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1. Introduction: Theologies of Experience
in a “Post”-Modern Time

The theological ethical discourse on families 
and especially on marriage as elaborated by the 
magisterium of the Roman Catholic Church 
requires explanation by theologians and appro-
priation by ordinary people. This is the view 
taken by the official magisterium. The formula-
tion of some of the questions posed in prepara-
tion for the 2014 extraordinary synod on the 
family makes this clear. We read, for example, 
“In those cases where the Church’s teaching is 
known, is it accepted fully or are there difficul-
ties in putting it into practice? If so, what are 
they?”1

Since the sixties of the last century in particu-
lar, this process of appropriation has no longer 
functioned well. Other related issues, such as the 
value of marriage, equality, the relation between 
love and sex, or responsible parenthood, are 
considered important by most Catholics. Never-
theless, one cannot ignore a rather wide gap 
between magisterial teachings on “marriage and 
the family” and people’s ideas and experiences.

The Second Vatican Council and the theo-
logical ideas in line with this council focused, 
however, on the role of lay people. The role of 
the “people of God”, most of whom are lay, 
was specifically stressed in the document on the 
Church, Lumen gentium (nos. 9-17). Gaudium et 
spes, the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World, called on the Church to 
“read the signs of the time” and to dialogue with 
the world (see especially no. 44).

In the period shortly after the Vatican council, 
a new dynamism gave rise to various new theolo-
gies that focused on this dialogue with the world 
and emphasized the relevance of human experi-
ence for theology. We need to take the experience 
and concrete context in which people are living 
seriously. This has become a continual refrain in 
various forms of contemporary theology today, 
especially in practical theologies, feminist theolo-
gies, and contextual theologies. The experiences 
and the practices of people themselves are a locus 
theologicus, a place from which to theologize. This 
theologizing can be done by “ordinary people”, 
or by academic theologians, or by church leaders.

In line with what is often called reflexive 
modernity, modernity being aware of its limits 
and complexities, we also see that contemporary 
theologies considering experience as a core ele-
ment for theologizing are often confronted with 
paradoxical questions.

I will begin by explaining three complex meta-
questions that arise when considering people’s 
experience in terms of marriage and family and 
theological traditions. I will subsequently describe 
three possible ways of coping with these complex-
ities. The third approach – that of dialogue – forms 
the basis for the final part of this essay, in which 
I will seek to sketch briefly some aspects of dia-
logue between the various theological positions.

2. Exploring the Complexity

I will sketch the complexity of the relationship 
between a “lay theology” and “magisterial teaching” 
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are less enthusiastic and criticize the discrepancy 
between aspects of the explicit normative theol-
ogy of the Church, which has not changed a 
great deal, and the open style of the Pope, which 
seems very attractive.

A similar discrepancy is found between the 
explicit voices and the practices of some Belgian 
priests, who will bless a second civil marriage 
without much hesitation. Formally, many of 
them will, however, be silent about the official 
magisterial teaching on this issue, and not offi-
cially criticize it.

Academic – formal – theologians find them-
selves in between all these voices of theology, 
explicit in words, or more implicit in practices, 
trying to mediate between the faith of all baptized 
people and the magisterium. It is clear to me that 
we should not limit “normativity” to that which 
is for most people “normative theology”, namely 
the official teachings of the magisterium and the 
Bible. In addition to the comments and acts of 
formal academic theologians, the faith, theo-
logical reflection, and practices of lay people also 
possess a certain normativity.

2.2. Doing Justice to Experiences

The experience of lay people is relevant as a 
source of espoused and operant theology. It is 
important that lay theological thinking and prac-
tice or spirituality be taken seriously. This is my 
presumption here. The question is, moreover, 
how this lay spirituality can be truly valued by 
theologians, by the magisterium, and by lay peo-
ple themselves. A first step is to recognize it and 
to name it. This means that research needs to be 
done by academic theologians on lay spirituality, 

by deepening three elements. I will begin with 
the objective to sketch the power issues involved 
and to stimulate those who are the least powerful.

2.1. The Many Voices of Theology

One of the main questions troubling theologians, 
lay people, and church leaders is how to deal 
with the gap between the beliefs and the practices 
of lay people on the one hand and magisterial 
teaching on the other. It is important to broaden 
the picture. British theologians Helen Cameron 
and Clare Watkins distinguish four main voices 
of theology.2 They speak of the biblical texts, 
magisterial teachings, and official rites as “nor-
mative theology”; of the texts of former and 
contemporary theologians as formal theology; of 
the explicit theological reflections of mainly lay 
people as espoused theology; and of theology in 
action – that is where the concealed theological 
views are revealed by the practices of predomi-
nantly lay people – as operant theology. These 
two last categories clearly indicate that there is a 
difference between what people explicitly say 
they believe and the way in which they act. To 
put it a different way, in the language of the 
American theologian Colleen Griffith referencing 
British philosopher Gilbert Ryle, there is a differ-
ence between knowing that (espoused theology) 
and knowing how (the knowledge within the 
practices, more bodily related). People verbally 
express many ideas about marriage that do not 
necessarily fit with the operant theology of the 
practice of marriage itself, which might be lived 
much more or less as a sacrament than is verbally 
expressed.

Practices have their own, bodily form of wis-
dom, which may confirm the espoused theology, 
or it may supplement or even contradict it. This 
difference, however, also relates to what is called 
“normative theology”, and this becomes explicitly 
clear when we look at the “new style” of Pope 
Francis. In his action of washing the feet of 
women and Muslims in a prison on Maundy 
Thursday 2013, he communicated a message of 
inclusiveness that inspired many people. Others 
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at first impression seems to be a term that 
empowers families, that takes them seriously. One 
might ask whether this is not a form of instru-
mentalizing the family. Are families as such taken 
seriously by the Church, or just seen as important 
instruments for evangelization, as a place where 
faith transmission should take place? Is the inter-
nal dynamic of families taken seriously by the 
institutionalized church, or do families have to 
resemble the Church? In magisterial teaching and 
academic theology, we find the image of the 
Church being called a family, and of the family 
being called a church, but one can ask whether 
both forms of analogies really help to prevent 
families from being merely put within the existing 
expectations of the Church, and whether the 
diversity within families is seen. Is equality or 
“equal regard” in families taken seriously? When 
focusing on the family as domestic church, is the 
prophetic critique that families might have for 
Church and society or that churches might have 
for families not easily overlooked by focusing too 
strongly on the harmonious analogy?

To introduce experience into the context of 
an academic setting or of a church conference is 
sometimes considered dangerous, because the 
question arises as to whose experience is repre-
sentative, is the single voice not in this way over-
emphasized, or are we not putting these particu-
lar people in a vulnerable position? 

This caution is important, as it is good to 
reflect thoroughly on how experiences are treated. 
It is important that people be given “ownership” 
of their own experiences and ideas, because 
“ownership” constitutes a form of power. It is 
especially important for those in a less powerful 
position to own their own ideas and experiences, 
that is, that the persons be responsible for decid-
ing what is done with their experiences/ideas. 

Is this to say that experiences are not to be 
“made use of”? No, of course not! They should 
be brought into dialogue with all forms of the-
ology, magisterial teaching, etc. It is, however, 
important that those people who themselves 
undergo the experiences, who formulate the 
ideas, are involved in the ongoing dialogue. 

that empirical research, in particular qualitative 
research, interviews, focus groups, participant 
observation, etc., are very important. It also 
means that church leaders should invite lay 
 people to be speakers at their conferences, as 
advisers, as full members of committees, etc. 
It also means that lay people need to be encour-
aged to express their own thoughts, and not to 
hide behind the so-called experts, namely academic 
theologians or ordained ministers. In an age that 
has been characterized by the term “vicarious 
religion” (Grace Davie)3, it is also a challenge for 
lay people to consider themselves as “experts”, 
to dare to speak, and to be willing to take up 
engagement in the Church.

In order to stimulate this willingness and con-
fidence in lay expertise, it is important that 
church leaders and academic theologians listen 
to lay people’s experiences. There is, however, 
the danger of damaging the sense of “ownership” 
of the individual’s own experience, which does 
not have to lead to refraining from listening to 
lay people’s experiences and ideas, but which 
warns theologians and church leaders of the 
importance of acting in a prudent way in relation 
to lay people’s experiences.

The ideas and experiences of lay people, in 
relation to divorce, marriage spirituality, being a 
parent or a victim of family domestic violence, 
among others, could be used as a form of “exotic” 
and “interesting” news items, something that 
causes people to smile, or maybe to feel some 
disgust, but which does not really challenge exist-
ing ideas. In that case, listening to the voices of 
lay people is merely a form of entertainment. 
Those in the most powerful positions make the 
decisions, often decisions that result in the even-
tual neglect of the experiences of lay people.

The other extreme is also possible: after listen-
ing to an experience, theologians might ask, 
“What do we do with it?”. Here the danger is 
instrumentalization. People’s experiences and 
ideas are merely important because they can be 
“used” and thus “interpreted” in a new way.

A similar precaution comes to expression in 
the critique of the term “domestic church”, which 
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council for family ministry – and an academic 
theologian. This is combined with my family 
positions as mother of a daughter and a son, 
sister to my sister, daughter of my parents, and 
wife of my husband. When writing and thinking 
about the role of children as active agents and 
not just passive receivers of religious education, 
I do feel it to be possible to combine all these 
roles and to feel authentic and important. How-
ever, when thinking about other aspects related 
to family, I sometimes find it difficult to com-
bine different loyalties and experiences.

This hybridity is not limited to my own situ-
ation. When thinking about many of my friends, 
they too are in this same hybrid situation. The 
family day organized by the inter-diocesan coun-
cil for family ministry in Flanders attracted about 
two hundred people. I realized that many of the 
parents studied theology at the university and 
now participated in this day as father, mother, 
husband, or wife, to listen to theological reflec-
tions, to theologize with their children, to walk, 
to enjoy, and to celebrate. Many of them were 
lay theologians, but also had an academic degree 
in theology, often teaching religion in a second-
ary school or doing pastoral work.

For many academic theologians, however, it 
is still difficult to admit that their theology is 
influenced by their own experiences as mother, 
father, partner, and so on, especially when writ-
ing on the topic of families. It is difficult because 
many of them are afraid of not being taken seri-
ously by colleagues, of being considered as not 

2.3. Hybridity

The reflections on “ownership” and on the “dif-
ferent voices of theology” seem to make things 
very complex, but one can also say that even 
these nuances present the question of dialogue 
between lay theology and academic theology and 
magisterial teaching in a rather simple way. The 
concept of “hybridity” is more apt for describing 
the complexity of this gap and dialogue. Hybrid-
ity refers to the offspring of two parents of a 
different origin. It is a term frequently used today 
in postcolonial thinking. Classically, we think 
about oppressors and the oppressed. Postcolonial 
authors explain that there is much more intermin-
gling between these two groups than we often 
expect. It is not always possible to distinguish 
clearly those who are oppressors and those who 
are oppressed, since power circulates and since 
many people are both oppressor and oppressed. 
A “pure” position is not realistic.

Not recognizing this “hybridity” may even be 
called a sin.4 Feminist theologians classically 
spoke of the sin of “hiding oneself”, or of the 
“negation of the self”.5 But one of the contem-
porary forms of sin, explicitly mentioned by 
postcolonial theologians, is the “failure to recog-
nize the reality of existing in multiple worlds”.6 
Or, “failing to recognize the complex reality of 
multiple identities within a single person”.7 
Those people who exist at the intersection of 
many “social identities” might feel themselves 
to be permanent outsiders, those who are not 
included when one speaks, for instance, about 
“women”, “gay people”, or “black” people. Tak-
ing people and their experiences seriously, there-
fore, also means naming the hybridity that forms 
their identity. This not only applies to traditional 
categories of race, gender, age, or class, but it also 
applies to the difference between lay and clergy, 
or between lay theologian/believer and academic 
theologian. As I reflected on my own life, I 
quickly realized that I found it difficult to situate 
myself within the various poles or voices I devel-
oped here. I am at the same time a layperson and 
a church leader – as chair of the inter-diocesan 
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way. Magisterial teaching or speaking without 
any form of dialogue with lay people or academic 
theologians might also fall under this way of cop-
ing. Another similar way of dealing with hybrid 
identities is by seeking to silence the other aspects 
of the identity and other internal voices. This 
might lead to rather schizophrenic situations. 
This strategy will be mainly dominated by the 
voices of the most powerful. In Catholic theol-
ogy, this leads to a rather idealistic and abstract 
presentation of family and marriage. Alternative 
voices will continue to grow, but without real 
dialogue.

3.2. Contributing to Insecurity in an Expert 
Society through Strong Normative Voices, 

or Empowering Lay Theology?

Another possible way of dealing with the com-
plexities is by focusing on one voice that is more 
normative. The result will often be that those 
who are in a less powerful position, in particular 
lay people, may feel insecure, troubled by doubts: 
is what I think and do “good enough”? We live 
in an expert society, where people often receive 
the impression that they need to find an expert 
to answer all their questions. In many cases, the 
response given is not the official magisterial 
teaching. In terms of marriage and family life, 
neither are these “experts”, in general, academic 
theologians, as family life and parenting in par-
ticular are still underdeveloped themes in theol-
ogy. But the media and all other experts do give 
all kinds of explicit and implicit messages about 
what a good family life and education might be. 
These messages are often highly idealistic and 
troubled by consumerist intentions. If I claim 
that it is important to give more power to lay 
peoples’ espoused and operant theologies, we 
should acknowledge that their worldviews, their 
ideas about families are not only mixed up with 
other theological voices, but also with various 
ideas lived out in society, ideas which are some-
times live-giving, but sometimes also less posi-
tive. A slow and not easy way to recognize lay 
theology and to help lay people to develop a 

objective enough. This is quite paradoxical, as it 
is especially the recognition of the particular 
influences of experience that makes the theo-
logical reflection scientifically more valuable, as 
the influences of experience, always present, are 
at least named.

There is no such thing as a “pure” voice. It is 
important to name this hybridity, but it is also 
essential to identify the power differences that 
make up one’s identity. In my position, I have 
the possibility of speaking up for myself, of voic-
ing my ideas in many ways – although I also 
hesitate about a disclosure of too many personal 
family experiences, being afraid of the judgments 
of others. Not everyone, however, has the same 
opportunity to speak up for him or herself.

Many people may be in some way silenced, 
like, for example, lesbian female theologians 
working as pastoral ministers in Flanders who 
are sometimes not invited to the diocesan gather-
ings of other ministers. In the same way, divorced 
and remarried lay mothers may not always receive 
the opportunity to speak about their own expe-
riences and theology.

3. Coping with these Complexities?

There are at least three different ways of dealing 
with the complexities I have sketched. I will out-
line each of these ways, in the awareness that this 
is a schematic representation.

3.1. Neglect the Complexities and 
their Challenges

A first possible way of “coping” with the differ-
ent voices is by neglecting them or by reducing 
the differences between different voices. This 
strategy can be found when theological 
approaches deny the role of the social sciences 
for theology, as representatives of the radical 
orthodoxy movement tend to do,8 or when lay 
theologians seek to neglect aspects of theological 
and magisterial teaching, creating a new church 
or living their spirituality in a rather detached 
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of “power over”, a form of mutually enriching 
each other instead of dominating each other.10 
The recent Vatican initiative of seeking people’s 
ideas on experiences of marriage and family life, 
to make the experiences of pastoral workers and 
lay people more visible as a source for the upcom-
ing synod on the family, could be understood as 
such a form of dialogue. The question is, how-
ever, whether real dialogue will take place and 
what the role of possible views from “below” will 
be. Another question that remains is how to deal 
with the diversity of views in the field itself. 
 Recognizing the contextual nature of each voice, 
the limitations of the personal perspective, and 
the various ways of dialogue with other views is 
an important step. One can speak in this context 
of multi-correlation11.

In the following section, I will give some 
examples in relation to family life. 

4. Dialogue

I will discuss four themes that I consider very 
important for a theology of family life. Each 
theme has the potential of stimulating the dia-
logue I have previously mentioned, and of rec-
ognizing the ambiguities and multiple voices. 

life-giving spirituality is to focus on the idea of 
a “good enough” family life. Magisterial teaching 
and academic theologians need to be aware of 
the mechanisms of an expert society. Their teach-
ing of idealistic family values might only 
strengthen the idea some lay people have that 
they are unable to make their own decisions, that 
they fail in having a good enough family life. In 
our expert society, many people feel that they 
need to look like everyone else in having beau-
tiful children with good results at school, com-
bining the functions of a good worker outside 
and inside the home, partner, parent, hobbyist, 
et cetera. It is a challenge to develop a “good 
enough” theology, where grace and love are cen-
tral, even for those who do not fit into the ideal 
consumerist or ideal Christian family picture.9 
This does not mean that norms and values are 
not important, but in our complex society we 
surely also need the message that parents and 
partners are doing what they can, that they are 
loved by God as they are. In this case, they may 
then feel encouraged and supported, and even 
become better partners, parents, and lay theolo-
gians, trusting in their own capacities. 

This form of “empowerment” is also caught 
up in paradoxes. Empowering lay theologians by 
developing a “good enough” theology is still a 
strategy from “above”. It is seeking to stimulate 
people’s confidence in themselves in a way sim-
ilar to that done in the expert society, namely, 
by developing an “expert discourse”, which is 
nevertheless a “counter-story”, but still an expert-
story. Therefore, we need to search for a third 
strategy.

3.3. Dialogue as a Form of “Power With”

This third way of coping with the complexities 
named above can be compared with playing 
polyphonic music that is not excessively focused 
on harmony but allows for contrasting harmonies 
and, at times, dissonance. It is a way of “making 
music together”. It is the idea of hearing multi-
ple voices at the same time, stimulating each 
other, striving for a form of “power with” instead 
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studying theology, or catechesis as being more 
important than bodily actions, such as diaconal 
care for people or daily care for children in fam-
ilies. Those last aspects are not always considered 
“spiritual” practices for Christians, as they do not 
always explicitly speak about God or other theo-
logical concepts.

Nevertheless, people’s spirituality may also be 
present in practice. People might discover who 
God is for them through caring for each other, 
in striving for more justice, et cetera. I especially 
choose the words “justice” and “care” as it is clear 
that not every bodily practice is good in itself. 
The idea of “dialogue” and “multicorrelation” is 
important in order to avoid the danger of group-
ing bodily practices into one single meaning. 
That is what frequently happens in forms of 
sexual ethics. Taking experiences of lay people 
seriously, and looking at the hybridity of people’s 
identity means that the vulnerability of human 
beings as inspirited bodies and embodied spirits 
needs to be recognized, but also their strength, 
and, for example, that family ministry is more 
than stimulating parents in the verbal evangelizing 
of their children; it is also giving them recogni-
tion for the bodily care for sick children and for 
their daily struggle to keep up their own health.

The bodily experiences can be recognized by 
church leaders and academic theologians as well 
and thus may lead to a renewed complex reflec-
tion on embodiment. It is important for them 
to allow people to speak up about their own 
experiences and interpretation of embodiment 
and not to decide on their own authority what 
embodiment means. In other words, here again 
the warning against not recognizing “ownership” 
of experiences is appropriate.

4.2. Resilience

A second important element in theological think-
ing about family life, inspired by the dialogue 
between various positions, is the recognition of 
resilience. Resilience is the “potential possessed 
by people to thrive even after experiencing 
bad conditions”.15 Resilience refers to people’s 

What I develop here are thus stepping-stones for 
both a theology of family life and a theology that 
reflects the conditions for a dialogue between 
various interpretations of theology. It becomes 
clear that it is not possible to speak of one “the-
ology”. My own experiences and formation have 
influenced this view.

It is now more than nine years since I defended 
my doctoral dissertation.12 For more than twelve 
years I have been wrestling with the gap between 
magisterial teaching on family life and lay expe-
rience. My study of the contextual therapy devel-
oped by Ivan Boszormenyi-Nagy, with its strong 
focus on the vulnerability and strength of people 
and their families and its attention to the indi-
vidual story of each person and family, taught 
me to pay attention to those who do not fit into 
the “big picture”.13 My own experience and that 
of close friends with family life also taught me 
that ideals might be beautiful, but that they are 
not always very helpful. 

4.1. Embodiment

A first important aspect in developing a theology 
of family life is the recognition of “embodiment” 
or the avoidance of a dualistic approach where 
“soul” or “spirit” or “mind” is juxtaposed or con-
trasted with the body. Within Catholic tradi-
tions, there are many elements that demonstrate 
that keeping body and mind together is very 
important. We may think here of the belief in 
the bodily resurrection; the attention for bodily 
social care (diaconia) in feeding the hungry, 
 providing shelter, clothes, and protection for 
deprived persons and their inspirited bodies14; 
the idea in sexual ethics that one cannot interpret 
bodily behavior in all possible ways, but that the 
body has its own language to tell; and the idea 
that in participating in the sacraments, a perform-
ative act is taking place. All these very diverse 
aspects of Christian life make us aware of the 
relevance of keeping body and mind together.

This, however, is not so obvious, as there is 
also a tendency to consider what is related to 
cognitive or verbal processes, such as preaching, 
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16 Ibid. 62. 
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van de spiritualiteit, Mechelen: Kerk en Wereld, 2003, 
64-65.

4.4. Violence

Of course, not everything can be tolerated. Tak-
ing seriously the experience of lay people also 
means speaking about what is often a taboo in 
society but nevertheless an overwhelming real-
ity, namely, all forms of violence in families. The 
reality of violence against children, spouses, par-
ents, and/or siblings means that one cannot  easily 
speak of “marriage” as a good without mention-
ing that within marriage-based families, there is 
a danger of violence. It means that, in all forms 
of pastoral practices, the reality of violence can 
be named in order to show people that this is a 
reality that should be spoken of and dealt with, 
instead of being treated with silence. If pastoral 
workers, church leaders, theologians show that 
they are acquainted with this reality, there is a 
much higher chance that they will be able to 
listen to people’s stories, both victims, perpetra-
tors, and bystanders, and help them to find 
adequate counselors and further support.

Avoiding to speak too idealistically is also 
important in light of the reality of violence. If 
people only hear beautiful stories about families, 

“ability to cope with difficult situations and to 
grow through the experience of those difficul-
ties”.16 In theological ethical speaking about 
family and marriage, one often encounters moral 
guidelines that seek to prevent bad consequences, 
like divorce, and to stimulate marriage-based 
families. Naming the possibility of resilience is, 
however, also important, as this is a form of 
“realistic hope” based on other people’s experi-
ences: not every child of divorced parents will 
automatically have problems with relationships. 
Statistics in general often tend to give a deter-
ministic impression, but there are always many 
people who are able to cope with difficult situa-
tions, under the condition that they get enough 
support, of course. Naming the reality and pos-
sibility of resilience may stimulate people to 
maintain their hope and continue their support 
for others. It can be called a form of belief in 
“resurrection” during this life.17

4.3. Diversity

A third main element of thinking theologically 
about families is the acknowledgement of diver-
sity within families and between families. Mag-
isterial teaching speaks of “de facto unions” or 
“irregular marriages”. Taking lay people’s experi-
ences seriously means, however, acknowledging 
that there are various forms of “belonging”. 
Within families, some people are more religious 
than others are. This reality has been present 
from the beginning of Christianity, and is even 
testified to in the Bible. There are also many 
other forms of diversity among family members. 
Within theological and ecclesial speaking, it is 
important to take into account these differences 
and not to presume that families can do every-
thing together. Families also vary considerably 
in themselves. Christian tradition, especially also 
the Bible, has provided us with many stories 
about all kinds of families, even those who would 
be called “irregular” today, that functioned as a 
basis of God’s revelation. This is going on today. 
Christians have testified throughout history that 
God is working in various kinds of relations.

97918.indb   23397918.indb   233 23/03/15   12:4523/03/15   12:45



INTAMS review 20 (2014)

234

there is a huge danger that they might cover up 
their own violent stories, their own doubts, or 
their own difficulties. It becomes difficult to sup-
port them in an early stage of difficulties.

Reflection on violence in relation to families 
is also important because it teaches us to be care-
ful with experience. Many perpetrators of family 
violence legitimize their own behavior. Victims 
will often say it does not hurt or will try to pro-
tect the perpetrator, to whom they are loyal. 
Experience should therefore also be criticized, as 
what can be called problematic is not always truly 
seen as problematic by victims, perpetrators, or 
bystanders. This does not mean, however, that 
experiences should not be listened to or taken 
seriously – it is only a warning against an uncrit-
ical trust of all kinds of experience-based utter-
ances. In other words, it means that dialogue 
between various positions, none of them being 
“pure”, is absolutely necessary. 

5. Conclusion

In this contribution, I showed that the main 
question is not if and how “lay people” have to 
adapt and learn to accept the church teachings. 
I focused on ways theologians and church leaders 
could and should listen to lay people’s experi-
ences. I also explained the possible pitfalls of this 
“listening”. Experiences and discourses are com-
plex, as they are manifold and characterized by 
hybridity. They may also be easily instrumental-
ized within the discourse of those who are more 
powerful. A true dialogue on family life would 
take into account embodiment, resilience, diver-
sity, and violence. These four themes tell us 
something about family life and are essential 
 elements that need to be included in further 
theological thinking.
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• Summary Power Balances and Bridges between Church Discourses, Academic 
Theological Views, and Daily Experiences and Reflections on 
Family Life

This contribution deepens the 
necessity of dialogue between dif-
ferent “voices of theology”, espe-
cially in relation to family ethics. 
Different positions of theological 
speaking are explored: theolo-
gians, the church policy makers, 
Catholic believers. Each position 
has its own characteristics that 
should be recognized by the others, 
especially by those positions and 
discourses that are considered 
more powerful. Within each of 
these positions, there is a form
of knowledge and wisdom in 
practices and a more explicit 

 verbalized theology. It is impor-
tant to recognize that no position 
or discourse is free from “hybrid-
ity”. There is overlap, mutual 
influences, and no “purity” in 
discourse or experience. Based on 
a complex analysis in line with 
postcolonial reflection on owner-
ship, hybridity, and power, the 
article explores the relationship 
and bridges between family expe-
riences and so-called “lay” family 
theology, academic theological 
thinking, and church discourses. 
In the last part of the article, 
various elements of a “dialogical” 

theological thinking about family 
life are presented. The author 
refers to the insecurity of family 
members that is induced by an 
“expert society” and various forms 
of normative speaking or various 
forms of normativity in relation 
to experiences. This contribution 
also shows how people can gain 
more insight into elements of 
embodiment, resilience, diversity 
within and between families, and 
violence by reflecting on the 
complex relationships between 
these various discourses and 
positions.
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