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Abstract

In times of social crises, Public Religious Pedagogy is emerging as “a new paradigm in
the field of Religious Pedagogy” (Manfred L. Pirner). This paper aims to strengthen this
approach through a critical review. To achieve this, the theoretical foundations of Public
Religious Pedagogy will be examined more closely in order to investigate their strengths
and weaknesses. The result of these considerations is to expand historical sources and
interdisciplinary references of Public Religious Pedagogy: It is necessary to interpret the
concept more broadly. Finally, this article argues in favour of a critical and prophetic Pub-
lic Religious Pedagogy.
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During the last years, our social context has changed radically: Today, religious education
takes place in an environment of social crises. Hans Mendl, Professor of Catholic Theol-
ogy in Germany, states that the world’s present perception is shaped by “the refugee move-
ments of recent years”, the “nationalisms emerging in many countries” as well as “terrorist
threats, wars and the erosion of democratic systems” (Mendl 2019, p. 62). This situation
raises a new paradigm called Public Religious Pedagogy. It can be seen as an attempt to
reconceptualize religious education in the face of social transformations, which represents
a fundamental challenge for Western societies. Due to this development, Public Religious
Pedagogy gets increasing support within the scientific community.

In this essay, the following thesis is presented: The public orientation of religious
education should be advocated, because the concept is an important supplement and
a critical corrective to existing debates in religious education. However, Public Reli-
gious Pedagogy still lacks a critical punch and a utopian imagination. Following a
well-known dictum of the political philosopher Raymond Geuss, it could be argued
that Public Religious Pedagogy is, until now, neither realistic nor utopian enough to
meet the current challenges adequately. Despite that, religious education in a global
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perspective needs to be grounded within a critical analysis of contemporary society; it
needs to move towards utopian hope by providing religious education for global chal-
lenges (Kim 2015, p. 326).

1 Public Theology: introductory remarks

In recent years, Public Theology has formed as a significant theological program
within the international debate (Bedford-Strohm 2018a; Kim and Day 2017; Vogele
1994). The term refers to Christian engagement in public debates. The assumption is
that Christian traditions of value offer “complementary or supplementary approaches
and even alternative solutions to the very complex issues facing societies today.” (Kim
2011, p. 3) The goal is to influence political decisions in the sense of a Christian and
humanitarian orientation. For instance, Public Theologian Heinrich Bedford-Strohm,
who is the Council President of the German Protestant Church, is committed to sup-
porting the rescue of refugees in the Mediterranean Sea (EKD 2019).

When dealing with Public Theology, it is necessary to mention that this term com-
prises a diverse and extensive tradition of theological works. The diversity of Public
Theology results from the fact that it is active in different contexts and that a sensitiv-
ity for the respective social circumstances corresponds with the theological program
(Meireis 2017, p. 3). The plurality of this theological program is already evident as
the boundaries between concepts such as civil religion on the one hand and Libera-
tion Theology as well as Political Theology on the other hand are not always clear
(Torre 2015). Public Theology feeds itself from the sources of these traditions, so it is
also understood as “Liberation Theology for a Democratic Society” (Bedford-Strohm
2018a). At the same time, efforts are made to distinguish between content and con-
cepts, for example when Political Theology is combined with Carl Schmitt’s anti-dem-
ocratic state theory (Hidalgo 2018, p. 1). Even if there are certain differences regard-
ing these forms of theology (Martinez 2001, p. 217, p. 251; Kim 2011, pp. 21-22; Lee
2015; Stackhouse 2004, 2015), they do not stand against each other, they even enrich
each other.

German theologian Thorsten Meireis, who works at the Berlin Institute for Public
Theology, has made important contributions to the international debate (e.g. Meireis
and Schieder 2017). He underlines an “increasing dissemination and diversification”
(Meireis 2017, p. 5) of the debate. In recourse to Dirk J. Smit (Princeton Theologi-
cal Seminary), Meireis distinguishes six tradition lines of Public Theology, each of
them following its own logic (ibid., p. 3; Smit 2007, 2013). Without unfolding these
six lines in more detail, it should be pointed out that Political Theology established
by Johann B. Metz, Dorothee Soélle and Jiirgen Moltmann is also regarded as a form
of Public Theology (Meireis 2017, p. 4). Explicit attempts can be found to redesig-
nate these approaches as Public Theology (Paeth 2005; Moltmann 2015; Arens 2009,
2016). Furthermore, within the context of this article, it is particularly important to
emphasize that theories inspired by Liberation Theology and founded on postcolonial
theory are also included in these traditions (Meireis 2017, p. 3; e. g. Maluleke 2011).

@ Springer



Controversies on Public Religious Pedagogy: religious education... 31

2 Public Religious Pedagogy: bridging the gap

Public theology as a quite new term has recently set important impulses for religious
education (Pirner et al. 2016, 2018, 2019), for instance in contexts of interreligious
learning (Pirner 2018a). It deals with the ambivalent role of religions within plural
democracies from different ideological perspectives in educational contexts (Pirner
20164, p. 3). This fills a blank space, a desideratum of research, since previously “in the
otherwise rich international discourse around Public Theology, the intersection between
Public Theology and education seems to have been widely neglected” (Pirner 2019a, p.
1). In the context of Religious Education, the recently developed concept ‘Public Reli-
gious Pedagogy’ is used “in analogy to Public Theology” (ibid., p. 4; Pirner 2019b). It
could be understood:

“as a consequence and concretization of Public Theology in that it can acquaint
students with religious motivations and perspectives for contributing to the com-
mon good and clarify the role of religions in the public sphere of pluralistic socie-
ties” (Pirner 2019a, p. 3).

The discussion about Public Religious Pedagogy has an international dimension, but
it arises from the specific context of German discourses (ibid., p. 4; Konemann 2016;
Schroder 2013, 2017; Griimme 2018a; Schlag 2012). It is situated within a debate about
the political dimension of religious pedagogy and education (Pirner 2019b, pp. 43-47).
In this context, Pirner argues that Public Religious Pedagogy has the potential “to
become a new paradigm in the field of Religious Pedagogy” (ibid., p. 40).

Regarding Public Religious Pedagogy, however, it is striking that the traditions of
Public Theology are not perceived in all their richness. Although attempts are made
to establish an internationally employable concept, the German-language and Protes-
tant tradition of Public Theology serves as the main reference (e.g. Wolfgang Huber
or Heinrich Bedford-Strohm). Neither political-theological nor liberation-theological
impulses are explicitly addressed. On the contrary, there is even a resolute demarcation:
Thomas Schlag concedes, for example, that, in contrast to Political Theology or Libera-
tion Theology, Public Theology does not only take a critical look at social conditions.
It attempts to perceive the socio-economic circumstances “in their complexity” (Schlag
2014, p. 7). This insinuates that socio-critical approaches imply a subcomplex analysis.

In Bernhard Griimme’s “Departure into the Public Sphere? Reflections on the ‘Public
Turn’ in Religious Pedagogy” (2018a), the author examines the problems and reductions
of Public Religious Education (Griimme 2018a, pp. 15-46). His aim is not delegitimiz-
ing, but further developing the concept. With regard to Griimme, the question is raised
how “a fundamentally critical perspective of society and reflections in political catego-
ries” (ibid., p. 22) can be executed within the framework of this type of Public Religious
Education. Griimme critically reflects: “Where is the dynamic [...] theological impulse
for social change [...]? From a liberation-theological perspective as well as from [...]
debates about ‘post-democracy’ (Colin Crouch), this presupposed framework appears as
an axiom that is not self-evident” (ibid., p. 26). This article follows Griimme’s observa-
tions. It aims to give a critical impulse to the controversial debate about Public Reli-
gious Pedagogy: Problems, as well as open questions are addressed and possibilities
for solving or answering them are presented. Essentially, this article is an attempt to
support the concept as I sympathise with the concerns of a Public Religious Pedagogy.
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3 About the necessity of Public Religious Pedagogy: religious
education in times of social changes and crises

As it was stressed in the introduction to this article, religious education is currently taking
place within a critical environment as exemplified by keywords such as Post-Democratic Pop-
ulism, Global Warming and Economization of Education (Herbst 2020b). Social inequalities
and justice issues should also be named here. In order to be able to systematically incorporate
this social context into religious education theories, readjustments at a basic theoretical level
are necessary—as it will be shown now.

The main reason why religious education should respond to these contextual changes is the
significant—if not crucial—role religion plays in contemporary crises and conflicts. This can
be illustrated by three examples. Firstly, religion is of central importance for populist politi-
cal strategies (Brittain 2018; Zaquete 2017; Marzouki et al. 2016). Forms of group-focused
enmity such as racism and anti-Semitism are often deeply religious. This accruing problem
can be traced back to religious textbooks and curricula (Rothgangel 2018; Spichal 2015). Sim-
ilarly, different forms of religiosity correspond with different perspectives on global warming
(Sachdeva 2016). In response to the international movement ‘Fridays for Future’, attempts are
currently being made to highlight the public responsibility of religious education (Bederna
2019). Thirdly, the neoliberal economic system may have a religious structure (in a broad
sense) itself (Gauthier and Martikainen 2013a, b). Therefore, resistance from sources of Chris-
tian tradition is also pleaded (Bucher 2019; Day 2016). There has been critical debate on the
fact that the education sector is being economised. As well-known political theorist Martha
Nussbaum states, the various crisis phenomena are interrelated:

Education based mainly on profitability in the global market magnifies these deficits
[of democracies], producing a greedy obtuseness and a technically trained docility that
threaten the very life of democracy itself, and that certainly impede the creation of a
decent world culture (Nussbaum 2012, p. 142; Kim 2015, pp. 312-317).

It is becoming increasingly evident that these circumstances must be intensively reflected in
scientific research about religious education. The programme of a Public Religious Educa-
tion represents an attempt to account for this. On the one hand, socio-theoretical elements are
included in order to understand the crises and their connection with religious education. Thus,
Public Religious Education advances readjustments on a basic theoretical level. On the other
hand, an active contribution of religious education is proposed in order to counter problematic
developments and create a more humane society. In Pirner’s words, this paragraph can be con-
cluded on a positive note: “Religious Pedagogy needs to become a Public Religious Pedagogy,
that is, more aware of its political implications and tasks” (Pirner 2019a, p. 5). With Public
Religious Pedagogy it is possible to counteract the “blind spot” (Griimme 2019a, p. 56) of the
political dimension of religious education that was created by the “increasing concentration
on the aesthetic and cultural hermeneutic aspects of education” (ibid., p. 56; Pirner 2019a, b;
Konemann and Mette 2013, p. 13).
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4 Unresolved Questions and Problems: Public Religious Pedagogy
is too little realistic and too little utopian at the same time

Public Religious Pedagogy is necessary, yet not entirely unproblematic. This is already evi-
dent from the fact that there is a plurality of similar terms (Herbst 2019). For example, you
will find the term “political religious pedagogy” (Konemann 2019) as well. This indicates
that a consistent and consensual approach is missing so far. Nevertheless, this is not neces-
sarily a problem; it also opens the opportunity for a controversial and productive debate
about the aims and perspectives of Religious Pedagogy. This article is a critical contribu-
tion to this discussion. Unresolved questions and problems can be demonstrated using the
example of a basic theory that is central for Public Religious Pedagogy.

John Rawl’s political theory is of essential importance for Public Theology (Bedford-
Strohm 2018b) and Public Religious Pedagogy (Pirner 2017, pp. 90-92; Pirner 2018b,
2019a, p. 2). This Political Philosophy of Liberalism has been the central theoretical frame-
work for Public Religious Pedagogy so far.! For instance, Manfred Pirner notes: “In my
view, which I share with Heinrich Bedford-Strohm [...], Rawls’ model [...] is highly com-
patible with the perspectives of Public Theology and Public Religious Pedagogy” (Pirner
2017, p. 92). This results in some fundamental problems, which have to be named explic-
itly (Griimme 2019d, pp. 36-37; Griimme 2018a, pp. 21-26). Based on Geuss’ critique
of John Rawls (Geuss 1981, 2008, pp. 70-73, pp. 82-94; Menke 2010), it can be argued
that Public Religious Pedagogy is too little critical and, at the same time, too little uto-
pian (Geuss 2010, p. 429; Freyenhagen and Schaub 2010). It is too little critical, because
it simply presupposes the liberal Western social and economic order without questioning it
and its contradictions and power structures. The basic assumptions are too harmonistic and
optimistic: It is assumed that dialogue and cooperation alone could lead to a more humane
society (Pirner 2019a, pp. 1-2). The idea behind this is that the public discourse is, at least
potentially, rational (in a liberal sense). However, this assumption is highly questionable
in times of “Politics of Resentment” (Fukuyama 2018), “Affects of Democracy” (Mouffe
2018) and “Political Emotions” (Nussbaum 2015).

In addition, the individual is overly regarded as an isolated monad. The social condi-
tionality of the learning subject must be given greater analytical consideration: The notion
of the subject and education is too idealistic (Englert 2010). It is lacking any critical reflec-
tion of “structures of power, hegemonic structures as well as identity-logical structures
[...] mechanisms of exclusions, stigmatization, and power” (Griimme 2019a, p. 61) the
teachers themselves are involved in. Therefore, a more fundamentally critical conscious-
ness is necessary, also requiring a substantial critique of today’s democracies and of ways
of humanizing them from the perspective of the biblical tradition—as Bernhard Griimme
notes in reference to the theologian Jon Sobrino (Griimme 2019b, p. 170). Only then, reli-
gious education can contribute—as Public Religious Pedagogy demands—to the (ongoing)
humanization of democracy.

A confrontation with postliberal theology, radical orthodoxy (Bell 2015) and radical
theory of democracy still seem to be lacking (Crockett 2011; Robbins 2011; Cavanaugh
2016, 2011). John Hull’s critical analysis of money culture provides an example of what

! In addition to John Rawls, Jiirgen Habermas’ social theory is also an important point of reference for Pub-
lic Religious Pedagogy. For reasons of space, I cannot discuss this theory here.
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critical social analysis can mean theologically (Hull 2009). Norbert Mette has made it clear
that this has important consequences for religious education (Mette 2013).

At the same time, Public Religious Pedagogy is too little utopian; after all, its trans-
forming potential is being tapped in a school reform—as Geuss also states regarding Rawls
(Geuss 2010, p. 429). Only if “the radicalism of the Christian message” (Griimme 2019a,
p- 63) is taken seriously, this problem can be overcome, and a utopian imagination can
be developed (Englert 2008). In order to oppose the danger of neutralizing the “prophetic
dimensions of theology” (Griimme 2019a, p. 63), this article pleads for a wider concept
of Public Religious Pedagogy. The historical sources as well as the interdisciplinary refer-
ences of the concept should be interpreted more broadly.

5 Diachronic perspective: the concept of a critical-emancipatory
religious education as a historical resource of Public Religious
Pedagogy

The reform decade of religious education between 1965 and 1975, also known as the politi-
cal phase in Germany, is an important starting point for Public Religious Pedagogy (Pirner
2019b, pp. 40-47). The central point of reference is Sigurd Daecke, who himself speaks of
a “’Public Religious Education’, which corresponds to a ‘public’, ‘empirical-critical’ and
‘political’ theology” (quoted from ibid., p. 42). However, it is surprising that the diverse
and rich approaches to political and critical religious education in this phase are hardly
systematically implemented as a reference point for Public Religious Education. They are
neither considered nor adequately adapted. Daecke himself also refers to this tradition,
for example to Johann B. Metz (ibid., p. 42). If Public Religious Pedagogy does not con-
sciously exclude the historical diversity of these approaches, there is the chance of preserv-
ing critical punch and utopian imagination. This can be illustrated by two examples.

On the one hand, the political, critical-emancipatory religious pedagogy of the 1960s
and 1970s should be adapted. Educators like Siegfried Vierzig, Folkert Rickers or Gert
Otto on the Protestant side and Hubertus Halbfas, Adolf Exeler or Theodor Filthaut on
the Catholic side have conceptualized religious education in relation to public responsibil-
ity and democracy. In the spirit of the Second Vatican Council and the student protests of
“1968”, two important strands of a political, public and critical religious education have
emerged as “Problem-Oriented Religious Education” (Rothgangel 2014, pp. 69-71) and
correlation didactics, which are not yet implemented intensively enough. These concep-
tions followed the “Political Theology [...] and the critical theory of the Frankfurt School
of sociology” (ibid., p. 70). “The goal of this form of Religious Education was ‘politi-
cal enlightenment’ [...], the detection of power relations which render freedom and justice
impossible, as well as emancipation” (ibid., p. 70). All in all, the history of a Public Theol-
ogy and a Public Religious Pedagogy is not considered systematically enough — not even in
its international dimension (Herbst 2020a).

On the other hand, it could also be connected to a critical “theory of Bildung” (Lach-
mann and Rothgangel 2014, p. 37). Well-known names that stand for such a tradition in
Germany are Helmut Peukert, Heinz-Joachim Heydorn and Wolfgang Klafki (ibid., pp.
36-38). Inside the international context, the significance of Paulo Freire is certainly exor-
bitant (Ahme 2020). Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy has left deep traces in international
educational science and religious pedagogy up to this day (Byrne 2011). The Christian
and theological sources and prophetic dimensions of Paulo Freires’ educational approach
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are being discovered lately in critical pedagogy (McLaren and Jandri¢ 2018; McLaren and
Jandri¢ 2017; McLaren 2015). “For Freire, critical consciousness (conscientization) cannot
be divorced from Christian consciousness” (McLaren and Jandri¢ 2018, p. 256).

These tracks could be followed today; they can retrospectively inspire a critical and uto-
pian Public Religious Pedagogy. Overall, it can be said that a comprehensive review and a
critical-constructive look at the past are necessary today. Of course, these approaches are
not without any problems and cannot be simply adapted. But a critical re-reading is worth-
while today as one can learn from its mistakes as well as from its unfulfilled potentials
(Gértner and Herbst 2020a). For example, one can demonstrate a poststructurally reflected
revision of the concept of emancipation (Griimme 2020) or a theological discovery of the
political dimension of religious education (Kénemann 2019). And a critical analysis of
one’s own position and involvement in the social interrelationships can take lessons from
this, too (Gautier 2020).

6 Synchronous perspective: the renewal
of critical-emancipatory political education as a source
for interdisciplinary dialogue

Public Religious Pedagogy is obviously an interdisciplinary project (Pirner 2016b, p. 335).
As it has already become apparent, there are strong references to theology, pedagogy and
sociology. These references need to be strengthened, intensified and differentiated. For
example,—in addition to the Frankfurt School—poststructuralist, postcolonial and post-
marxist theoretical approaches should play a central role for Public Religious Pedagogy.
Bernhard Griimme also advocates such an approach:

“a critical dialogue by means of Foucault’s discourse analysis as well as the socio-
theoretical approaches in the tradition of critical theory [...] can indicate blind spots
and overlooked mechanisms of power, exclusion, and hegemony both in the church’s
own praxis and in its theory” (Griimme 2019a, p. 61; Griimme 2018a, p. 26).

Thus, genuine alternatives should be discussed controversially within the framework of a
variety of theories. Alternative ways of thinking could be developed in relation to Jacques
Ranciere, Judith Butler or Bonnie Honig (Lloyd and True 2017). These approaches can
be applied very productively to educational theoretical considerations as well (Biinger and
Meyer 2018, p. 569). For instance, Foucault’s theory of power, which is further developed
within the framework of Governmentality Studies, can be critically related to education
(Griimme 2018b, pp. 574-577).

An important field of interdisciplinary dialogue, which aims more strongly at educa-
tional practice, has been visited only to a limited extent so far: The exchange with civic
education and political didactics. Current debates reveal “that the contents and objectives
of Religious Education itself are of considerable political relevance, and therefore, always
be expressed in categories which are sensitive to political issues.” (Wermke 2014, p. 191)
One example shows how Public Religious Pedagogy can learn from civic education: The
Frankfurt Declaration for a Critical-Emancipatory Political Education (Eis et al. 2016).
The Frankfurt Declaration consists of six criteria composing critical-emancipatory civic
education. This article argues for the inclusion of these criteria in order to determine a pub-
lic and political religious education.
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Firstly, it is necessary to sensitize oneself for the crises of the present. Education has
the task to contribute to a more democratic society and to help shape a socio-ecological
transformation. Secondly, it is a matter of making conflicts and dissent visible in society.
“Controversy, understood as principle of teaching and learning, is not only the documenta-
tion of different positions alongside already existing and influential perspectives, it deals
with contentious issues and underlying dissent, reveals opposition and encourages criti-
cal thinking” (ibid., p. 74). Thirdly, power structures must be analysed and disclosed. This
requires a socio-theoretical examination of relations of dominance as well as hierarchies.
“Political Education discusses how exclusions are produced and how barriers are created:
between the private and public sphere, between the social and the political, legitimate and
illegitimate, experts and lay people” (ibid., p. 74). Fourthly, it is about reflecting one’s
own involvement in social relationships. As a researcher and teacher, one is integrated into
power structures. Even if one criticizes them and tries to overcome them, this must not be
ignored. An important example of this is “the neo-liberal approach of the ‘self-entrepre-
neur’ or ‘self-responsible’ consumer” (ibid., p. 75) which is becoming increasingly impor-
tant for educational institutions. Fifthly, critical emancipatory education empowers partici-
pants to deal constructively with experiences of oppression. Feelings and body experiences
are not excluded rationally. “This implies the participation of the learners in planning and
reflecting on their own learning processes” (ibid., p. 75). Lastly, critical emancipatory edu-
cation aims at helping to change society. Otherwise there is a danger that the criticised con-
ditions will be consolidated and doubled. “Political action gives rise to new possibilities of
experience, thinking, and establishing (new) political alternatives” (ibid., p. 75). Religious
education can make a specific contribution to pedagogical debates especially when theo-
logical concepts become central to them (e.g. “hope”, Hodgson et al. 2017; Gértner and
Herbst 2020c, pp. 636-637).

7 Conclusion: how religious education could get a critical and utopian
edge

In this article it was pointed out that Public Religious Pedagogy is an important programme,
but it still contains some difficulties. In contrast to a monism of liberal approaches, an
interdisciplinary variety of theories must be strengthened today. It was particularly advo-
cated that the more recent developments within the framework of critical theories should
be utilized from the perspective of religious education. For this to succeed, it is necessary
to revisit a Critical-Emancipatory Religious Education in a diachronic perspective; from
a synchronous perspective, there was a plea for interdisciplinary dialogue with a critical-
emancipatory Political Education.

But what should be the practical consequences and results of these considerations? This
question, which cannot be answered sufficiently here, indicates a desideratum. However,
it should at least be pointed out that a new anthology made an attempt to fill this void
(Gértner and Herbst 2020a, pp. 421-609). One example for a critical approach to religious
education is presented by an Assistant Professor of Political Didactics, Alexander Wohnig
(2017a, b, 2019). He did a qualitative analysis of the citizenship education project ‘com-
passion” which is common in German schools and conducted in classes of Religious Edu-
cation. This concept of social learning in community projects aims at “get[ting] young peo-
ple involved in politics as well as to teach them participation” (Wohnig 2017a, b, p. 244).
Wohnig points out that “these programs, which try to encourage democratic citizenship,
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are more characterized by behavioral goals and the aspiration to attain a prosocial attitude
change than by aiming at democratic behavior.” (ibid.) One main problem is the missing
analysis of current power structures in a society of the “activating state”—as Wohnig calls
it in relation to sociological theories of Stephan Lessenich and Michel Foucault. He criti-
cizes how those projects don’t reflect the political context and how “personal responsibility
seems to be more important than critical analysis and truly political participation.” (ibid.)
He thinks that a wrong conceptualization of those projects is the “origin of young peo-
ple’s apolitical perceptions of community work and common practices of service learning.”
(ibid.) In contrast to that, he conceptualizes a form of citizenship education which offers
political and not only social learning.

Against the background of the considerations mentioned above, this article pleads for a
critical Public Religious Pedagogy (Griimme 2019c, p. 49) or prophetic Public Religious
Pedagogy—following a “prophetic Public Theology” (Williams 2014). Such an approach
is also due, following the confrontation with past approaches developed especially in the
long 1960s within the framework of Religious Pedagogy. Such a reference to the past could
be polemically expressed in a phrase like “Make Critical Theory Great Again” (Gértner
and Herbst 2020b, p. 7). But, obviously, a retrogression like that cannot be intended in
times of Retrotopia (Bauman 2017). In contrast, a future-oriented return to the past is nec-
essary. However, it cannot be decided at this point whether the programme is meaning-
ful and sustainable in the long run—rather, the future itself will prove this right or wrong
(Gértner and Herbst 2020c, pp. 648—649; Herbst 2020b).
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