Question: How rigid are the boundaries between Religious Studies and Theology?   Should these boundaries be strengthened or relaxed?   Your answer should demonstrate understanding of arguments on both sides of the issue.

When we discuss ‘Theology’ and ‘Religious Studies’ as academic disciplines, we are referring to the “organisation of learning and the systematic production of new knowledge” of the respective subjects, which have “some institutional manifestation in the form of subjects taught at universities or colleges, respective academic departments and professional associations connected to it” (Krishnan, 2009).  This paper will show that there is a distinct divide between these two as academic fields, although the degree to which they are separate can vary between institutions. Furthermore, I posit that it is both justifiable and valuable to uphold boundaries between these two fields.  
These disciplines, as are all modern academic fields, are the product of European colonial history and as such have developed from notions of euro-centricity, western hegemony, and the supremacy of the Christian faith (Nye, 2019). To determine how rigid the boundaries currently are between theology and religious studies, we must explore how these fields have developed from these origins. However, it would be beyond the scope of this paper to assess the validity of the current academic system as a whole based on this fact (although I do believe this to be a valuable endeavour, I believe there are others with lived experiences better placed to provide a perspective on this matter). I will, instead, highlight key areas within the current frameworks of theology and religious studies that I believe can be changed to begin to decolonise their discourse, without overriding the essence of each field.

The History of Studying Religion
The word ‘Theology’ finds its etymological roots in the Greek word ‘theologia’, which comes from the combination of ‘theos’ meaning ‘god’, and ‘logos’ meaning ‘discourse or reasoning’ (Marbaniang, 2012). This meaning was used by Plato in his republic (Naddaf, 1996) and then built upon by his student Aristotle, who divided organised learning into three epistêmai, or ‘sciences’: 
1. Physike, which concerns things that are substances or beings and that change or are impermanent. This would include discourse on the natural world. (Shields, 2023)
2. Mathematike, which concerns things that are not substances or beings and that are eternal. This would include discourse on geometry and arithmetic, optics, mathematical astronomy, harmonics, etc. (Mendell, 2019)
3. Theologike, which concerns things that are substances or beings and that are also eternal. This would include discourse on the study of gods and the nature of the divine (Menn, 2012)
Aristotle’s approach to studying the divine was instrumental in the development of modern-day academia through its influence on Scholasticism.  During the medieval period, particularly from the 12th to the 17th centuries, the ‘rediscovery’ of Aristotle's texts sparked a critical re-evaluation of Christian theology (Baschera, 2009). Medieval philosophers such as Anselm of Canterbury, Thomas Aquinas and William of Ockham were determined to unify Aristotelian rationality with their understanding of catholic doctrine, and were considered in their time to have done so successfully (Pasnau, 2024)
The monastic schools that employed scholasticism laid the groundwork for the emergence of Europe's first universities, at which theological study was considered the “Queen of all sciences” (Zakai, 2007). This remained the status quo, until the 16th century reformation challenged the established discourse in theology. The Protestant Reformation led to significant theological shifts, emphasizing justification by faith alone, the authority of Scripture over church traditions, and the rejection of certain Catholic doctrines and practices (Rex, 1999). With this metaphorical blow, the cracks began to show in the façade of scholastic theology as the ultimate way to understand religion.

From Studying Religion to Religious Studies
The beginning of the emergence of religious studies as a distinct academic field can be traced back to seeds of thought planted during the ‘Enlightenment Era’ of the 17th and 18th centuries. This era is associated with its namesake philosophical system of ‘Enlightenment’, which emphasized the importance of reason, empirical evidence and the scientific method to ultimately improve the human experience (Bristow, 2023). Enlightenment thought is often misunderstood as being ideologically opposed to religion, but this is a gross misunderstanding. Primarily, its critique focused on ‘irrational’ aspects of religion that could not be quantified empirically, and instead sought to ‘purify’ religion into a "rational" or "natural" form. Thus, enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire focused the bulk of their opposition towards the way religion was being practiced, rather than opposing religion itself (Bristow, 2023). Despite this fact, theologians such as Schleiermacher felt it necessary to defend religion against the scepticism of the Enlightenment thinkers (Forster, 2022). Whilst being sympathetic towards sceptics, Schleiermacher ultimately rejected the idea that religion can be founded on knowledge, and instead, he proposed that religion is rooted in a unique intuition or feeling of the universe, which he later refines as a “feeling of absolute dependence” (Forster, 2022). This discourse highlights the beginning of a divide between those who would seek to understand religion a posteriori, or through empirical evidence, and those who sought to preserve the a priori approach, which provides understanding about religion through theoretical enquiry, and deduction.
However, this growing schism of thought did not create a unified separate field of study overnight. Into the late nineteenth century, academia was still in its formative stages. The study of religion was particularly fluid, intersecting with disciplines like philology, history, anthropology, sociology, and sometimes also included theological debate. The way in which this slow separation occurred was not the same across academic circles, either. Leigh Schmidt, modern scholar of religious studies, highlights that the emergence of the study of religion was down to different socio-political pressures in America and Britain (Schmidt, 2014). Schmidt points towards Elizabeth A. Clark's work, Founding the Fathers, to highlight the significant role of Protestant theological institutions in shaping the study of religion in America during this period. Such theologians navigated limited resources and aimed to carve out a distinct scholarly field focused on early Christianity, while still grappling with their theological commitments, in an effort to secure a more formal recognition within the academic landscape.  In contrast, Shmidt looks to Marjorie Wheeler-Barclay's Science of Religion in order to examine the emergence of religious studies on the British academic scene. Against what they describe as ‘the backdrop of a Victorian crisis of faith’, Wheeler-Barclay contends that these scholars promoted a more comparative and sociological approach to religion and were much more keen in distancing their work from Christian theology than their American counterparts were seen to do. Figures like Friedrich Max Müller, German Philologist and scholar of the University of Oxford, and Edward B. Tylor attempted to create a science of religion that would focus on non-confessional methodologies, a stark departure from the theological perspectives that dominated in America. Müller is often quoted as coining the term ‘Science of religion”, and famously asserted that “He who knows one [Religion], knows none” (Muller, 1873). Shmidt contends these academics, along with an involved community of ‘amateur’ thinkers, pushed the boundaries of religious enquiry more aggressively than their American contemporaries. 

In the present day, the boundaries between what is considered religious studies and what is considered theology will differ depending on the placement of your institution. Within German speaking academia, the disciplines are considered not only split but in a ‘harsh sibling rivalry’ (Bernhardt, 2012). Whilst in British academic settings, it is not uncommon for Theology and religious studies to be combined under the same departmental umbrella of ‘TRS’ (TRS UK, 2024). Thus, although there is a historical and palpable divide between theology and religious studies, the extent to which they are separated can vary between institutions. The remainder of this paper will work towards formalising a definition of the two fields, to assess whether they justifiably separate disciplines in theory. After this, the value in enforcing rigid boundaries between them will be discussed.

The Theoretical Boundaries between Theology and Religious Studies 

We have thus far focused on how Theology and Religious studies are practiced within academic settings. The remainder of this paper will be dedicated to exploring the theoretically ideal versions of these fields, in a sense how they should be practiced. To assert that ideally these fields should be separate, we would need to produce a justifiable definition of the two that makes them valuably distinct from each other.
As ever is the case with complex fields of enquiry, it is difficult to succinctly and accurately define what ‘theology’ is. Even lexical definitions, or the meaning of each term in common usage, differ between dictionaries; The Oxford English Dictionary defines theology as “The study or science which treats of God, His nature and attributes, and His relations with man and the universe” (Oxford University Press, 2024), whereas the Merriam-Webster dictionary defines theology more broadly as “the study of religious faith, practice, and experience, especially the study of God and of God's relation to the world” (Merriam-Webster, 2024). Matters become further muddled if we turn to the dictionary definitions of Religious Studies to try and highlight the differences between the two fields, as the Oxford English dictionary defines religious studies simply as “The study of religion or religions as an academic discipline” (Oxford University Press, 2024), and the Merriam-Webster dictionary fails to give ‘religious studies’ its own entry. Upon first reflection it seems that there are no definitional differences between the two at all.      
There are, however, two features of the lexical definitions of ‘theology’ that begin to distinguish it as an separate academic field to religious studies. The first of these features is that the definitions of theology make specific references to God (with a capital G), insinuating that theological discourse is limited to monotheistic traditions. The capitalisation of ‘God’ and ‘His’ in English denotes its use as a proper noun,  and therefore refers to a single entity, rather than referring to a class of entity (which would require a common noun instead) (Lester & Beason, 2019).  This is a deliberate gramatical choice which would exclude polytheistic and nontheistic religions from engaging in theology by definition. Such a distinction is not made within the definition of Religious Studies, indicating a seperation between the two fields of enquiry.  
The second feature of the above lexical definitions which indicates a notable difference between theology and religious studies is that the defintion of religious studies references the study of multiple religions. Once again, the definitions of theology refer to a singular ‘God’ and also refer to singular religious ‘faith’ and ‘practice’, rather than multiple ‘faiths’ or ‘practices’. So, we can identify this as a distinguishing factor between the two methodologies, in the lay person’s understanding.
We must also note the Oxford Dictionaries’ classification of theology as a science. We may see this, and make an assumption that the theology must follow the scientific method. However, the definition of ‘science’ within the Oxford English Dictionary that correlates with the entry for ‘theology’ describes science as being “A particular area of knowledge or study; a recognized branch of learning” (Oxford University Press, 2024), whilst the entry defining the scientific method is much more specific, stating that it is “A method of observation or procedure based on scientific ideas or methods;  an empirical method that has underlain the development of natural science since the 17th [century]” (Oxford University Press, 2023). Thus, the intent behind using the word ‘science’ within the definition of theology was not to insinuate that the method behind it is scientific, but rather that it is a recognised branch of learning.
We can therefore conclude that the common use definition of ‘theology’ is that it is the study of a singular monotheistic religious tradition, primarily focusing on the nature of their God. Religious studies, in turn, is understood to concern the study, comparison and impact of any and all religion or religious beliefs, including polytheistic and non-theistic traditions. 

Whilst this categorisation may satisfy the public en masse, it fails to effectively classify all of the disparate academic works that relate to matters of religion. Take, for example, J.L. Mackie’s famous treatise on the problem of evil (Mackie, 1955). In this work, Mackie examines claims on the nature of God, and uses those to draw a conclusion about God’s relation to the world. In this way, this discourse would be identified firmly as theological. However, the conclusion that Mackie ends up drawing is that God, as described as omnipotent and wholly loving, cannot exist in relation to our world if we believe evil to exist (as he contends that all theologians do). Mackie instead uses this work to advocate for atheism, which would exclude it from being classified as theology under the above definition. The paradox of having Mackie’s work both be and not be categorised as a work of theology shows this definition to be non-viable.
We can, however, produce definitions of Theology and Religious studies that both reconcile together the history of the disciplines and overcome the problems presented from the lay understanding outlined above.  One of the most famous definitions of theology is that it is “faith seeking understanding”, which was coined by the 11th century Archbishop Saint Anselm of Canterbury (Williams, 2024). Anselm’s definition of theology puts ‘faith’ as the beginning point of the discipline; He does not describe it as ‘seeking the understanding of faith’, but puts belief as a pre-curser to undertaking theology. Thus, we could re-define the field of theology as being the study of the nature and content of a specific religious belief which presupposes that the religion in question is grounded in ontological truth, and then explores the implications of this pre-supposed truth.
This definition of theology also justifies the distiction between it and Religious Studies. Ninian Smart, Scottish writer and prominent scholar of religion, put forward that religious studies sets itself apart from theology through its ‘methodological agnosticism’ (Smart, 1973). Methodological agnosticism, Smart contends, involves making a distinction between the ‘real’ and that which ‘exists’; “In this usage, God is real for Christians whether or not he exists. The methodological agnosticism here being used is, then, agnosticism about the existence or otherwise of the main foci of the belief system in question” (Smart, 1973). Smart asserts here that scholars of religious studies can refer to something that has tangible effects on the world, without making claims towards the ontological existance of the referent. In this way the religious studies scholar should be able to strive towards a view of religion and their impact on the world that comes from empirical evidence, and not internal revelation, in accordance with the scientific method.  As such, we can define religious studies as being the study of the nature, content and implications of religious belief(s) without pre-supposing that any religious belief is grounded in ontological truth.
A critic to this position may argue that it is obvious that Saint Anselm intended theology to be confined to the Christian tradition, and that his intended idea of ‘faith’ was rooted in the Christian concept of divinity. This would once again pose an issue, as if we understand faith in the same way as Anslem we would exclude discourse on any other religion that pre-supposes the the of that religion from being categorised (such as Islamic Theology). We could, in response, re-define ‘faith’ to mean any religious belief in order to deconstruct the concept from the christian-centric viewpoint. This would both preserve ‘faith-centric’ viewpoint of theology that Anslem put forwards, and also work towards a framework for theology and religious studies that is inclusive of all academic discourse surrounding religion. 

The notion of methodological agnosticism could also be challenged; Post-modern scholars would reject that the notion that ‘methodological agnosticism’ is possible because those studying religions are themselves humans who are situated ‘ideologically within space and time’ (Cox, 2003). This viewpoint contends that researchers cannot separate themselves from their own beliefs, which will ultimately inform their research, leading to accidental pre-suppositions. Then, their work being based upon pre-suppostions on the truth or falsehood of specific religious beliefs, would then be categorised as theology. Thus, methodological agnosticism cannot be the factor that sets Religious studies apart from theology. 
Scholar Timothy Fitzgerald takes this arguement further, positing that actual employment of methodological agnosticism would lead to accidental theology. (Fitzgerald, 2000) Fitzgerald contends that in order to categorise religious studies as a separate discipline, we must consider religion to posess a characteristic that sets it apart from quasi-religions, such as nationalism and pride in sports teams, which would be studied under general social science. He refers to this as the ‘sacred’. Fitzgerald then argues that, in order to describe something as ‘not-sacred’, we would have to assume the ontological existance of ‘the state of being sacred’. And, if we define religion as being ‘uniquely sacred’, and we have assumed that ‘the state of being sacred’ must ontologically exist, we must assume that the only thing that can be in the state of being sacred (i.e. the religion being discussed) also ontollogically exists. Therefore, Fitzgerald argues that smart’s definition of methodological agnosticism would ultimately lead to theological discourse.
Fitzgerald here makes an inductive argument as to why methodological agnosticism must pre-suppose an ontological existance of the sacred. However, asserting that the scientific method can ever argue towards ontological truths, a postion known as scientific realism, leads to its own logical issues. This can be most easibly exemplified by Bertrand Russell’s story of the chicken:
“The man who has fed the chicken every day throughout its life at last wrings its neck instead, showing that more refined views as to the uniformity of nature would have been useful to the chicken” (Russell, 1912)
In Russell’s example, the chicken used their epirical experience (that of being fed everyday) to make a statement about the nature of the world (that it is true that they will always be fed by the farmer). The chicken will have had scores and scores of days worth of observations suggesting this fact, and yet in the end its empirical experiences were not justification enough for the statement that ‘the nature of the world is that I will always be fed daily by the farmer’. Thus, the scientific method, which relies on empirical evidence, cannot be used as justification for ontological truths. Therefore, Fitzgerald cannot claim that methodolgical agnosticism, as a method of facillitating the scientific method, could ever argue towards a specific ontological truth.
A critic may still concievibly argue that this still does not effectively classify all of the disparate academic works that relate to matters of Religion, as it cannot account for how to classify works that seek to prove the truth or falsehood of different religious beliefs. Let us once again consider the work of J.L. Mackie. According to the pre-supposition definition of theology, we cannot consider his work to be theological, as the existence of God is not accepted as a true predicate behind his argument. However, the pre-supposition definition would also prevent us from categorsing this work under the field of Religious Studies, as methodological agnosticism does not allow for overt statements on the truth/falsehood of religious beliefs. As such, it could be argued that by being unable to sucessfully classify works relating to the truth/falsehood of certain religious beliefs, the pre-supposition model fails to accurately depict the difference between Theology and Religious studies.
In response to this, it can be said that discourse on the truth/ falsehood of religious beliefs is instead related to a separate academic field entirely, this being the Philosophy of Religion. The argument for the seperation of the Philosophy of Religion from theology is not a novel one, and has been defended by notable scholars such as Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther and John Calvin (Wood, 2021). It is often asserted, however, that philosophy of religion is the pre-cursor to theology, as it is the justification of the faith that is seeking understanding. As such, I would place it as a separate field of enquiry to both theology and religious studies. 

From the above analysis, we can conclude that there is indeed justification for enforcing distinct boundaries between the fields of Philosophy of Religion, Theology, and Religious Studies. In turn, we can define these fields as follows:
1. Philosophy of religion is the study of discerning the truth of specific religious beliefs. It does not pre-suppose that any religion is grounded in ontological truth, but does draw conclusions on the matter
2. Theology is the study of the nature and content of a specific religious belief. It pre-supposes that this religion is grounded in ontological truth, and then explores the implications of this.
3. Religious Studies is the study of all religions and religious beliefs and explores the implications of these beliefs upon the human world through the employment of the scientific method. It does not pre-suppose that any religion is grounded in truth and does not draw conclusions on the matter. 

It is logically impossible that an argument can both pre-suppose and not pre-suppose a predicate as true, so therefore an argument cannot be classified under both theology and religious studies. In this way, the boundaries between religious studies and theology are as rigid as they could be.
Do we need both Theology and Religious Studies to Understand Religion? 
As we have seen, Theology and Religious studies are fundementally distinct fields of enquiry to eachother due to the methodology they employ and the conclusions that they can argue towards. We have also seen that studying religion is a persuit that justifies having dedicated academic fields, as we have seen the sacred to be a unique feature of religion that provides value in being studied. Therefore, to argue that there is no value in maintaining these boundaries would be either to suggest that either one of these methodologies is academically superior to the other, and therefore that one method should be the only method whereby religion is studied, or that neither approach as it stands has value.
I contend that asserting either of the methodologies of theology or religious studies to be superior to the other is an absurd statement. Trying to compare which approach is better would be akin to attempting to compare the value of a drawing of the front of an object against a picture of its back; Both are visual representations of the object, but otherwise are incomparable insofar as to the value of the experience they could impart. They are simply different modes of visualisation, and we would not judge the camera to be inferior or the pen to be irrational. Thus, it would be foolish to deem either method as the ‘correct’ way to understand religion. Value can be found in both methods, and neither should subsume the other.  
In conclusion, whilst the above analysis has clearly shown the necessity and value of having strict boundaries between the fields of Religious Studies, Philosophy of Religion and Theology, this by no means insinuates that they must be conducted in isolation. The fact that they study the same subject matter but are methodologically different from one another serves as the very reason that they are just as valuable to one another as they are independently of one another. The future of studying religion should be paved in discourse from all perspectives, to not deny ourselves the richness of understanding. In short, whilst there are definitive boundaries between individual works of theology and religious studies, we do not have to limit ourselves as scholars to conducting only one of them.
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