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Notes from Religion and Public Life Conference 
 

Practical Theology and Public Life – Soundings and Emerging Themes 
 

28tn February – University of Birmingham 
 
Professor Elaine Graham focused on the public role of religion in a post-secular public space. She 
defined this as a public space in which growing trends of secularism (at least in the West ) now 
share a common space with a  renewed religious presence in which, according to Jurgen 
Habermas, religion is re-understood as an important ethical and political force. 
 
In a forthcoming book on public theology, she reflects on the work of American public theologian, 
Max Stackhouse, who has developed a dialogical and bi-lingual apologetics for the public square.  
It is this tradition that she wants to defend, as an alternative form of  public theology, against the 
current hegemony of the radical orthodox approach. She is also keen to create a public theology 
which supports the role and contribution of lay people to religious life. She sees a public theology 
apologetics in the tradition of Stackhouse as developing a politics of presence and praxis, in line 
with the exhortation from 1 Peter for Christians, when challenged in public about their faith and 
allegiances, to 'give an account of the hope that is within you'. 
 
She also reminded the conference that early Christian apologists developed petitions that asked 
for greater recognition of their civic engagement from the Emperor as well as their engagement 
with religious sceptics.  
 
She concluded by reminding the conference of the forthcoming set of events to be held at the 
University of Chester in September 2013 under the auspices of the tri-ennial gathering of the 
Global Network for Public Theology. The theme of the conference is The Word and the World - 
Public Theology and the world of the Media. The media is the new public space to which the word 
has to relate. The media also constructs religious literacy on behalf of the wider community. Is this 
a theme we want to explore in this network? 
 
Alison Webster - The role of faith communities in social policy making 
Alison reflected on 25 years as a social action practitioner, who has been involved in single issue 
organisations fighting for human rights (e.g LGTB), as a member of the Christian Socialist 
Movement, and as a diocesan social responsibility officer. These 25 years have coincided with 
major political upheavals in the UK, including Thatcherism, New Labour and now the Coalition 
government, and its focus on policy ideas a such as the Big Society. So what, she reflects, might be 
the role and contribution of faith communities in this dialogue about the nature of the Big Society 
and the current trajectory of social policy? 
 
In a grid mapping some of these themes, she identified 3 levels of interaction and 5 levels of 
practical activity (please see attached diagram for further details). Appreciation was expressed for 
the conceptual clarity and depth of the grid. 
 
Clare Radford described some of her work mapping and researching what she defined as 'faith-
rooted' as opposed to faith-based community transformation in Scotland, especially groups 
engaged in anti-poverty agendas. 
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She is interested in exploring how these organisations described the impact of their work, 
especially as they are located on the boundaries of religious and public life. She discovered what 
she defined as a personal vs. organisational ambiguity involving a number of different labels: 
secular, multifaith, ecumenical, faith-based etc, and she reflected on the often difficult task of 
negotiating the complexity of these different roles in the public domain. In particular, there 
appeared to be a widely-held negative perception of the role of faith in public life, and a lot of 
ignorance (or illiteracy) about the positive attributes that faith can bring.  
 
This has created a negative impact on the way that faith communities see their role in Scotland 
resulting in an ecclesial context that Clare defined as one of fragmentation, disconnection and 
inward looking. It caused the FBOs involved to ‘disown’ the word faith when they described the 
impact of their work to the wider world, and this meant they worked with a divide between what 
they referred to as the religious church and the social church. Clare also saw the importance of 
developing the term ‘faith-rooted’ as opposed to faith-based, since the projects she was engaging 
with no longer seem to function as a base, but as a network or hub in terms of their engagement 
with the wider community. 
 
Andrew Todd raised the question of how does religion impact on public life with reference to the 
experiences and nights of chaplaincy. He suggested that chaplaincy influences public life by ‘being 
part of it’. For example, prison chaplaincy by creating multifaith spaces and rights to religious 
practice helps reduce religious extremism and radicalisation - including through the development 
of Muslim chaplaincy. Medical chaplaincy through its participation in the Framework For Spiritual 
Care in Scotland establishes a public market for the understanding that all people are spiritual, 
thus engaging in the discussion of what it means to be human. Finally the careful management of 
the military in the repatriation of the fallen has developed semi-formalised rituals which have led 
to a public re-enchantment of the military - I.e. impact through the development of public ritual.  
 
Andrew deployed Bourdieu's concept of overlapping fields of engagement in public life which each 
field 'playing different games' and 'exchanging different capitals and forms and currencies of 
power' to further explicate how chaplaincy shapes public life by being involved in it. 
 
In the afternoon, Professor Linda Woodhead presented a keynote address on the topic of  
Future Directions in the Study of Religion and Society. She began by stating that she and the 
audience shared some common concerns.  All were interested in, and committed to, the future of 
religion but aware that we lived in difficult and challenging times.  There is a serious disconnect 
between religious and public life.  In particular churches which were once integral to society were 
now significantly detached from public life. 
 
Professor Woodhead aimed in the lecture to address three questions.  Why has this disconnect 
occurred?; where has this left us now?; and what might happen in the future? The first question is 
why has the disconnect between religious and public life had occurred?  Professor Woodhead’s 
hypothesis is that the churches have become ‘stuck in time’.  As late as the 1970s the churches 
were confident of their importance and place in society.  The churches were at the forefront of 
social change in UK society.  It was the churches who led the legislative changes of the 1960s in 
areas such as abortion, contraception and same sex relationships.  However the churches have not 
been able to move beyond this period, they have become stuck in time.  Whilst society has 
continued to change and develop the churches have been unable to develop beyond a mould 
suited to the industrial age.  Two documents illustrate this.  First the Roman Catholic Church the 
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encyclical Humanae Vitae; second the Church of England’s Faith in the City Report.  The question 
which follows from this analysis is why have the churches become ‘stuck in time’.        
 
Professor Woodhead suggested a number of possible explanations.  These included: a lack of 
intellectual courage in the churches; poor leadership in the churches; a theology that has not 
clearly helped and may well have hindered the churches; undemocratic ecclesial structures; the 
detachment of church government from local parishes and congregations; and the marginalisation 
of intelligent lay people. These interlinked failures had led to increased sectarianism in the 
churches.  The extreme conservative wings of the churches, through effective planning and 
sophisticated organisation, exerted disproportionate power and influence.  The churches had 
ceased to function as Church, in Troeltsch’s sense, and were now sectarian.  This shift to extreme 
conservatism and sectarianism had then contributed to secularism.  As the churches become more 
narrow in their stance and range of concerns so social groups are less interested in listening to 
their voice.  This generates a downward circularity because as society pays less attention to the 
ideas of the churches so the churches become more defensive and conservative. 
 
Professor Woodhead then addressed the question of where does this leave the churches today?  
First there is a large group who do not belong to the conservative extremes but whose voice is 
unheard and unrepresented in much ecclesial discussion and life.  This group is vital to the future 
of the churches.  Second there are areas of religious vitality.  New forms of church are emerging, 
there are successful and dynamic ‘fresh expressions’, and new types of religious and spiritual life.  
A concern for holistic medicine and practice is growing in many areas.  Overall a new economy of 
salvation is emerging.  1989 saw the end of the dominance of the Reformation mode of 
Christianity.  This form of Christianity had been protected and propagated by a dominant clerical 
and academic elite.  It told a story of sin and redemption with the promise of future salvation.  It 
has been replaced by an economy of salvation based on personal vocation.  An educated laity are 
pursuing questions of how to live a good life.  They are asking how can I live well now, what is the 
purpose of my life, what constitutes the good life.  Major and important writers in the US illustrate 
this trend with best-selling books pursuing the idea of discerning and following one’s vocation. 
 
The final section of the lecture examined the question of how the churches might respond to the 
shift in religious culture in the UK.  Professor Woodhead first suggested the churches needed a 
greater degree of honesty about the problems they face.  In particular church leaders need to face 
the difficult reality of the current situation confronting the churches.  Second there needs to be a 
much greater awareness and understanding of the majority of people whose voice is drowned out 
by the conservative extremes.  Important questions include: what do the majority believe about 
God and about ethics?; what do they hope for in life?; how do they discern and form their purpose 
for life?; what are the things that matter to them?  This focus on the beliefs of the neglected 
centre might also lead to a shift in public theology.  Public theology could well seek to analyse and 
critique the beliefs of the majority of people.  Professor Woodhead then emphasised that a 
change in the structures of church governance was required.  Structures could be more 
representative and more flexible.  Overall these suggested changes were progressive Professor 
Woodhead argued.  They were not meant to return the churches to a previous golden era but 
instead lead them forward so that they could be truthful about their condition, have a theology 
that was meaningful to people, and so that they could build upon and develop their large 
untapped human resources. 
 
Professor Woodhead then took questions on a wide-range of topics stimulated by her lecture.   
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Religion in Public Life Project 

 

Group Feedback 

Issues and Topics for further study 

 

 

Group 1: 

 
i) Secularism / post-secularity, and multi-secularism 
ii) Theology that focuses not on ecclesial questions but on God and mission 
iii) ‘Capitals’ – how capitals are exchanged and dominant currencies 

 

Group 2: 

 
i) Authority, Power and Leadership in the Church and in the Public Square 

a. Whose voice is dominant and whose ignored 

 

Group 3: 

 
i) Relationship between the local and the national and global 

a. How is public theology local and how does this feed into the national and global 
ii) What would an interfaith public theology look like?  

 

Group 4: 

 
i) A Theology of Community Action in the Public Square 
ii) Relationship between congregation and public square 
iii) Power and leadership (including questions of authenticity) 

 

 

Group 5: 

 
i) How does God relate to the public space? 
ii) Identity and multiple identities, including question of otherness and difference 
iii) International perspectives including, religion, secularism and the global 

 

 

General Issues: 

 
i) What is the public square? 
ii) How do we as groups and individuals relate to the public square? 
iii) What metaphors are deployed in talk about public square and religion? 
iv) Lexicon of language of public theology 

 

Format of the day issues: 

 
i) Larger room would have helped 
ii) Liked small group work – but bit more time 
iii) Good mix of academic and practitioner 
iv) Carry out research in advance of next day 
v) Use social media to discuss issues / topics  

 


