
 
 

Balancing within Three 
Dimensions: Christianity, 
Secularity, and Religious Plurality 
in Social Policy and Theology 
 
Paul Weller 
 
Author Accepted manuscript (Post Print) publication deposited by Coventry University’s 
Repository 
 
Original citation & hyperlink:  
WELLER, P., 2016. Balancing within Three Dimensions. Studies in Interreligious 
Dialogue, 26(2), pp.131-146. 
https://dx.doi.org/10.2143/SID.26.2.3200411   
 
DOI 10.2143/SID.26.2.3200411 
ISSN 0926-2326 
ESSN 1783-1806 
 
Publisher: Peeters 
 
Licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial No 
Derivatives (CC-BY-NC-ND) license. 
 
 

https://dx.doi.org/10.2143/SID.26.2.3200411
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


130 

PAUL WELLER 
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Christianity, Secularity and Religious Plurality in Social Policy 

and Theology 
 

 

Introduction 

This article argues for both a theological and a social policy approach to inter-

religious and wider social relations that can be called ‘three dimensional.’ By 

this is meant, firstly, a framework for describing the contours of the religion and 

belief landscape as it actually exists in contemporary Europe, rather than how, 

on various ideological grounds—whether of a Christian, secular, or religiously 

plural kind—we might like it to be. Secondly, it means a conceptual framework 

that is capable not only of describing our societies, but also of informing an 

approach that can fully and creatively engage with the theological and social 

challenges arising from the realities of contemporary Europe. No sooner have I 

written this than, over my shoulder, so to speak, I can hear the voice of an 

English colleague who likes to challenge this with a bit of humour, saying about 

this idea of a ‘three-dimensional’ approach that: “I would hope so, because if we 

lived in a two-dimensional world we would all fall over!” This colleague is a 

quantitatively oriented sociologist for whom the role of imagery in academic 

discourse does not, perhaps, sit so easily. However, it is argued in this article 

that the images that we create and deploy can sometimes be a more powerful 

tool for understanding our socio-religious reality than can scientific descriptions 

or analyses of a ‘flatter’ kind. In principle, imagery can also be more widely 

accessible to the general public. Hence, it has at least the potential for shaping 

as well as describing reality. This is important because, to paraphrase Karl Marx, 

the point of considering challenges of theological reflection and social policy 

arising from engagement with contemporary realities is not only to understand 

them but also to bring about positive change and development through engage-

ment with them. Therefore, the sections of the article that follow will try, in 

dealing with the ‘three dimensions’ of Christianity, the secular, and religious 

plurality, to unpack what is intended with reference to each of these in turn 

before, in conclusion, going on to explore what the title of this article signals 

concerning the need for a ‘balancing’ of these dimensions.   

Empirical Evidence for the Argument  

The arguments of this article are illustrated both by United Kingdom (UK) 
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Census data1 and by examples taken from empirical research conducted for the 

UK Arts and Humanities and Economic and Social Research Councils during 

2010-2013 under the broad theme of “Religion and Belief, Discrimination and 

Equality in England and Wales: Theory, Policy and Practice, 2000-2010.”2 By 

means of fieldwork, questionnaire survey, legal case and literature review, this 

project made longitudinally informed comparisons with findings of a 1999-2001 

project on ‘Religious Discrimination in England and Wales’ that was commis-

sioned in by the UK Government Home Office as the first empirical study in the 

UK of the nature and extent of unfair treatment on the basis of religion (Weller, 

Purdam, and Feldman 2001). The key findings and policy recommendations of 

this most recent (2010-13) project were framed in terms of the ‘three-

dimensional’ approach advocated in this article, although the origins of the 

concept are older and were independent of the project (Weller 2005: 73, 183-

219).   

 

In summary, the findings from this project3 include that the introduction of law 

has not been a panacea because substantial reporting of unfair treatment on the 

basis of religion or belief continues across key areas of people’s lives. At the 

same time, there has been a decline of reported unfair treatment compared with 

ten years ago across many areas of social life (including employment, education, 

and criminal justice) although not all (including the media and immigration). 

The unfair treatment reported is more occasional than frequent and it is more 

often manifested in attitudes than in policies or practices. There are similar 

patterns in relation to contexts for unfair treatment (for example, more reporting 

of it in relation to the private sector than the public sector) and in terms of the 

groups affected (especially Muslims and members of New Religious Move-

ments4). At the same time, it was reported that it is now more possible for Pagans 

to ‘come out’ in the public sphere than was the case ten years previously, with 

the Human Rights Act being cited by as having facilitated this. New issues have 

also emerged, including an increasing number of Christians concerned about 

their treatment as compared with those of other (minority) religions, as also 

about the implications of religion and belief, discrimination and equality law, 

policy and practice for those who understand themselves as ‘non-religious.’ Of 

                                                 
1 See Office for National Statistics, http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/ 

census/2011/index.html. 

2 See http://www.derby.ac.uk/education/centre-for-society-religion-belief/funded-

research/theory-policy-practice/.  

3 Detailed discussion of the 2010-13 project’s findings and its implications 

especially for law, policy and practice, but also for the relations between religion and 

belief groups, can be found in Weller et al. (2013). The debate arising from, and related 

to, the book can be followed and engaged with at: https://twitter.com/RelBeliefEqual.  

4 This is the generally preferred academic terminology for groups including those 

often popularly referred to as ‘sects’ or ‘cults.’ 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/%20census/2011/index.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/%20census/2011/index.html
http://www.derby.ac.uk/education/centre-for-society-religion-belief/funded-research/theory-policy-practice/
http://www.derby.ac.uk/education/centre-for-society-religion-belief/funded-research/theory-policy-practice/
https://webmail.derby.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=ZchCj1c43UKIoLwhta-xdhX6VzVexdFIN6I5r1CsHjKAalnMQQgYxap0KHgzPz-dkax6LokFENY.&URL=https%3a%2f%2ftwitter.com%2fRelBeliefEqual
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course, the focus of our project was on the socio-political context of England 

and Wales within the UK, but this article nevertheless argues that the ‘three-

dimensional’ approach taken by this project to understanding and applying its 

findings is potentially applicable also in the wider European context.  

The Christian (Christendom) Dimension 

The historical inheritance of Christianity is clear in all European societies. In 

relation to the overall ‘three-dimensional’ imagery of this article, this largely 

stems from the concept (and to some extent the historical reality) of what might 

be called a ‘one-dimensional’ socio-religious unity of Christendom which devel-

oped in the territories of the former Roman Empire following the Emperor Con-

stantine’s adoption of Christianity as the imperial religion (Kee 1982). At the 

same time, it is clear from empirical evidence concerning religion and belief in 

Europe that Christianity no longer plays the same kind of role that it did before 

the emergence of what might be called the ‘second dimension’ of the secular 

(Halman 2001; European Values Study; TNS 2007, 2008, 2009). The roots of 

this change can be found in the Enlightenment. But it developed further with the 

rise of the “imagined communities” (Anderson 1983) of nationalisms which, for 

many people, came to replace Christendom forms of belonging. For a large part 

of the twentieth century, the Christendom approach was also challenged by the 

military and socio-political power and philosophical impact of Marxism-Lenin-

ism (Beeson 1974), while in the latter part of the twentieth century and moving 

into our own twenty-first century, it has also faced the challenge of the ‘third 

dimension’ of increasing religion and belief plurality. To illustrate this by refer-

ence to the UK, one has only to look at comparative census data in 2001 and 

2011, as set out in the table below. Of course, the meaning and significance of 

such data is itself not uncontested (Weller and Andrews 1998; Weller 2004; Voas 

2003; Voas and Bruce 2004). However, in broad terms it is clear from the decen-

nial census data that, in headline terms, the UK can now be described as “less 

Christian,” “more secular,” and “increasingly religiously plural” as compared 

with a decade ago.  

 

Religion UK Total 

2001 

UK Total 

2011 

UK % 

2001 

UK % 

2011 

Buddhist 151,816 261,584 0.3% 0.4% 

Christian 42,079,417 37,583,962 71.9% 59.5% 

Hindu 558,810 835,394 1.0% 1.3% 

Jewish 266,740 269,568 0.5% 0.4% 

Muslim 1,591,126 2,786,635 2.7% 4.4% 

Sikh 336,149 432,429 0.6% 0.7% 

Other Religion 178,837 262,774 0.3% 0.4% 

Total Other than 3,083,478 4,848,384 5.3% 7.6% 
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Christian Religion 

Total Religion 45,162,895 42,432,346 76.8% 67.1% 

No religion 9,103,727 16,221,509 15.5% 25.7% 

Not stated 4,288,719 4,528,323 7.3% 7.2% 

Total no 

religion/not stated 

13,392,466 20,749,832 22.8% 32.9% 

Grand Totals 58,555,341 63,182,178 100.00% 100% 

 

From this table, it can be seen that, in the 2001 Census, UK respondents 

choosing to identify as ‘Christian’ have fallen from 71.9% to 59.5%, while those 

choosing to identify as being of ‘no religion’ have risen from 15.5% to 25.7%. 

At the same time, the proportion of respondents indicating some identification 

with an ‘other-than-Christian’ religious tradition has also grown from 5.3% to 

7.6%. Against this descriptive background of a still predominantly, but also less 

Christian society, an Anglican Christian vicar, commenting on the place of 

Christianity in the contemporary media, expressed that it is “almost like losing 

the empire all over again, it’s just that it’s the empire of your own country” (cited 

in Weller et al. 2013: 114). This eliding of the echoes of loss of empire with the 

loss of Christendom is a poignant illustration of the “complex aspects of the 

relationship between religion, belonging, loss and nostalgia in the context of a 

changing religion and belief landscape” (Weller et al. 2013: 114).  

 

Alongside this sense of ‘loss’ among many Christians has been a growing per-

ception that people of other than Christian religious traditions might now be 

being treated more favourably than Christians. As articulated by a white male 

parish priest in the context of discussing the case of Nadia Eweida, a Coptic 

Christian British Airways employee who wanted to wear a cross in contraven-

tion of what the company considered to be required by a new uniform policy 

that it had introduced in 2004, “People also tend to wonder whether these legal 

issues around discrimination would be allowed if the issue at stake was around 

a Muslim symbol rather than a Christian one. People within this parish can very 

easily feel paranoid, fearful and disempowered.”5 In this context, as previously 

argued elsewhere, “it is at least arguable that numbers of ordinary European 

Christians are beginning to confuse a loss of former Christendom privilege with 

the kind of exclusion and even persecution that Christians do experience in some 

other parts of the world” (Weller 2014:121). 

 

Of course, it is important to understand that both the historical experience and 

the current structural position of various Christian groups is internally differenti-

ated. Thus, in England and Wales, until the late nineteenth century, Catholic and 

                                                 
5 Quoted from fieldwork in the ‘Religion or Belief, Discrimination and Equality in 

England and Wales’ project. 
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Free Church Christians were, in many ways, excluded from full participation in 

the structures and institutions of the wider society (see Larsen 1999), and in 

relative terms this historical differentiation continues to have effects even today. 

Furthermore, other emergent sectors of the Christian community associated with 

the ‘new church’ movement and churches of migrant origin (especially the de-

velopment of predominantly African and African-Caribbean heritage member-

ship and leadership) now find themselves relatively marginalised compared with 

the ‘historical churches’ (Gerlof 1992; Ter Haar 1998). And all of this is im-

portant to bear in mind if we want to make a rounded assessment of the ‘Chris-

tian dimension.’ In addition, it is important not to overstate the argument con-

cerning the ‘less Christian’ context. So, while there are those who would prefer 

to frame our current socio-religious reality as ‘post-Christian’ (Murray 2004), 

this article argues that a more accurate and nuanced description recognises not 

only the historical but also continuing contemporary importance of the ‘Chris-

tian dimension,’ but now set within a broader ‘three-dimensional’ society. This 

is not least because there is growth is some sectors of Christianity in Europe—

and especially within the expanding but socially marginal place of churches with 

members of predominantly African origin. But even within a ‘less Christian’ 

context of overall numerical decline, in both absolute and proportionate terms, 

it remains the case that a substantial proportion of population of European coun-

tries continue, in at least some way, to self-identify with Christianity. Indeed, 

Christianity continues to have a social presence and significance that goes be-

yond the actual numbers of those who explicitly identify with it.  

 

As argued by the British sociologist of religion Grace Davie, there is a phenom-

enon of “vicarious religion” (Davie 2000) in Europe in which many people who 

do not directly participate in corporate Christian life hope and expect that others 

will, so to speak, ‘do it for them’ and/or be available to them, especially when 

wanting to mark key points in their lives and those of their families. Especially 

in its state church, established church, and Volkskirche forms, Christianity is still 

extensively woven into much of the warp and woof of many historical, artistic, 

cultural, legal, and other aspects of the heritage of the UK and other European 

countries (Madeley and Enyedi 2003). An intimate relationship of this kind does 

not exist in the same or even a similar way between any other religion and the 

public institutions and the culture of European countries.  

 

In addition, and perhaps counter-intuitively, there are those from among 

minority groups who argue this special position of Christianity is beneficial for 

other than Christian minority religions (Modood 1997). This is on the basis of 

an argument that, in both principle and practice, such arrangements ensure that 

there is a more significant space for religion in public life in contrast to the ap-

proach, say, of the French Republican tradition of laïcité. Therefore, any bal-

anced development of theological reflection and of social policy needs to take 

account of the continuing importance of this ‘Christian dimension.’ And in a 

socio-religious environment that is moving from being ‘one dimensional’ to 
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being ‘two dimensional’ or ‘three dimensional’, there are real issues of concern 

and challenge, including some experience of unfair treatment experienced a-

mong Christians. In connection with this, our project reported increasing diffi-

culties for Christians in relation to Sunday employment (Weller et al. 2013: 

106), and it is perhaps no accident that all of the three recent test cases on reli-

gion and belief that went from the UK to the European Court of Human Rights 

(those of Eweida, Ladelle, and McFarlane) concerned Christians.6  

 

However, despite all of this, the problem with ‘one-dimensional’ Christendom 

models is that they simply do not take adequate account of the realities of a 

growing ‘non-religious’ and ‘secular’ dimension nor of an increasing religious 

plurality. Rather, taking from what Stuart Murray calls “the vestiges of Chris-

tendom” (Murray 2004), they try to recreate something that is no longer pos-

sible. And when religious and social projects respond to such issues by pursuing 

a reactionary course of action, they may ironically end up exacerbating the ten-

sions and conflicts between religion and belief groups, and the religious and 

non-religious, in ways that could lead to the further possible religion or belief 

disadvantaging of Christians. In this context, it is important for Christians, 

Christian theology, and the Christian Churches in Europe to try to find new ways 

of making a contribution to wider society than those which rely upon the social, 

political, legal, and constitutional institutionalization of positions and roles 

conferred by the inheritance of Christendom. To do this requires alternative 

theological and ecclesiological resources, at least some of which the present 

author has previously argued can be offered from within the Baptist tradition of 

Christianity, itself a minority Christian tradition in Europe (Weller 2014; 136). 

Secular/Secularist Dimension 

In the nineteenth century and during much of the twentieth, the growth of this 

‘second dimension,’ that of the secular, of the now ‘three-dimensional’ society, 

was more in evidence than the ‘third dimension’ of increasing religious plurality. 

Indeed, for much of the twentieth century, the overall relationships between re-

ligion, state, and society and the experience of individuals and groups of people 

of religion or belief within this was usually articulated in binary terms as ‘Chris-

tian’ and ‘secular.’ And just as it is important not to underplay the continuing 

social significance of the Christian dimension, it is equally important not to 

                                                 
6 See EWEIDA AND OTHERS v THE UNITED KINGDOM [2013] ECtHR (Nos. 

48420/10 36516/10 51671/10 59842/10) (15 January 2013), with the final judgement at 

http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-115881, 27 May, 2013. The case of Eweida has 

already been mentioned above and resulted in a successful outcome at the Court. Those 

of Lillian Ladele and Gary McFarlane concerned, respectively, a Christian registrar who 

did not wish to conduct same-sex civil partnership ceremonies, and a counsellor with a 

relationship counselling organisation who did not wish to give sexual counselling to 

homosexual couples. Unlike the case of Eweida, the cases of Ladelle and MacFarlane 

were not upheld by the Court. 

http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-115881
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underplay the historical and contemporary evidence for clear trends in the 

growth of the ‘secular,’ including in the place of explicitly ‘non-religious’ per-

spectives among the population. In relation to this, we have already noted that 

the 2011 UK Census data shows a substantial rise in the ‘non-religious’ com-

ponent of the population—indeed going on for almost a doubling of the 

proportion from 15.5% to 25.7%.  

 

Of course, there can be as much ambiguity within a census response of ‘non-

religious’ as there can within a census response that ticks a particular religion 

(see Cheruvallil-Contractor et al. 2013). So, for example, some of our project’s 

‘non-religious’ focus group members still spoke of the importance to them of 

Christian culture, so that even their non-religiousness was framed in a Christian 

kind of way. At the same time, as also with data relating to Christian affiliation 

and practice, the number and proportion of those who explicitly self-identify as 

‘non-religious’ is smaller than those who actively identify with the particular 

ethical and philosophical positions of scepticism, agnosticism, humanism, or 

atheism. However, along with the initial secular reaction against religion arising 

out of the European Wars of Religion, the rise of philosophical scepticism; the 

emergence and impact of Marxism-Leninism; and the more recent appearance 

of the so-called ‘new atheism,’ the 11 September 2001 attacks in the United 

States and later bombings in London and Madrid have inevitably stimulated 

latent public anxieties and concerns about the perceived influence of religions 

as extreme. Many associate this specifically with Islam, and some have even 

coined terminologies such as ‘Islamo-fascism.’7 But in our project’s 2011 survey 

of religious organisations, 22 per cent of the (448) responding organisations 

across all religions stated that instances of violent terror related to religion or 

belief had affected how their organisation was perceived by others. While 

Muslim organisations were the most likely to state they had been affected, as 

one religious organisation put it, “people seem to think that any religious belief 

is now anti-social” (Weller et al. 2013: 229). At the same time, it was also clear 

from the project results that non-religious people can themselves experience 

discrimination and exclusion on the grounds of religion or belief. So, as ex-

plained by a white non-religious woman:  

there is a lot of invisible discrimination going on.… It’s very easy to say well that’s 

religious discrimination you know because the codes, practices, there are different things 

which people do which are easily recognised. Whereas it’s much more difficult for people 

to see discrimination against non-religious people. I don’t think it’s nearly as bad but that 

doesn’t mean that it doesn’t happen in kind of subtle ways. (Weller et al., 2013: 114) 

As with the ‘Christian dimension,’ there is little dispute that the secular forms a 

substantial part of our ‘three-dimensional’ socio-religious reality. But just as 

                                                 
7 This term was first used by the Anglo-Irish academic and writer, Malise Ruthven, 

in the British newspaper, The Independent, on 8 September 1990, when describing how 

Arab dictatorships use Islam to stay in power. 
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projects that aim to position Christianity as the Leitculture within a Christendom 

model do not take sufficient account of the dimension of the secular and of re-

ligious plurality, so also campaigns to bring in a form of ideological secularism 

in which religion per se is to be excluded or marginalised from public life do not 

take sufficient account of the substantial numbers of Christian and other reli-

gious people and are therefore unlikely to find a broad enough democratic con-

sent. By contrast, an understanding of the ‘secular’ in which no single religion 

in particular, religion in general, nor an ideological secularism is to be privileged 

is something that can be accepted by many religious people at the very least on 

pragmatic grounds of developing a socially agreed set of the institutional ar-

rangements that can facilitate the greatest possible participation and broad con-

sensus (Weller 2006: 17-39). However, because the latter decades of the twen-

tieth century have also seen the increasing emergence of the important ‘third 

dimension’ of increasing religion and belief plurality, such a form of ‘the sec-

ular’ cannot simply be a variant of the old ‘Christian’ and ‘secular’ binary ac-

commodation.  

 

Of course, in Europe there has always been some degree of religious plurality 

beyond the Christian tradition—including a historical Muslim presence and, be-

fore the Holocaust of European Jewry, a substantial Jewish one. But the size and 

diversity of this ‘third dimension’ is a more recent phenomenon that came about 

in the last third or so of the twentieth century and has occurred particularly 

(although not only) through migration and the refugee movements of people. At 

the same time, the fact of this change, and especially its potential significance 

and implications, has not yet been fully taken on board as a ‘normalised’ part of 

either theological reflection or social policy, and it is because of this that is now 

important to go on to look specifically at the ‘third dimension’ of religious 

plurality. 

Religious Plurality Dimension 

The ‘religious plurality dimension’ is one that is important to understand both in 

its own right and for the way in which it can modify the terms of the more his-

torical ‘two-dimensional’ debate between a Christendom approach and its secu-

larising alternatives. As can be seen from the UK census, people associated with 

minority religious traditions have become a growing proportion (from 5.3 per 

cent to 7.6 per cent) of the population of the UK, even in only the last decade. 

In terms of demographics alone, this proportion is likely to continue grow. This 

is because ‘the population shape’ that is associated with minority religious 

traditions has a proportionately larger base of young people in comparison with 

the general population. Thus, while there have also been conversions to Islam, 

and some further inward migration, demographic factors have played a substan-

tial role in the rise in the number of Muslims in the UK from 2.7 per cent of the 

total population in 2001 to 4.4 per cent in 2011. Of course, this overall picture 

varies a lot in individual European countries, but across Europe as a whole, 
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according to the Pew Research Centre in 2010, within a total European popula-

tion (including Russia) of 742 million, there were as many as 44.1 million 

Muslims, 1.2 million Hindus, 1.33 million Buddhists, and, even after the impact 

of the Holocaust, around 1.41 million Jews.8 This is without specifically coun-

ting Sikhs, Bahá’ís, Jains, Zoroastrians, Pagans and the followers of various 

New Religious Movements.  

 

Descriptively, therefore, the ‘religiously plural dimension’ is now a fact of life 

to the extent that it has not existed in Europe since the adoption of Christianity 

as the official religion of the Roman Empire. But in terms of its impact on wider 

public life, this has been a more gradual process, albeit one that has accelerated 

in the last two to three decades as the other than Christian religious minorities 

(and within them especially Muslims) began to identify themselves not only in 

terms of their national and ethnic backgrounds but also their religious identities. 

In relation to this, language that the legal scholar St Robilliard had originally 

applied to the emergence of the Free Churches in nineteenth-century England 

could also be applied to the new religious minorities of Europe: “From the strug-

gle for existence we pass to the struggle for equality” (Robillard 1984: ix). 

 

In this context, in the 1960s and early 1970s, predominantly migrant groups 

were necessarily engaged in a ‘struggle for existence’ focused on their need to 

meet the basic needs of finding a place to live and work in order to be able to 

send financial remittances in support of families back home. As a consequence, 

during the 1970s and early 1980s, the majority of social scientists, policy makers 

and politicians paid comparatively limited attention to the religious char-

acteristics of migrants whose presence within and contribution and challenge to 

the wider society was cast primarily in terms of ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity.’ Perhaps 

significantly, it was more theologically informed insight which often proved to 

be prescient in relation to social policy. Thus, in 1977, the Church of England 

bishop, John Taylor, argued that “The existence of religious minorities presents 

us with both problems and opportunities which are distinct from those that arise 

in the presence of racial and cultural minorities, and should not be lost sight of 

or evaded” (quoted in Wolffe 1993: 193). By the twenty-first century, it is now 

clear that growing religious plurality is a substantial feature of the contemporary 

religion and belief landscape of Europe. However, it is also the case that this 

‘third dimension’ of the theological and social policy context is much more 

clearly marked in the UK than in many other European countries where public 

debate still tends to take place within a more ‘binary’ framework of religion and 

secular, or where the ‘third dimension’ that intrudes it is almost exclusively iden-

tified with Islam and with Muslims. Therefore, despite the undeniable changes 

that have occurred in the religion and belief landscape, any attempt, in a 

mathematically abstract way, to try to ‘equalize’ all religious traditions in the 

                                                 
8 See http://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/.  

http://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/
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public sphere will run into the clearly different historical but also continuing 

social position of the ‘Christian dimension.’  

Three-Dimensional Balancing 

Having now reviewed each of the ‘three dimensions’ in turn, it is time to address 

what is intended by the reference to a ‘balancing’ of the ‘three dimensions’ as 

mentioned in the title of this article. And here we come full circle to the humor-

ous criticism of the ‘three dimensional’ image: that if we were not living in a 

three-dimensional world we would all fall over! Although intended as gentle 

mockery, this can underline precisely why this image is an important one and 

why it is linked with the notion of balancing. This is because, firstly, if we fail 

to recognise that our religion and belief context is ‘three-dimensional’ and, sec-

ondly, if we are not ready to adapt our theological and policy approaches to take 

account of this, then we are indeed likely collectively to lose our balance as 

European societies and/or as religion and belief groups within them, and so to 

‘fall over’ with the likely consequence of theologically and socially injuring 

ourselves and perhaps others. 

 

The argument of this article is that to talk of ‘three dimensions’ is, first of all, a 

matter of description. By virtue of both our European history and current devel-

opments, the presence of all ‘three dimensions’ – the Christian, the secular, and 

the religiously plural – is what constitutes of our contemporary European reality. 

Naturally the relative balance of these ‘three dimensions’ varies from country to 

country. Thus, in Greece and Croatia, the ‘Christian dimension’ in its Orthodox 

and Catholic forms remains relatively strong as compared with both the ‘secular 

dimension’ and ‘religious plurality dimension.’ In Estonia and the Czech Re-

public (which studies such as the European Values Survey show have very high 

rates of those who identity as ‘non-religious’) the ‘secular dimension’ is rela-

tively stronger in comparison not only with the new ‘religiously plural dimen-

sion’ but also with the historical ‘Christian dimension.’ And it is arguably not 

accidental that this is so in two countries that were for a number of decades 

within the military and political sphere of Marxism-Leninism—indeed, similar 

characteristics can be seen in the Länder of the former German Democratic 

Republic. In countries such as the UK, and to some extent the Netherlands, the 

‘religious plurality’ dimension is greater than in countries such as Germany 

where there is a larger Muslim presence, both in absolute numbers and in propor-

tion, but much less of a presence of Hindus, Sikhs and others. So, the contours 

of the ‘three-dimensional’ religion and belief landscape in Europe are not uni-

form. But the presence of all three dimensions is, in some measure, increasingly 

the case throughout. 

 

The challenge here for both theological reflection and social policy making is 

one that the author has elsewhere called the challenge of “reality-matching” 

(Weller 2005: 185) in which, as a matter of description, it is recognised not only 
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that theological and ecclesiological reflection cannot be undertaken within a 

closed circle of the Christian community abstracted from its social and historical 

context, but also that, as a matter of prescription, the “reality-matching” in-

volved in evolving adequate theological approaches requires sociological 

analysis. In other words, theology cannot be conducted in an intellectually, mor-

ally, or socially responsible way unless it proceeds within a perspective that 

takes full account of each and all these ‘three dimensions’: Christian, secular 

and religiously plural. In W. Montgomery Watt’s book, Truth in the Religions: 

A Sociological and Psychological Approach, he argued that “behind an impor-

tant religious change there is usually to be found some economic or other ma-

terial change” and that the “basic economic or material decision may thus be 

said to constitute a framework within which the life of an individual or a society 

has to be lived; it controls that life to some extent, and yet does not determine it 

in detail” (Watt 1993: 37, 18-19). 

 

When applied to theological reflection such an approach can, of course, be crit-

icised as a mere adaptation to prevailing trends or, worse still, as a capitulation 

to them. But it can also be understood as something that calls for a discernment 

of the divine purpose in the currents of history. Thus, as early as 1977, the As-

sembly of the former British Council of Churches made the important af-

firmation that “the presence in Britain of significant numbers of people of faiths 

other than Christian is within God’s gracious purposes.” In declaring this, the 

British Council of Churches Assembly built on a descriptive recognition of the 

‘third dimension’ of religious plurality, but it also went further by making a 

theologically appreciative evaluation of this ‘third dimension.’ And as the socio-

logist Robin Gill pointed out in his book The Social Context of Theology (1975), 

theological variables can themselves become social determinates. Therefore, the 

relationship between contextual circumstances and theological stances should 

not been seen as one-way traffic since, as Watt noted:  

our time cannot be neatly divided into a period when we study the situation objectively 

and a period when we consider what to do about this situation we have studied. Often the 

two processes go on concurrently and influence one another. Even if they are not con-

temporaneous, the interests which are promoted by the activity also influence the study 

of the situation. It was for this reason that … social and ideational factors are comple-

mentary. (Watt 1993: 9) 

The argument for implementing a ‘three dimensional’ approach in theological 

reflection is thus rooted in an understanding and embrace of an integral relation-

ship between theological stances and their social and historical circumstances. 

To be faithful to its task theology must relate not only to the traditions and inter-

nal life of the Church but must also be adequate to the total reality out of which 

it is formed and in which it operates. Its adequacy determines its relevance and 

power. To the degree that it is out of synchronisation with the experienced reality 
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of a particular time and place, it will fail to make connections beyond the boun-

daries of the Christian community, and even within these borders it will lose 

much of its relevance and power to convince and explain.  

 

Furthermore, just as changed circumstances do not deterministically and neces-

sarily lead to new theological stances, this is also true of social policy. The first 

major step in all social and political life is to search for basic metaphors that are 

used to explain our political existence to ourselves and to others. Constitutional 

arrangements—whether in written forms (as in the USA) or in unwritten forms 

(as in the UK) provide such ‘basic metaphors.’  At different points in time and 

places in Europe variants of either ‘Christendom’ or ‘secular society,’ or some 

accommodation between the two along a spectrum, have provided such ‘basic 

metaphors.’ And until now these have generally persisted even while European 

socio-religious reality has moved from being ‘one-dimensional’ through ‘two-

dimensional’ into becoming ‘three-dimensional.’ However, there is now an in-

creasing discrepancy between these previous social and political basic 

metaphors and the ‘three-dimensional’ socio-religious reality of the contempor-

ary religious landscape.   

 

For the future of theological reflection and social policy, it is important to take 

account of the balance of all three dimensions of the (less) Christian, (more) 

secular and (increasingly) religious plurality. To fail to take sufficient account 

of one or the other of these three is likely to lead to directions in theological 

reflection and social policy that will fail to connect with a broad enough reli-

gious and social base to secure the kind of consent that is necessary for the ef-

fects of the theology and social policy to be constructive.  At the same time, it 

would be a mistake to try to bring about such a balance by externally imposing 

a framework of the kind that was attempted in Indonesia’s Pancasila9 or 

Malaysia’s Rukunegara.10 As Justus van der Kroef commented,  

the obvious artificiality that clings to such symbols should be considered in terms of the 

pervasive competitive claims on individual and group loyalties in the heterogeneous 

Southeast Asian world. It is as if someone dedicated to the establishment of a new nation 

carefully considered the divergent but primary appeals of ethnicity, race, language, re-

ligion or even social class all around, and found that these appeals frequently are ex-

pressed in or experienced through a distinctive value terminology for the individual. (Van 

der Kroef 1978: 161) 

                                                 
9 In the Pancasila, Indonesia declared a framework (with echoes of the ‘Five Pillars 

of Islam’ but) based, in its definitive constitutional form, on (1) Belief in One Deity (2) 

Humanism or Internationalism (3) National Unity of Indonesia or Nationalism (4) 

Democracy or Rule by Consent, and (5) Social Justice or Social Prosperity. 

10 The principles of the Rukunegara were (1) Belief in God (2) Loyalty to King 

and Country (3) Support for the Constitution (4) Devotion to the Law (or Rule of Law) 

(5) Proper Conduct and Moral Behaviour. 
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Such projects are more likely to have an impact in the context of new ‘nation-

building’ as compared with societies which, in their present form, have longer 

and more organic historical inheritances. Neither Christians, secular people, nor 

minorities other than Christian are, nor should be, seen as passive recipients of 

an externally imposed artificial unity, including the possible danger of what the 

present author has elsewhere described as a “multi-faith Constantinianism” 

(Weller 2005: 208). Nevertheless, governments do have an important part to 

play in relation to balancing the ‘three dimensions.’ Already in 1996, the recom-

mendations of a report by the Council of Europe’s Group of Consultants on Reli-

gious and Cultural Aspects of Equality of Opportunities for Immigrants recom-

mended that  

[t]he increasing religious diversity of Europe constitutes a major challenge to both the 

governments of the member states and to their societies. The governments and the 

historical  religious communities must adopt a policy which aims to establish an effective 

equality of rights and treatments for the new religious minorities in Europe. Failure to 

establish such a policy would amount to a violation by Europe of its declared principles 

and those of the Council of Europe. (Council of Europe Group of Consultants 1006: 22) 

But despite the role that governments can play it should be noted that the title of 

this article has used the active word ‘balancing’ rather than static notion of 

‘balance’—as if such could be achieved in an idealised way in terms of some 

steady state. In other words, this is a living thing that will never be completely 

finalised. Rather, what can realistically be attempted is to try to aim for the de-

velopment of a “new socio-religious contract” (Weller 2005: 212) that is an 

emergent product resulting from a shared process governed by agreed practices 

and procedures, informed by learning from a piloting of “worked parallel alter-

natives” (Weller 2005: 214) of different ways of doing things as compared with 

the ‘one-dimensional’ and ‘two-dimensional’ inheritance. Such a socio-religious 

contract would represent an understanding reached at any given point in time 

which has a degree of stability but which, at the same time, is always subject to 

revision as part of the flux of public and democratic dialogue in a plural society. 

To achieve this will require active participation in working through the issues 

arising from a ‘three-dimensional’ society both within our own communities and 

groups and through engagement with the wider civil society. Because of this, in 

both theology and in social policy it is very important to try to create theological 

and social policy arenas in which mutual critique can take place between those 

understand themselves variously by reference to the category of ‘religion’ 

(including critique across religions in all their majority and minority forms) and  

also those who do not. In this context, what Wilfred Cantwell Smith once said 

about new ways of studying religion might equally be taken as applicable to new 

ways of living together in a three-dimensional society in which  

The traditional form of Western scholarship in the study of other men’s religion was that 

of an impersonal presentation of an ‘it.’ The first great innovation in recent times has 

been the  personalisation of the faiths observed, so that one finds a discussion of a ‘they’. 

Presently the observer becomes personally involved, so that the situation is one of a ‘we’ 
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talking about a ‘they.’ The next step is dialogue, where ‘we’ talk to ‘you.’ If there is 

listening and mutuality, this may become that ‘we’ talk with ‘you.’ The culmination of 

this process is when ‘we all’ are talking with each other about ‘us.’ (Smith 1981: 101) 

The readiness to receive and give such critique across and within all ‘three di-

mensions’ is necessary for the religions to be preserved from the dangers of a 

kind of theological absolutism that all to easily confuses the ultimacy of what 

religions believe they are pointing to with the inevitably flawed and sometimes 

grossly distorted translation into the social and historical forms of concrete reli-

gious traditions, institutions, and people. In Europe, we can be all too compla-

cent when we look at ISIS and too quickly forget our European history which, 

in relation to the ‘other,’ has not always been a matter of a majority Christian 

tradition taking a modest place within society and working for ecumenical and 

interreligious goals. The Holocaust of European Jewry is only a couple of gen-

erations in the past, while the ethnic cleansing of Bosniak Muslims in Srebenica 

is a more recent reminder that different targets of ‘violent othering’ can all too 

easily emerge if vigilance is not maintained. In addition, Eric Hobsbawn’s recent 

European history, significantly entitled The Age of Extremes (1995) only too 

clearly provides substantial evidence of the dangers posed to the social fabric 

when political forces and philosophies are implemented via the machinery of 

the modern state in ways that seek to reduce social space for the ‘other.’ While 

at this juncture in history we may seem to have moved away from the abso-

lutisms of Fascist and Marxist-Leninist political philosophy and their accom-

panying social and political structures, it is perhaps only because many of us do 

not live on the underside of history that we fail to see the at least tendencies 

towards absolutism of a different kind inherent in a free market capitalism sup-

ported by almost universal electronic surveillance.    

 

In this context, if we do not develop the kind of ‘three-dimensional’ approach 

that flows from the recognition that we live in a ‘three-dimensional society,’ then 

the outlines of more dangerous alternative futures are already clear. Already over 

twenty years ago, in an essay on religion and politics in the UK, the historian 

Gerald Parsons argued that, without an effort on the part of religious leaders and 

politicians, political parties, and religious groups to ‘understand the subtleties 

and complexities of the interactions to which their various commitments give 

rise,” then “the alternative is the reduction of increasingly complex issues to the 

convenient slogans of competing religious-cum-political pressure groups—a 

bleak and unhappy prospect indeed” (Parsons 1994: 154). If this warning was 

true almost a generation ago now, it is even more so in era of an ongoing eco-

nomic crisis and growing competition for resources in which fear of ‘other’ re-

ligious and ethnic groups can all too easily be generated with potentially di-

sastrous consequences for inter-community, interreligious, and intercultural re-

lations.   
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Such disastrous consequences are already there for all to see in the countries of 

Syria and Libya which are only a short distance across the land borders of Tur-

key or across the Mediterranean Sea, some of the by-products of which are im-

pacting upon Europe in the wave of those fleeing from those lands and seeking 

asylum in Europe. To avoid this tragic present of others becoming also the Eu-

ropean present or future, whether or not one is persuaded by the imagery of a 

three-dimensional society and a three-dimensional approach to theology and 

social policy, it is important to develop theological and social policy images that 

can help us to think and act in ways that are prepared to work with a balancing 

of the Christian, secular, and religiously plural dimensions. This is because only 

some such approach is capable, in an evolutionary way, of mediating construc-

tively between affirming the importance of historical inheritance, while em-

bracing the need for adaptive and creative change within interreligious and 

wider social relations. 

LITERATURE 

Anderson, Benedict.  (1983). Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso. 

Beeson, Trevor. (1974). Discretion and Valour: Religious Conditions in Russia and Eas-

tern Europe. Glasgow: Collins. 

Cheruvallil-Contractor, Sariya et al. (2013). “Researching the ‘Non-Religious’: Methods 

and Methodological Issues, Challenges and Controversies.” In: Abby Day, Giselle 

Vincett, and Chris Cotter (eds), Social Identities Between the Sacred and the 

Secular. Farnham: Ashgate. Pp. 173-89. 

Council of Europe Group of Consultants on Religious and Cultural Aspects of 

Opportunities for Immigrants. (1996). Study. Strasbourg: Council of Europe. 

Davie, Grace. (2000). Religion in Modern Europe: A Memory Mutates. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

European Values Study. (2008). European Values Study 2008 Integrated Dataset. 

Cologne: GESIS Data Archive.  

Gerloff, Roswith. (1992). A Plea for British Black Theologies: The Black Church Move-

ment in Britain in its Transatlantic Cultural and Theological Interaction, Parts I 

& II. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Gill, Robin. (1975). The Social Context of Theology: A Sociological Enquiry. London: 

Blackwell. 

Haar, Gerrie ter. (1998). Halfway to Paradise: African Christians in Europe. Cardiff: 

Cardiff Academic Press. 

Halman, Loek (2001). European Values Study: A Third Wave. Sourcebook of the 1999-

2000 European Values Study Surveys. Tilburg: EVS, WORC Tilburg University. 

Hobsbawn, Eric. (1995). The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century. 1914 –1991. 

London: Abacus. 

Kee, Alistair. (1982). Constantine Versus Christ: The Triumph of Ideology. London: SCM 

Press. 

Larsen, Timothy. (1999). Friends of Religious Equality: Nonconformist Politics in Mid-

Victorian England. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press. 

Madeley John, and Zsolt Enyedi. (2003). Church and State in Contemporary Europe: 

The Chimera of Neutrality. London: Frank Cass. 



BALANCING THREE DIMENSIONS 

 

145 

Modood, Tariq (ed.) (1997). Church, State and Religious Minorities. London: Policy 

Studies Institute. 

Murray, Stuart. (2004). Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World. 

Carlisle, Paternoster. 

Parsons, Gerald. (1994). “From Consensus to Confrontation: Religion and Politics in 

Britain Since 1945.” In: Gerald Parsons (ed.). The Growth of Religious Diversity: 

Britain from 1945. Vol. 2. London: Routledge. Pp. 123-59. 

Robilliard, St. John. (1984). Religion and The Law: Religious Liberty in Modern English 

Law. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

Smith, Wilfred Cantwell. (1981). Towards a World Theology: Faith and Comparative 

History of Religion. Philadelphia: Westminster Press. 

TNS Opinion and Social (2007, 2008. 2009). Eurobarometer. 

Van der Kroef, Justus W. (1978). “Patterns of Intergroup Accommodation in South-east 

Asia: Is Democractic Pluralism Possible?” In: Nik Rhoodie (ed.). Intergroup 

Accommodation in Plural Societies: A Selection of Conference Papers with Special 

Reference to the Republic of South Africa. London: Macmillan. Pp. 143-73. 

Voas, David. (2003). “Is Britain a Christian Country?” In: Paul Avis (ed.). Public Faith: 

The State of Religious Belief and Practice in Britain. London: SPCK. Pp. 92-105. 

Voas, David, and Steve Bruce. (2004). “The 2001 Census and Christian Identification in 

Britain.” Journal of Contemporary Religion XIX: 23-28. 

Watt, W. Montgomery. (1993). Truth in the World’s Religions: A Sociological and Psy-

chological Approach. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 

Weller, Paul. (2014) ‘Theological Ethics and Interreligious Relations: a Baptist Christian 

Perspective.” In: Angela Berlis, Andreas Krebs, and Douglas Pratt (eds.). 

Interreligious Engagement and Theological Reflection: Ecumenical Explorations, 

Bern: IZK-BIOS. Pp. 119-40. 

(2006).“‘Human Rights,’ ‘Religion’ and the ‘Secular’: Variant Configurations of 

Religion(s), State(s) and Society(ies).” Religion and Human Rights: An 

International Journal I:  17-39. 

 (2005). Time for a Change: Reconfiguring Religion, State and Society. London: T 

and T Clark,. 

(2004). “Identity, Politics and the Future(s) of Religion in the UK: The Case of 

Religion Question in the 2001 Decennial Census.” Journal of Contemporary 

Religion 19: 3-21. 

Weller, Paul, and Ahmed Andrews. (1998). “How Many of Them Are There? Religions, 

Statistics and the 2001 Census.” World Faiths Encounter 21 (1998): 23-44. 

Weller, Paul, Kingsley Purdam, and Alice Feldman. (2001). Religious Discrimination in 

England and Wales: Home Office Research Study 220. London: Home Office, 

Research, Development and Statistics Directorate.. 

Weller, Paul et al. (2013). Religion or Belief, Discrimination and Equality: Britain in 

Global Contexts. London: Bloomsbury. 

Wolffe, John. (ed.). (1993). The Growth of Religious Diversity: Britain from 1945. A 

Reader. Sevenoaks: Hodder and Stoughton. Pp. 192-96. 

 


	Weller Peeters cs revised
	Balancing_three_dimensions_article_post_print_version (5)

