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Public Theology: 
Its Mission, Methodology, and Tasks

by
Ted Peters


“The Church is her true self only when she exists for humanity”
· Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Bonhoeffer 1953, 1959, 166)


Abstract. Public theology is conceived in the church, critically reasoned in the academy, and offered to the wider culture for the sake of the common good. Holy Scripture provides public theology, like all Christian theology, with is primary source. Within the Bible we also find theology’s norm, namely, the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel norms doctrinal reflection as we find it in systematic and constructive theology winding its way through the corridors of history in the form of tradition. Scripture and tradition provide the springboard for the public theologian to engage global and local society (glocal) in the 21st century with discourse clarification and worldview construction. Public reflection on Holy Scripture along with classic Christian doctrines in a post-secular pluralistic context takes the form of pastoral illumination,  apologetic reason, theology of nature, political theology, and prophetic critique.
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The mission of the public theologian lifts  up for all to see an enticing vision of a future planetary society that is justly governed, ecologically sustainable, and enjoys full participation from all continents, races, classes, genders, and ages. This vision is inspired by the New Testament promise of God’s reign where….

[God] will wipe every tear from their eyes.
Death will be no more;
mourning and crying and pain will be no more,
for the first things have passed away.’ (Revelation 21:4)

	Utopia is not a bad word in the vocabulary of the public theologian. In the Bible, utopia has legs. Long and strong legs. God’s call forward to a just, sustainable, participatory, and planetary society runs on the legs of God’s promise. This divine promise is frequently repeated in the public square today by the disciples of Jesus Christ.
	Here is a definition of a constructive public theology I work with. Public theology is conceived in the church, critically reasoned in the academy, and offered to the wider culture for the sake of the common good (T. Peters, The Voice of Public Theology 2023, 3).[footnoteRef:1] Arising out of confidence in God’s promises to finish creation with new creation, today’s public theologian can broadcast a message of future hope that demands present responsibility. [1:  This paper is a revision and update of two previous presentations: (1) “Scripture and Method in Public Theology,” 2025 Triennial Conference of the Global Network for Public Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary, September 8-11, 2025; and (2) “Public Theology: Its Pastoral, Apologetic, Scientific, Political, and Prophetic Tasks,” International Journal of Public Theology 12:2 (2018) 153-177.] 

	In what follows we will take up methodology. That is, we will specify the mission, sources, norm, tactics, and tasks of what I recommend as public theology’s method. Holy Scripture will provide the primary source; and the gospel of Jesus Christ will serve as theological norm. The public theologian’s procedures or tactics are two: discourse clarification and worldview construction. The list of tasks will include entering domains such as the pastoral, apologetic. scientific, political, and prophetic.

The Pluralistic and Non-Authoritarian Context of Today’s Public Theology

The church theologian and the public theologian can be the same person, to be sure. What distinguishes the mission of public theology from church theology is the public to be addressed. In church theology, we explicate Holy Scripture to better understand ecclesial life. In public theology, we explicate church resources on behalf of the wider culture to better understand society’s orientation toward the common good.  
Two distinguished public theologians, Katie Day and Sebastain Kim, for example, invite the public theologian to exit the church and enter the public square. “"Public theology refers to the church reflectively engaging with those within and outside its institutions on issues of common interest and for the common good" (Day 2017, 2). According to this definition, public theology begins in the church, departs the church, and then engages matters of public interest in service of the common good. 


Our Culture of Chaos

What happens when the theologian exits the warm hearth of Church fellowship to battle the cold winds blowing through the public square? What he or she or they say can hardly be heard within the cacophony of competing voices. The once unifying secular culture is giving way to unmanageable plurality, to chaotic pluralism. The ubiquitous web-mind is fracturing all attempts at harmony with an ungoverned avalanche of game playing, photos of somebody's desert, vulgar vindictive, poisonous porn, alternative facts, identity theft, frightening politics, and terrorist recruitment.[footnoteRef:2]  A single global network unites us all in a single disintegrating chaos. No longer can a secular media establishment control let alone limit religious input.  [2:  African youth in the Democratic Republic of Congo have access to cell phones, laptops, and social media. This expands access to the world’s treasury of knowledge. Yet, according to, Jérémie H. Kinzamba, there are problems. “Alongside this, the youth also face challenges. While access to various information sources is a strength, it sometimes leads to manipulation. With a less developed education system, young people sometimes struggle to sift through abundant information to find what is most beneficial or relevant for their growth. Many become distracted and lose focus on what matters” (Kinzamba 2024, 15). BTW, I believe Pax Lumina, published in India, is the single most effective organ for public theology in the world.] 

Our post-theocratic, post-Enlightenment, post-colonial, and digitally addicted public finds itself in a tension between respecting pluralism, on the one hand, and grasping for social unity, on the other. Descriptively, pluralism describes the present situation wherein we swim every day in streams of cultural influence coming at us from multiple directions, sometimes causing us to swirl in eddies beyond our control to maneuver. Prescriptively, pluralism is the doctrine that perspectives are culturally relative and that differences of opinion should be respected. Yet intuitively, we all know that neither national decisions nor international policies of global import can proceed without a unifying spirit, without a vision of the common good. Pluralism alone leads to anarchy. Unity alone leads to tyranny. Our planetary society must retain both, held together in a creative tension.
	What this requires of the public theologian is a post-Christendom assessment of authority. University of Chicago sockdolager David Tracy makes it mandatory. "One must restore a nonauthoritarian notion of authority and norm as well as a non-traditionalist notion of tradition to their legitimate place in all human reflection" (Tracy, The Analogical Imagination 1981, 100). The faith-generated discourse of the public theologian can at best lift one voice among many.
	One such voice – a loud voice, thankfully – is South African theologian and anti-Apartheid activist John DeGruchy. When the theologian addresses the public square outside the church, the theme should be the global common good. "Christian witness in secular democratic society means promoting the common good by witnessing to core values rather than seeking privilege for the Christian religion" (DeGruchy 2007, 28). 
DeGruchy also reminds us that, as our secular society becomes increasingly post-secular and increasingly fragmented, the voice of faith has as much right as opportunity to speak--as one voice among many--to the entire culture, the political domain included. No longer must Christians think of themselves as marginalized into that contrived ghetto known as private opinion or institutional religion. To greet the situation positively, the public square is opening up to global multilogue.
This suggests that outside the Church public theologians dare not claim special biblical revelation as authority. No one has authority in social media. We must take this into account when defining public theology. It further suggests that, just as Pope John XIII sought all persons of “good will” to support world peace (Pope 1963), today’s Christian theologian will seek support from like-minded persons in both religious and non-religious communities. Roman Catholic theologian Mary Doak encourages multi-religious alliances to pursue the common good.
To the extent that theological arguments can be included in public life without attempting to silence other religious and non-religious options, theology will contribute to keeping open the space for diverse views and thus for a more capacious public reasoning (Doak 2022, 341).

Or, as Ian Markham, President and Dean of Virginia Theological Seminary, puts it…

We want a society where Muslims, Jews, secularists, and others are contributing to a rich, vibrant conversation about the common good (Markham 2020, 191).

The Christian public theologian, then, engages the crossfire of the public square stripped of the bullet proof vest of biblical authority. In this difficult situation, we turn now in this paper to methodology. Without the protection of ecclesial or any other authority, what role should Holy Scripture play? How might we interpret the vibrating resonance of biblical symbols? How do we travel the path from the biblical text through the forest of systematic theology and across the ravine of practical theology to our destination, public theology? To these questions we now turn.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  “In a nutshell,” writes Korean-American theologian Paul Chung, “public theology (theologia publica) is concerned with the public affairs or institutions of society (res publica) to promote the common good of society” (Chung, Public Theology and Civil Society: Constructive Formation 2022, 11).  But there seems to be more than a nutshell. To date there is no single orthodox model for doing public theology. At least according to Eneida Jacobson. "There is no univocality in defining its purposes, its theological foundation or the meaning of the term ‘public theology'." (Jacobson 2012, 8). Existing public theologies, she contends, follow one of two generic models: either the theoretical model or the action model. According to the theoretical model, the theologian reveals God to the world typically by presenting theological answers to existential questions. According to the action model, the theologian addresses society--sometimes militantly--in pursuit of transformation. The method I propose here tips toward the action model. Even so I ask: might these two be combined?] 


Scripture as Source, Gospel as Norm, and the Law-Gospel Dialectic as Public Critique

We go to Holy Scripture for theology’s source and norm. Theology in all its forms consists of explicating and re-presenting what we read in Holy Scripture as its primary source.[footnoteRef:4] What we read in the Bible begins with multivalent symbolic discourse, the meaning of which the theologian restates doctrinally and propositionally. Only some, not all, of Scripture’s multivalent meaning can be expressed in univocal theological propositions. What the theologian says is rational but only partial, angular, perspectival. [4:  In the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, the theologian appeals to four sources: scripture, tradition, reason, and experience. In Christian constructive public theology, scripture is the primary source.] 

	When the theologian pursues doctrinal, systematic, or constructive theology, the product of study is aimed primarily at the Church for the self-understanding of people within the circle of faith. For Augustine, recall, theology is faith seeking understanding (fides quarens intellectum).
What happens when the theologian aims at the wider public outside the Church? Then we dub the task public theology.[footnoteRef:5] Public theology is an interpretation of Holy Scripture – perhaps mediated by systematic theology – that co-interprets the social and cultural situation considering faith’s understanding of ultimate reality as revealed in Holy Scripture.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  The proximate background of contemporary public theology begins perhaps with Martin Marty's introduction of the term 'public theology' in 1974 (Marty 54:4 1974), a period in which Robert Bellah's concept of civil religion was being widely discussed (Bellah 1967). David Tracy shortly thereafter delineated three publics--church, academy, culture—to which the theologian is obligated to engage (Tracy, The Role of Theology in Public Life: Some Reflections 1984). Both Marty and Tracy were my teachers. And I later became a colleague of Bellah’s. I follow Tracy by defining public theology as constructive work conceived in the church, reflected on critically in the academy, and meshed with the wider culture for the sake of the common good.]  [6:  For Esther McIntosh, public theology already begins with a textual hermeneutic of suspicion. "If public theology continues to use biblical sources and their interpretation uncritically, it proceeds as if decades of feminist, black and queer theologies have not happened; it adopts the position of the dominant class....it is by hearing and incorporating the critiques of mainstream theology put forward by counter-theologies, rather than viewing them as optional extras or side-issues, that public theology can guard against bias and injustice" (McIntosh 2021, 315). Feminist theology may be aimed at either the church, the academy, or the wider world for the sake of the common good. Brandy Daniels, who teaches religion and gender studies at the University of Portland, tries to show “…ways in which Women in Theology has provided space for critical inquiry around and constructive changes for the lived experiences of women in theology” (Daniels 2024, 15). Her target publics are the church and the academy for the sake of women’s place in those institutions.] 

	For public theologians in general, the Bible is the primary though not the sole source. In addition to serving as a source, the Bible also provides the norm for theology. That norm is not the Bible itself. Rather, the norm is found in the Bible. It is the gospel of Jesus Christ. Theology makes explicit what is already implicit in Scripture. I define the gospel as the Jesus narrative told with its significance. This is obvious in the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 
But the story of Jesus is the starting point also for what we hear in the sermons of Peter and Paul in Acts. Four quite consistent elements appear whenever the story of Jesus is told: (1) the fulfillment of prior Hebrew expectations; (2) the unwarranted death of the righteous one; (3) the resurrection from the dead; and (4) the forgiveness of sins. Peter and Paul were public theologians addressing listeners from Solomon’s portico or other public squares. When in public, the apostles typically recited briefly the history of Israel understood as pointing forward toward fulfillment. This was followed by reporting the execution of Jesus on the cross and his vindication by God through the Easter resurrection. It was further explained that all this happened to institute the forgiveness of sins and the redemption of Israel (Acts 3:12-26; 5:24-32; 10:34-43; 13:16-41). Here is the point: the story of Jesus provides the norm by which everything else theologically is measured.
	In addition to the gospel of Jesus Christ as norm, we find in Holy Scripture God’s law. The focus of God’s law is justice, even obliquely in its gospel expression, namely, justification by divine grace through faith (Romans 5:18). Decisive for today’s public theologian is that the Bible presumes that there exists a universal awareness of God’s will. Systematic theologians dub this natural law as a complement to revealed law. God’s law as the command to pursue justice may appear naturally as a vague sense that there is a right way to do things (Romans 2:15) as well as take specific form in the decalogue revealed to Moses (Exodus 20) or Jesus’ double commandment to love God and love neighbor (Luke 10:27). 
Because of natural law, no one can miss the point when the prophet Amos cries out “let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!” (Amos 5:22). When the public theologian today announces the demands of justice, everyone within the circle of faith or outside it will understand the meaning and gravity of the law of justice. This is why public theologians such as Christoph Hübenthal and Christiane Alpers  can declare, “Public theology is convinced that mutual understanding is possible” (Hübenthal and Alpers 2022, 5).
	The law-gospel dialectic originates in scripture and then worms its way through systematic theology into public theology. Both law and gospel are gifts of God’s grace. The command to do justice is the gift of God’s left hand, whereas justifying the unjust is a gift of God’s right hand. Martin Luther tries to spell out the significance of the story of Jesus in terms of the law-gospel dialectic. 

The Gospel and the Law, taken in their proper sense, differ in this way: The Law proclaims what must be done and left undone; or better, it proclaims what deeds have already been committed and omitted…(hence the only thing it provides is the knowledge of sin); the Gospel, however, proclaims that sins have been remitted and that all things have been fulfilled and done (Luther 1955-1986, 26: 183-184).[footnoteRef:7] [7:  "The law shows sin, the gospel grace. The law indicates disease, the gospel points out the remedy" according to Philip Melanchthon (Melanchthon 1521, 71).
] 


Elsewhere I explicate the significance of Jesus’ story in terms of theological categories such as new creation, justification, and proclamation (T. Peters, God--The World's Future: Systematic Theology for a New Era 2015, Chapter 2). I will not elaborate further on this here. Suffice it to say, what Peter and Paul were doing in the Book of Acts was proclamation — that is, first evangelism in the public square. When I advance public theology today, I think less about first evangelism and more about the wisdom or insight drawn from the law applied prophetically to today’s social and cultural tensions. 
Peter and Paul had no New Testament. We do. So, when we public theologians begin with Holy Scripture we begin with narrative awash in many levels of symbolic meaning. If as a public theologian we are wet with symbolic meaning, our task is to spill over with doctrinal insights that engage our wider culture in ways that inspire all to work toward universal justice and the common good.
In the next section I intend to show how the law-gospel dialectic arms the first tactic: discourse clarification. Social imaginaries can easily be bent toward self-justification in order to cover up injustice both at home and on a genocidal scale. The prophetic public theologian makes this transparent.

First Tactic: Discourse Clarification 

Once in public conversation, the first tactic of the public theologian is to engage in discourse clarification. Hak Joon Lee demonstrates the value of Christian doctrine for public discourse. "Public theologians argue that Christian doctrines of creation, sin, redemption, eschatology, covenant, and ecclesiology are informative for our understanding of the nature, meaning, and destiny of human life" (Lee 2015, 50). The loci of Christian doctrine can be illuminating if not inspiring to those outside the Church, even to the academy and to the wider public. A critical yet constructive public theology may be conceived in the church, but it is critically developed in the academy and then co-generated in conversation with the world.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Brazilian theologian Júlio Paulo Tavares Zabatiero tells the public theologian to exit the church and enter the public square just to do theology rightly. “My provocative thesis is that theology cannot, in contemporary society, have the luxury of the privatized isolation of individual religiosity, or the ineffective security of denominational confessionality. Theology has to be public to actually be theology (Zabatiero 2002, 56).    
] 

	More specifically, Christian thought deriving from law and gospel can rightfully claim a deeper and more realistic understanding of the human predicament than competing anthropologies. The public theologian is ready to perform discourse surgery with diagnostic scalpels such as the imago Dei and original sin. Digging under the epidermis of public discourse exposes subcutaneous infections of apathy, indifference, and cruelty.
	In other works, I’ve sought to dissect the human resistance to both law and gospel in terms of self-justification and scapegoating (T. Peters, Sin Boldly! 2015). A careful clarification of public discourse will unveil a flood of daily attempts in public conversation to cover up injustice through self-congratulation, self-exaltation, and self-righteousness. The human psyche has a built-in addiction to justice, especially justice applied to oneself. When acting unjustly, the first thing we do is declare that we are still considered just, good, and virtuous. This places all our enemies, foreign and domestic, into a category of being unjust, evil, and dispensable. Those whom we dub indispensable I refer to as our scapegoats.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Scapegoating begins with cursing, with verbally describing the victim as weak, impure, or even immoral. In current American political discourse, immigrants are described as members of drug cartels, murderers, and rapists. This justifies denying immigrants their rights treating them unjustly. What about the symbol of Satan in anti-woke discourse? Eric Sias provides discourse clarification on the way the name, ‘Satan’, functions in political rhetoric to ‘other’ a designated group. By interpreting biblical references to Satan, Sias can show that today’s appeal to Satan is restricted to political self-justification and scapegoating. “From the perspective of the current political discourse, we are far from the origins of the Satan figure. Satan developed from a simple Hebrew term meaning ‘adversary’ to an almost omnipotent power leading the global cabal. In reality, what this current political/hermeneutical understanding of Satan has created is more profound political division, amplified by the fanciful narratives that lead to religiopolitical conspiracy theories. It has helped create dark spaces in which othering the ‘woke agenda’ has reached apocalyptic proportions and in which opposition to right-wing politics is the earthly embodiment of Satan and the coming beast and a ‘sign of the times’. The political effort of battling wokeness, then, goes beyond a political struggle; it is spiritual warfare. Such a narrative makes for a fantastic religiopolitical bedtime story. The point of this article is to demystify the narratives that feed the paranoia, to expose them to the light (Sias, 2023,309).] 

	Every incident of domestic abuse is justified. Every pre-meditated murder is justified. Every war is justified. Every genocide is justified. The one perpetrating the violence is convinced that the act is justified because the scapegoat deserves it. The reason the gospel is so difficult to accept is this: on the cross God elected to identify with the scapegoat rather than the one perpetrating deadly justice. 
	The mechanism of self-justification and scapegoating is nigh on to ubiquitous. Pointing it out within discourse clarification is one of the easiest yet most dangerous tactics the public theologian can perform. The only route to transformatory justice on behalf of the oppressed is through breaking the glass wall of self-justification erected by the oppressive class.
	Mary Doak advises the public theologian to challenge reigning imaginaries, metanarratives, and myths. “Contemporary public life seldom considers its need for a sense of purpose and generally fails to interrogate the hidden myths and metanarratives that hamper effective political action. Eschatological theology can and should bring these assumptions into question” (Doak 2022, 355). Contrasting reigning social imaginaries with God’s promised reign disarms them.

Second Tactic: Worldview Construction

Our first tactic, discourse clarification, functions to critique existing superficialities, self-justifications, and self-deceptions. It exacts God’s law with accusatory force. But the critique of existing imaginaries is not enough. The public theologian should also cooperate with like-minded partners in constructing a worldview in which the common good becomes the magnet drawing public devotion.
	This brings us to our second tactic, worldview construction. Thomas Aquinas set the task of the systematic theologian as one of drawing a picture of the whole of reality within which everything is oriented toward the one creating and redeeming God. Flinders University theologian, the late Denis Edwards, follows Thomas in such worldview construction.

A fully Christian approach to the natural world cannot be limited to the theology of creation in isolation but must also involve salvation in Christ. The theological meaning of mountains, seas, animals, plants, and the climate of our planet, the Milky Way Galaxy, and the observable universe will involve the whole story of God's self-bestowal to creatures in creation, incarnation, and final transfiguration" (Edwards 2019, xvi).

Denis Edwards begins with a vision of the cosmic common good. If we shrink the scope of this vision to the planetary common good, we move closer to actionable mandates. International Journal of Public Theology editor Rudolf von Sinner recognizes how public theology must be global and even ecological in scope.

The global project of public theology has expanded the western idea of three audiences - the church, the academy and the public domain – and their inter-relationship to multiple publics. It has now become a global discipline that intersects with the emergence of a world Christianity. Now, in the Anthropocene, those three audiences should be viewed in the light of a concern for the whole of creation, including those other creatures with whom we share life and upon whom we depend (Sinner 2023).

	Might we bridge the global public with the local public? Or, as Australian public theologian Clive Pearson would say, the “glocal” public? (Pearson 2007) Yes. The bridge will be constructed out of middle axioms.
In order to bridge a macroscale Anthropocene vision of a peaceful world order with concrete actionable mandates, the public theologian needs to formulate middle axioms by which we can measure progress toward transformation. Might a vision of inward justice and kindness contribute to those middle axioms? Theologians at the Second Vatican Council thought so. Here are words that should be written in manifestos if not on plaques and banners.

There is no better way to establish political life on a truly human basis than by fostering an inward sense of justice and kindliness, and of service to the common good, and by strengthening basic convictions as to the true nature of the political community and the aim, right exercise, and sphere of action of public authority (Vatican, Gaudium et Spes 1965, §73).

We have just moved our attention from the cosmos to the planet and then to the heart. What about a continent in between? We see a level of glocal specificity in middle axiom appropriation when the public theologian justifies support for the African Union’s more political Agenda 2063. This “Pan African Vision of an integrated, prosperous and peaceful Africa, driven by its own citizens, representing a dynamic force in the international arena and Agenda 2063 is the concrete manifestation of how the continent intends to achieve this vision within a 50 year period from 2013 to 2063” (African 2013). The African public theologian, according to Nairobi theologian Nathan Hussaini Chiroma, should “contribute to our achieving the goals of Agenda 2063” (Chiroma 2020, 364). In brief, the public theologian may elect to ride a political horse when it is galloping in the right direction.
‘Glocal’ for Congolese theologian Leocadie Lushombo is even more specific. She begins with African women and then fans out to global politics and economics. “African women,” says Lushombo, provide a “logi theologici  (place of theology), a setting from which the theological ethics of Africa and its international relations regarding politics and economy can and must be reinvorgated”  (Lushombo, 2023, 10).

Holding Up the Common Good Ideal

We have just shrunk a cosmic vision of the common good via a global common good down to continental size, the African common good. The helpfulness of the public theologian is enhanced the closer we get to actionable proposals. Even so, an invitation to wholeness – an invitation to see what is local in terms of its relationship to a larger whole – is indispensable.
Given the fragmented if not waring plurality of competing social imaginaries and metanarratives, human minds everywhere are thirsting for a vision of wholeness that can quench our dry souls. Today’s public theologian has both an opportunity and a responsibility to gush fountains of life-giving ambrosia, a taste of the ideal common good. We can rightly assume that many would volunteer for a corps marching toward a just, sustainable, participatory, and planetary society.
	How might we formulate the global common good? Pope Paul VI defined the common good as “the sum of those conditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough and ready access to their own fulfillment” (Pope Paul VI 1965). Such a vision of the common good stands as the standard by which we measure political tyranny, racial prejudice, class oppression, and economic injustice.
Responsibility for the common good relies principally, though not exclusively, on the shoulders of governments. Theologians signing the anti-Apartheid Kairos Document of 1985 in South Africa relied on “the traditional Latin definition of a tyrant is hostis boni communis – an enemy of the common good. The purpose of all government is the promotion of what is called the common good of the people governed. To promote the common good is to govern in the interests of, and for the benefit of, all the people” (Kairos 1985).
In the mind of the public theologian engaged in worldview construction, the common good is closely tied to the eschatological kingdom of God. “Redeeming the world is exclusively the work of God,” Hübenthal and Alpers remind us. “But by fulfilling its ethical tasks and pursuing justice, human flourishing and the common good, public theology foreshadows and depicts the universal salvation as it was already accomplished in Jesus Christ and is yet to come in its fullness” (Hübenthal and Alpers 2022, 6). Any achievement we in the present generation make toward actualizing the common good counts as a prolepsis of the New Jerusalem promised in Revelation 21.
After looking at the role of Holy Scripture as source, the gospel as norm, and discourse clarification along with worldview constructions as tactics, we now turn to five domains within which public theology carries out its tasks: pastoral theology, apologetic theology, theology of nature, political theology, and prophetic theology.


Domain One: Public Theology as Pastoral Theology

If we are to lift up a vision of the common good as a just, sustainable, participatory, and planetary society, the public theologian must think both globally and locally. On the one hand, the existing worldwide communications network requires it, just as any vision of the common good or vision of universal justice requires it. Yet, on the other hand, existential questions as well as contextualized meaning-making occur at the local level. As previously mentioned, Clive Pearson employs the illuminating term, glocal, demonstrating the public theologian's responsibility to both. "The prospect of a public theology is polycentric; it is neither monocentric nor univocal" (Pearson 2007, 161).[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The public theologian is in the meaning business, and meaning-making takes place primarily at the individual and local community level. Ryszard Bobrowicz and Johanna Gustafsson Lundberg at Lund University’s Centre for Theology and Religious Studies colligate the local and the global in tension. On the one hand, when borrowing from Danish philosopher Knud Løgstrup the term conducing, they acknowledge your and my unavoidable situatedness within a specific context. When you or I are interpreting or conducing (in Danish and Swedish, tydning), we are drawing up meaning that is already there. We are making explicit what is already implicit. We do not add meaning. Rather, we are giving voice to “the meaning of the situation is implicit in the situation itself” (Bobrowicz and Lundberg 2021, 181). Discourse clarification within public theology must attend to implicit meaning already present in each specific context while recognizing the existence of a plurality contexts with contiguous meanings. On the other hand, pluralism is not enough. We must think universally as well. “In the polarized contemporary context, we need to acknowledge something more fundamental—the uniting, universal perspective” (Bobrowicz and Lundberg 2021, 179). Only in universal terms can we lift up a vision of the common good.    ] 

	Beneath the din of fractious social media, most individuals ask themselves existential questions. Who am I? What is my purpose for existing? What is the meaning of life? And teenagers especially ask: will I get shot to death today at school?
The pastoral theologian listens to, and responds to, such existential questions.[footnoteRef:11] These existential questions resonate in nearly every human breast. At both the individual and cultural level we human beings ask about the meaning of our existence. Questions well up because of anxiety over death, our struggle for identity, our place in the whole of reality. Facts are not enough. We want truth, inner and universal truth. This is a human thirst that perpetually seeks slaking.  [11:  "Man is the question he asks about himself, before any question has been formulated....Whenever man has looked at his world, he has found himself in it as a part of it. But he also has realized that he is a stranger in the world of objects, unable to penetrate it beyond a certain level of scientific analysis. And then he has become aware of the fact that he himself is the door to the deeper levels of reality, that in his own existence he has the only possible approach to existence itself" (Tillich 1951-1963, 1:62).] 

	Our human existential thirst goes unquenched at the media watering hole. Web-think is too shallow for deep questions. Cell phones and lap tops deluge our consciousness with twaddle, nonsense, rants, disinformation, ideology, perversion and, worst of all, advertising. There is no well drilled deep into earth's foundations. No piles in bedrock. No grounding on which to construct a solid self-image, a purposeful life-plan, a vision of eternal truth. Ultimate reality has become like a message drowned out by meaningless clatter. Yet, beneath the swirl of twaddle and fake news, the pastoral theologian can perceive and tease out already nascent questions of existential import.
	In addition to existential questions, the public theologian listens to, and responds to, justice questions. The legacy of liberation theology--God's preferential option for the poor--sharpens the public theologian's pastoral sensitivity. Love takes the form of political action, according to Helene Slessarev-Jamir. "Conceptualizing love as a political act acknowledges that religiously constructed forms of political resistance are predicated on the belief that people can behave in ways that defy the dominant models of rational, self-interested actors found in most current theories of political behavior. I have found that religiously constructed activism can sustain marginalized people in the face of great opposition" (Slessarev-Jamir October 2010, 679). Superficial public discourse functions to hide the plight of the poor and the marginalized, requiring the public theologian—through discourse clarification--to make transparent what is already actual.
	The public theologian active in the wider culture can turn our attention toward depth, undercut triviality,  bypass banality, and substitute poetry for twaddle.  The prophetic value of public theology is that it challenges allegiance to pseudo-ultimates. It directs our attention to the genuine ultimate, the God of grace. The pastoral value of public theology is that it lifts up existential questions of ultimacy, reflects on these questions philosophically in order to find the right language to articulate them, so that in the wider culture we can ask the question of meaning to which divine grace is the answer.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  This method is commonly thought of as correlation. We find it in Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, and David Tracy. There is a "positive apologetic task. It consists in correlating the truth, apprehended by faith and repentance, to truths about life and history, gained generally in experience" (Niebuhr, Faith and History 1949, 165). “The method of correlation explains the contents of the Christian faith through existential questions and theological answers in mutual interdependence” (Tillich 1951-1963, 1:60). Tracy adds mutuality to the correlation. "Tillich's method of correlation is crucially inadequate" (Tracy, Blessed Rager for Order 1975, 46). And, further, "the revisionist theologian is committed to what seems clearly to be the central task of contemporary theology: the dramatic confrontation, the mutual illuminations and corrections, the possible basic reconciliation between the principal values, cognitive claims, and existential faiths of both a reinterpreted post-modern consciousness and a reinterpreted Christianity" (Tracy, Blessed Rager for Order 1975, 32). Mutual correlation may require the theologian to change during engagement with the public. What makes public theology pastoral here is not the method of correlation to construct a systematic theology but, rather, simply sharing existential questions empathetically and pastorally as they arise in culture.] 

	When it comes to culture, the public theologian should be aware that there are four principal social drivers which account for the bulk of events we chronicle in daily news and which we presume will determine the course of history. The four are: politics, economics, culture, and communication.[footnoteRef:13] In modern industrial and democratic societies, the shrinking Christian church is anemic in political influence, flexes almost no economic muscle, and timidly borrows access to a communications network set up by others for other purposes. If the Christian Church is going to tender an influence on the wider society beyond its own sanctuary, it will have to plant its seeds in culture and nourish them in communication. Culture provides the garden within which the church can cultivate nutritive  beauty and salubrious ideals. Can the church speak culturally amid the global communication confusion?  [13:  It was Harvard sociologist Daniel Bell who identified the three principal social drivers: politics, economics, and culture, in The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (Bell 1973).  It is my judgment that communications should be added to this list.] 

	The worldwide pastoral mission of the public theologian is to address the human predicament in symbols evocative of a self-understanding that ultimately ground our reality meaningfully in divine grace. "Reality is finally gracious," Tracy reminds us (Tracy, The Analogical Imagination 1981, 177). If ultimate reality is finally gracious, the public theologian performs a pastoral service by making this a topic of public discourse. 
In sum, the public pastoral theologian asks existential questions within the Church, reflects philosophically on those questions in the academy, and gives voice to matters of existential meaning in the wider culture.

Domain Two: Public Theology as Apologetic Theology

The public demands public theology. The global terror of Al Qaeda and ISIS since September 11, 2001 has led to a worldwide public interrogation of Islamic theologians: what do you actually teach? Do you teach violence?
The same applies to Christians in the United States after the political ruckus raised by Christian nationalism. America's younger generations register public disgust at evangelical Christians for their rejection of evolutionary science and intransigent resistance to gender equality, racial justice, and LGBTQ rights. The Christian religion is painted in hues of meanness, judgmentalism, and racism. Theologians, among others, have a responsibility to confirm, disconfirm, or modify this existing public image.
Anxiety rises when a religious tradition such as Islam or Christianity becomes feared. Lund University political theologian Ulrich Schmeidel illuminates this anxiety with an astute observation gained through discourse clarification. Schmiedel observes how those attempting to calm such anxiety distinguish between the so-called authentic or genuine faith tradition and the “highjacked faith” seen in violent news clips. Schmiedel dissects the metaphor. 

The metaphor of the hijacked faith presupposes that religion is a category that can be controlled, either by its legitimate or by its illegitimate owners….The assumption seems to be that tolerant religion is honest and intolerant religion is hijacked (Schmiedel 2021, 3).

The public theologian needs to decide whether to shun or embrace the public assumption that we can distinguish between authentic religion and highjacked religion. That’s what discourse clarification does.
In addition to identifying authentic religion, apologetic theology is called for. “It is the task of apologetic theology to prove that the Christian claim also has validity from the point of view of those outside the theological circle,” writes Paul Tillich (Tillich 1951-1963, 1:15). Key here is that apologetic theology takes place outside the ecclesiastical circle, outside the church. It takes place in the university and the wider culture.
	Classically, our apologetic theologians saw themselves as proving the Christian faith or, at least, rendering the doctrines of the faith rational to reasonable people outside the circle of faith. Apologists spoke to every society's illuminati like the missionary spoke to rural villages and urban centers. The mission of today's public theologian, however, might differ slightly from that of the ancient apologist or missionary. Public theology does not necessarily seek to make converts; it does not focus on persuading students or citizens to convert from their previous belief systems in order to adopt a Christian belief system. Rather, more modestly, today's public theologian seeks to demonstrate to the widest possible public that Christian symbols and doctrines shed light on our common human self-understanding. 
Christian reflection on issues re-defines, analyses, and proposes alternatives. When the theologian thinks out loud about the imago Dei and original sin, for example, the academy and the political arena could be led into a deeper understanding of human nature and better predict the course of future events. When the theologian thinks out loud about God as creator, the university and the cultural arena could be led to a deeper appreciation for Planet Earth and our moral responsibility for ecological care. When the theologian thinks out loud about the Kingdom of God, laborers and investors could be led to new visions of a just, sustainable, participatory, and global society. Public thinking about theological matters leads to theology for the public.
	"Even if in fact the theologian is a believer," writes Tracy, "...the theologian should argue the case (pro or con) on strictly public grounds" (Tracy, The Context: The Public Character of Theological Language 1983, 9). Public theology avoids in-house jokes, snobby esotericism, and privileged vocabulary. Rather, the public theologian explicates Christian symbols and doctrines in an accessible way that invites participation outside the ecclesiastical circle.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  "Public theology is concerned with how the Christian faith addresses matters in society at large. It is concerned with the public relevance of Christian beliefs and doctrines," says Byron Williams (Williams 2014, 160)..] 

	Within the circle of faith, faith seeks growth in understanding. Within the academy, faith subjects itself to critical reflection that leads to formulations judged to be reasonable and plausible. Within the wider culture, the public theologian offers insights that illuminate our shared understanding of the drama in the human condition.


Domain Three: Public Theology as Theology of Nature

Natural science is very public. In addition, science both directly and indirectly shapes global culture. No public theologian will have purchase on cultural analysis without subjecting the scientific worldview to discourse clarification and worldview reconstruction.
	Fake news regarding the relationship between science and religion has firmly established itself as a cultural meme. That meme is that science and religion are hopelessly locked in an irresolvable conflict. The task of the public theologian is to announce a reasonable and comprehensive theology of nature that demonstrates how the two are complementary.
	On the one hand, the public theologian should lead cheerleaders in praising scientific achievements and thanking God for giving science as a blessing to the human race. On the other hand, public theologians through discourse clarification should point out that science, along with its sister technology, pose a temptation to idolatry. These two, science and technology, are subject to hubris, arrogance, and self-aggrandizement. They even present themselves as Earth’s saviors.  Physicist Lord Martin Rees of the Royal Society in the UK, for example, unabashedly titled a recent book, If Science is to Save Us (Rees 2022). 
	The public theologian should engage the wider culture in idol analysis whenever pseudo-gods attempt their own apotheosis. “The problem is not science per se, but rather the belief that science…will inevitably solve humanity’s problems,” writes Mary Doak. “Science is a powerful tool that, like all such tools, can be used for good or ill, depending on human choice” (Doak 2022, 346). Science is a tool, not a god.
	Scientific and technological triumphalism is especially threatening to regions of the world such as Africa. The African public theologian must be aware, warns University of Pretoria professor Danie Veldsman.

When we advocate for the sciences in Africa, we will have to do so with open eyes and hearts, seeing both the value of engaging with the sciences and the problematic implications and entrenched dangers of Western models of science and rationality that make unfounded claims to be universally valid (Veldsman 2020, 178).

In constructing a healthy Theology of Nature that includes what we have learned about nature from our scientists, the public theologian should begin worldview construction on scripture and tradition. This is the advice of New Testament scholar Joel B. Green. “For the Christian, inquiry starts not from science but from the Christian tradition in its understanding of nature in its creatureliness” (Green 2004, 10).
Having begun with scripture and tradition, the public theologian still owes it to intellectual honesty to draw down the curtain on the embarrassing delusions proffered by creationists and climate change deniers. These renegade movements within both Christianity and Islam appear to be anti-scientific. They unnecessarily appear to pit belief in God against faithful living in pluralistic culture.[footnoteRef:15] In place of creationism and climate change denial, today's public theologian should do four things: first, defend the integrity of science in the context of fake news and alternative facts; second, engage natural science in creative mutual interaction; third, construct a theology of nature; and fourth, become scientifically informed before engaging in public discussions of such hot button issues. [15:  For a map of the evolution controversy, see: Ted Peters and Martinez Hewlett, Can You Believe in God and Evolution? (T. a. Peters 2009).] 

	According to Robert John Russell, founder and director of the Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California, the traffic goes both ways: from science to theology and from theology to science. The bi-directional traffic he calls Creative Mutual Interaction or CMI. CMI includes “development of research programs in theology and science that make novel moves from theology to science as well as standard moves from science to theology” (Russell 2008, 132). 
	Creative mutual interaction leads directly to a theology of nature informed by science. No, not a natural theology. A natural theology would attempt to demonstrate divine traits by appeal to science. Rather, a theology of nature is informed by science while relying upon special revelation: scripture, tradition, reason, and experience.[footnoteRef:16] A theology of nature, according to Ian Barbour already in 1966, "must take the findings of science into account when it considers the relation of God and [humanity] to nature, even though it derives its fundamental ideas elsewhere" (Barbour 1966, 146). I recommend that public theology incorporate, among many other things, a theology of nature sustained by CMI. [16:  Paul Chung gets this right. "What is at the center of theology of nature is God's self-revelation in the cross of Jesus Christ and God's promise in the Easter resurrection of Jesus Christ as a lens through which to view the natural world as investigated and comprehended by empirical research and scientific reasoning. Theology of nature takes into account Scripture, tradition, experience, and reason" (Chung, Postcolonial Public Theology: Faith, Scientific Rationality, and Prophetic Dialogue 2016, 146).] 

	Such a theology of nature directly feeds ecological ethics. Nothing is more publicly urgent than leadership in organizing the peoples of the planet to resolve the ecological crisis. Both discourse clarification and worldview construction should be called into service.
	First, discourse clarification on climate change and its deniers. Discourse clarification describes what Katharine Hayhoe, director of the Climate Change Center at Texas Tech University, is already doing. She is a scientist who pursues public theology on the speakers' circuit. “Whenever I'm invited to speak to conservative audiences--farmers, water managers, experts in the oil and gas industry, Christian colleges and churches--I try not only to anticipate but respect the questions they will have," she reports to Christian Century reporter Amy Frykholm. "I've learned...that most people don't really have a problem with the science or even the theology of climate change....They've been told that climate change solutions will ruin the economy; that the issue is being pushed by godless liberal atheists, and Christians can't go along with them....Here's the thing: those worries are not accurate" (Frykholm 2018, 25). Presenting facts accurately is the first task of the public theologian engaged in discourse clarification.
	Lutheran theologian Cynthia Moe-Lobeda takes things a step further. She encourages evangelical defiance when resisting the dominant rhetoric that sustains structures of injustice. “Evangelical defiance declares in faith that not political, economic, or cultural trend that contradicts God’s saving purpose is inevitable, even if it seems to be so. Herein lies a centerpiece of evangelical defiance” (Moe-Lobeda 2004, 70).
	Second, worldview construction. With the planet’s common good in mind, the public theologian should lift up a vision of a just, sustainable, participatory, and planetary society that includes all human persons as well as the entire biosphere. Prescinding from what was said earlier regarding Thomas Aquinas’ definition of theological science, all things in nature on this planet and throughout the cosmos should be recognized as the precious creation of a gracious and loving God.

Domain Four: Public Theology as Political Theology

What is the connection between public theology and political theology? Where does liberation theology fit? Are they the same? Whatever the distinctions, these three are partners.
	Spanish Roman Catholic theologian Gaspar Martinez sorts out the differences between the three by reference to their lands of origin. Political Theology originated in post-World War II Germany. Liberation theology was spawned by class oppression in Latin America. Public theology arose in America, specifically at the University of Chicago in the days of Martin Marty and David Tracy.
 Whereas public theology seeks mainly (although not only) to correct, purify and fulfill the promise of the American experiment, political theology, having always presented the dangerous memories of the victims, pursues the reconstitution of the self, reason, and society. For its part, liberation theology, interpreting reality from the underside of history, aims at overcoming all forms of systemic oppression in Latin America (Martinez 2022, 106).[footnoteRef:17] [17:  With Ernst Troeltsch in mind, Sarah Coakley reunites what has become divided. “Systematic theology, philosophical and theological ethics, and political theology should and always be thought together, and maybe once again can indeed become more collaborative than they currently are” (Coakley 2024, 259-260).] 

Because we find all three on virtually every continent today, I hesitate to think their origins still define them in such a way that maintains differences. Public theology is obviously international.
	African leaders are finding political value in public theology. According to Nigerian theologian Sunday Bobai Agang, “Public theology is needed to set Africa free by holding leaders to biblical standards” (Agang, 2020, 11). Note how Agang’s hermeneutic shoots directly from the Bible to society without passing through economic or political theory.
	Through the voice of the public theologian, the church takes on a political, perhaps even a prophetic, role in the public square. “What best characterizes an African corporate church in action is its witness in the public square where it should speak out against the continent’s darkest problems of bad governance, corruption, socio-economic injustice, religious competition, tribal and ethnic conflicts and political domination” (Sebahene 2020, 382). This is the agenda set by Alfred Sebahene, a religious studies professor who also heads the Unit for the Study of Corruption at St. John’s University in Tanzania.
	Again, in political discourse clarification I recommend the public theologian construct a moral worldview centered on the planetary common good, a common good that sweeps the natural domain up into the political domain. 
	In sum, as the theologian within the Church interprets the biblical symbol of the Kingdom of God, justice and the common good contribute to a vision of the future toward which our emerging planetary society should aspire.[footnoteRef:18]   [18:  Such worldview construction is prescriptive, not merely descriptive. With this in mind, I do not recommend that the public theologian align with the current school of Carl Schmitt's political theology. Schmitt's project in pre-Nazi Germany was supposedly descriptive, describing the historical "elimination of all theistic and transcendental conceptions and the formation of a new concept of legitimacy" for the state (Schmitt 1922, 1985, 51). One of Schmitt's twenty-first century disciples is Vincent Lloyd, editor of the journal, Political Theology. Lloyd says his approach provides "an analysis of the role of religious concepts in political theory and practice--without Christian presuppositions" (Lloyd 2011, 12).  Yale's Paul Kahn similarly says, "political theology, as I pursue it here, is a project of descriptive political analysis" (Kahn 2011, 25, my italics). Today's disciples of Schmitt see their task as describing the tacit theology hidden beneath the civil order, which in itself is a valuable academic service. But, note how this brand of political theologian pursues this task without making a normative faith commitment on behalf of any church or religious tradition. Here is the important point to observe: these political theologians describe; they do not prescribe. They do not sit on the solid chair of a classical faith commitment. Rather, they sit on a porch swing making sweeps over the political landscape.] 

	Hence, I recommend a prophetic political theology within a more comprehensive public theology centered on a constructive commitment to the common good.	With the term prophetic political theology within a constructive public theology, I refer to the theologian's approach to the dimension of civil order within human community. Helpful precedents have been set by Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, Eric Voegelin, Jürgen Moltmann, Johannes Baptist Metz, and Max Stackhouse. 
On the one hand, the constructive public theologian should work in partnership with political powers on behalf of justice. "The relation of nations and of economic groups can never be brought into terms of pure love," observes Reinhold Niebuhr. "Justice is probably the highest ideal toward which human groups can aspire" (Niebuhr, Must We Do Nothing? 2012, 261). 
On the other hand, the public theologian should also render judgment when political powers exceed their rightful place. "When the Church is faced with the modern political systems," observes Johannes Metz, "she must emphasize her critical, liberating function again and again, to make clear that [human] history as a whole stands under God's eschatological proviso" (Metz 1969, 118).
	In sum, the political theology I would like to see constructed goes beyond mere description to prescription. "Political theology does not tolerate human suffering, it does not explain it, it does not accept it,” writes John Downey. “On the contrary, it brings suffering, especially the suffering of the innocent, to the fore and questions its right to exist—even to the point of questioning God, of asking God to be God and live up to his promises to us" (Downey 2007, 308). The public theologian feels what the body politic feels, and proffers justice from within the shared struggle.

Domain Five: Public Theology as Prophetic Theology

“The greatest weapon against fear is truth,” declares Sunday Bobai Agang (Agang 2020, 11). The principal contribution of the public theologian to public debate is to call all ears to listen to truth. Pronouncing the truth can be complicated, as the prophets of ancient Israel found out.
	Public theologian Paul Chung places his discipline within the biblical tradition of the prophets. 
Public theology stands in the prophetic tradition of Christian political realism and religious socialism along with the theology of the cross (theologia crucis). It seeks to guide the sphere of civil associations and institutions against the domination of political society (the state) and the privileged strata of economic society (bourgeois dominion) along with bureaucratic systems (Chung, Public Theology and Civil Society: Constructive Formation 2022, 349).
The prophetic accent in this model addresses the wider public with a divine demand to rise up and embrace social justice, ecological citizenship, and genuine freedom.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Sebastian Kim includes the prophetic element within public theology. “The Church should actively engage in the public sphere, and so needs to develop a ‘public theology’ in order to play an appropriate prophetic role in the wider society….seeking the public good” (Kim 2011, ix).   ] 

	The law-gospel dialectic drawn from Holy Scripture and structured by the systematic theologian plays an essential role in prophetic discourse clarification. The prophets of ancient Israel drew upon the demands of the law to render judgment to God’s chosen people for not maintaining a just society. 

Therefore, because you trample on the poor
   and take from them levies of grain…
For I know how many are your transgressions,
   and how great are your sins—
you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe,
   and push aside the needy in the gate (Amos 5:11-12).

This is the law in its judgmental use, its second use. The first use of the law, of course, is to lift up the divine command to create a just and compassionate human community. When we fail, then the law in its second use condemns us. Same law. Two uses. Today’s public theologian gives articulation to the law in both uses.
	The public theologian expresses the gospel in addition to the law in a message of hope. Even during the dark days of South African Apartheid, the Kairos theologians proclaimed hope. “At the very heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ and at the very center of all true prophecy is a message of hope…. We believe that goodness and justice and love will triumph in the end and that tyranny, and that tyranny and oppression cannot last forever. One day ‘all tears will be wiped away’” (Rev 7:17; 21:4) and “’the lamb will he down with the lion’” (Is 11:6). True peace and true reconciliation are not only desirable; but they are also assured and guaranteed. This is our faith and our hope” (Kairos 1985).
	The hope dimension renders the prophetic accent futuristic. Prophecy begins with a vision of God's future, of the promised Kingdom of God. Prophetic theology then judges the present over against this eschatological criterion. Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann reminds us, "it is the task of the prophet to bring to expression the new realities against the more visible ones of the old order" (Brueggeman 2002, 13). 
In our era, the prophet lifts up a vision of a just, sustainable, participatory, and global society and then enlists social resources to make this actual. The task of the political public theologian is to lift up this vision positively, as an end to which institutional reform is a means. The task of the prophetic public theologian is to thunder a negative judgment when empirical society fails to live up to its commitment to justice and the common good.

	Constructive Public Theology
	Conceived in
the Church
	Reflected on in
the Academy
	Co-Generated with
the Culture

	Pastoral Theology
	Existential Questions
	Philosophical reflection & re-articulation
	Giving voice to meaning

	Apologetic Theology
	Doctrines and symbols shed light on cultural understandings
	Reasonable and
 plausible articulations
	Illuminating shared understanding of human condition

	Theology of Nature
	Understanding the natural world in terms of creation and redemption
	Learning more about nature from science
	Creative Mutual Interaction (CMI) between theology and science

	Political Theology
	Interpreting the symbol:
the Kingdom of God positively
	Formulating a normative Constructive Political Theology
	Constructing a vision of justice and the common good

	Prophetic Theology
	Interpreting the symbol:
the Kingdom of God negatively
	Formulating the distinction between the ultimate and the penultimate
	Rendering judgment against injustice and cultural idolatries



	Methodologically, I am blueprinting a constructive prophetic theology within public theology for the public conceived in the church, reflected on in the academy, and meshed within the national and international community. 
	The political and the prophetic complement one another. The political constructs a positive vision of how our society should be oriented around the common good, and the prophetic renders a negative judgment when empirical reality falls short. The gospel reminds us all that there is still reason to hope for a transformed future.

Conclusion

Public theologian Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator, S.J., expands on Augustine’s fides quaerens intellectum. "I define theology as faith seeking understanding, love, and hope" (Orobator 2018, 5). Adding love and hope to intellectual understanding belongs to the theologian’s mission both within and beyond the church pew. Even so, we still need to share faith’s understanding with a culture beyond the church’s front steps.
	Like John the Baptist, today’s public theologian barrows Christian resources to understand the signs of the times. When it comes to discerning the signs of the times (Matthew 16:3), theologian Mandy Rogers-Gates evaluates the present in light of God’s eschatological promise. “The church can discern rightly the sin at work in the world in light of its understanding of God’s ultimate intentions for creation” (Rogers-Gates 2024, 132). Lushombo draws hope from the Easter resurrection and its eschatological promise. “Christ’s resurrection should be experienced in the present because it is a gift granted by God that can lead to a life of hope. Such hope impels the victims and those in solidarity with them to address the sins that crucify the poor” (Lushombo, 2023, 11).
	In short, the eschatological promise of God for a new creation establishes Christian hope on a rock solid foundation. That hope redounds to an amplified understanding of just what is happening now.
	In this paper on the mission and tasks of public theology, I have tendered this claim: public theology is conceived in the church, reflected on critically in the academy, and meshed within the wider culture for the sake of the common good.
	With this definition in mind, I designated Holy Scripture as the primary source for all theology, public theology included. Within the Bible we find theology’s norm, namely, the gospel. I defined the gospel as the story of Jesus told with its significance. The gospel’s significance includes a certain hermeneutic for interpreting both the Bible and our contemporary cultural situation, namely, the dialectic between law and gospel.	 
I then listed two tactics for the public theologian: discourse clarification and worldview construction. I further listed five domains: the pastoral, apologetic, scientific, political, and prophetic. In order to augment the fine work of the global community of public theologians over recent decades, I have given special attention to developing a theology of nature engaged with the natural sciences in the university setting. Also, I gave special attention to a constructive political theology willing to engage normatively as well as prophetically within democratic societies. The theological engagement with the world is for the benefit of the world, not that of the theologian.
Our twenty-first century global context should tacitly welcome Christian public theology into the public square. In our post-truth pluralistic climate, public communication is influenced if not dominated by the web-mind infected by a relentless bombardment of world views, claims, counter-claims, disinformation, and fabricated lies disguised as facts. Inside the web-mind we find a free-for-all that borders on chaos.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Therefore, we dare not avoid the descriptors offered up by Eric Stoddard. "Former distinctions between state, civil society and citizenry are becoming increasingly blurred,” Stoddard observes. The political landscape is one of a ‘mixed polity’ in which models from the legacy of modernity coexist with postmodern novelties to form a welter of jurisdictions,  networks and domains, some defined in terms of recognized territories, some defined in formal institutional terms, some based on interests and affinities, some constituted online, but many defined in hybrid terms" (Stoddard 2008, 344).    ] 

The good news here is that no one need be marginalized in the era of cyberdemocracy. A politically sober church should ready itself to engage in this communications free-for-all with a rational and prophetic message which, due to its own inherent integrity, has a good chance of gaining its rightful public hearing. 
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