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Public Theology: Characteristics 
from the Multireligious Neighborhood

Lu c in d a  Al l e n  Mo s h e r *

Given the multireligious neighborhood as its context, Lucinda Al-
len Mosher argues that Christian public theology is characteristi-
cally multidisciplinary, incamational, cognizant of other faiths 
and cultures, supportive of civil discourse, collaborative, And 
transformational. Specialists who address the specifically inter-
religious concerns of the multifaith neighborhood in faith-rooted 
terms indeed function as public theologians.
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Because I am a theologian who specializes in addressing multi-
faith concerns, I often speak of the multireligious neighborhood or 
religious manyness when talking about the context in which I work. 
These terms name a state of affairs—a construction zone (to borrow 
an image from Terrence Tilley) calling for a theological response.* 1 In 
the twenty-first century, that response has been answered by scholars 
from many religious traditions. While the terms public theology and 
public theologian arose from Christian discourse, rest assured: public 
theology is not a Christians-only enterprise.2 When, for example,

* Lucinda Allen Mosher is the Center for Anglican Communion Studies Fellow 
in World Anglicanism at Virginia Theological Seminary, Faculty Associate in Inter-
faith Studies at Hartford Seminary, and Associate Academic Director of the Building 
Bridges Seminar (an international Christian-Muslim dialogue under stewardship of 
Georgetown University). She is the author of Toward Our Mutual Flourishing: The 
Episcopal Church, Interreligious Relations, and Theologies of Religious Manyness 
(2012) and, with David Marshall, the editor of Power: Divine and Human; Christian 
and Muslim Perspectives (2019).

1 Terrence Tilley, Religious Diversity and the American Experience: A Theological 
Approach (New York: Continuum, 2007).

2 Martin Marty is often credited with coining the term in his writing about Rein-
hold Niebuhr. See Martin Marty, “Two Kinds of Two Kinds of Civil Religion,” in
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Omid Safi, a scholar of Sufism and modem Islamic thought, writes an 
essay entitled “Between Good Friday and Easter: A Muslim Medita-
tion on Christ and Resurrection’7 for Religion News Service,* 3 or when 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks publishes and lectures on “the ethics of 
responsibility,”4 they are indeed functioning not just as public intel-
lectuals, but specifically as public theologians. That is, they are pro-
viding “faith-rooted thinking on crucial issues of public concern.”5 In 
this vein, Krista Tippett s On Being program now includes an inten-
tionally multireligious “Public Theology Reimagined” project, which 
is involved in “articulating religious and spiritual points of view to 
challenge and deepen thinking on every side of every important 
question.”6 Even so, my attempt here primarily has the Christian 
practitioner in mind: to describe some characteristics, tasks, methods, 
and concerns of the interreligious-relations specialist cum public 
theologian in and for the multifaith neighborhood.

But What Is It?

Charles Mathewes differentiates between public theology (which, 
he says, explores “how religious faith contributes to the purposes of
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American Civil Religion, ed. Russel E. Richey and Donald G. Jones (New York: Ran-
dom House, 1974), 139-57. See also Martin Marty, “Reinhold Niebuhr: Public The-
ology and the American Experience” Journal of Religion 54, no. 4 (1974): 332-59.

3 This essay was posted on Safi’s Religion News Service blog post “What Would 
Muhammad Do?” on March 30, 2013. No longer available via RNS, a reprint can 
be found via the online journal The American Muslim: http://theamericanmuslim 
.org/tam.php/features/articles/must-read-between-good-friday-and-easter-a-muslim 
-meditation-on-christ-and.

4 See Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, To Heal a Fractured World: The Ethics of Respon-
sibility (New York: Schocken Books, 2005); also, videos of his public presentations 
on the topic, among them, “From Freedom to Responsibility,” Jonathan Sacks: The 
Office of Rabbi Sacks, March 21, 2013, http://rabbisacks.org/video-from-freedom-to 
-responsibility-a-pesach-shiur-from-the-chief-rabbi/ and “Healing a Fractured World: 
Instability, Refugees and Our Responsibility,” Jonathan Sacks: The Office of Rabbi 
Sacks, April 13, 2016, http://rabbisacks.org/healing-a-fractured-world-instability 
-refugees-and-our-responsibility/.

5 Auburn’s stated mission is to “equip bold and resilient leaders with the tools 
and resources needed for multi-faith communities to pursue justice and heal the 
world.” See Auburn Seminary, “Public Theologies,” https://aubumseminary.org/public 
-theologies/.

6 Contributors have included Jordan Denari Duffner, Mohammed Fairouz, Mi-
chael Eric Dyson, Omid Safi (on Martin Luther King), Roshi Joan Halifax (on death 
and impermanence). See On Reing, “Public Theology Reimagined,” https://onbeing 
.org/collection/public-theology-reimagined/.

http://theamericanmuslim
http://rabbisacks.org/video-from-freedom-to
http://rabbisacks.org/healing-a-fractured-world-instability
https://aubumseminary.org/public
https://onbeing
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public life”) and theology of public life, which, for him, is a consider-
ation of the place of “the public” in the economy of divine salvation 
and offers “a picture of Christian life as it should be lived in public 
engagement.” 7 When the theological construction zone is multireli-
gious, it seems to me that the line between consideration of the task 
and practices of the Christian interfaith-relations specialist as “public 
theologian” and the articulation of a “theology of public life” that fore-
grounds the multireligiousness of the polis is not, and need not be, 
distinct enterprises.

However, in interfaith work, the very term theology is problem-
atic. Some religions are nontheistic; for these adherents, talk about 
God is necessary only when provoked by theistic neighbors. Religions 
provide answers to worldview questions (for example, “What are we?” 
“What is wrong, and can it be fixed? 'What happens when we die?”); 
and many (if not most) religions encourage discourse about such 
questions’ answers—hence about how we are then to live our lives 
in the here and now. Yet, if God be not in the worldview, can such 
discourse be called theology ? If not, what should it be called? Is there 
a term encompassing such theistic and nontheistic discourse alike? 
Philosophy does not quite succeed. I am, therefore, grateful to James 
Wm. McClendon Jr., who—in an effort to redeem theology for use 
in a wide range of worldviews—defined theology as “the discovery, 
understanding, and transformation of the convictions of a convictional 
community, including the discovery and critical revision of their rela-
tion to one another and to whatever else there is.”8 With the above in 
mind, let me call attention to five aspects of Christian public theology 
in the multireligious neighborhood.

Multidisciplinarity

The Christian public theologian who specializes in multifaith con-
cerns is an inherently multidisciplinary scholar. Indeed, in interfaith 
work, the line between “public theologian” and “public scholar of reli-
gion” is far from firm. For example, religious historian Todd Green— 
a nationally recognized expert on anti-Muslim prejudice—positions

7 Charles Mathewes, A Theology of Public Life (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2007), 1.

8 James Wm. McClendon Jr., Ethics: Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1986).
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himself as a public scholar.9 That is, his writing is rooted in academic 
methods but is geared, not just for other scholars, but for a broader 
audience. “Im trying to weigh in on public discourse about religion 
and contribute to the way the larger public thinks about religion,” he 
explains. “I do dabble in theological perspectives at times, though this 
is secondary to my work. When theology comes into it, it is [usually] 
in support of a larger argument and does not function as the argument 
itself.”10 Unlike Green, I am a moral theologian by training. But, while 
that lens always provides the core motivation, my writing and public 
speaking on and in the multifaith neighborhood is well supported by 
the perspectives of anthropologists, sociologists, historians, Scripture 
scholars, specialists in international relations, and more. As Andries 
van Aarde asserts (and I concur), public theology can be “the activity 
of the film directors, artists, novelists, poets, and philosophers”—who 
may be uniquely capable of bridging academic and public discourse 
on theological matters.11

Whatever disciplines from which we draw, it seems inevitable 
that all of us who do public scholarship from a Christian starting point 
will be expected to be public theologians irrespective of how we are 
trained and whether we claim that title (and even whether we iden-
tify overtly as Christian).12 It seems to me that when our intent is to 
further our mutual flourishing, and when faith-based rationales and 
strategies are offered in terms that can be broadly understood, then 
the work interfaith specialists do in the arena of multifaith concerns 
does indeed qualify as “public theology.” We are public theologians 
by virtue of our efforts at making a faith-based case for interreligious 
understanding, dialogue, and collaboration. And having mentioned 
dialogue, let us bear in mind that this term names something quite 
specific: a courteous, dialectical, reciprocal, transformative activity in 
which a constellation of strategies is employed for the purpose of gain-
ing clarity, strengthening relationships, or solving problems (rather

9 Todd H. Green, Presumed Guilty: Why We Shouldn’t Ask Muslims to Condemn 
Terrorism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018).

10 Conversation with Todd Green (Luther College, Decorah, Iowa) in September 
2018.

11 Andries van Aarde, “What Is Theology’ in 'Public Theology’ and What Is 
‘Public’ about ‘Public Theology’?” in HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 64 
(2008): 1213-14. For a Muslim example of a documentary offering public theology, 
see The Sultan and the Saint, written and directed by Alex Kronemer (Potomac Falls, 
VA: Unity Productions Foundation, 2016).

12 Further Mosher/Green conversation, September 2018.
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than winning an argument). Other modes of conversation—debate, 
disputation, the casual encounter during a site visit, the standalone 
one-on-one—have their place; but dialogue is distinct. It requires 
time, an agreed-upon methodology, and patience.13

Incarnationality

In the multifaith neighborhood, it is not only acceptable, but pro-
foundly appropriate for the Christian public theologian to make a case 
for interreligious understanding, dialogue, and collaboration in terms 
that are readily understandable yet unabashedly trinitarian, incarna- 
tional, and biblically grounded.14 That said, much public theology is 
performative: often, it is better enacted than articulated. Diakonia 
is, after all, a Christian task, no matter the religion of the recipient. I 
prefer striving to interact with neighbors of other faiths in a Christlike 
manner than to initiate a conversation with them about Jesus. How-
ever, should someone of another faith inquire, I am happy to make 
clear that I have deep appreciation for the religions of others because 
(not in spite) of my belief in God as triune and in Jesus as one who is 
simultaneously fully human and fully divine.

The audience for the case making I mention here comprises, 
primarily, fellow Christians. The case I make to them regarding in-
terreligious understanding, dialogue, and collaboration as acts of 
faithfulness rests squarely upon this affirmation: in Christ Jesus we 
have come to know Emanu-El, God With Us. It rests simultaneously 
on a conviction that each encounter with neighbors of other faiths is 
an opportunity to eavesdrop: “to overhear what dialogue there may 
be” between them and the Divine.15 It makes use of the biblically 
informed arguments favoring appreciation of religious manyness that

13 See Daniel Yankelovich, The Magic of Dialogue: Transforming Conflict into Co-
operation (New York: Touchstone, 2001).

14 Katie Day and Sebastian Kim stress this. See their A Companion to Public The-
ology (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 10.

15 Here I am drawing upon “Christ and People of Other Faiths” and “Jews, Chris-
tians and Muslims: The Way of Dialogue”—the Statements on Interfaith Relations of 
the Anglican Communion prepared by the Dogmatic and Pastoral Concerns Section, 
Lambeth Conference 1988. For complete texts, see https://www.episcopalchurch 
.org/libraiy/document/christ-and-people-other-faiths-1988; and https://www.episco 
palchurch.org/library/document/jews-christians-and-muslims-way-dialogue-1988.

https://www.episcopalchurch
https://www.episco


underscore the wideness of Gods mercy and the generosity of Gods 
love.16

As an Episcopalian, my warrant to function as a public theologian 
in and for the multifaith neighborhood can be found in The Episcopal 
Church’s Baptismal Covenant—a radically incarnational formula.17 In 
it, I hear a mandate to work on multifaith concerns—particularly in 
its demand for a promise to “strive for justice and peace among all 
people, and respect the dignity of every human being,” each of whom, 
according to Genesis 1:26, is made in Gods image and after Gods 
likeness.18 I hear that mandate in the Covenants call for a promise 
to seek and serve Christ in all persons; this is a very tall, profoundly 
incarnational, order.

Global Perspective

The Christian public theologian who specializes in multifaith 
concerns understands the global nature of public theology’s perspec-
tive, the considerable width of the lens with which it works—one of 
the disciplines several “marks,” according to Katie Day and Sebas-
tian Kim.19 Public theology challenges boundaries. It insists that what 
is “common” in the common good stretches beyond the local or na-
tional. It has the capacity to widen the conversation on “public issues 
of global import” such as immigration, climate change, human traf-
ficking, or peacebuilding—issues that almost always have multifaith 
dimensions.20 Thus, the public theologian might be engaged in inter-
pretation of, and may also participate directly in, methodologies such 
as “interfaith just peacemaking”—described as “an emerging fourth 
paradigm or model beyond the historic ways of addressing peace and 
war: Pacifism, Just War, and Crusade.”21 This paradigm comprises ten

16 For useful examples, see David Lochhead, The Dialogical Imperative: A Chris-
tian Reflection on Interfaith Encounter (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988), particularly 
chapter 13; Kenneth Cracknell, In Good and Generous Faith: Christian Responses 
to Religious Pluralism (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2006). I made a similar point 
in ‘Walking Deliberately into Difference: A Theology of Enabling Interreligious Un-
derstanding,” Anglican Theological Review 93, no. 4 (Fall 2011): 638n3.

17 The Rook of Common Prayer (New York: Seabury Press, 1979), 304-5.
18 The Book of Common Prayer, 305.
19 Day and Kim, Companion to Public Theology, 16.
20 Day and Kim, Companion to Public Theology, 10, 16-17.
21 Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite, ed., Interfaith fust Peacemaking: Jewish, Chris-

tian, and Muslim Perspectives on the New Paradigm of Peace and War (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 1.
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“Practice Norms,” which, though first developed and articulated by 
Christians, have undergone systematic study and rewording for use 
by Jews and Muslims as well.22 How might I, as a public theologian, 
teach these norms? For example, with Practice Norm 4: “Acknowl-
edge Responsibility . . . Seek Repentance and Forgiveness,” I might 
point out that acknowledgment of responsibility certainly has been 
an outcome of Christian study of Judaism—and may be an aspect of 
other interreligious teaching and learning. In the process, I would 
stress the complexities of the “forgiveness” element in interreligious 
relations, hence the need to interrogate the term itself. In short, the 
paradigm of interfaith just peacemaking reinforces my conviction that 
the framing of learning about religious difference as effort toward our 
mutual flourishing is indeed an effective strategy.

Practice of Convicted Civility

Public theology “is essentially dialogical.” As Day and Kim put it, 
public theology speaks with—not just to—society.23 It is, as E. Harold 
Breitenberg Jr. describes it, “theologically informed public discourse 
about public issues ... as well as the larger public or publics, argued 
in ways that can be evaluated and judged by publicly available war-
rants as criteria.”24 The Christian public theologian who specializes in 
multifaith concerns will endeavor to speak with and to promote “con-
victed civility”—Fuller Theological Seminary’s term for faith-rooted, 
respectful engagement with and about religious difference.25 In this 
vein, Wesley Theological Seminary’s Center for Public Theology 
(Washington, DC) describes itself as operating in “an environment 
that is both passionately Christian and compassionately interfaith” as 
it aims to provide “tools to help navigate the connection between faith

22 For a short summary of the paradigms history and its embrace for use in the 
arena of multifaith concerns, see the introduction to Thistlethwaite, Interfaith Just 
Peacemaking, 1-7. For foundational information about this movement, see Glenn 
Stassen, ed., Just Peacemaking: The New Paradigm for the Ethics of Peace and War 
(Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1998, 2003, 2008).

23 Day and Kim, Companion to Public Theology, 14.
24 E. Harold Breitenberg Jr., “To Tell the Truth: Will the Real Public Theology 

Please Stand Up "Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 23 (2003): 66.
25 The term can be traced back to Martin Marty. Richard Mouw has been using 

it since the late 1990s. Douglas McConnell embraces it. See Douglas McConnell, 
“Educating Seminarians for Convicted Civility in a Multifaith World,” in Teaching 
Theology & Religion Special Issue: Multifaith Theological Education 16, no. 4 (Octo-
ber 2013): 329-37.
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and public policy” and “to improve the tone of national political dis-
course by fostering a new ethic of civil discourse.”26 The public theo-
logian in the multifaith arena will benefit from a definition offered by 
coauthors James Wm. McClendon Jr. (an anabaptist)27 and James M. 
Smith (an atheist): “A conviction (as we use the term) means a per-
sistent belief such that if X (a person or community) has a conviction, 
it will not easily be relinquished and it cannot be relinquished with-
out making X a significantly different person (or community) than 
before.”28 Such conviction will resource methods for improving the 
quality of our disagreements and will offer a faith-rooted reason for 
doing so.29 Paul Hedges models and provides resources for healthier, 
more productive conviction-rooted conversation on “faith-oriented 
controversies” in his recent Towards Better Disagreement: Religion 
and Atheism in Dialogue.30 For an accessible assistance in a popular- 
level key, one might turn to On Beings “Civil Conversations Project,” 
described as a “virtues-based resource towards hospitable, trustwor-
thy relationship with and across difference” for which the roster of 
participants has been quite multi-religious.31
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26 Wesley Theological Seminary, Center for Public Theology, https://www.wesley 
seminary.edu/ice/programs/public-theology/.

27 In McClendons self-identifications, anabaptist is always lower case.
28 James Wm. McClendon Jr. and James M. Smith, Convictions: Diffusing Reli-

gious Relativism (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1994).
29 When speaking about the ongoing international dialogue known as the Build-

ing Bridges Seminar, former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams, who served 
as the projects convenor for ten years, often called it an exercise in improving the 
quality of Christian-Muslim disagreement. As I have written elsewhere, he “stressed 
the importance of investigating what is disbelieved in other religious discourses’ as 
a means for finding ‘appropriate language in which difference can be talked about 
rather than used as an excuse for violent separation.’” See Lucinda Mosher, “Pref-
ace: Fifteen Years of Construction; A Retrospective on the First Decade and a Half 
of the Building Bridges Seminar,” in Monotheism and Its Complexities: Christian 
and Muslim Perspectives, ed. Lucinda Mosher and David Marshall (Washington, 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 2018), xxiii, n9. See particularly Rowan Williams, 
“Analysing Atheism: Unbelief and the World of Faiths,” in Rearing the Word, ed. 
Michael Ipgrave (New York: Church Publishing, 2005), 1-13.

30 Paul Hedges, Towards Retter Disagreement: Religion and Atheism in Dialogue 
(London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2016).

31 For details, see On Being, “Civil Conversations Project,” http://www.civil 
conversationsproject.org/.

https://www.wesley
http://www.civil
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Diana Eck has noted that interreligious work is often an encoun-
ter of commitments—deep faith engaging deep faith.32 The practice 
of convicted civility thus presumes that, just as my other-religion 
neighbors will continue in the practices that nurture them, so shall I 
(as the Baptismal Covenant puts it) “continue (with Gods help) in the 
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in 
the prayers.”33

Fostering an Ethic of Interfaith Collaboration

Because, as Day and Kim assert, public theology “is as much about 
process as it is about content,” because it is “socially interactive,”34 the 
public theologian specializing in multifaith concerns fosters an ethic 
of interfaith collaboration. This can be difficult. Christians have often 
justified attitudes of isolation from, hostility toward, and competition 
with religious difference on biblical and doctrinal grounds.35 A Chris-
tian graduate student once told me that he could not participate in 
a collaborative interfaith project (in that instance, a multifaith team 
working on a Habitat for Humanity house) because “that would risk 
diverting praise to Muhammad that properly belongs to Jesus.” For 
someone of such a mindset, an attitude of dialogue and collaboration 
can be preferred only if it be construable as an act of faithfulness—a 
point Lochhead emphasizes.36

The goal, then, for the public theologian in the multifaith arena, 
is to enhance people’s comfort level at entering into what Eck has 
described as “a dynamic process through which we engage with one 
another in and through our deepest differences.”37 My job as a pas-
toral public theologian is to affirm my constituents’ perceptions that

32 Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Be-
come the Worlds Most Religiously Diverse Nation (San Francisco: HarperSanFran- 
cisco, 2001), 71.

33 Book of Common Prayer, 304.
34 Day and Kim, Companion to Public Theology, 5.
35 David Lochhead lays this out, and argues on behalf of an alternative, in his The 

Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on Interfaith Encounter (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 1988).

36 Lochhead, Dialogical Imperative, 40.
37 This is Ecks definition of pluralism—as in the Pluralism Project, which she 

founded and directs. However, in the arena of theology of religions, pluralism is as-
signed several other meanings, so its usefulness to our discussion of public theology 
is limited.
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obstacles to establishment and support of healthy interreligious rela-
tions are real. Hence, I acknowledge such stumbling blocks as shy-
ness, apathy, and language barriers; and such sources of confusion as 
differences between the priorities or leadership structures of one re-
ligion group and the next. And I name the biggest boulder of all: fear.

I acknowledge that fear is intoxicating, that it can paralyze us—as 
individuals and as communities. It can interfere with our ability to 
allow fresh evidence that might convince us to see something differ-
ently —in this case, adherents of another religion from ours. I point 
out the obvious: that fear can make us just plain nasty! Christians may 
be fully aware of the command to love God and to love their neigh-
bors as themselves, fully aware that they are, in effect, being com-
manded to be with their neighbors—as Christ is with us. Yet, how to 
practice being with: that remains a challenge.

With what he calls “the Acceptance Model” of interreligious un-
derstanding, Paul Knitter offers an approach that, while challenging 
to traditional Christian theological sensibilities, is also very helpful. 
Knitters Acceptance Model contrasts with others in his paradigm in 
the way it regards differences. Where other stances treat differences 
as something to be gotten beyond, the Acceptance Model values them 
as much as similarities—perhaps even preferring them. We need only 
to go to our newsfeed to find evidence of how dangerous the drive 
toward unity (oneness over manyness) can be. It can be comforting 
and empowering to be encouraged to affirm that the world s religious 
traditions really are different from each other.38

According to Knitter, the Acceptance Model does not try to up-
hold the superiority of any one religion, nor does it search for “that 
common something that makes them all valid.” Rather, it often ex-
presses itself in advocacy of “a good neighbor policy.” With the re-
minder that fences have their purposes, it asserts that religions by 
definition are boundary setters; every religion has its own backyard, 
which it should be left to tend. This model affirms that we can’t help 
but view, hear, and understand the religious other from our own re-
ligious perspective. We always stand somewhere when we meet; we 
always start at a location when we move. No matter how open-minded 
we are, we assess the truth and beauty of another religion according 
to our (rather than its) criteria. Common ground might actually have 
to be created (rather than discovered). By allowing the affirmation of

Anglican Theological Review

38 Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002), 219.
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deep religious differences, the Acceptance Model challenges us to 
see that, although religious commitment is often cited as a "barrier of 
division," it can also promote the building of bridges of cooperation.39 
Interfaith collaboration is indeed possible.

An ethic of interfaith collaboration relies on a compassionate 
heart. Compassion, or karuna in Sanskrit, is obviously crucial. But, as 
a practitioner of Engaged Buddhism might say, without upaya (skill in 
means toward the goal of enlightenment) and prajna (wisdom), your 
karuna (compassion) can only take you so far. The need to comple-
ment wisdom and compassion with useful tools and strategies moves 
us from multifaith understanding to effective activism, to the creation 
and cultivation of multifaith circles of virtuous collaboration. For this, 
I often turn to the methodology of sociologist and social entrepre-
neur Eboo Patel, founder of the hugely successful Interfaith Youth 
Core. Patel is explicitly not a theologian. In his enterprise, he asserts, 
"We leave the theological questions of heaven and hell off the table to 
work for a sociological pluralism that responds to the pragmatic reali-
ties of day to day life."40 Patel advocates "making interfaith coopera-
tion a 'social norm/"41 That is, he wants interfaith cooperation (rather 
than fear mongering) to be the norm in our cities—and for that, he 
offers a philosophy and methodology. As a theologian who specializes 
in multifaith concerns, I want what Patel wants. I may draw upon his 
methodology; but I will couch it in more obviously theological terms 
than he does.

Where my method aligns heartily with Patels is in the affirma-
tion of the value (and the desire for expansion) of interfaith literacy. 
Such literacy begins with appreciative knowledge of religions(s)—our 
own and those embraced by others. Patels notion is somewhat akin to 
the great Lutheran bishop Krister Stendahls "holy envy"—a positive 
response to those moments when we see something truly beautiful in 
someone else s beliefs or practices.

Interfaith literacy involves cultivation of a faith-based rationale 
for interfaith cooperation: the ability to explain why such cooperation 
is an act of faithfulness for us—something in which we are involved

39 Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions, 218-21.
40 Eboo Patel, “Religious Diversity and Cooperation on Campus,” Journal of Col-

lege and Character 9, no. 2 (Nov. 2007): 7.
41 See Patels manifesto on this topic, Sacred Ground: Pluralism, Prejudice, and 

the Promise of America (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012).
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because of (not in spite of) our religious commitments. It involves 
knowledge of (and ability to relate) the history of interfaith coopera-
tion locally and beyond the ability to recount stories of interreligious 
collaboration for the common good. It cultivates knowledge of shared 
values between and across different religions, simultaneously caution-
ing against the urge to compare the worst behavior in the name of 
“some other religion” to best exemplification of our religions ideals. 
After all, every religion has its “share of villains and scoundrels,” as 
Todd Green puts it; but all religions also have “their share of heroes 
and role models of social justice and peacemaking movements.”42 The 
need to teach this lesson seems never to cease. Be that as it may, the 
public theologian who specializes in multifaith concerns is well posi-
tioned to facilitate both transformative conversation and collaboration.

Indeed, multidisciplinarity, a well-maintained global perspective, 
regular practice of convicted civility, and skill at fostering collabora-
tion: these are hallmarks of many sorts of interfaith activists. However, 
a distinguishing characteristic of the theologian is the ability to re-
spond to contexts and concerns with faith-rooted strategies supported 
by faith-rooted rationales. Those of us who address the specifically 
interreligious concerns of the multifaith neighborhood in faith-rooted 
terms are indeed functioning as public theologians—although few of 
us name ourselves as such.
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42 Green, Presumed Guilty, 170.


