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A Preface to Public
Theology and Globalization

Max L. Stackhouse

I am deeply honored to leamn that Dr. Zhibin Xie is publishing
this work with its focus on my efforts to revise and extend the idea of
“public theology.” This book appears as both the East and the West
face the challenges of globalization, which is creating a wider public
than most of the world has imagined before. The fact that the book is
sponsored by the Institute of World Religions of the famous Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences adds to the luster of this project. It also
reflects Dr. Xie’ s disciplined attentiveness to the many voices in
Europe and America who are debating, refining, and adding to the
implications of such a theology. Indeed, it opens the door to the
development in China of a philosophical-theological public
perspective,, expressed by Chinese scholars, thus inevitably stamped
with Chinese characteristics, that can contribute to the world-wide
dialogue on key intellectual and ethical issues that East and West

must face together. Already, in several East/West conferences and
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publications, in China, Hong Kong, India, America and Europe,
we can see the signs that this is happening.

To speak of theology as “public” is strange to some, and the
term itself can be easily misunderstood. On the one side it means
that the reach of a serious and critically examined faith is not simply
“private.” To be sure, there is an unavoidable personal element in
every great religion, worldview or philosophy of life; and many
individuals seem only able to think in terms that are personal. That
is not necessarily evil, but it is not mature and can lead to a
spiritual preoccupation with the self. In contrast, the more profound
convictions are like an artesian well that overflows its immediate
boundaries and provides water to the fields, plants, animals and
communities around it so that they can flourish. It sustains a wider
circle of life, an extended social ecology, a public ethos that
sustains many persons ethically, spiritually and culturally.

On the other side, “public” can be distinguished from what is
“popular” and what is “political .” Many things become popular and
quickly pass from the scene—fashions, fads, musical styles, sports
and movie stars, advertizing slogans, etc. These do not change the
course of history, they only float on its currents. In contrast,
politics can form a relatively stable and just government to provide
law and order, to facilitate the common good, and to prevent some
institutions, factions or parts of society from exploiting or dominating
other parts.

Yet, politics is not self-sustaining. Every enduring political



