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The intention of this essay is to try and discern what might be meant by 

„public theology‟ and how (if at all) it should be done. Judging by the sheer 

volume of books, essays and articles available on the subject discovered in 

my brief research, it is clear that there is no single definition and that much 

depends on what area of human existence is examined. I hope to provide 

some examples of public theology – good and evil, and persuade the reader 

that it is still relevant and should continue to be practised today. In a short 

essay it is only possible to examine „fragments‟ of the subject matter, to coin 

a phrase used by Duncan Forrester.
1
  

 

The eminent German theologian, Jürgen Moltmann expresses public theology 

as „being involved in the public affairs of society‟. Duncan Forrester defined 

theology as „talk about God‟ and public theology that which contributes to 

„public discussion‟.
2
 Andrew Morton under the influence of Forrester sees 

public theology as something that is practised in public life for the purpose of 

discovering public truth.
3
 

 

Duncan Forrester expands these definitions by expressing the notion of two 

„publics‟ insofar as it relates to theology, that is the Church and the 

university.
4
 He further argues that like medicine, theology has a responsibility 

outside the academy
5
 and that in fact there is a third „public‟ – society.

6
 He 

asserts that public theology is both „confessional and evangelical. It has a 

gospel to share, good news to proclaim‟.
7
  

 

This has been demonstrated since the birth of Christianity. Take for example 

the story of Christ‟s nativity. This occurred in Palestine under Roman rule at 

a time when a census had been ordered. The birth took place, not in a private 



room in an hotel but very publicly in the humble surroundings of a stable. 

The arrival of Christ was announced first to shepherds and later to the 

Gentiles through three Magi who were drawn to the scene by the appearance 

of a new star. Throughout his public ministry, Jesus proclaimed the good 

news and shared the Gospel in public. The reluctant first miracle performed at 

the behest of his mother at the wedding feast at Canaan, where water was 

changed into wine prefiguring the institution of the Eucharist just before his 

execution. The Sermon on the Mount and finally his very public crucifixion 

and resurrection all happened in the public arena. Perhaps the greatest 

example of early „public theology‟ was the events at Pentecost when the 

disciples in hiding were filled with the Holy Spirit and went out to proclaim 

the Good News to all people. The early church saw its role and mission as 

public, existing for others.
8
  

 

Forrester argues that there are three modes of public theology in existence 

today. He labels them „vision‟, „prophesy‟ and „theological fragments‟.
9
 

Quoting from Proverbs 29:18 „Where there is no vision, the people perish‟, 

he asserts that if we remain locked in the past without any view of the future, 

we become „petty, selfish and cruel‟.
10

 Alternatively, an imaginative vision 

supported by the „symbols, narratives and imagery of Christian and biblical 

tradition‟ provides society with a bright future.
11

   

 

Vision and mission statements provide the publics services and their 

counterparts in private industry today with a sense of direction, a map for the 

future. But these statements alone will not drive forward the services or the 

company, so for this to occur the vision has to be applied. Forrester defines 

this application of the vision as „prophesy. He cites the famous speech by 

Martin Luther King, “I have a dream…” as a prime example. Here King‟s 

vision of equality for black Americans, coupled with his dream or prophesy 

ultimately led to desegregation and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Linking this 

with theology, Jesus was a prophet, his coming was foretold by prophets and 



the Church is necessarily engaged in prophesy, otherwise, Forrester says, it is 

in dereliction of its duty. He quotes Stanley Hauerwas to support his 

assertion: „…the very existence [of Christians] is a prophetic sign of God‟s 

refusal to abandon creation‟.
12

  

 

Now let us examine Forrester‟s third strand of public theology – „fragments‟. 

It takes fragments or grains of wheat to be ground into flour before a loaf of 

bread can be baked, so the many diverse members of the church make up the 

Body of Christ. Likewise the bible consists of many short stories and the 

Gospels draw together various episodes during the life of Christ which, 

together with the parables He told, provide us with the whole teaching or 

Word of God. Forrester asserts that it is precisely these theological fragments 

that might make sense of a „muddled and ugly situation‟. Just as grit agitates 

an oyster into producing a pearl, so fragments of theology might just irritate 

sufficiently to „generate a vision [or truth] that many can share.‟
13

 It is this 

sharing that might be described as the „doing‟ of public theology. As 

Forrester records when studying Kierkegaard, „Truth is not something to be 

comprehended, controlled, used or appropriated. It is rather to be indwelt, 

lived out in action and witnessed to. And this is what Christian public 

theology is about today.‟
14

 There are several examples of public theology 

being „done‟ today and it is to these that our attention is turned to now.  

 

In 1996, the Catholic Bishops of England and Wales published a document 

called „The Common Good‟ in advance of the 1997 General Election. Aimed 

primarily at Catholics Bishop David Konstant of Leeds had this to say: - 

 

The main purpose of this document is long term and educational.  It is to raise 

Catholics' knowledge and understanding of Catholic social teaching.   This 

teaching is an indispensable part of the mission of the Church and is too little 

known.  A second objective is to make a contribution to the national debate 



on the many subjects now being discussed because of the forthcoming 

general election.
15

   

 

Here then is an example of the Catholic hierarchy sharing the truth, not just 

with those of their own faith but with those of other faiths and those with no 

faith at all with a view to influencing them for the „common good‟. But what 

happens when public theology explodes into violence, causing carnage and 

murder on our streets? The events that unfolded in London on 7
th

 July 2005 

resulted in the death of 52 commuters, 4 terrorists and injured a further 700 

people. A statement released by Al-Qaeda read: „In the name of God, the 

merciful, the compassionate, … it is time to take revenge against the British 

Zionist crusader government in retaliation for the massacres Britain is 

committing in Iraq and Afghanistan.‟
16

 

 

In his article „“God” in Public Reason‟ Nigel Biggar suggests that the events 

in London have „reminded us that there are indeed theologies that are 

frightful enemies of public reason …‟. He uses the debate surrounding 

euthanasia to consider whether God has any place in public reason. He states 

that „there is no single set of principles that everyone accepts‟. This of course 

is where the challenge of doing public theology arises. There is conflict 

between those who believe as Biggar asserts, „that theology poses no special 

threat to public reason‟, and those at the other extreme like Stanley Haurewas 

who wrote, „I do think Christians have no stake in Western civilization‟. 

Biggar concludes (provisionally) by agreeing with John Rawls‟ model that 

allows any „comprehensive doctrine‟ to be included in the debate providing it 

retains „basic principles of political justice‟.
17

 

 

Mary Warnock‟s article „Public Policy in Bioethics and Inviolable Principles‟ 

asserts an entirely different view: that religious belief has „no such role in the 

case of public policy-making‟. Whilst she believes that there should be a 

degree of regulation when it comes to the implementation of certain ethical 
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policies, this should be based on moral principles „independent of any 

religious belief‟.
18

 

 

Elaine Graham in her essay „Public Theology in an Age of Voter Apathy‟ 

also raises concerns. Research into the reasons for the reduction in numbers 

of people voting in general elections suggest that traditional associations are 

declining, whether they are trade unions or church congregations. She quotes 

Hayes and Hudson who show that „voter disengagement is part of a wider 

pattern of withdrawal from public association together‟. People appear to 

have lost hope and are retreating to the family for support. To combat this 

Graham suggests that public theology must „speak about God-in-the-world to 

the world‟ and it will „need to adopt a functional and sacramental role.
19

  

 

In the 20
th

 century, the role of public theology was to address human 

suffering; in the 21
st
 century it needs to respond to emerging public concerns 

such as global terrorism, and advances in areas such as technology and 

medicine which bring with them new moral issues for example, human 

genetics. Not only is public theology being done, it must continue and it will 

be for theologians to ensure that theology in the future is „concerned with the 

public affairs of society in the light of hope in Christ for the Kingdom of 

God‟.
20
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