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Some considerations about public theology. Origins, trends and basic ideas 

Prof. Călina Gelu 
 

In the Christian sense, the call to contribute to the common good in the 1980s came to be visibly 
discussed under the label of “public theology” and led to the establishment of a global network of 
public theology in 2007, although the relationship of Christian theology (public) with other religions 
did not receive the attention it needed to speak its word.  
Saint Augustine in the work The city of God proposes a redefinition of the public itself, arguing that 
there is life outside the Christian community as well. The key aspects of S Augustine’s contribution 
to public theology could be summarized in four areas: Firstly, he placed theology in broader policy 
contexts and saw a close connection between the Christian community and wider politics. Augustine 
paved the way for an open discussion about Christian theology of public life. Secondly, Augustine 
saw, as a theologian of the time, God’s sovereignty over politics and society, and he showed 
confidence in the Christian faith and authority to bring the whole of society under the authority of the 
Church as a God-ordained institution. Thirdly, he saw the stability and order of society as crucial to 
both the sacred and the profane, and argued that Christians and non-Christians should work together 
to establish a working relationship. Fourthly, he considered that the divine order would constantly 
interact with the natural order and should be the guiding principle for statesmen.  
In the same context, many of the reformers1 used the terms of jurisdiction of a secular ruler or 
magistrate who was not opposed to Christian principles. This was also taken over by Martin Luther, 
as an Augustinian friar, who restricted the secular government’s duty to protect the good people and 
punish the wicked people. In Luther’s view, the secular authorities were charged with preventing 
chaos, but this could not be done by law alone. He challenged the doctrine of the two spheres of 
medieval church authority: temporal and spiritual, in Augustinian theology, fundamental to him was 
the principle of “priesthood of all believers”, meaning the same status and yet having different 
functions. This principle was extended beyond the realm of the Church when Luther exposed his 
doctrine of the two kingdoms, the worldly government of God is accomplished by the use of the 
sword and civil law by secular rulers while fulfilling a divine role, so unlike of the two powers, the 
two kingdoms existed in parallel. In Luther’s view, good can be led by the Spirit, but evil must be led 
by the sword. Luther’s political theology was pragmatic in keeping with the political reality of the 
time as he strengthened political authority in divine providence. 

 
1Harro Hopfl, Introduction, in Harro Hopfl, trans. & ed., Luther and Calvin on Secular Authority (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), pp. Vii – xxiii at vii. 
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On the other hand, Calvin provided a new way of thinking about civil government2. He considered 
that the government authorities had the right to coerce because the spiritual authority assumes the 
responsibility of promoting virtue. Therefore, Christian magistrates and priests are dedicated to the 
same cause and differ only in their sphere of authority. Calvinism was essential in making the 
transition from a medieval notion of worldly order to a modern order “based on change”.3  
Thomas Müntzer, a radical leader, approached the relationship between church authority and the state 
differently. He believed that true faith should counteract false faith and that secular authority should 
help this task. Unlike Luther, he emphasized the duty of government authorities to the people not 
only to maintain peace and order, but also to protect and spread the Christian faith in order to establish 
a new socio-political order. Müntzer led a revolution that involved a radical break with the state 
church as well as civil authorities. At the same time, the reformer Ulrich Zwingli’s view of the 
relationship between church and state was that they were not separate entities, but different ways of 
managing the city (Zurich) from the point of view of God’s rule. Zwingli encouraged Christians to 
pursue politics. 
Following Zwingli’s ideas, the Anabaptist movement, which started in Switzerland, also advocated 
for social justice and the transformation of the church because it caused the church to fall out of 
political authority.4   
The Reformers saw involvement in politics and wider society as less relevant due in large part to their 
political understanding that the authorities were ordained by God and also because of their concern 
for the Church. 
 
Catholic social teaching  
A significant area of theological thought that developed in the late 19th century in the Roman Catholic 
Church regarding the theology of economic and political life at the national level and global context, 
it is about Catholic social teaching (CST). It is at the heart of its principles the concept of the common 
good. In this thinking, the common good is one of the three key principles of the Church’s social 
doctrine, along with subsidiarity and solidarity. In addition, the common good is emphasized as the 
main goal of society; it is also stated that the reason for being of political authority is to promote the 
common good and that state must ensure the common good by keeping the demands of justice for 
individuals and groups within it.  
The common good is considered a comprehensive means of organizing political life regardless of 
political orientation, the development of this concept is primarily concerned with economic order and 

 
2Alister McGrath, Reform Thought: An Introduction, 2nd ed. Oxford: Blackwell. 205–210. 
3Jurgen Moltmann, God for a Secular Society: The Public Relevance of Theology (London: SCM Press, 1999), pp. 5:00 
4McGrath, Reformation Thought, pp. 215–217 
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a necessary solidarity with the poor. There is also controversy around this concept, and a major one 
refers to the way in which individual rights can be protected while seeking the common good. Another 
question concerns who should define the common good in a modern, pluralistic and secular state. 
Even so, the theology of the common good has provided significant insights into the dignity, 
sacredness, and social nature of the human person. A special emphasis is on the doctrine of the 
creation of man by God, which militates for a just society. 
 
Ecumenical development of public theology 
Christian theology has always had a discourse on social welfare, many Christian authors supporting 
the Church’s involvement in the socio-political field and in debating economic issues. The Church 
has always had a focus on those who suffer, which the Christian conscience cannot ignore. From an 
educational point of view, Christian justice is a duty for those who seek God. 
The Church encourages Christians to reform the existing order in accordance with moral principles, 
and from this perspective value judgments are always needed. At the heart of this reflection are: 
human freedom, solidarity and service or the power of sacrifice. 
 
Christian social thinking in the United States.  
Richard Niebuhr was considered a “theologian of public life” due to his ability to reach a theological 
interpretation for a wider audience. For Niebuhr, theology aims to help the ethical reconstruction of 
modern society by forging a religious imagination that supports a strong commitment to public life.  
Inspired by the above theologians and in response to the demand for social-political involvement in 
theology at the end of the 20th century, three authors contributed substantially to the formation of 
public theology: Martin Marty5, Jürgen Habermas and David Tracy. 
Martin Marty presented his vision of “public theology” or “public church” in the volume Public 
Church (1960); Jürgen Habermas6, in the paper Structural transformation of the public sphere (1962), 
stimulated much debate in the public sphere and David Tracy7 by volume The Analogical Imagination 
(1981), suggested the three spheres of theology as academy, church, and society, while arguing that 
there are three types of theology for each audience: fundamental theology, systematic theology, and 
practical theology. Other theologians such as David Hollenbach, Richard John Neuhaus, Duncan 
Forrester, Gavin D’Costa, Rowan Williams, Max Stackhouse, Linell Cady, Ronald F. Thiemann, and 
David Ford explored the possibility of “public theology” from different perspectives and contexts.  

 
5Martin Marty, Public Church: Mainline-Evangelical-Catholic (New York: Crossroad, 1981). 
6Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, 
trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: Polity, 1989) 
7David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 
1981). 
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Promoting public theology as a theological discourse 
In recent years, along with the establishment of public theology as a discipline, the scope and 
methodology of public theology have expanded and interacted with a number of contemporary public 
issues. They also give us a basis for discussing some of the areas that have not been discussed in 
public theology and that, in terms of approaches, it can be done in several ways. First of all, there are 
studies that deal with the theological and theoretical framework for public theology and the concept 
of “public sphere” that is systematically engaged. Secondly, there are articles that examine current 
issues and topics in order to develop an appropriate methodology for public theology. Thirdly, there 
are articles that discuss public figures in order to increase their relevance for the development of 
public theology. A fourth category of articles is situated in the interaction between theory and 
practice, between theology and practical theology. Fifthly, there are articles that examine particular 
issues in different social-political contexts to develop methodologies for the content of public 
theology. As mentioned, the five categories of studies are not mutually exclusive and the authors 
interact with various issues. 
The power of public theology lies in the diversity of approaches and engagement in a variety of issues; 
this results in a number of methodologies that discuss a more systematic approach to continuing the 
effort of public theology and its methodology. Firstly, the concept of “public” in biblical, historical, 
and ecclesiastical perspective and the rationale for the meaning of “public theology” from the 
perspective of systematic theology would strengthen the platform of engagement with other 
theologians.  
Until now, various functions of the “public” in contemporary society have been conceptualized in 
many ways: church, academy, and society (Tracy); religious, political, public academic and economic 
spheres (Stackhouse); political sphere, economic sphere, civil society and public opinion (Smit); 
institutional public, a built public and a personal public (Elliot); and the state, the market, media, 
religious communities, academies and civil society (Kim). 
The conceptualization of these realms or main bodies from the needs of the public sphere must be 
further developed and each sphere must be examined using the expertise of different academic 
disciplines. Secondly, there needs to be a more active engagement with different specialists of 
disciplines, as well as various bodies that interact in the public sphere beyond the borders of theology 
or the Christian community for the pursuit of the common good. 
Jürgen Moltmann argues that theology must maintain in public the universal concerns of the future 
Kingdom of God, publicly, critically, and prophetically by presenting its reflections. “Interactive 
Pluralism” by Rowan Williams in his 2008 lecture (Civil and Religious Law in England: a Religious 
Perspective) talks about two dimensions of mutual responsibility: one explicit and one implicit. On 
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the one hand, it calls for the recognition of the potential contributions of religious communities, the 
obligation of the state to provide this possibility in the public sphere and the challenge of the state to 
a monopoly on the rule of law. On the other hand, it brings religious communities into public 
discussion. He argues that interactive pluralism helps religious communities to be more open to public 
scrutiny and therefore encourages them to integrate into the wider society. This should be welcomed 
because it would benefit both religious communities and society at large. Williams challenges both 
the secular state, for monopolizing public discussions, and the religious communities for their 
tendency toward exclusive approaches to issues related to a wider society. Charles Taylor, in his book 
Secular Age, states that the key norm of a secular society is that it has transformed from a society in 
which faith in God was undisputed and free from problems for a context where having faith is a 
human possibility, among other things. In secular contexts, God is no longer axiomatic and suggests 
the creation of a public sphere in which communities meet to discuss common principles and interests, 
of intercommunication, and that this social imaginary is the key to development in modern society. 
As a Christian theology, public theology must take its resources from Scripture, and the concept of 
wisdom in the Bible could be a vital methodological tool. In recent years, the use of scriptural wisdom 
has been widely promoted, and this seems to provide a possible approach to public theology.8 Wisdom 
is the result of the practical and pragmatic advice of the sages, that is, grounded in God and His 
presence in its foundation, but not limited to it in its foundation, scope, and application. In other 
words, it covers both religious and wider societies in terms of both sacred and secular issues and 
concerns.  
These features of the wisdom of Scripture provide an important perspective for building an 
appropriate methodology for theology for involvement in the public sphere, in contemporary society. 
In other news, justice and the common good, which are recurring themes in the development of public 
theology and support for minorities, the poor, the marginalized and the voiceless, need more 
expression. Freedom, equality and the rule of law are key aspirations for the modern state, which 
allow human society to flourish, but society must also address the “minority issue” and this is not just 
a matter of tolerance, compassion or charity from the majority or from those who have authority, 
wealth and power. 
As Hollenbach convincingly argues, the choice today is not between freedom and community, but 
between a society based on mutual respect and solidarity and a society that leaves many people 
behind, and that choice will have a powerful effect on the well-being of all. 
Public theology has been articulated throughout the history of the church as Christian, theologians 
have expressed a commitment to link private faith with the public as we have seen above, but it also 

 
8Jurgen Moltmann, God for a Secular Society: The Public Relevance of Theology (London: SCM Press, 1999), pp. 5:00 
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requires critical evaluation in theological circles to continue its efforts to bring God in the public 
sphere for the common good. 
 
Public theology and reconciliation 
“Reconciliation” has a long history as a theological concept, but too short as a prominent term in 
politics and public debate. The current interest in reconciliation as a social issue developed in the 
1990s has become a significant issue and topic in discussions on post-conflict peacebuilding but also 
in emerging societies in the field of transitional justice. These debates looked at post-conflict 
challenges or transitions after sustained human rights abuses and how societies could best negotiate 
the competing challenges of truth, justice, reconciliation and the restoration of democracy as they 
tried to build from scratch the future, the manner in which theologians saw the mission of 
reconciliation in response to this renewed interest in social and political reconciliation in other 
academic disciplines and in political discussions. 
The word “reconciliation” is now commonly used in other disciplines and in wider public life as a 
secular term to describe a key challenge in post-conflict societies if communities divided by violence 
and enmity want to live together in a common society. In the academic literature, the discussion of 
reconciliation addresses the legacies of conflict and division, as well as the mechanisms to help 
former adversaries live and work together more peacefully. Scientists and practitioners trained around 
the world have sought to clarify and define a more precise concept and understanding of reconciliation 
in this regard. Before further exploring the theology of reconciliation, three features of the recent 
discussions on reconciliation are worth mentioning as relevant. 
A first feature is that reconciliation is understood as part of a peacebuilding process that involves 
different stages and dimensions. Reconciliation is the work that usually remains to be done after peace 
and after political agreements or reforms have been signed, if the agreement of substance and meaning 
for the wider society is desired. This paper involves demographic masses wider than those directly 
involved in the political negotiations. 
Political leaders can negotiate and sign agreements, but for most conflicts this is not enough. These 
agreements have only value and are only sustainable in the long term, if they are followed by a broader 
process of reconciliation at a broader social level. Moreover, if reconciliation is part of the peace-
building process, it is also clear that reconciliation itself is often a process rather than a finished stage.  
The language of reconciliation is deeply rooted in the Christian tradition and its theology. The 
emergence of reconciliation in recent decades in discussions of peacebuilding and just transition has 
not introduced the idea of reconciliation in Christian theology, but has given a fresh context if we 
consider the old ideas. In light of this, it is not at all surprising that there has been public discussion 
about social reconciliation, especially in countries where a high percentage of people have identified 
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themselves as Christians. This has led to new knowledge and a new way of thinking about the 
relationship between reconciliation as a post-conflict social challenge and long-term Christian and 
theological significance. 
As is well known, the Greek terms translated as “reconciliation” and/or “to reconciliate” appear only 
fifteen times in the New Testament, and this is mainly in Pauline literature. However, the idea of 
reconciliation was given more attention in sacramental and systematic doctrine than it might suggest. 
However, one of the paradoxes that Christian theology has given to reconciliation is that, despite the 
widespread attention to reconciliation in a sacramental and systematic way, the challenges of social 
reconciliation have not received much attention from Christian churches and Christian writers prior 
to 1990. Two factors that probably help explain this apparent neglect are: first, the tendency to 
privatize the faith, and second, the reluctance of churches to engage in political controversy. From 
the Enlightenment, there was a strong tendency to privatize the religious sphere in Europe and North 
America. Faith has been seen more and more by both believers and the wider society as a personal 
and private matter. This conception highlights the individual in his relationship with God and limits 
religious authority to personal-ethical authority. From this liberal point of view, there are significant 
political benefits to accommodating religious freedom and cultural pluralism in various democratic 
societies. However, with the Christian faith turning inward and constantly withdrawing from the 
public domain, this tendency toward privatization of the faith was particularly noticeable in terms of 
reconciliation. The Church’s commitment to reconciliation has and has had both a sacramental and 
doctrinal emphasis, but none has developed a strong collective dimension or a clear social message. 
For Catholics, reconciliation has been understood primarily in a sacramental tradition, as the 
Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation, reconciliation is one of the seven recognized Catholic 
sacraments. This sacramental status of reconciliation could have been a basis for supporting the 
theological exploration of social and political reconciliation and its challenges. In practice, however, 
the close association of reconciliation with the sacrament usually served to limit the horizons of the 
wider theological interest in reconciliation. Reconciliation has been identified with the inner spirit. It 
was related to individual confession and repentance for personal sins, which were usually identified 
as private. The Church has not done much to reconcile structural or collective sins or to apply creative 
ideas from sacramental rites to political violence, divisions and conflicts, or vice versa. 
A second factor that has likely discouraged historical Christian engagement as reconciliation, 
reconciliation initiatives are invariably controversial and demanding, even today, when reconciliation 
has been established as a term of trust and most people see reconciliation in positive terms as a 
desirable goal, there are different opinions about what it means and how it should be. Some critics 
are wary of any notion of reconciliation, others warn that the ideal is attractive, but it is often 
impractical in reality. Part of the difficulty in public debate is that, as mentioned above, the word 
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reconciliation refers to both a process and a state. Some of the criticisms of reconciliation arise rather 
from its portrayal as a finished state, an ongoing process that could never be fully realized, but it is 
nevertheless a desirable commitment. An expectation of reconciliation as a state of perfect harmony 
places too great a burden on what is realistic. This can distract from the significance of positive steps 
toward better relationships. Since no human society can claim to be perfectly peaceful or perfectly 
just, no society can claim perfect reconciliation, but, as in the case of peace and justice, this is not a 
reason not to promote reconciliation as much as possible.  
From another angle, some critics object to reconciliation as simplistic, naively “doing good”. This 
critique suggests that reconciliation is optimistic and the deep issues can only be addressed through 
goodwill and thus to be a way to avoid the basic structural problems that generate and sustain larger 
problems. This objection is closely linked to the view that the rhetoric of reconciliation is a form of 
avoidance and a deadline for doing nothing. It is a more cynical view of reconciliation in this regard, 
it is a deliberate distraction. This criticism sees reconciliation as usually an empty gesture promoted 
by those in power who want to maintain the benefits they get from this state. In both cases, if 
reconciliation is seen as a benign thing, both the privatization of theology and the reluctance to engage 
in difficult issues of practical reconciliation may explain why, until the 1990’s, Christian theology 
had relatively little to say on the subject of social reconciliation. 
The much broader literature and tradition of Christian writings on the theology and ethics of “peace” 
had paid relatively little attention to social reconciliation, at least in terms of the public dimension.  
Throughout history, Christian churches have been engaged in areas of peace and/or conflict in a wide 
variety of contexts, spanning the entire spectrum, from conflicts between individuals and families to 
broader conflicts between groups or social bodies, to national or international conflicts. Looking back 
at this record, there are many achievements, but the overall result is insufficient, the history in this 
field offers a wide spectrum, from the militancy of the crusades to the non-violent fight for civil 
rights. There are certainly cases in which the Christian churches have brought a positive message of 
peace as an alternative or at least as a partial mitigation of destructive conflict. There has always been 
at least one implicit theology of reconciliation in these contributions.  
 
Origins 
While the Roman-Catholic Church has struggled to promote and nurture the common good, the 
evolution of this concept has been long and complex, drawing on such diverse sources as Plato and 
Aristotle and the writings of early Christian leaders, including John Chrysostom and Augustine of 
Hippo. 
The question of whether the “good life” is “social” has a strong and affirmative answer in the book 
The city of God of Augustine and in his writings John Chrysostom states: “This is the rule of most 
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perfect Christianity, its most exact definition, its highest point, namely, the seeking of the common 
good. . . for nothing can so make a person an imitator of Christ without caring for his neighbours”. 
Thomas Aquinas, who wrote in the 13th century, was the one who first gave the common good the 
form it has today, then a succession of Papal Encyclicals from the late 19th century further refining 
it and giving it a contemporary meaning. Summarizing the writings of Augustine and Aristotle, 
Aquinas analysed how the good life could be achieved, not only by the individual in pursuit of goals 
such as health, education, and life support, but also in a collective sense, as all seek to achieve for 
such purposes. For Aquinas, this task is the responsibility of the virtuous leader to ensure that society 
as a whole enjoys such benefits and that all are able to live together peacefully and in a spirit of 
mutual assistance.  
While the common good is widely regarded as a Christian doctrine, its roots in ancient Greek 
philosophy make it clear that it does not necessarily require a religious meaning and will be actively 
promoted by secular writers. 
 
Public theology in the context of globalization 
In fact, the common good should not be confused with utilitarianism, nor is it a concrete vision of a 
future ideal state, a “utopia” towards which employees strive to direct history, rather it is a way of 
“doing politics” that goes beyond promotion.  
 
Globalization is the inevitable social, cultural and economic reality of the 21st century. The 
background noise is what colours our social experience, our economic relationships, and the political 
possibilities that are available for examination and critique in the discourse of public theology. We 
live, as William Schweiker said, in “the age of many worlds”, yet, at the same time, the boundaries 
between those worlds have become ever higher. As David Held and Anthony McGrew describe it: 
globalization simply means expanding scale, increasing magnitude, accelerating and deepening the 
impact of transcontinental flows, and patterns of social interaction. It refers to a change or 
transformation in the scale of the human organization that connects distant communities and expands 
by reaching power relations in the regions and continents of the world. 
But it should not be interpreted as foreshadowing the emergence of harmony in world society or as a 
universal process of global integration in which there is a growing convergence of cultures and 
civilizations. Not only does raising awareness of interconnectedness create new animosities and 
conflicts, but it can fuel reactionary politics and deep xenophobia. 
As a substantial proportion of the world’s population is largely excluded from the benefits of 
globalization, it is a serious problem and, consequently, a highly contested process. The inequality of 
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globalization assures us that it is far from being a uniformly experienced universal process across the 
globe. 
While those who dream of global political structures and world governance remain only in the minds 
of many, either an inaccessible dream or a dystopian perspective, the increasingly integrated nature 
of economic systems and the transnational nature of more informal social relations, suggests the 
emergence of an ungoverned and as yet unregulated global society. This situation has the potential to 
produce significant benefits, especially for the emerging global society, but only at a significant cost 
to the global. 
The economic crisis of 2007-2008 illustrated the precarious nature of these unregulated intersections, 
as a lack of regulation in the global financial industry, led to unprecedented market manipulation and 
corruption in the “safe” framework of mortgage securities. The result has been the biggest recession 
since the Great Depression and a staggering global economy on the brink of collapse. More recently, 
the Greek debt crisis has illustrated the economic difficulties of integration into the euro area. Greek 
governments have received cries of injustice against harsh austerity and measures demanded by the 
German banking industry. Throughout this controversy, the power of nationalism has remained a 
strong motivator under a genuine transnational set of economic relations.  
The role of public theology in the global social, economic, and political situation in which we find 
ourselves is to shed light on how the global dynamics that underlie our reflection have a theology or 
not. By analysing and interpreting the present situation in the light of the resources provided by the 
Christian theological tradition, public theology can examine how concepts embodied in that tradition 
may appear unexamined, presumptions, and unexpected solutions to the ongoing enigma of 
globalization. 
 
Context of globalization 
Identifying globalization as a context of public theology becomes necessary to understand both what 
globalization is and how it functions as an engine of human social and cultural reality. This is 
complicated by the multifaceted nature of the concept itself, as well as the lack of any agreed 
definition. 
Globalization is often simply defined by a description of what it does, how it affects local 
communities, how it destroys barriers between nations and ethnic groups, and how (depending on 
who speaks) it either exacerbates or overcomes social and economic inequalities in worldwide. 
However, in our view, globalization can be defined as “a global set of social, political, cultural, 
technological and ethical dynamics, influenced and legitimized by certain theological, ethical and 
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ideological motives that create a world civil society that exceeds the capacity of any national state to 
control it9”. 
In many discussions, globalization is described only in terms of increasing the transnational nature of 
economic activity, freed from the regulatory constraints of individual national states, and therefore 
the agendas of any individual country or political entity are not taken into account. However, 
globalization is taking on much more than that. It encompasses and transforms every dimension of 
culture, including art, academy, medicine, media, technology, and religion. 
While global economic forces are the most obvious manifestation of globalization and are affected 
by the increasingly global nature of human society to varying degrees. Political institutions and 
structures, on the other hand, seem to have some legitimacy. 
Thus, while Friedman and other proponents of globalization see “the flattening of the world as an 
emancipatory force for social change, opening up opportunities and possibilities where none had 
previously existed, critics of globalization, such as Ulrich Duchrow and Franz Hinkelammert, see it 
as what they call the ‘global tyranny of capital’”. Thus, for them, “Globalization has the sole purpose 
of freeing the accumulation of capital from all social and ecological barriers. The result is the total 
market, which is in the process of destroying not only life on earth, but its own foundation”. Similarly, 
David Korton warns of “global dreams of vast corporate empires, compliant governments, a 
globalized monoculture of consumers, and a universal ideological commitment to corporate 
libertarianism”, which jeopardizes both democratic structures of social governance, the economic 
well-being of the vast majority of the human community and the ecological sustainability of the 
planet. 
Both narratives are valid and both must be taken into account in any theological account of 
globalization. It is undeniable that globalization has opened up opportunities for political 
manipulation, labour exploitation and increasing downward social mobility, among many others.  
In addition, there is legitimacy in the question of the long-term sustainability of the good that 
globalization offers even to those who see its benefits as a lack of governance and regulation. The 
fact that these competing perceptions of globalization are both ingrained in different analyses and 
interpretations of its real effects, it paradoxically indicates the nature of globalization as it has 
developed so far, as well as the difficulties inherent in a state of affairs for current governance 
structures to keep up. It also indicates the difficulty of analysing the real consequences of 
globalization without referring to ideologies that seek to support one or the other narrative. 
Again, each of these ideological positions reveals something about how globalization functions as an 
abbreviation for genuine concerns about the freedom, justice, and future of the human community. 

 
9Max Stackhouse, Globalization and Grace: God and Globalization vol. 4. (New York: Continuum, 2007), p. 7. 
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To the extent that globalization can only be understood and discussed within these ideological 
alternatives, debates about globalization will continue to cover the same ground, with very little news 
to offer. Public theology should ideally provide an alternative framework for analysis and 
interpretation that can help develop a set of critiques and constructive proposals for creating a 
globalization that has the potential to improve the well-being of all human beings, but also to expand 
a realm of human social possibility. 
 
The place of public theology 
To what extent then does public theology, as a special approach to theology and moral reflection, 
appear to have something to contribute to the debate on globalisation? If it can add to our 
understanding of the effect globalization is having on the larger public world we inhabit, in what 
ways might it do so? 
The theologian who has written the most in this field is Max Stackhouse, whose volume God and 
Globalization set out to develop a public theology of globalization. Building on the work of many 
collaborators, co-editors, and contributors, he developed a multifaceted theology of globalization that 
saw God’s providence manifested toward a process of social and economic realignment that is 
globalization. 
From a broader perspective, public theology is engaged in the analysis of the whole range of social 
and cultural institutions that constitute pluralistic modernity. This analysis is particularly well suited 
to understanding globalization as a collision of more institutional realignments than as a monolithic 
phenomenon. 
In addition, public theology aspires to go beyond the purely local, secular epistemological positions 
that defined much of the discourse around religion in the second half of the 20th century. On the 
contrary, public theology, as articulated by Stackhouse, strives to provide a perspective that, if not 
universal, at least has the capacity to generate a constructive religion, a discourse beyond the 
boundaries of local communities. As Stackhouse writes: “Today, globalization demands the 
recognition of a wider audience, which understands and relativizes all the particular contexts in which 
we live. A new kind of particular contextual transcendence is needed. Thus, a number of researchers 
around the world are trying to develop a public theology, because it has become a serious question 
whether a society or civilization can be supported either on a purely local basis and a particular faith 
or a purely secular basis that claims to transcend all religion and theology. In fact, the moral fibre 
seems to come out of a society or civilization if it is not supported by a compelling vision of 
transcendence to continually feed its spiritual capital”.10 

 
10Max L. Stackhouse, et al., God and Globalization. Four Volumes. (T & T Clark: 2000–2007), p. 78; Max Stackhouse, 
‘Civil Religion, Political Theology and Public Theology. What’s the Difference?’, Journal of Political Theology 5 (2004), 
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Whether or not we agree with Stackhouse’s assessment, religion addresses the inevitable need for a 
principle of transcendence in society, and public theology offers a language through which the 
Christian has distinguished the conception of a transcendent point of view that can be applied to 
pluralism, the topography of a society in which there is a profound dissent on questions of supreme 
concern. Options for an analysis of the relationship between theology and society that embraces either 
the total divorce of Christian thinking from a robust public commitment (as in some forms of post-
liberal or post-modern, on the one hand or, on the other hand, insists on the exclusivity of the 
legitimacy of a single form of theological discourse in public life (as in the case of American religious 
law) fails to do full justice to the complex ways in which religion contributes to public discourse. 
At the same time, a completely secularized discourse, which considers religion irrelevant to public 
life, also fails to recognize the continuing relevance that religion holds in a modernity that often seems 
to push it sideways. Moreover, the proponents of neo-atheism insist that religion “poisons 
everything”11, much of the deep dimension of culture is rooted in religious symbolism that continues 
to hold the power of even secular imagination. This is a point made by Elaine Graham when, in a 
dialogue with Jürgen Habermas on the “post-secular”, she wrote: “The boundary established by the 
Enlightenment, between the public sphere of the economy and political processes on the one hand 
and the private domain of faith on the other hand, thus dissolves under the paradoxical currents of the 
religious renaissance, but even in the version of an enduring secularity. Similarly, there is a crisis in 
secular modernity which seems to have lost “control over the images, promoted by religion, of the 
moral whole - of the Kingdom of God on Earth - in a collusive way. Some people would regard the 
ideal of the Kingdom of God on Earth as a secularized version of complex theological thinking 
anyway, but Habermas’s point is that mere pragmatism is not enough to sustain a global vision of 
human dignity and move into the secular, materialist space. 
This lack can best be understood by a reclassification with symbols, resources provided in religious 
discourse, moreover, taking seriously the sociological implications of how these symbols are used by 
communities of faith, it is possible to provide moral resources that to help achieve a measure of social 
justice, now far from providing a horizon due to the complete secularization of social discourse. 
The challenge that globalization presents to public theology lies in how it is possible to use the 
particular symbolic resources of the Christian tradition effectively, given the wide range of symbolic 
frameworks that exist in a globalized context. In addition to the narrative of secularization that has 
become prominent in Western society, Christian theology must fight and engage in dialogue with the 

 
275–293. See also Max Stackhouse, Globalization and Grace: God and Globalization vol. 4. (New York: Continuum, 
2007; idem, Public Theology and Political Economy: Christian Stewardship in Modern Society (Langham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1991); 
11Elaine Graham, Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age (London, SCM Press: 2013), 
p. 49. 
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symbolic worlds of Islam, Confucianism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and countless local religions around 
the world. To the extent that the boundaries between local conceptions of final concern have been 
broken by the process of globalization, no conception can claim ideological authority for establishing 
the normative limits of discourse. 
As Jorge Rieger points out12, globalization, as it came into existence in the 21st century, does not 
require the homogeneity of faith and action. On the contrary, globalization seems to be evolving, 
while it continues to expand, it is no longer a question of erasing the difference - as long as the 
difference remains trivial. Few would consider their religious view as trivial, but in the context of an 
emerging global society that marginalizes any religious discourse in the name of eroding national 
borders and establishing open markets and free trade, religion must reaffirm its relevance against 
claims that it is a transient phenomenon. 
The threat to religion it poses is at least in part due to the rise of religion-based terrorism in recent 
decades. In the face of “McWorld”, some are opting for “Jihad”, wrongly. Religious reactions against 
globalisation, whether or not they resort to violence, are attempts to escape, if that is how they choose 
to affirm their values then the continued relevance of religious voice in the midst of a changing world 
is steadily diminishing. 
Globalization presents a unique global reality, defined by the breakdown of social, cultural, national 
and legal barriers between peoples around the world, allowing them to interact with each other in 
countless new ways. This is often discussed in terms of market relations, but it embraces a lot, more 
than that. This globalized reality encompasses differences between cultures, including religious views 
of the world. But religious experience makes the difference that requires Christian theology to 
develop an account of how this is possible, to be Christian in a meaningful public way, either by 
establishing that Christian theology has something unique and to say in the public marketplace that 
is not said by other traditions or by making the case for a common framework within which it can 
coordinate with other religious traditions to answer the moral questions that globalization raises, or a 
combination of both. 
The way in which public theology articulates its approach to the problem of religious pluralism, social 
and economic dislocation, and the erosion of national borders will define its ability to provide a 
relevant Christian voice in the midst of countless cross-pressures created by globalization. The 
Christian tradition offers many theological resources that can contribute to the development of such 
a public theology of globalization. 
 
 

 
12Jorge Rieger, Globalization and Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), p.42. 
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A public theology of globalization 
To the extent that public theology is a Christian project, it draws on the resources of the Christian 
tradition to establish its contribution to the broader public discourse in which it participates. As such, 
it represents in its content the tension of globalization between particularism and universalism that 
William Garret and Roland Robertson refer to as “one of the fundamental ways of structuring the 
contemporary situation”.13 As Steven Bevans points out14, we live in a church today. . . a world 
church. There is no longer a European and North Atlantic centre and a third world periphery - indeed. 
. . this has never been the case. But especially today, the Church is fully established and flourishing 
in every way, with few exceptions, in every part of the world. Moreover, since the end of the 20th 
century, the “centre of gravity” of Christianity moved from the white, rich world of Europe, North 
America, and Australia/New Zealand to the black, brown, and Asian world, Christianity and theology 
flourishing there. The various resources offered by the Christian tradition cover a multitude of 
doctrinal and ethical possibilities, but there are several key themes that arise in the interaction between 
globalization and public theology that are noteworthy. 
As mentioned above, as globalization represents a large-scale change in the institutional level of 
arrangements within each segment of society, it requires an analysis of the moral dimensions of 
institutional life. If the institutional arrangements are totally arbitrary, then there are few resources 
available in Christian public theology to provide a critique of the particular institutional arrangements 
formed by the process of globalization. However, if it is possible to indicate institutionally forms that 
are fundamental to the creation of a truly human life, then public theology can even support the 
preservation of those forms of life in the radical change of the field of globalization. 
Usually, the theological cornerstone of institutional analysis can be found in the idea of the covenant, 
especially as a dimension of the idea of common grace in the Christian tradition. To the extent that, 
as created beings, we exist both individually and socially for particular and then institutional 
purposes, the forms in which we live must serve those particular purposes. The idea of the covenant 
expresses our fundamental dependence and connection with the God who created us to live in a 
relationship with one another through certain institutions. As Stackhouse wrote, it is good to note that 
what is given to us in advance to guide the conduct of life is both standard and final, both as a law 
(nomos) and as an ultimate goal (telos), as philosophers have long remarked. Both the correct general 
order of things and the supreme destiny of creation must be interpreted, of course, and none of them 
are easy to read in the raw data of life. This lies in part in the limits of human understanding, in part 
in the distortions brought about in life by the sinful failures of men to use their freedom, and in part 
because the full data of creation and history is not yet fully understood. But those who believe in this 

 
13Roland Robertson and William Garrett, Religion and Global Order (New York: Paragon House, 1991), xviii. 
14Steven Bevans, An Introduction to Theology in Global Perspective (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2009, pp. 4–5. 
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God will claim that He is known enough to believe with good reason that life is governed by a moral 
law and that existence is not without purpose. Ultimately, human existence is governed by the first 
principles, and we are moving toward a final goal that we cannot know in detail or achieve without 
divine help and guidance15. 
The question of how those first principles manifest themselves in the formal institutional framework 
is an ongoing argument in Christian social thinking. For some, the institutional forms of human life 
— family, state, church, and other economic and social forms that make up the whole of social life 
— are quite well defined and largely unchangeable as particular forms of sovereign spheres in society. 
As such, while they may change over time, they should do so only within strictly constrained limits, 
so that they do not abandon their covenant purpose and cease to function in the manner in which they 
are intend by God. Others see these spheres as quite plastic in their form and relationship, capable 
and even necessary to reform in the light of changing social realities and circumstances. 
The value of the concept of “spheres” given by God in society is subject to debate, but, understanding 
ourselves as existing in a covenant relationship with a God through whom we are created for particular 
purposes and with whom we live in a loving promise relationship, we recognize that the particular 
institutional forms in which we live are necessary to sustain us, striving to become what we are created 
by God to be. While, on the one hand, they are but contingent and penultimate manifestations of 
Christian eschatology to which, as Christians, we strive to anticipate the Kingdom of God, which is 
the final institutional form of human life and the covenant relationship God has promised us. To the 
extent that social structures are formed according to the anticipated Christian hope, they can be 
embraced and comprised in a public theology of globalization.  
Recognizing the reality of sin as a factor in globalization requires us to contemplate the possibility of 
creating a global conception of the common good to serve as a bastion against our own more serious 
moral tendencies. 
Globalization opens up the possibility of imagining a world in which we can truly transcend the moral 
and political limitations of the national state and ethnicity, of envisioning a truly global policy that 
operates for the good of the collective well-being of all mankind. 
There is, of course, a great deal of difficulty between asserting this possibility and realizing it. 
However, only by imagining such a world can we exploit the inner potential of globalization to 
actually take steps in that direction and possibly prevent the social and environmental disasters that 
globalization threatens to impose on us at the worst possible time. 
The theological cornerstone of this theme is the eschatological possibility of the Kingdom of God. 
As mentioned above, insofar as the Christian faith is rooted in the promises of God manifested in the 

 
15Max Stackhouse, in Scott Paeth, Hak Joon Lee, and E. Harold Breitenberg, Shaping Public Theology: Selections From 
the Writings of Max L. Stackhouse (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 206. 
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life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Kingdom of God serves as the predominant symbol 
of Jesus’ prayer for God’s rule to be manifested on Earth as it is in heaven. Any conversation about 
its concrete dimensions and economic life in a globalized society within the Christian community 
must take place against the background of this hope.16  
Imagining a truly just and equitable form of globalization, but one that anticipates the Kingdom of 
God in the midst of our fragmented human circumstances, requires us to take seriously the ways in 
which globalization truly exists, far from marking and seeking concrete solutions to the problems it 
creates or exacerbates. In particular, it means reaching out to the poorest and most vulnerable of those 
affected by the social, political, and economic realities of global society - those members of the human 
family who remain among the poorest of the poor, whose traditional ways of life have been stripped 
away by the world of capitalism, and those who are victims of worsening environmental crises. 
In the former cases, this requires us to insist on strengthening those international political and 
economic institutions that already exist, such as the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund 
and the World Bank, but doing so in such a way as to genuinely demand and empower them to - and 
put their efforts at the service of the most vulnerable, with the aim of developing what economist 
Amartya Sen called “capabilities” through which human beings are able to experience as free 
members of society.  
Unfortunately, the current structures of these institutions continue to be shaped by a post-war 
consensus that privileged the victorious powers of that conflict over all others. As a result, the noun 
“liberties” to which Sen refers has been repeatedly subordinated to the politics and economic agendas 
of these powers. 
A truly global set of political and economic institutions would recognize their obligations to act with 
genuine fairness to all people and to pursue policies that genuinely seek to improve the well-being of 
all people through more equitable economic development priorities, fairer regulation of the monetary 
system, and the creation of a system of international and economic law and regulation that has the 
capacity to fairly apply a common set of standards across the entire world against not only individuals 
but also national states and/or corporations.  
The question of how such institutions should be formed and managed, and how their aims and 
purposes should be constituted is rooted for Christians in the principle that we are created as human 
beings by a good God for the gift of life together in community. The ultimate goal of Christian public 
policy should be the creation of a common good for every human being and for all human beings.  

 
16Jurgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993); The Way of 
Jesus Christ: Christology in Messianic Dimensions (London: SCM Press, 2009). 
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Vast inequalities in wealth, political repression and violence, discrimination against religious, 
cultural, sexual or ethnic minorities, systemic human rights violations, economic exploitation and 
ecological destruction are all at odds with that struggle for the common good. 
Ultimately, “you shall know them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16). The goal is to create institutions 
that succeed by contributing to the genuine common good for the human community in the sense of 
enabling all human beings to flourish in all those ways for which God created us - socially, 
economically, aesthetically and spiritually. 
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