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Who or what is “the public sphere” (Offentlichkeit)? And why is it important for theology and the Church? The three
guiding topics in what follows should help answer these questions. First, a brief historical derivation of the term is
provided, after which various dimensions of “the public sphere” are highlighted. Finally and using the paradigm of
“public theology,” a brief explanation is given for why the public, the Church, and theology belong together.
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1. Who or What is “the Public Sphere"?

Public life is where we meet one another as strangers but seek to treat one another with civility, recognizing one
another as fellow citizens and human beings even in our profound difference of identity and outlook. Public life is
where we show a willingness to listen to and compromise with strangers and give of our private selves in the

endless search for the public good. [

The South African theologian Tinyiko Sam Maluleke S summarizes the British theologian Will Storrar's 20|

understanding of the public sphere in the above way, only, however, to criticize it sharply immediately afterwards: “I
would question where we might find this public sphere where strangers meet with civility - perhaps in Paris under the
gaze of the Eiffel Tower? Such space is not available in the middle of Kotze Street in Hillbrow,


https://syslex-online.de/
https://syslex-online.de/contributors/christine-schliesser/
https://doi.org/10.15496/publikation-116702
https://syslex-online.de/articles/oeffentlichkeit-version-1-0/?oes-language-switch=language0
https://syslex-online.de/articles/public-theology-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/tinyiko-s-maluleke/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/william-storrar/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)

Johannesburg.” (21 storrar's colleague in the Global South clearly perceives the former’s Habermasian 22
understanding of the public sphere as “elusive” 3] and unrealistic. Evidently, not only do the phenomenon and
concept of the public sphere differ, but the concept itself also carries different normative connotations. So who or
what is “the public sphere”? Three guiding topics can help us approach this question in what follows. First, a brief
historical derivation of the term is provided, after which various dimensions of “the public sphere” are highlighted.
Finally and using the paradigm of “public theology,” a brief explanation is given for why the public sphere, the Church,
and theology belong together.

2. The Public Sphere - A Brief History of a Relatively New Term

Maluleke'’s response to Storrar makes it clear that the public sphere must always be understood contextually.

Following the work of Wolfgang Huber S0 this section briefly outlines the history of the term in German-speaking

countries. [l It is, however, important always to bear in mind that there are other understandings of the public sphere
and that the public sphere as a concept and a phenomenon (e.g., the public sphere in digital space) is constantly

evolving (see section 3).

8th

The term “public sphere” emerged in the context of social changes in the late 18™' century, when bourgeois society

emerged as a new element alongside the existing entities of state, home, and Church. In the ancient world, life was

mainly characterized by the two spheres of polis and oikos. This is reflected in the fact that no linguistic distinction was
made between the political and the public. When the church emerged as an independent authority, this two-tiered
structure changed. The new three-tiered order took on its dogmatic form in the influential teaching on the three

orders (Dreistdndelehre): politia, oeconomia, and ecclesia.

The modern era brought with it major upheavals, particularly for the first two elements: oeconomia separated from
the household and became an independent sphere known as “business” or “economics,” while politia significantly
expanded its sphere of influence. This led to the emergence of the modern state and a new entity, namely,

“society.” (5] Along with the separation of state and society, another independent concept emerged: the public sphere.
(6] The public sphere transcends dualistic notions of state and society while at the same time gaining its critical
dimension through its self-differentiation from the state. The state does not stand above society; it is considered part
of it. Accordingly, democratic structures are not limited to the state-political sphere but encompass all areas of society.
In this framework, the public sphere is understood as participatory: it aims at the greatest possible participation of all
those affected. “Society and the state mediate themselves in the medium of the public sphere, for it is the locus of the

complex process through which public and private, individual and group interests are brought into agreement or

conflict.” [/ Torsten Meireis 22 helps us clarify this by distinguishing between three levels of meaning of the public

sphere: (1) as a “space of asymmetrical conflicts” (“Raum asymmetrischer Konflikte") in which controversies are played
out; (2) as a “fragmented space of articulation” (“fragmentierter Artikulationsraum") in which common ground can also
be found; and (3) as a “regulatory idea.” 8] The latter offers a normative corrective to the first two levels of meaning,

as it brings into focus a space of “access-free and equal negotiation” (“zugangsfreien und gleichberechtigten

Aushandlung"). [9]

3. Different Dimensions of the Public Sphere

The above brief history of the term already shows that “public” (Offentlich) is a multifaceted term that can no longer be

defined solely in relation to its counterpart, namely, “private” or “secret.” Huber 222 highlights the following four

strands of meaning that shape today’s understanding of the “public sphere.” ! 0l
1. “Public” as “state-related” (State)

In his 1754 “Grundsétze des Natur- und Vélkerrechts”, the lawyer and philosopher Christian Wolff 22 yses the

terms “public regiment” (6ffentliches Regiment) and “public affairs” (6ffentliche Geschdifte) in connection with


javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/juergen-habermas/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/public-theology-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/people/wolfgang-huber/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/torsten-meireis/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/wolfgang-huber/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/people/christian-wolff/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/ecclesiology/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/state-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/ecclesiology/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/society/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/participation-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/state-version-1-0/

state governance. 01 The adjective “public” is here used largely synonymously with “staatlich” (state-related).
This specific meaning of “public” is still recognizable in the German language today: for example, constitutional
law in Germany is referred to as “public law.”

2. “Public” as “corresponding to the benefit of all individuals” (Economy)

With G. W. F. Hegel

albeit those whose realization is dependent upon others. ['?] Civil society thus appears as a market-oriented

ﬂ, the term “public” takes on a meaning that links it to the interests of the individual,

association of interests in which the needs of the individual members are satisfied. No longer linked primarily
to the state, “public” now refers to what is in the interest of all.

3. “Public” as “that which is common to all” (Civil Society)
Both conservative and liberal circles alike have criticized the one-sided instrumentalization of the public sphere

| GHD

that focuses on its benefits. From the conservative side, legal philosopher Friedrich Julius Stah offers the

following criticism: “The public sphere is not merely what serves the benefit of all, but also what serves a higher
order above all benefits.” 3] with their emphasis on what is common and universal, liberals also reject a
concept of the public sphere that does not go beyond the sum of private interests.

4, “Public” as the “entire realm of cultural communication” (cultural communication)
If the public sphere is directed toward what is common to all, then it needs public opinion as the “common
consciousness, conscience, and will” "4 of citizens. So understood, the public sphere is “constructed publicity”
(gestaltete Publizitat), whose construction is not simply a matter of the technical mass media but rather extends
far beyond them so as to include the “entire sphere of cultural communication.” ("] This makes it possible, on
the one hand, to communicate about what is common (das Allgemeine) and, on the other hand, simultaneously

to form an understanding of one’s own place in relation to what is common.

Two further aspects, which interpenetrate each other as well as the above four dimensions, can be added to the latter

fundamental dimensions of the public sphere:

5. “Public” as “global public sphere” (Globalisation)

Meireis 2 draws attention to the ongoing changes in the public sphere, which for over fifty years “can be

described as an expansion and intensification subsequent to economic, cultural, and political globalization in
the context of the development of information and communication technologies.”[m]This dimension of the
public sphere in the context of globalization is what is meant when, for example, the United Nations speaks of
a “global public sphere.”[m
6. "Public” as “imagination and social practices” (Digitalization)
The globalized public sphere mentioned above goes hand in hand with “a digital transformation of the public
sphere,” as described by Florian Héhne @. (18] He suggests that we understand the public sphere in terms of

imagination and social practices that express themselves as “conversation, exposition, and reception."“gl

4. Consequences for a Public Theology

It has become clear that, instead of “the” public sphere, we should actually talk about multiple public spheres that
interpenetrate each other. What does this mean for the Church and theology, both of whom participate in these public

spheres but at the same time also stand opposed to them? Public theology offers a particularly convincing model for
thinking about the interpenetration of theology, the Church, and the public sphere. [20] Contrary to the post-
Enlightenment postulate of a separation between the private-religious on the one hand and the public-secular on the
other, public theology upholds both the continuing relevance of theology for the various public spheres and the
continuing relevance of the public spheres for theology. Public theology thus incorporates into theological reflection

issues stemming from the economy, civil society, etc. and, at the same time, clarifies what theology's genuine

contribution to these issues is. 211 In doing so, public theology is bilingual or multilingual, i.e., it communicates in a

recognizable Christian-theological language and at the same time translates this into secularly understandable
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language games. With its unique combination of local roots and global perspective, public theology is “glocal.” It is
rooted in the church and goes hand in hand with a “spirituality which enables a lived experience of God.” [22] 1ts
Christological orientation gives public theology internal coherence and external contours, especially in the
international and interreligious chorus of different “public theologies.” (23] Against this background, theology and the

Church are always public. Or, in the words of the public theologian avant la lettre Dietrich Bonhoeffer S2: “just as the

reality of God entered the reality of the world in Christ, what is Christian cannot be had otherwise than in what is

worldly.” [24]
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