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PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS PRACTICES RESEARCH NETWORK 

 

Case for Support 

 

 

Highlight Notice: Connected Communities 

 

This research network is aimed at strengthening the ties between philosophers of religion, other 

researchers on religion (such as practical theologians) and stakeholders in religious communities. It 

consists in a four-way collaboration between the Department of Philosophy at the University of 

Liverpool, the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Chester, the 

Department of Philosophy, Theology and Religious Studies at Liverpool Hope University and faith 

communities in the North-West. Its remit is to open up ways in which each group can benefit from the 

others and it will achieve this through three initial theoretical workshops, a series of impact events and a 

final international conference. At stake therefore is the influence faith communities can have on religious 

research and the impact religious research can have on faith communities, as well as the academy’s 

ability to measure this impact. What is distinctive about this network is the central role philosophy of 

religion will play. Its aim is to model ways philosophy of religion, theology and the social sciences can 

interact fruitfully with religious practitioners, so as to promote an inclusive and joined-up conception of 

research on religion. 

 This network also draws on preliminary research in the Connected Communities theme. Daniel 

Whistler at the University of Liverpool is currently leading an AHRC Scoping Study, ‘Philosophy of 

Religion and Religious Communities: Defining Beliefs and Symbols’. This project brings philosophers 

of religion together with religious practitioners to reflect on the connection between belief and its 

manifestation in religious discrimination cases. The task of the present network is to set in place a more 

general framework for facilitating discussions between practitioners and academics in relation to 

religion. 

 

 

Rationale and Context 

 

The context for our interdisciplinary and inter-institutional engagement with religion is distinct for each 

of the three groups of stakeholder involved: 

1. Philosophers of religion (in both the continental and analytic traditions) have long been accused of 

distancing themselves from concrete religious practices. As one critic puts it, much philosophy of 

religion displays a blatant ‘disregard of reality.’
1
 A key aim of the network is thus to reconnect 

philosophy with research on religion. We intend to investigate how philosophers and religious 

communities can communicate fruitfully, producing the kind of change outlined by Scott-Baumann, 

‘Scepticism about philosophy [among faith communities] is replaced by a dialectical process of 

using philosophy to help people live together and look forward, alert to new possibilities.’
2
 

2. The involvement of researchers on religion – experts in Islam and Buddhism as well as Christian 

practical theologians – arises out of the need to measure these relations between theory and practice. 

Working with philosophers has become especially urgent owing to the increased philosophical 

literacy demanded by movements such as Radical Orthodoxy. 

3. Finally, the involvement of religious practitioners will not only help orient the academic concerns, 

but also be beneficial to the religious communities themselves, since the network events will provide 

spaces in which to reflect rigorously on religious practices. 

 At stake in this network is therefore a more intimate interrelation between theory and practice in 

the study of religions and, what is more, an interrelation that does not marginalise the distinctive 

contribution of philosophy of religion. Philosophical, theological and social science perspectives will all 

be included in order to provide as inclusive a model for research as possible. The renewal of religious 

                                                 
1
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2
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reflection in twenty-first century Britain demands a joined-up response from the academy – and 

philosophy of religion needs to be part of this. As Woodhead and Catto point out, for example, ‘It is 

important that “religion” and “belief” are accurately defined… Accurate definition can be of great 

significance in legal cases [for instance].’
3
 And definitions of belief are something at which philosophy 

of religion excels. Furthermore, it is revealing that in the US, philosophy plays a far more central role in 

research on religion. In particular, models for connecting philosophical research to churches, temples and 

mosques are more established. Such work is comparatively lacking in Britain – and it is this lack the 

current network plans to remedy. 

 The network limits its scope to institutions and communities in the North-West of England. The 

Department of Philosophy at the University of Liverpool has a tradition of engagement with local 

communities (its Philosophy in the City scheme, in particular). The primary investigator, Daniel Whistler, 

is based here; he is an established researcher in the philosophy of religion. The Department of Theology 

and Religious Studies at the University of Chester is home to the Centre for Faiths and Public Policy and 

the William Temple Foundation, both directed by Christopher Baker. Both attempt to map the relation 

between religion and public life (especially in terms of social, political and economic well-being). 

Having conducted empirical research for the past 10 years on the role and contribution of religion to 

public life (including ESRC/AHRC, the Church Urban Fund and the Leverhulme Trust), Baker brings 

the necessary background knowledge in public theology and policy through which much of the work of 

the network will be grounded. Finally, the Department of Philosophy, Theology and Religious Studies at 

Liverpool Hope University sums up in its very name the intention of this project to facilitate dialogue 

between philosophers of religion, practical theologians and researchers in religious studies. The 

Department has a strong focus on engagement with religious practitioners and is also an internationally-

recognised centre for continental philosophy of religion. Through the interaction of all three institutions, 

as well as crucially the contribution of religious communities, this project will bring philosophers, 

theologians, religious studies researchers and religious practitioners into dialogue for the first time in the 

UK. This focus on the North-West will also ensure sustained engagement with the local religious 

communities in the area (the fourth member of the collaboration). Key to the success of this project is 

therefore the representation and participation of such groups in the network events: more information 

follows in the Pathway to Impact document. 
 Two events on specific issues pertaining to philosophy’s contribution to religious research and its 

impact on local communities have already been undertaken out of this collaboration: the first (which 

gave rise to a special edition of the journal, Political Theology
4
) concentrated on the recent speculative 

turn in continental philosophy and its consequences for religious research; the second, sponsored by the 

Forum for European Philosophy, explored the role research on religion could play in debates surrounding 

well-being. The present network will build on these preliminary collaborations to model in greater detail 

the relation of research on religion to religious practice. What is more, these previous events and research 

projects have already established firm links with members of local religious communities, University 

chaplains and non-academic organisations (e.g. the Equality and Human Rights Commission) on which 

we will draw. 

 

 

Aims and Objectives 

 

1. To facilitate collaboration among three groups with a vested interest in religion: philosophers of 

religion, researchers on religion and religious practitioners. 

2. To incorporate the work of philosophers of religion into contemporary research on religion. 

3. To forge closer relations between theory and practice in religious research, especially in 

philosophy of religion, in three ways: 

(a) to model and implement strategies for maximising the impact of theory on religious 

communities. 

(b) to develop means of measuring this impact. 

                                                 
3
 Linda Woodhead with the assistance of Rebecca Catto, ‘Religion or Belief’: Identifying Issues and Priorities 

(Winter 2009), p. 30. http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/uploaded_files/research/research_report_48__ 

religion_or_belief.pdf. Last accessed: 30/10/11. 
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(c) to foreground the reflection of religious practitioners (especially the diversity of such 

reflection) in the construction of research on religion. 

 

 

Approach and Events 

 

The ways in which research on religion is able to impact on religious communities informs the very 

structure of this network. Hence, the theoretical workshops occur at the front-end of the project, to be 

followed by a series of impact events oriented around the concerns of religious practitioners themselves. 

These latter events are deliberately designed to form a practical case-study of the models of measurement 

developed in the workshops. Both theoretical and impact elements will then be brought together in a 

concluding, summative international conference. 

 The theoretical workshops that take place between December 2012 and September 2013 will 

facilitate interaction across discipline boundaries as well as community engagement. Research 

specialisms in the North-West will be particularly emphasised. There will be a sustained effort to involve 

young researchers, as well as (to emphasise once more) local faith communities. The first workshop, held 

at the University of Liverpool, sets the agenda for the network. ‘Measuring Impact on Religious 

Communities’ is a day-long investigation of the various ways in which the impact of research on religion 

in the Humanities can be measured meaningfully. The second workshop at the University of Chester, 

‘Buddhism and Human Flourishing’, applies this general framework to one specific religion (Buddhism) 

in an attempt to allow concepts of well-being in philosophy and religious studies to mutually inform each 

other. The final workshop at Liverpool Hope University, ‘Peace and Religious Reconciliation’, takes the 

particular issue of violence in the name of and against religions as the concrete example with which to 

develop further the roles of philosophy and religious studies in aiding practitioners. 

 The impact events, ‘Theory in Churches, Mosques and Temples’, will be run by the impact co-

ordinator (Katharine Moody) with local religious practitioners between September 2013 and March 

2014. Moody has experience of running and facilitating the ‘Atheism for Lent’ programme which brings 

philosophical theory into churches for the purpose of facilitating critical thinking. The 10 sessions of 

impact events funded by this network will take the ‘Atheism for Lent’ programme as its template, but 

extend it for use in non-Christian settings. At stake will be the implementation of the models for 

measuring impact theorised in the workshops. A more detailed description follows in the Pathway to 

Impact document. 

 Finally, the ground covered in the network will be reviewed in a final international conference, 

‘Philosophy, Religion and Public Policy’, at which all the groups who participated in the project will be 

represented (philosophers of religion, researchers on religion, practitioners of religion). Particular 

emphasis will be placed on applying new paradigms for the theory/practice relation to public debates 

around religion. As well as inviting figures who have contributed substantially to public debates, the 

keynote speakers will also include members of the network steering committee in order to disseminate 

our work. There will also be a specially convened panel focused on the impact events. 

 

 

Keynote Speakers 

 

The majority of speakers for the workshops will be from the network steering committee and only one 

speaker per workshop will be from outside the North-West, in order to encourage local participation. Any 

speakers invited from outside the steering committee (and the speakers for the final two-day conference) 

will be decided upon during the early meetings of the steering committee. 

 

 

Timetable of Events 

 

01/12/12  Project begins 

07/12/12  Administrative Meeting of Steering Committee (University of Liverpool) 

30/01/13  ‘Measuring Impact on Religious Communities’ (one-day workshop at   

  University of Liverpool) 

22/03/13  Administrative meeting of Steering Committee (University of Liverpool) 
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24/04/13  ‘Buddhism and Human Flourishing’ (one-day workshop at University of Chester) 

07/06/13  Administrative meeting of Steering Committee (University of Liverpool) 

18/09/13  ‘Peace and Religious Reconciliation’ (one-day workshop at Liverpool Hope  

  University) 

09/13 – 03/14  ‘Theory in Churches, Mosques and Temples’ (10 impact events in Liverpool) 

07/03/14  Administrative Meeting of Steering Committee (University of Liverpool) 

24-25/04/14  ‘Philosophy, Religion and Public Policy’ (two-day international conference at  

  University of Chester) 

30/04/14  Project ends 

 

 

Management and Co-ordination 

 

The project will be overseen by a principal investigator, a co-investigator and a postdoctoral 

administrator/impact co-ordinator. It will be advised by a steering committee convened at regular 

administrative meetings. 

 The principal investigator, Daniel Whistler, is experienced at both running AHRC research 

projects and organising large and small events. The responsibilities of the principal investigator will be as 

follows: overall co-ordination of the project; ensuring organisational deadlines are met; organising and 

chairing administrative meetings; inviting speakers; overseeing outcomes. The co-investigator, 

Christopher Baker, will take responsibility for the project dissemination, as well as taking the lead in 

organising the two events based at the University of Chester, in particular the final international 

conference. The administrator and impact co-ordinator, Katharine Sarah Moody, will be taken on as a 

postdoctoral researcher for the duration of the project. Her research brings together philosophical theory 

and religious practice. In particular, she has run an ‘Atheism for Lent’ course, the template for the impact 

case-study. The responsibilities of the administrator will be as follows: booking accommodation and 

travel for speakers; logging expenses; running the impact case-study; producing content for the website 

(see ‘Outcomes’ below). 

 The advisory steering committee consists in academics heavily involved in the project; 

experienced researchers from around the UK and local stakeholders in faith communities. Members of 

the steering committee include: Daniel Hill (University of Liverpool), Patrice Haynes (Liverpool Hope 

University), Steven Shakespeare (Liverpool Hope University), Chris Baker (University of Chester), 

Wendy Dossett (University of Chester), Beverley Clack (Oxford Brookes University), Anna Strhan 

(University of Kent), Adel Ahmed (Liverpool Islamic Cultural Centre), Nutan Sharma (Edge Lane Hindu 

Temple), John Reader (Rector of Ironstone Benefice), James Harding (Chaplain, University of 

Liverpool). 

 

 

Outcomes and Dissemination 

 

As well as the natural dissemination process that will take place through the workshops, impact events 

and final conference, the following outcomes are envisaged: 

1. Publication of an edited volume, Philosophy and Religious Practices, comprising a select 

number of academic papers from the workshops and concluding conference. It will also include 

anecdotal reflection on religious practice by members of faith communities involved in the 

project and thereby express the mix of theory and practice which structures this network. The 

volume will appear in the new Ashgate series, Intensities in Continental Philosophy of Religion. 

(The series editors have expressed an interest.) 

2. The creation and maintenance of a website cataloguing resources for researchers and 

practitioners working at the intersection of theory and practice in religion. The website will 

provide reports of the network events, as well as a blog disseminating the network findings, 

which will be linked to the University of Liverpool’s public-orientated Philosophy in the City 

website. The network website has been designed and will be implemented by Corporate 

Communications at the University of Liverpool. 


