meetings between residents and 

the local authority.  
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Everett also writes, however, of how alongside the immediate material needs, 

groups like churches found themselves important sources of emotional and spiritual 

support. In the weeks and months after Grenfell, it becomes more apparent that theological 

reserves and resources began to play a decisive role in shaping and sustaining the local 

churches’ ministry. His experience of years of ministry and an immersion in a theology of 

resilience gives him sufficient hope to keep going. He articulates a theology of waiting and 

mourning, a kind of ‘Holy Saturday’ – the space between Good Friday and Easter Day, 

between Cross and Resurrection:  

 

We cannot rush into healing. There are no short cuts. We must give ourselves space 

to process what we have experienced and we must allow the grace of God to do its 

work in its own time. Only then can we take the next step, in the hope that God will 

accompany us and guide us forward. (2018, p. 129) 

 

It is clear that all the churches and other faith groups in Notting Dale, Notting Hill and North 

Kensington often felt overwhelmed, engulfed, by the waves of all the expectations that 

were heaped upon them. They felt fragile and were grieving themselves. It was costly for 

them. But they endured, as Alan Everett says: 

 

Our acts of compassion may feel insignificant, and we are all too often aware that 

we are not the people we wish to be. But our small offerings of love are part of a 

larger movement, as over time, in the company of those with whom we live and 

work, we are taken up into the life of God. (2018, p. 124)  
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Social Capital and Christian Calling  

 

The two concepts of ‘the common good’ and ‘social capital’ both relate to the nature and 

meaning of our life together (in church and society); how that is conceived and practised, 

and how we understand ‘public’ and the nature of our participation in society. Together 

they resonate powerfully with a prayer that features in many Christian liturgies, in which  

worshippers ask God to ‘build up our common life’. Could this motif serve, at this particular 

time, as a focus for our public theology? Can it embody the ways in which Christians and 

others of faith, who believe themselves to be called to a distinctive vocation to society, as 

citizens of the world and disciples or followers of Jesus, might contribute in deed and word 

to build up our common life? 

 

It is important to ask what it might take for the churches to attend to the task of 

‘building up its own common life’ in order to equip its members and leaders carry out these 

vital tasks of constructive citizenship. This relates to what Stephen Lowe and I identified as a 

critical dimension of public theology, namely ‘the processes of guidance or formation that 

equip Christians … to exercise faithful witness in relation to the secular world’ (Graham and 

Lowe, 2009, pp. 4-5), or how ordinary people of faith exercise their commitments in public: 

at work, as volunteers, in politics. This takes us into the territory of the role of the laity in 

the life of the Church, and how the ‘gathered’ and institutional church feeds and nurtures 

the life and work of the ‘scattered’ or ‘dispersed’ church out in the wider public domain 

(Archbishops’ Council, 2016). Do the churches give enough support to those in public 

service, decision-making, front-line services; to connect what they are doing with their 

faith? Do churches talk enough about how faith informs lives from Monday to Saturday, as 
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well as Sunday; and do we pay sufficient attention to our responsibilities not just as church 

members but as citizens, consumers and voters? Do local churches afford full value to those 

who serve their wider communities? What, we might ask, is the relationship between the 

realm of ‘discipleship’ and that of ‘citizenship’ (Graham and Lowe, 2009; Brown, Pattison 

and Smith, 2012, p. 187)?   

 

If we hold to a strong doctrine of the church’s ministry and mission in the world, 

then there should be no division. But unfortunately, the old dichotomies of public and 

private, church and world, sacred and secular, often conspire to keep them apart.  Yet if 

theology is merely the internal discourse of the Church, framed in language understandable 

only to experts or academicians, it will never connect with lived experience and will cease to 

be relevant.  The significance of a discipline like public theology is that it regards itself as less 

concerned with defending the interests of specific faith-communities than with contributing 

-- critically and constructively – to the processes of common deliberation and action. At the 

heart of this undertaking lies a simple, but profound (and, some would say, sacred) 

question: ‘Who is my neighbour?’ (Luke 10; see also Graham, 2017, p. 150) 
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