Urban Seminar, Manchester Cathedral Visitors’ Centre, February 23rd 2007.

Introduction

One of the things we would like to achieve in this series of seminars is to enhance our capacity to approach the practical, pastoral and policy dimensions of ‘the good city’ from a theological perspective. That is to say, to foster a conversation between the sources and resources of faith and the realities and complexities of our situation. I don’t think we approach that situation with a blank sheet, because we will all start from, and within, our own embodied, situated involvement with the very world we are attempting to address. Liberation theologians call this the ‘antecedent’ of theological reflection: one starts with a commitment to the situation, to the possibility that theology does have something to say to and about that world. And that is in itself a theological prejudgement: Christians begin from a pre-conviction that if faith means engaging with the world, then this is already – albeit in a partial way – God’s world. In Creation, and in Incarnation, God is immersed, complicit, embodied in the human situation. 

That’s a kind of apologia for what might be termed ‘contextual theology’, but it does seem to be an important precondition for our theological thinking together: to ask ourselves, what are our prejudgements, how are we complicit with the situations we study and explore together, and how do those prior experiences and stories both enrich our capacity to think further and deeper, but also possibly hinder our taking on new insights?

Faithful Cities talks about different dimensions of contextual theology. I’m not sure we were entirely successful in delivering them, but it was certainly a conviction that theology was not to be corralled into a separate chapter or deployed as an afterthought to our reflections on urban life and faith. 

We established our theological preconvictions in two ways: firstly, in the opening chapter where we offered a three-fold theological basis of faith:
1.9 What we have to say grows out of three key convictions: about what we understand about the nature of God; about what it means to be human; and about how humanity should live in community together.

1.10 First, we understand God to be source of all life and from whom all creation draws its purpose and character. Secondly, we understand that to be human means that we are made ‘in the image and likeness of God’, and that therefore each person possesses an innate and irreducible dignity. Thirdly our traditions speak of humanity being called into relationship with God and that human purpose and destiny is fulfilled in relationships of mutuality, love and justice.

1.11 It follows, then, that the quality of our life in community – secular and religious – should be an outworking of this model of human and divine in relationship. Our ‘moral sense’ of society tells us that life itself is sacred, that our individual lives are interconnected, and our common life should be constructed to enable all people to flourish. (Commission on Urban Life and Faith, 2006:2)
And then in the following chapter, we discussed what it meant to ‘do theology in the city’: theology, we argued, is practical, it should speak in ‘everyday voices’ and it takes place in public: 

Theology is Practical

2.57 First, we understand theology as a resource for transformation. It enables people of faith to translate the inherited wisdom of their tradition into the practice of discipleship.  So we see theology as the grammar of faithful practice – the discipline which offers a rich repository of stories, rules of life, values and visions by which people can faithfully live their lives under God. 
2.58 Secondly, we regard theology as ‘performative’.  It makes no sense to claim that theology is primarily or exclusively expressed in doctrinal statements or academic treatises.  On the contrary, we understand that these propositions are derived from the incarnational principles already enacted and embodied in the liturgical, evangelistic, sacramental and practical/caring actions of faithful communities.  The Church ‘talks of God’ fundamentally and quintessentially in its very activities of offering worship to God, in its life together and its outreach and care for others.  In other words, theology takes place most authentically in the very practices of transformative faith-in-action. 
Everyday theologies

2.59  When Faith in the City declared that listening to the voices of local communities enabled the Commissioners to discover authentic ‘faith in the city’, we recognised it was articulating a valuable truth.  This was that it is not enough simply to develop a theology for the poor, but that we have to make space for the development of a theology of and from those experiencing poverty …

2.61 In our enquiries, therefore, we have emphasised the stories, insights and experiences that emerge from urban communities of faith.  We have tried to be attentive to what these understandings may have to say to the world at large.  It is our way of genuinely exposing ourselves to ‘the Gospel of the poor’ – of fostering voices ‘from the underside’ and encouraging the rest of the Church to acknowledge these voices as gifts to the wider Church …

Theology in Public

2.64 We are also committed to conducting debate about the future of our cities in public.  This means two things: firstly, it rejects any notion that religion is merely a private and personal matter.  Rather, it should give shape and substance to our engagements with ethical, social and political matters – since theology is concerned with a God who is present and active in the whole of creation and the entirety of human concerns.

2.65 What’s more, this is a theology which should be prepared to actively engage in public debate.  While theology provides the vocabulary of faithful action, it can never be simply the private language of a sectarian few, and it should be prepared to engage critically and constructively with alternative points of view. (CULF, 2006: 14-15)
A few points flow from this for the purposes of our discussions. Firstly, this style of doing theology is conversational, and regards the task of listening – to secular voices, and to bringing to speech those who have been silenced – as a part of the process. It is about attending to what the Second Vatican Council termed the ‘joys and hopes’ of the world. Secondly, the public nature of theology is also about being prepared to listen to diversity and plurality, and being prepared to defend one’s convictions in public. But thirdly, to ask, where does theology speak from? Where does it speak to? And how is it articulated: between the covers of books, or performatively, in liturgies, songs, stories, murals, pastoral care and social action? How and where is there ‘talk about God’ in our cities?
Another term for describing what we hope to do together is of course in terms of  ‘theological reflection’. This is much in vogue at the moment in many circles, although some debate rages as to what it is and whether anyone can really do it. John Swinton and Harriet Mowat describe theological reflection like this:

[C]ritical … reflection on the practices of the Church as they interact with the practices of the world, with a view to ensuring faithful participation in the contining mission of the triune God. (Swinton and Mowat, 2006:25)

This definition 

· starts from where we are – but privileges practice rather than doctrines

· it emphasises dialogue between Church and world, although I would not necessarily assume total identity between ‘faith’, ‘Christianity’ and ‘Church’.

· what matters, and what emerges out of reflection, is ‘faithful participation’ – not doctrinal correctness, but life, flourishing, communion, belonging with a God who (as Trinity) is already community and right relation.

This characterization also seems to me also to be quite true to other models of theological reflection, in which one starts from context, moves to reflection, generating new understanding and vision, and returns to transformative action (as in the Roman Catholic pattern of “See-Judge-Act”).

Another current book which I am using a lot and which has helpful things to say is by an Australian Roman Catholic, Terry Veling (2005). He asks an important question: what’s ‘theological’ about theological reflection? This is particularly important if we are to consider what the distinctiveness, or transformational, nature of theology is. Does it simply uncritically endorse what is, or does it offer judgement, provide discernment, fuel vision for a better world? For this is a world in which we witness not only the ‘joys and hopes’ of the present times, but the pains and breaking-points,  so theology should be asking where redemption is to be found amidst the fractured nature of human lives and the injustice of our cities.

Veling is sensitive to this: are people ‘reflecting theologically’ just by thinking about something? Veling’s response is that theology may emerge out of reflection on the practice of faith, but it is not reducible to casual speculation. It is possibly the theme of incarnation that most strongly informs Veling’s understanding of the process. Theological reflection is certainly about attentiveness to God, but that is a God who is disclosed in history and in the life of Jesus Christ.  Yet Veling argues that humanity experiences itself as apprehended and called by God, from whom the initiative flows. Theological reflection is both mediated through human culture and experience, yet flows from a divine invocation.  This Veling characterizes as the meeting of earth and heaven – hence the subtitle of his book, ‘on earth as it is in heaven’. Theological reflection is charged with reading the conditions of human situations in the light of the vision of the kingdom of heaven (2005: 18). It is an attempt to subject the conditions of experience to the unconditional demands of God, who represents the powers of love and grace that are not bounded by contingent questions of culture or history. 

So: theological reflection as a conversation between ‘on earth’ as judged by what is (or will be?) ‘in heaven’:
· It is the meeting of the human and the divine horizons

· It is a conversation between voices of faith and wider contexts

· It is a knowledge (a ‘practical wisdom’) that begins and ends in practice: but a transformative practice that is grounded in being and becoming within the household of God and God’s people.
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