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STEPHAN VAN ERP

The Sacrament of the World

Thinking God’s Presence beyond Public Theology

Abstract (Deutsch) � Dieser Artikel besteht aus drei Teilen. Zuerst wird beschrie-
ben, wie gegenwärtig unter der Bezeichnung „Theologie der Öffentlichkeit‟ ver-
sucht wird, Theologie und säkulare Kultur erneut zu verbinden. Dabei wird gezeigt, 
wie diese Versuche daran scheitern eine theologische Position aufrechtzuerhalten. 
Welche Strategien hat die Theologie der Öffentlichkeit entwickelt um über öffent-
liches Leben zu sprechen? Wie betrachten Theologen der Öffentlichkeit das Säku-
lare zufolge dieser Strategien? Der Autor dieses Artikels behauptet, dass die Theo-
logie der Öffentlichkeit eine klare Trennung zwischen Kirche und Öffentlichkeit 
konstruieren musste, um ihre selbsternannte Aufgabe des Brückenbauens zu recht-
fertigen. Zum Zweiten wird dargestellt, wie Katholische Theologie des 20. Jahr-
hunderts, insbesondere Nouvelle Théologie, eine alternative Ontologie anbietet, die 
Raum für eine weniger auseinanderlaufende Auffassung des Verhältnisses zwischen 
Kirche und Säkularität schafft. Die Theologie von Edward Schillebeeckx wird die 
ontologischen Konsequenzen dieser Position illustrieren. Sein Werk wirft die Frage 
auf, ob solch eine Ontologie auch heutzutage eine überzeugende Wirklichkeitsvor-
stellung ist, die eine zeitgenössische Betrachtung der Beziehung zwischen Kirche 
und Öffentlichkeit unterlegen kann. Die sakramentale Ontologie der Katholischen 
Theologie des 20. Jahrhunderts könnte dadurch ergänzt werden, dass der antwor-
tende Glaubensakt, zu dem diese Ontologie aufruft, stärker berücksichtigt wird. Im 
dritten Teil dieses Artikels wird vorgeschlagen, öffentliches Leben selbst – sowohl 
in seinen säkularen als auch in seinen religiösen Formen – als sakramentale Hand-
lung des Antwortens oder Bezeugens zu erwägen. Diese sakramentale Perspektive 
eröffnet neue Möglichkeiten für das Verständnis darüber, wie die Kirche in dieser 
Handlung Kirche wird und wie öffentliches Leben als bereits an diesem Werden 
teilnehmend aufgefasst werden kann.

Abstract (Français) � Dans cet article, l’auteur explore les récents efforts de ratta-
cher la théologie et la culture séculière à la catégorie de « théologie publique ». 
Il montre que ces tentatives ne sont pas arrivées à rester sur une position théolo-
gique. Quelles stratégies la théologie publique a-t-elle développé pour parler théo-
logiquement de la vie publique ? Quelles ont été les conséquences de ces stratégies 
sur la manière dont les théologiens publics ont considéré la société laïque ?
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L’auteur affirme que la théologie publique a dû construire une séparation nette 
entre l’Église et le domaine public, de manière rendre compte de la tâche qu’elle se 
donnait à elle-même de construire des ponts. Ensuite, l’auteur montre comment 
l’Église catholique au vingtième siècle, plus particulièrement la Nouvelle théologie, 
offre une ontologie différente, permettant une représentation qui atténue la sépa-
ration entre l’Église et la société laïque. Ceci pose toutefois la question de savoir si, 
de nos jours, une ontologie peut rendre raison, de manière convaincante, d’une 
réalité susceptible de rendre l’Église attirante pour le public. L’ontologie sacramen-
telle de la théologie catholique du vingtième siècle mériterait d’être complétée par 
des réflexions sur la recevabilité de l’acte de foi auquel invite cette ontologie. Enfin, 
l’auteur propose que la vie publique – à la fois dans sa forme religieuse et laïque 
– puisse être elle-même considérée comme une pratique sacramentelle de réponse 
ou de témoignage. Ce point de vue sacramentel offrira de nouvelles opportunités 
pour comprendre comment l’Église devient Église dans cette pratique et comment 
la vie publique peut être comprise comme déjà partie prenante de ce devenir.

Introduction

Viewing the public sphere as a locus theologicus is quite a recent discovery of 
theology. It has redirected a field of studies on ongoing topics such as church 
and state, religion and democracy, religious universality and pluralism, 
and divine sovereignty and human autonomy. The concept of the ‘public’ in 
contemporary theology also serves to understand the implications of the Church 
playing a new, more marginal role in Western society. Furthermore, a new focus 
on ‘the public’ legitimizes the study of faith and religion in a secularizing world. 
Is public life the last resort for theology in a secular environment, or does the 
secularity of public life confront theology with new challenges? If the latter is 
the case, what would theology’s task be when faced with these challenges? What 
aspect of public life makes it suitable for theological reflection?

In what follows, I will work with the assumption that if theology would want 
to engage with public life in secular society, it should offer a view of God’s 
presence in the secular, especially in those realms in which human beings have 
a constructive role to play, such as culture, care, education, labor, and politics. 
Contrary to that assumption is the observation that in the secular context of 
Dutch theology, divine presence has become decentered as a theological theme 
or regarded as an unknowable, and consequently unavailable object for academic 
research. Public theology thus has become the study of publicness and of the 
visibility of meaning. In this paper, I will counter this ‘theological’ assumption 
by proposing the application of the concept of ‘sacrament’ to public theology 
that will enable it to recognize how public life is shaped by and dedicated to 
God’s hidden presence.
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Contemporary political and public theologies offer several starting points for 
viewing public life as a sacrament. In the Church, the concrete sacraments are 
considered signs and instruments of God’s presence in the world at significant 
moments in people’s lives. Theologically, they are viewed as distinctive forms 
and utterances that make the whole of human history visible as a sacrament of 
salvation. Among others, the Flemish theologian Edward Schillebeeckx (1914-
2009) suggested that the presence of God’s salvation is not limited to the 
Church alone, but encompasses the whole of human history up to the present 
(Schillebeeckx 1989; Schillebeeckx 2014, X). This theological vision could offer 
opportunities for further exploration into ways of viewing public life as being 
sacramental.

There are also important differences, however, between Church and public 
life, which raise questions that need careful consideration, if only to avoid the 
suggestion that the Church can be found everywhere. If sacraments are signs 
and instruments that call for further witnessing and practising faith, how then 
could the public be considered an instrument of salvation if, in a secular context, 
neither witnessing nor any other recognizable utterance of faith can be heard? 
If the main characteristic of a sacrament is the God-human encounter, how can 
we discern that encounter in public life? For the Church, it raises questions too: 
if such a God-human encounter could be perceived in the here and now of 
public life, as Schillebeeckx seems to have suggested, then what is the distinctive 
significance of the Church’s mediating and embodying God’s salvific work 
in Jesus Christ? How can the Church view public life as sacramental without 
disregarding the significance of Christ as the primordial sacrament, or the 
 particular and distinctive function of the ecclesial sacraments?

This article is divided into three parts. First, I will explore the recent attempts 
to reconnect theology and secular culture under the heading of ‘public theology’ 
and show how these attempts have failed to maintain a theological position. 
What strategies has public theology developed to speak theologically about pub-
lic life? What have been the consequences of these strategies for the way that 
public theologians have viewed the secular? I will claim that public theology had 
to construct a clear disjunction between the Church and the public, in order to 
account for its self-declared bridge-building tasks. Second, I will describe 
how Catholic theology in the twentieth century, most notably nouvelle théologie, 
provides a different ontology that allows for a less disjunctive representation of 
the relationship between the Church and the secular. This, however, poses the 
question whether nowadays such an ontology is still a convincing account of 
reality that could make the Church appealing to the public. The sacramental 
ontology of twentieth century Catholic theology might need to be comple-
mented by reflections on the responsive act of faith that this ontology calls for. 
Third and finally, I will propose that public life - both in its secular and religious 
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forms - could itself be regarded as a sacramental practice of response or witness-
ing. This sacramental view will offer new opportunities for understanding how 
the Church becomes Church in that practice, and how public life can be viewed 
as already participating in that becoming.

1. Between Adaptation and Critique: The Failure of Public Theology

Whether the growing attention to the importance of the public sphere for 
 theology is either the result of an all too apologetically oriented wishful thinking 
or theology’s ‘kenotic’ breaking down the barriers of its own field of studies, it 
is important to ask what aspect of public life makes it suitable for theological 
reflection in a secular environment and what theology’s approach could be 
to that particular aspect of the public. To answer that question, I will first 
 distinguish three types of ‘public theology’.

Accommodationism

Charles Matthewes describes the universal character of the field of public theol-
ogy in his book, A Theology of Public Life. To him, public life includes everything 
concerned with the public good – everything from clearly political actions such 
as voting, campaigning for a candidate, or running for office, to the less directly 
political, like social activities such as a sports club, or a neighborhood commis-
sion, volunteering for food banks, and speaking in a civic forum, and to argua-
bly non-political behaviours, such as simply talking to one’s family, friends, 
colleagues or strangers about public matters of common concern (Matthewes 
2007, 1-2). The negative consequence of the universal meaning of the term 
‘public’, according to Matthewes, is that certain variants have become self- 
destructively accommodating to the society they have been developed in. He 
argues that they let the ‘larger’ secular world’s self-understanding set the terms, 
and then ask how religious faith contributes to the purposes of public life, 
understood in these terms. Matthewes voices the most commonly heard  criticism 
of public theologies. Although he might unduly generalize the field, he does 
point at a risk that in some cases has indeed proved real.

The accommodationist type of public theology certainly exists in the Dutch 
theological context and in recent years it has become quite influential too, if not 
dominant. In a much debated theological pamphlet, the theologian Ruard 
 Ganzevoort – perhaps best described as the Dutch Don Cupitt – writes that we 
need a ‘public theology’, a theology that according to him is of service to the 
modern world by translating the old unintelligible language of faith that has 
become obsolete long ago into what he calls ‘the meaning of modern culture’. 
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In doing so, he argues that public theologians should give up their truth claims 
and offer wisdoms of life where needed. They should become ‘compassionate 
therapists of repressed but insatiable desires by giving a new language and mean-
ing to these desires, thus making them manifest and instrumental for building 
a society of hope and peace’ (Ganzevoort 2013, 19-20). ‘Public’ in this type of 
theology means non-traditional, non-institutional, non-doctrinal, non-proposi-
tional, and, perhaps one should add, non-critical. A public theology of this kind 
declares itself to be culturally and pastorally orientated, rather than analytically 
oriented, and it assumes that it is more contemporary than any theology of 
retrieval will ever be – in whatever form: magisterial, or the ones aiming for 
ressourcement or recontextualisation. It reaches out to the public by claiming 
that non-believers are very similar to the people belonging to religious traditions. 
But it comes at a price, which is either a reduction of religion and faith to 
any meaning-giving act, or a resentment towards religious traditions and their 
representatives.

Dialogue

The second type – what has actually come to be known as ‘public theology’ 
– has no such resentment. In her book Between a Rock and a Hard Place: 
Public Theology in a Post-Secular Age, Elaine Graham claims that public the-
ology is a critical response of religious communities to secular liberalism that 
brackets out religious reasoning from public discourse and requires its trans-
lation into a shared universal rational language (Graham 2013). According to 
her, certain versions of secularism have extended a specific element of the 
European Enlightenment tradition, which imagined religion to be properly 
outside the frame of the public sphere. The Enlightenment thinkers sought 
to construct a new political reality in which religion would be kept outside 
the frame of the public sphere. According to sociologists Craig Calhoun and 
David Martin, Kant’s effort to reconstruct religion ‘within the limits of reason 
alone’ was an intrusion of the practical and lived orientations of many reli-
gious people (Mendieta /VanAntwerpen 2011, 118-134; Martin 2014). It did 
respect a specific area for faith – the Eigensinn or sensus privatus of religion 
– but only by excluding it from the realms of reason and thus from the pub-
lic sphere.

Elaine Graham claims that the present situation defies this segment of 
modernity and qualifies our time as ‘post-Enlightenment and ‘post-secular’. 
Currently, she argues, there is a ‘unique juxtaposition of both significant 
trends of Enlightenment secularism and continued religious decline (…) and 
signs of persistent and enduring demonstrations of public, global faith’ (Gra-
ham 2013, 65). According to her, in this particular but global situation, the 
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specific task of public theology is to negotiate ‘a path between the rock of 
religious revival and the hard place of secularism’, hence the title of her book. 
In the wake of a post-Enlightenment philosophy of engagement, Elaine Gra-
ham opts for a form of public theology as apologetics, advocating the public 
presence of theology which supports dialogue and persuasion. In doing this, 
she is an exponent of what has become the mainstream public theology that 
has developed between Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture (Niebuhr 1951) 
and Max Stackhouse’s impressive project God and Globalization (Stackhouse 
2000). This has now become a major field in contemporary theology, of 
which Sebastian Kim is also an important advocate (Kim 2011). It forms a 
tradition of ideas that seeks to generate informed understandings of the the-
ological and religious dimensions of public issues, sometimes with a focus on, 
in Kim’s case, intercultural and global developments. To  Graham, public 
theology should be less concerned with defending the interests of specific faith 
communities, although she makes room for a specific role for local commu-
nities, for example the laity and grass roots practices of Christian discipleship 
that embrace active citizenship.

Contrary to the first accommodationist type, this second type of public 
 theology is clearly critical, but merely in a strategic and practical sense. Strategic, 
because it is committed to a shared realm of dialogue and communicative reason 
and to the collaborative task of building a cohesive civil society, with genuine 
mutual accountability of a diversity of communities. In doing so, it proposes 
the need for Christians to understand the insights of secular reason, in order to 
become supporters of justice and the common good, rather than engaging in a 
real theological critique of secular reason. Its criticism is political rather than 
theological, operating on the same level as the secularism it wants to criticize. 
It is practical or pastoral, because it presents itself as transformational rather than 
propositional, and seeks for a practical wisdom that is concerned with contribu-
tions to a flourishing public square. This second type of public theology, with 
clear political and emancipatory overtones, could have an appeal to a wider 
public audience, because it engages with secular matters that they could easily 
relate to, even though it does so from a particular religious perspective that they 
do not (yet) have.

Particularism

A third type of ‘public theology’ is found among a group of theologians (e.g. 
Stanley Hauerwas, John Milbank) who to a certain degree would not approve 
of the categorization, and should perhaps rather be called ‘anti-public theologi-
ans’. However, as a group of contemporary thinkers, they point at developments 
in the broader field of theology and the public in which, contrary to the first 
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two types of public theology, theological content provides a straightforward 
critique of secular liberalism and contemporary capitalism (cf. Hughes 2014, 
80-90). In his later work, Jürgen Habermas insisted on a public sphere with an 
important and even necessary role for religious traditions in countering the 
ideology of neoliberalism, which led him to turn to religion as a potential source 
of alternative civic values. For Habermas, religion is therefore valuable as a moral 
source and could be regarded as a resource for democratic politics. It offers, what 
he notably called a ‘semantic potential’, the potential for new meaning, not least 
to a political left that since 1968 may have exhausted other resources. However, 
Habermas’ account of the public sphere and its participants pays almost 
no attention to the content of religion and he, not unlike Graham, presents it 
merely as a tool for a morally better oriented and more accommodating democ-
racy. Material theology becomes an instrument of tolerance, a position between 
positions, and becomes stripped of its universal claims by which it is identified 
as ’theology’.

Already in the 1980s, Alasdair MacIntyre countered this type of argument 
by suggesting that we make more room for religious traditions themselves by 
claiming that the Enlightenment, instead of being a neutral, universal position, 
is itself a particular tradition and world-view like any other, and embodies the 
interest of a particular group. This is an important given for the discussion 
about building bridges between religion and the secular, because all too often 
it is suggested that the secular itself is defined by non-commitment to particu-
lar traditions. But to engage with the secular is just as much to be bound by a 
particular engagement, albeit a less outspoken or articulated and, therefore, less 
critical one. The very possibility of a critical engagement presumes some shared 
commitment to truth, even if that truth cannot be securely grasped and pos-
sessed (cf. Hughes 2014, 80-81). Therefore, against the presupposed neutrality 
of modern liberalism, MacIntyre speaks of tradition-based reasoning embedded 
in social and historical practices, but open to dialogue, interaction and devel-
opment, which could be regarded as a particularist model of modernity, in 
which non-believers have to account for their own specific position just as much 
as believers.

In his collection of essays, Faith in the Public Square, Rowan Williams voices 
the same concerns as MacIntyre, and summarizes his public theology as a 
 ‘critique of programmatic secularism’ (Williams 2012). Williams, like Mac-
Intyre, views the state as a community of communities rather than a monopo-
listic sovereign power, thereby supporting a pluralist and decentralized pattern 
of social life. Williams advocates a strong connection between religion and 
the secular, but only by displacing the public from its common location to a 
liturgical dwelling. He has given a description of the Christian churches as being 
public, in as far as Christian believers go out to listen and to be spoken to. 
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In his view, public theology would not primarily be the normative self-manifes-
tation of a particular community of faith in a world of diversity, instead it is 
founded upon the original, self-relativizing moment of silence, in which a 
 community gathers to listen to the Word of God. Contrary to Elaine Graham’s 
plea for a commitment to a shared realm of communicative reason, Williams 
argues for a non-negotiable cohesion of commitments that is embodied by a 
listening community. According to him, the language of public theology is 
therefore marked by contemplation and interruption rather than by communi-
cation with others. Even in those cases where interruption occurs within the 
communication with others, it is not the communicative act itself that consti-
tutes theology as being public. Yet, that does not entail that the Church has to 
withdraw contemplatively from the world, but it seeks to voice its primal 
moment of contemplation in the world for the world.

This third type of ‘public theology’, illustrated by the work of MacIntyre and 
Williams, is primarily ecclesial and represents a conservative critique of moder-
nity. Politically, it is just as critical as the second type, and often supports sim-
ilar, socialist sympathies, for example John Milbank ends his recent book Beyond 
Secular Order by saying that his political theology can be regarded as a ‘left’ 
reading of Catholic social teaching (Milbank 2014). But more importantly, 
from a theological point of view, this third type of public theology has strong 
post-liberal overtones, so that in it Christ interprets the world, and God’s Word 
is not used merely to support political or hermeneutical positions. At first sight, 
then, this third type of public theology could seem highly unsuitable for finding 
a connection between theology and the public in a secular context, but it might 
serve at least as a criticism of the claim that it is possible to build bridges between 
sociologically distinguished groups, so long as one abandons its particular tradi-
tional language.

The three types of public theology (accommodationist, dialogue, particular-
ism) all seem to fail to build bridges between church and world. The accommo-
dationist type adapts the specific language and practices of a religious tradition 
to the spirit of the time, with the (sometimes even intentional) result of blurring 
the lines between believers and non-believers, and adapting the content of the-
ology to that of the surrounding culture in which this theology has been devel-
oped. The dialogue type of public theology presents the moral content of a 
particular religious tradition as a helpful and critical tool for building a better 
society. Confirming or contradicting the differences between the religious and 
the secular merely serves the ultimate goal of its political agenda. The third, 
particularist or neo-orthodox type of public theology makes no effort whatsoever 
to overcome the gap between faith and the secular, but instead presents a robust 
critique of the liberal presuppositions that are at the heart of calling people 
outside religious traditions ‘religious’.
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2. Church in the World: The Sacramental Ontology of Edward Schillebeeckx

Ever since John A.T. Robinson’s Honest to God (1963), late twentieth century 
theologians have made an effort to formulate a response to the ongoing secular-
ization in western culture and the ever widening gap between Church and 
world. Despite all the attempts to reflect on the transformation of religion in a 
secularized culture, this has not prevented the Church and theology from 
becoming increasingly marginalized. Instead of formulating a response to the 
rapid socio-cultural transformations, theologians could have pursued their own 
modern project, which started roughly at the same time. The rest of this article 
is dedicated to a branch of Catholic theology that embraced secular culture 
before the generation of Robinson liberalism without resigning to non-religious 
or non-theological arguments to be able to do so. Instead, it offered a theolog-
ical account of the world that was critical of modernity without becoming 
anti-modern, and it operated amidst an increasingly secularizing culture without 
losing its position as a particular tradition of faith. This branch of theology has 
come out of the work of the theologians of the nouvelle théologie movement 
(Flynn /Murray 2012) and became a dominant voice at the Second Vatican 
Council. It is perhaps best represented in the work of Henri de Lubac, Karl 
Rahner and Edward Schillebeeckx, among others (Mettepennigen 2010). In this 
article, it is illustrated by the theology of Schillebeeckx.

In his last major work, Church. The Human Story of God (Schillebeeckx 2014, 
vol. X), Schillebeeckx opens the first chapter with the sentence ‘Extra mundum 
nulla salus’, a play on ‘Extra ecclesiam nulla salus’. To him, this is a serious and 
very fundamental theological play on words, and one that – not surprisingly – 
has been criticized ever since and sometimes misunderstood. In a letter to the 
participants of a conference about his work in 2008, he wrote that most of the 
criticism of that sentence, concentrates too one-sidedly on the word ‘mundum’, 
as if he had wanted to make the suggestion that Church and world are equal in 
having the possibility of accommodating salvation, or that the church has 
become redundant since modern theology discovered the salvific qualities of the 
secular. Instead, he writes that the critics seem to forget that the word ‘salus’ is 
a theological concept, one that signifies the God-given quality of salvation and 
it should therefore not be taken as a ‘humanist’ concept of human well-being. 
However, he argues, ‘salus’ and ‘mundum’ are necessarily intertwined, in as far 
as salvation needs to be and can be experienced in the world and is mediated by 
others, while at the same time, ‘the Living and Eternal God is both near and 
“always going out ahead” of these experiences and mediations’ (Boeve /Depoor-
tere /Van Erp 2010, xiv-xv).

Since the Second Vatican Council, and especially in the wake of Gaudium et 
spes, the relationship of Church and world has been central to Schillebeeckx’s 
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theology. At first, his treatment of the subject was not cultural or political, 
nor was it meant to be primarily pastoral or strategic. The nature of his 
 commentaries on Gaudium et spes was rather metaphysical and anthropological, 
i.e. deeply rooted in the doctrines of creation and sin. To him, ‘world’ is the 
place of grace and its shadows, and the Church a community that responds to 
the call for forgiveness, and as such, sign and instrument of the fulfilment of the 
history of salvation: sacramentum mundi.

In his extensive commentary on Schema XIII, the preparatory document for 
Gaudium et spes, Schillebeeckx writes that at the core of the document lies the 
recognition that in the Church, the mystery of Christ is revealed in a discernible 
form in history (Schillebeeckx 2014, vol. IV, 73-88). Yet, according to him, 
God is not present in the Church alone, but it is God’s presence to the whole 
world that is made visible and witnessed by the Church. As a concentrated 
presence of grace, the Church seeks to manifest what is present in every human 
existence: the givenness of God’s grace. ‘World’ for Schillebeeckx, therefore, is 
a theological concept that refers to a profane reality with its own structures and 
laws, precisely because it has been taken up by God in Christ. He writes: 
‘Although [the world] has its own secular goals, given to human beings to make 
it their own, it is given in human hands to glorify God’s name’. As such, he 
considers the world as God’s creation to be a desacralizing and demythologizing 
act, which has become present in Christ, in an absolute and gratuitous way.

John Milbank argued (Milbank 1990, 207) that, in this type of Catholic 
theology, creation as a whole is regarded as being autonomous, famously stating 
that ‘whereas the French version supernaturalizes the natural, the German ver-
sion naturalizes the supernatural. The thrust of the latter version is in the direc-
tion of a mediating theology, a universal humanism, a rapprochement with the 
Enlightenment and an autonomous secular order (…), while the French version 
[tends] towards a recovery of a pre-modern sense of the Christianized person as 
the fully real person.’ Milbank, however, opting for the French variant, fails to 
see that the autonomy of the world in the so-called ‘German version’ – to which 
also Yves Congar and Marie-Dominique Chenu subscribe – is the consequence 
of God’s grace in Christ, made visible by the reconciled People of God in the 
Church. Nonetheless, instead of denying the world its autonomy, as neo-ortho-
dox theologies have done, modern Catholic theology considered the world 
within the conceptual framework of graced nature.

Contrary to what Milbank has suggested, Schillebeeckx’s view of the auton-
omous world has a firm Christological foundation. His biographer, Erik Borg-
man, has claimed that for Schillebeeckx, ‘Jesus’ message and acts can be regarded 
as redeeming the present, and the ongoing inspiration people experience from 
his life and message, signifies Christ’s continuing presence among us. Accord-
ingly, Church and theology do not present Christ’s message to the world, but 
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gather and seek to embody the present message of God’s promise that lives 
among people’ (Borgman 2012). This could serve as an invitation to non-church-
goers to become members of the Church, not least because the Church would 
be willing to listen to their joys and sorrows. This is not the same, however, as 
claiming that whatever happens outside the Church could just as well be 
regarded as Church. Against Bishop John Robinson, Schillebeeckx himself wrote 
that there is a stubborn and mistaken suggestion in Honest to God that compas-
sion for others is the source of Christ’s grace in the world, while he stresses 
instead that it is God’s compassion with Christ, the Living One, through the 
Spirit in his Body, the Church (Schillebeeckx 2014, vol. IV, 80).

So, Church and world do not simply relate to each other as that which is 
familiar to Christianity and that which is foreign to Christianity, or as the dif-
ference between the religious and the secular – all dichotomies that have been 
expressed by both liberal and orthodox theologians – but they are two comple-
mentary forms of one Christianity, which is both sacred and profane, because 
it is sanctified through Christ Jesus. Christian life therefore is lived in the world, 
and the Church is its inspiration, its embodiment and its fulfilment. For con-
temporary theology, this integral – or, rather, incarnational – relationship 
between Christ, Church and world could prove to be vital. Life in the Church 
and secular life are not considered opposites, but they are shaped by each other 
in Christ, who has made human history a sacrament of salvation. From a theo-
logical point of view, this means that in Christ, the world of believers and the 
wider public sphere is one and the same, the place of God’s history of salvation, 
which is made visible and completed in the Church.

The question that then arises is how this ‘sacramental ontology’ (Boersma 
2009), which has dominated twentieth century Catholic theology, can be made 
fruitful for the current debate on the nature of public theology? Would it be 
helpful, as Schillebeeckx suggested, to understand the whole of secular life as 
emerging from God’s sacramental presence? Could modern citizenship then – 
the subject of contemporary public life – be regarded as a liturgy of some sort, 
a responsive, sacramental expression of God’s presence in the world? Schille-
beeckx himself has never drawn that conclusion, but he did make room for 
Christian living to be considered in the wake of the sacraments. A similar move 
has been made by the International Theological Commission in its recent doc-
ument on the sensus fidei (International Theological Commission 2014), when 
it suggests that the Holy Spirit can become present in the faithful intuitions of 
baptized people. But again, as in Schillebeeckx’s case, this concerns Christians, 
and not unbaptized people outside the Church.

The Church needs the faithful to become Church, just as public life needs 
the Church to make it clear that Christ is present in the world. So the conse-
quence of that presupposition is that it is theology’s task to understand the 
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sovereignty of grace that is at work amidst all of this. Not by displacing Christ’s 
rule to a separate realm, nor by reducing the Christ-event to a particular narra-
tive about virtues – either ethical or theological – but by providing the critical 
tools for becoming Church, dedicated to the common good of all people. For 
Schillebeeckx, the Church’s social teaching – her own public theology – must 
be the proof of the extent to which she understands herself as the eschatological 
community of salvation in the world, and it is in this understanding that the 
world appears as a sign of the hidden God who it lives from and towards.

This sets a new agenda for a new and emerging field like public theology. It 
is closest to the particularist type of public theology, but with similar outcomes 
as the second, dialogical type. Its ultimate goal is not to mediate the gospel of 
the past to the public sphere, but to show how this public sphere itself could be 
viewed as the space for the nearness of God’s reign. In the wake of Schillebeeckx, 
theology’s task then is to show how public life is sacramental, how it is sign and 
instrument of the presence of God. As Vatican II stressed in the Pastoral Con-
stitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes: ‘The People of 
God believes that it is led by the Lord’s Spirit, Who fills the earth. Motivated 
by this faith, it labors to decipher authentic signs of God’s presence and purpose 
in the happenings, needs and desires in which this People has a part along with 
other human beings of our age’ (Gaudium et spes 11). This should be the focus 
for a theology that both wants to be truly theological and truly public, i.e. both 
discerning the signs of the times as signs of God’s presence and reaching out to 
the public of religious seekers of our present time.

3. The Invisibility We Live towards: Public Life as Sacrament

How can the sacramental ontology that has dominated certain strands of twen-
tieth century Catholic theology be made fruitful for current debates in public 
theology? Does it provide the foundations for understanding public life as 
emerging from God’s sacramental presence? Could public life itself be viewed 
as a sacramental expression of that presence? If so, how exactly could it be 
viewed as a sacramental act itself and not fall into the same trap as some con-
textual and social approaches do: confusing the visible with the invisible, or 
bracketing out the invisible altogether? To discern the sacramental in public life, 
it is important to note that sacraments are not considered to be instances of a 
miraculous divine revelatory act, but effective signs of God’s ongoing presence 
to the world. Sacraments call on the community of believers to witness to God’s 
presence, to make visible and become the instrument of the promise of salvation. 
Would it be possible to understand the worldliness of that call in such a way 
that it becomes possible to conceive of a secular, public response to it?
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To answer this question, it could be useful to refer to the original meaning 
of ‘sacrament’, which involves swearing an oath. In his book The Sacrament of 
Language, Giorgio Agamben offers an ‘archaeology of the oath’, in which he pre-
sents the oath as a spoken sacrament of power (Agamben 2010). He refers to Cicero 
who wrote that the oath expresses a duty to consider not what one may have to fear 
in case of violation but wherein its obligation lies: ‘an oath is an assurance backed 
by religious sanctity; and a solemn promise given, as before God as one’s witness, 
is to be sacredly kept. For the question no longer concerns the wrath of the gods 
(for there is no such thing) but the obligations of justice and good faith’ (Agamben 
2010, 3). So, the oath assures the truthfulness of language by which it assures its 
own efficacy. And it is this truthfulness that determines the resemblance of the oath 
to faith, because faith has a similar performative aspect. To have faith in someone 
is the high regard one has for that person as a consequence of our having confi-
dently given ourselves over to him, binding ourselves in a relationship of trust. 
Agamben notes that there is a certain inequality in placing one’s faith in somebody 
to secure his guarantee and support in return. According to him, it is authority that 
is exercised at the same time as protection for somebody who submits to it, in 
exchange for, and to the extent of, his submission.

As such, the oath has always been the performance of an important function 
in public law, i.e. in the relationship between cities and people, which raises the 
question about the intrinsic relationship between faith and public life, and the 
distinction between the two: which aspects of public life are constituted and 
protected by the oath and hence, by faith? To maintain this precarious balance 
between trust and law, or faith and politics, the balance itself needs confirmation 
and performance, which indicates the connection between the oath and dedica-
tion, or devotion, and it is this devotional aspect that leads to calling the oath 
a sacrament: a testimony that is brought into action by speech.

But this intrinsic relation of faith and public life, performed by the sacra-
ment, became a political instrument of identity. Despite the prohibition in 
Matthew 5.34, oaths were approved of and codified by the Church, which made 
oaths an essential part of its own juridical order and Christian practice, and as 
such became an institutionalizing tool. In the Mystic Fable (1992), Michel De 
Certeau describes the development of how the sacrament, according to him, 
became tied to the altar, by referring to the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, 
which declared sacramental practice to be ‘the instrument of a campaign to free 
Christians from the grip of the first large popular heresies, autonomous com-
munal movements, and growing secular powers.’ This way, the Eucharist became 
a locus where the Church could exercise its control over the sacred, according 
to De Certeau. He writes: ‘This Eucharistic body was the “sacrament” of the 
institution, the visible instituting of what the institution was meant to become, 
its theoretical authorization and its pastoral tool’ (Certeau 1992, 85-90).
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This development signifies a radical relocation of the original sacrament. In 
her book Sacramental Poetics (2008), Regina Schwarz describes this change from 
the sacrament as the power to create and maintain a healthy social body to the 
right of a hierarchical Church to dispense the medicine of the Eucharist. The 
authority of the oath based on faith and trust becomes an instrument of control, 
with the consequence of creating a sharp division between Church and public 
life. The sacrament thus has become the visible sign of a visible institution that 
presents its own glory as the embodiment of the glory it proclaims, instead of 
being the utterance or gesture of an invisible promise that maintains a bond of 
trust between the sacred and the secular (Schwarz 2008, 18-26). As such, it can 
become susceptible to manipulation and in some cases an instrument for serving 
absolute political rule. Modern political theology has developed a strong criti-
cism of the confusion of divine and human sovereignty, and the displacement 
of the Corpus Mysticum. Schillebeeckx’s sacramental theology and its criticism 
of the ecclesial confinement of the sacrament to the seven sacraments alone 
could be viewed as such a criticism. To him, Christ and the Church as the 
People of God are the primordial sacraments (Schillebeeckx 2014, vol. I).

Secular culture and Enlightenment liberalism have concluded that if this 
genealogy of the use of sacrament is correct, the next step to be made is towards 
a more modest political role for faith and the Church, by allowing it to be a 
particular narrative of virtues but without a universal concept of divine sover-
eignty or divine law. This conclusion has had devastatingly detheologizing con-
sequences for the emergence of the field of public theology. It might be true 
that the unmasking of the Church’s power and identity-politics is one of several 
reasons why people have abandoned the Church, but with it they might also 
have abandoned the opportunity to articulate their response to the promise of 
salvation in the Church that performs its task by discerning God’s salvific pres-
ence in the world. A rediscovery of the sacramental ontology of nouvelle théolo-
gie, supplemented with a theology of the oath, could offer secular culture a 
theological view of God’s coming presence in public life: an ongoing relation-
ship confirmed and maintained by a politics of trust, a sacramental performance 
that does not suggest that it could make God’s presence itself visible. On the 
contrary, the awareness of the original, intrinsic connection between trust and 
devotion in the oath, could be a first step towards realizing that the sacrament 
of public, secular life is a sign of the invisibility that it lives from and towards. 
If theology searches for the understanding of faith in the public sphere, this 
could prove to be a starting point for finding God in a secularised world.
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