TRDL6017 Assignment 2: What might be meant by ‘public theology’ and how (if at all) should it be done?

Introduction
This annotated bibliography identifies some seminal resources in different cultural contexts exploring what public theology is as a discrete theology and/or public theology as a faith-based response to crisis, then two areas of perceived injustice. How does the public challenge injustice or speak truth to power in the face of crisis? So-called public theology should be able to articulate a measured faith-based response into the public arena. In reality, a confused picture emerges with inconclusive outcomes that require further debate.
Bibliography
Sebastian C. H. Kim, Theology in the Public Sphere: Public Theology as a Catalyst for Open Debate (London: SCM Press, 2011).

This outstanding and extensive enquiry into the nature and methodology of public theology provides a valuable introduction to the whole area. Sebastian Kim sees it as a catalyst for public discussion, not a preserve of academia. Kim scans the interface of Bible, faith and societal issues in a global context. The book divides into three parts: a thorough analysis of current scholarly discourse on public theology, then shifts into examples of global and European practical theological engagements with real issues. It touches on issues of exclusion, injustice, racial and religious prejudice and inequality, war and peace, feminism, sensitivity of relationships with Islam, and pluralism in a multicultural society. Written within a British context, there are inevitably important areas missing, such as the particular UK situation of asylum-seekers, homelessness, foodbanks, among others. A well-written book which shows there is no single theological template, but ones which fit individual issues in their differing contexts.

E. Harold Breitenberg, ‘To Tell the Truth: Will the Real Public Theology Please Stand Up?’, Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 23, no. 2 (2003): 55–96. 

Harold Breitenberg’s journal article addresses confusion perceived amongst scholars concerning the nature and calling of public theology. In common with other theologians, he summarises the fundamental priorities of public theology as providing Christian theological and ethical resources for fruitful “relationships between churches, institutions, and individuals and the larger societies in which they live, work, and worship”[footnoteRef:1]. Carefully structured argument critiques three main types of public theology and two main areas of concern for proponents and objectors alike. An insightful, though not uncontested, proposed definition of public theology concludes the paper. It is a well-crafted introduction to the field, which goes further than Kim with its definition and intent. Footnoted insights, whilst not specifically relevant to the article, suggest that public theology is not the exclusive remit of Christianity, but that other faiths and, increasingly, secular society have positive contributions to make. This avenue would benefit from further research and development. [1:  E. Harold Breitenberg, ‘To Tell the Truth: Will the Real Public Theology Please Stand Up?’, Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 23, no. 2 (2003): 55.] 


Max L Stackhouse, ‘Civil Religion, Political Theology and Public Theology: What’s the Difference?’, Political Theology 5, no. 3 (July 2004): 275–93.

Max Stackhouse’s academic paper suggests that faith-based models of American civil religion, political theology and public theology all aim to provide an ecumenical and inclusive way for a flourishing society. Of these, public theology is more capable of forming, ethically ordering and morally guiding religious and civil society. He extrapolates arguments from history, revolutions and varied political and imperial structures, citing renowned philosophical/religious thinkers of historic and modern times. His arguments are persuasive, though have particular concern to protect American democracy from “malicious imperialism – a danger to the USA and to the whole world”[footnoteRef:2]. Stackhouse promotes public theology which engages with a social, rather than political, view of society. He views public theology as “a revelatory source that stands as the norm”[footnoteRef:3], a prophetic voice building multicultural societies as flourishing institutions in the glory of God and for human flourishing. In all, a useful, but rather idealistic, article which focuses on clarifying a definition of public theology for academic purposes rather practical support for living in a pluralistic society.  [2:  Max L Stackhouse, ‘Civil Religion, Political Theology and Public Theology: What’s the Difference?’, Political Theology 5, no. 3 (July 2004): 288.]  [3:  Stackhouse, ‘Civil Religion, Political Theology and Public Theology', 291.] 


John W De Gruchy, ‘Public Theology as Christian Witness: Exploring the Genre’, International Journal of Public Theology 1, no. 1 (2007): 26–41.

In this journal article, John de Gruchy discusses public theology from a South African perspective. He looks for areas of agreement with Duncan Forrester’s working model of three fundamental principles for faith engagement with the secular world to enable human flourishing. De Gruchy exemplifies influential practice in the anti-apartheid activities of Joseph Wing and Douglas Bax, in Denise Ackermann’s academic research and the political work of Alex Boraine. Key to de Gruchy’s thesis are his seven Theses on Public Theological Praxis. Herein lies the strength of the article, particularly with reference to certain political streams around the world: public theology is for the common good, not for political or personal gain. This article provides a different and strong embarkation point for rooted theological research, self-reflection and Christian witness in a hurting world.

Andries Van Aarde, ‘What Is “Theology” in “Public Theology” and What Is “Public” about “Public Theology”?’, HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies 64, no. 3 (23 January 2008): 1213–34, https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v64i3.81.

Andries van Aarde sits within a contemporary South African social/political context. Here he critiques and challenges conclusions of William Storrar’s work. Specifically, he questions the assumption that Christianity has the exclusive right to public theology, although it does intersect with current discrete Christian areas of theology. He cogently argues his concerns about Storrar’s work, citing current scholarship. He warns against simply reflecting on public theology, rather than engaging with it in “the modern-day agora”[footnoteRef:4]. Unusually, he sees public theology expressed through film directors, artists, novelists, poets and philosophers[footnoteRef:5]. In his conclusion, van Aarde returns to his original quest: “have the voices  of the marginalised [in the current South Africa] really been heard?”[footnoteRef:6] and leaves this hanging in the air. Once more, a perceptive article which raises as many questions as it answers. [4:  Andries Van Aarde, ‘What Is “Theology” in “Public Theology” and What Is “Public” about “Public Theology”?’, HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies 64, no. 3 (23 January 2008): 1216, https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v64i3.81.]  [5:  Van Aarde, ‘What Is “Theology” in “Public Theology” and What Is “Public” about “Public Theology”?’, 1214.]  [6:  Van Aarde, ‘What Is “Theology” in “Public Theology” and What Is “Public” about “Public Theology”?’,1229.] 


Elaine L. Graham, Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age (London: SCM Press, 2013)

Elaine Graham brings a particularly British view of public theology into a South African theological context, typified by viewing secular and religious modes of  public life as separate. She plots the difficult pathway through the post-secular thinking of today: ”between the ‘rock’ of religious resurgence and the ‘hard place’ of institutional decline and secularism”.[footnoteRef:7] The book is full of helpful charts, examples and a stage by stage exposition of the strengths and limitations of the different expressions of theological understanding and practice. Using the views of Gutierrez and Moltmann, Graham constructs a convincing argument for remaining unapologetic about faith. Her conclusions are important and challenging: she is less concerned about the Church’s survival than advocating to centres of power the wellbeing of the poor and marginalised. Graham concludes that public theology must move from academia into the public world of everyday life. [7:  Elaine L. Graham, Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age (London: SCM Press, 2013), xxvii.] 


Public Theology in practice
Samuel Wells, Russell Rook, and David Barclay, For Good: The Church and the Future of Welfare (London, UK: Canterbury Press Norwich, 2017)

This book is concise and persuasive. The authors are well-known as advocates and Christian practitioners of social action. Their argument is theologically sound, critiquing the 1942 Beveridge Plan’s five deficit model. The Church cannot replace governmental assistance, but can and does respond effectively in crisis on a short-term basis. The report courageously challenges the dependency and resultant disincentivising arising from the government’s welfare system, proposing a radical system replacing the five deficit model with a five enablement one. Their concern is that dependency breeds dependency; their model encourages cultivating assets, supplying tools and skills for self-provision, self-worth and communal wellbeing. Churches provide a good and successful model for action. With its appendices for church self-evaluation, this truly is public theology in action to address one of society’s major issues. There is much practical advice and challenge to individual churches for assessing their own missional activity.

Robin Sims-Williams, ‘A Theological Reflection on Food and Hunger in the UK’, accessed 5 November 2021, https://www.academia.edu/17606077/A_Theological_Reflection_on_Food_and_Hunger_in_the_UK.

This reflection establishes the current state of foodbanks in a Christian theological context, as part of the theology of food. Biblical texts provide a compelling call to respond. The Church must be able to articulate how God’s saving power can be proclaimed against the background of need and food poverty by finding a means of connecting with those who are suffering. The summary of the current situation reflects the CofE and CTBI position.[footnoteRef:8] Finally, the reflection suggests how the multiple ways building relationships are key to the success of the Christian response to the foodbanks.  [8:  ‘Theology and Foodbanks’, accessed 5 November 2021, https://ctbi.org.uk/weekly_focus/theology-and-foodbanks/.; Anne Richards and The Mission Theology Advisory Group, ‘Food Banks - a Theological Reflection’, Liberation and Entrapment Project, 1-41 (Church of England, 29 November 2017).] 


Jayme Reaves and David Tombs, ‘#MeToo Jesus: Naming Jesus as a Victim of Sexual Abuse’, Review & Expositor 117, no. 2 (May 2020): 204–21, 

This article reverses the tables and reveals a public theology inspired by an American church linking the #MeToo movement with Jesus in Matthew 25:40. There is a clear polemic uttered here, cogently presenting Jesus at the Cross as victim in a similar manner to abused women. Citing many Biblical verses, the authors argue in theologically different ways that Jesus was a victim of abuse, seeing him and #MeToo victims, for example, in the parable of the sheep and the goats (Mt. 25:36). A second example infers Jesus sharing the abused victims’ plight, shown in comparing gratification of state terror in Jesus’ demeaning and crucifixion with sexual abuse. Modern scholarship, including that of Elaine Heath, Wil Gafney and Michael Trainor, is quoted to support the thesis. The authors seek to raise the importance of linking Jesus with victims of sexual abuse to confront church negative attitudes and transform church pastoral care for victims in general. Whether one agrees or not with the argument and conclusions, it prompts a rethink of church attitudes and care for the needy.

Dawne Moon, ‘Beyond the Dichotomy: Six Religious Views of Homosexuality’, accessed 4 November 2021, https://core.ac.uk/reader/213077877. 

Dawne Moon’s article analyses American theological and scholarly evidence to assess current religious views on homosexuality. This is a carefully crafted analysis, paying due attention to sensitivities on all sides of the debate. The American public tends to be either pro- or anti-gays. Moon discusses six typical US religious views, typified by standard taglines, from homonegative, moderate and homopositive typologies. In her selection of scholarly sources, she interrogates the range of Christian and Jewish stances, unafraid to criticise pro- and anti- positions, including the moderate “non-view”, where the issues are not even discussed. Many gay individuals feel comfortable in that environment, not needing to justify their identity.[footnoteRef:9] Moon concludes that “treating others with love and compassion .. creating more understanding … [and] honest and respectful dialogue”[footnoteRef:10] regardless of personal views is likely to produce more humane policies and practices in society. Extensive references enhance her article. In the continued face of extreme views, this is an important theological study to explore.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Dawne Moon, ‘Beyond the Dichotomy: Six Religious Views of Homosexuality’, accessed 4 November 2021, https://core.ac.uk/reader/213077877, 11-12.]  [10:  Moon, ‘Beyond the Dichotomy: Six Religious Views of Homosexuality’, 26.]  [11:  cf. opposing views from CRNA (‘Human_sexuality_report_2021.Pdf’, accessed 4 November 2021, https://www.crcna.org/sites/default/files/human_sexuality_report_2021.pdf.); EAUK statement (‘Biblical and Pastoral Responses to Homosexuality’, Evangelical Alliance, accessed 4 November 2021, https://www.eauk.org/resources/what-we-offer/reports/biblical-and-pastoral-responses-to-homosexuality.); No Promo Hetero (Clifford J. Rosky, ‘No Promo Hetero: Children’s Right to Be Queer’, SSRN Electronic Journal, 2013, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2221404.)] 


M. Schleicher, ‘Constructions of Sex and Gender: Attending to Androgynes and Tumtumim Through Jewish Scriptural Use’, Literature and Theology 25, no. 4 (1 December 2011): 422–35.

The aim of this scholarly article is to explore how far modern Jews and non-Jews can “influence their own representations of sex and gender” within scriptural interpretations.[footnoteRef:12] Marianne Schleicher summarises the fundamental Jewish scriptural discourse, then informatively critiques historic and current rabbinic reflections on it about “non-conforming”[footnoteRef:13] (i.e. LGBT+ Jews), indicating significant inconsistencies. She agrees with J. Butler’s view that early rabbinic literature was tolerant towards difference, but warns against ignoring rabbinic norms of allowing majority opinion to prevail whilst abiding by the literal sense of Torah texts. Schleicher concludes that both Judaism and Christianity must err away from using scriptural interpretation in a subversive way. A thoughtful article from a Jewish perspective, which sheds further light on the diversity of interpretations within public theology. [12:  M. Schleicher, ‘Constructions of Sex and Gender: Attending to Androgynes and Tumtumim Through Jewish Scriptural Use’, Literature and Theology 25, no. 4 (1 December 2011): 422–35, https://doi.org/10.1093/litthe/frr051, 424.]  [13:  Schleicher, ‘Constructions of Sex and Gender: Attending to Androgynes and Tumtumim Through Jewish Scriptural Use’, 422.] 



Conclusion
What is the future for public theology? Does it make a difference to the world? Resources explored reveal encouraging whilst also confusing outcomes. Still no conclusive common definition of public theology exists. Is this a case of the Emperor’s new clothes, attempting to justify itself as a discrete theology? Biblically-based support for the needy, marginalised, abused and oppressed has been part of communal living since the Torah and before. However, it does appear the more secular society becomes, the less importance is attached to the opinions of institutional religion. Different nations, cultures and political structures and contexts conclude different faith responses. In Britain, individual Christians and Churches are inspired to respond through their particular interpretation of Scripture. The practical implementation of public theology seen in Wells’ work and responses surrounding gender and female injustice prove that religious groups can and do respond unselfishly and with purpose. 

This annotated bibliography, attempting to define the parameters of public theology and guidance for its implementation, has proved illuminating, if somewhat inconclusive. Questions remain for further research, refinement and development. But perhaps public theology has outlived its time of useful influence in the public square and should return into the world of academia. Time will tell.
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