
Gladys Ganiel response to John Brewer – Theology and the Disciplines (Sociology) 

I want to thank John for providing us with such rich food for thought with his ten propositions about the 

relationship between theology and sociology. Time does not permit me to comment on all ten propositions, 

so I will confine myself to two observations that I hope will contribute to conversation about improving the 

relationship between theology and sociology.   

First, I concur with John’s main point – that ‘space explains the tortured relationship between sociology and 

theology, but space also lies behind the re-enchantment of sociology.’ John spoke autobiographically about 

his experience of Queen’s in the 1980s, and how Queen’s was then a space where sociologists of 

secularisation were not open to engaging with religion or theology in a fruitful way.  

In contrast to John, I worked for the first nine years of my career in an institution that was intentionally 

created to be a space where theology engaged with the social sciences: the Irish School of Ecumenics (ISE). 

ISE is situated in Trinity College Dublin but I worked at its Belfast campus, which was at that time staffed 

by just two academics: me, a sociologist of religion, and David Tombs, a theologian. There were additional 

theologians and social scientists at the Dublin campus. Unlike John’s experience of Queen’s, ISE was not a 

hostile place to be a sociologist who took religion seriously. In fact, within a couple of years I was enlisted 

to design a sociological survey that would provide data about diversity, ecumenism and reconciliation on the 

island of Ireland. This data was intended to establish an empirical basis for reflection among ISE’s 

theologians. 

I duly collected the data and eventually wrote a sociological book based on it, Transforming Post-Catholic 

Ireland. At a few workshops throughout the course of the project, ISE theologians reflected on the data – but 

there were no major publications where we managed to work seriously together as a sociologist and 

theologians. This was disappointing to me, and as I’ve thought about it over the years, I don’t think it was 

because of any animosity to the findings or lack of goodwill about working together. 

Rather, and I think this adds to John’s point about space, there was something lacking about the space that 

ISE occupied. It is one thing to create a space where theology and sociology are on friendly terms with each 

other, but it is quite another to convince the wider university to recognise and resource that space. ISE was 

(and I suspect still is) a rather marginal space within Trinity, where resources and staff are scarce and the 

time needed for substantial inter-disciplinary engagement is just not available amidst the pressing demands 

of the day-to-day demands of teaching and administration. Granted, this could be said for many spaces 

within the neo-liberal university. But at ISE the problem was particularly acute.  

This leads me to a general point that I think theologians – and sociologists who value the insights of 

theologians – must take on board: whether we like it or not, theology as a discipline has been marginalised 

in the neo-liberal university. This is at the same time as religion is gaining ground as a legitimate subject of 

research and study in universities. For example, within the British Sociological Association, the Sociology 

of Religion Study Group is the second largest, with more than 200 active members. The tide is turning 

against the disciples of secularisation, who not only once held sway in the sociology of religion, but also 

across all levels of universities. Now, it looks to me like there is growing recognition of the value of 

studying religion, but from social scientific rather than theological perspectives. At ISE, we saw this in the 

preferences of the student body on the Master’s programmes: students wanted to learn about religion, but the 

theology modules were under-subscribed. So as a sociologist of religion, my challenge to theologians is to 

communicate better about the value your work brings to conversations within the university and in the 

public sphere. 

That leads me to my second observation: John’s contribution has pointed us towards some of the important 

issues of social life where theology could be expected to contribute significant insights: ‘empathy, love, 

hope, mercy, anger, forgiveness, suffering, compromise, peace, and the like’ (p. 5). John also says that, ‘My 

complaint to theologians is that they do not wrestle enough with applied theology, avoiding putting their 

ideas into practice in hard situations’ (p. 8). I agree with John’s complaint. But I want to push further and 



highlight ‘practical theology’ and ‘public theology’ as promising avenues for engagement between theology 

and sociology.  

If you know where to look, Northern Ireland provides some significant examples of practical theology. 

Indeed, Northern Ireland has been a site for the development of sophisticated practical theologies of 

reconciliation, which strive to reach out into public life. I am thinking here of theologies done in 

community-based settings, such as recounted in the book by a former leader of the Corrymeela Community, 

David Stevens, The Land of Unlikeness: Explorations into Reconciliation; and the booklet by ISE’s 

Johnston McMaster and Cathy Higgins, Doing Community Theology: Reflection on Education for 

Reconciliation. Academics also have contributed to the work of practical theology, including a useful book 

by Leah Robinson of the University of Edinburgh on the theologies of reconciliation developed by 

Corrymeela and the Cornerstone Community, Embodied Peacebuilding: Reconciliation as Practical 

Theology; and a chapter by David Tombs, now at the University of Otago, in A Companion to Public 

Theology on ‘Public Theology and Reconciliation.’ 

However, I think it is interesting that in his list of important issues of social life, John does not mention 

reconciliation. I am aware that in his book Religion, Civil Society and Peace in Northern Ireland, John 

comments that reconciliation has not been a helpful term in Northern Ireland – in part because reconciliation 

means such different things to different people. John also argues that Christian discourses about 

relationships as key to reconciliation have not aided the peace process because they have distracted Christian 

peacemakers form dismantling the social and political structures that fuelled violence and that continue to 

perpetuate division. Yet a close reading of Stevens, McMaster, Higgins, Robinson, Tombs and others 

reveals a concern for transforming both relationships and structures.  

I am not saying that John ‘missed’ the dual focus on relationships and structures in these theologies of 

reconciliation. Rather what I am saying is that in the translation from practical theology to public theology – 

if we think of public theology as what is heard in the public sphere – the emphasis on structures that arose 

out of practical community engagement was lost. Maybe it takes a sociologist to point this out, but it takes 

theologians to develop narratives to rectify such a serious loss.  

 


