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Abstract: In the public sphere and especially in the media, the discourse on the Church and 
about the Church on faith and religion is often tainted by the confusion of meaning due, 
among other things, to the mutual borrowing less rigorous – epistemologically and 
methodologically – of the concepts which engage various disciplines (theology, sociology, 
anthropology, political science, information and communication science, and so on) who 
take possession of problematic centered on the relation between mankind and divinity. 
This article presents some basic benchmarks for analyzing and understanding the 
construction of meaning as well as the rationality or irrationality of these issues by 
convening the disciplinary distinction between the content of the concepts of organization 
and that of the institution. 
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Introduction 

In the academic discourse about the “church” there is a great sense of 
ambiguity due to the scholarly usage without rigorous distinction of the 
concepts of “religion”, “denomination”, “faith” or “belief”. Furthermore, 
even the use of these concepts per se is not without ambiguity. Thus it is 
used to say, for example, about the “Catholic religion” or “Orthodox 
religion” as it they were different religions while they are just different 
religious organizations within the same religion, the Christian religion1. 
Scholars also speak about “denomination” – which has all the 
characteristics of a church from where originates, it accepts the right of 
other denominations to exist and the believers subscribe voluntarily – as 
being a “sect”2. Regarding faith they speak about it as knowledge, faith as 
reason; the epistemology of faith, faith as belief, faith as trust, faith as 
doxastic venture, faith as sub-doxastic venture, faith as hope, faith as a 
virtue, faith beyond theism, etc. In such a context where a fertile 
polysemy constantly feeds the conceptual vagueness, speaking of the 
church in the public sphere requires some preliminary delimitation. 

Church and Public Sphere: preliminary delimitation  

I have to specify, so that for epistemological and methodological 
reasons, I will use here the concept of “church” only in the sense that it is 
indebted to the concepts of institution and organization concepts and that 
in the specific case of subordination of the organization of the institution. 
More precisely, I understand here by “church” an organization 
ontologically participating of an institution. 

Indeed, “ecclesia” in its original meaning refers to an institution, i.e. 
a structure whose origin is due to stabilized and legitimized practices by 
traditions or laws, a structure based on a rationality founded on a legal 
framework oriented towards a clearly identified purpose, a structure 
whose reason of being is directly related to the functioning of the society 
and the state. This institution has appeared in the four or five century B.C., 
in the historical context of the emergence and development of Athenian 
democracy. “Ecclesia” is, in this sense, a framework that goes beyond the 
simple gathering of citizen representation. It is assembled “demos” that 
has the power to discuss everything, decide everything. In this 
perspective, the church – the “ecclesia” – in the Gospels in particular and 
in New Testament in general, it is in many ways an extension of the 
Athenian institution, but maintains the same functions.3 Therefore, 
regarding the issues raised by the organizations considered in the context 
of their practice of institutional ecclesial context, I consider the 
hypothesis that they do not have and/or should not have fundamentally a 
strong specificity in relation to issues developed around the organizations 
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generally considered in the researches on public sphere, but a natural, 
understandable and profitable predominant theological and disciplinary 
inclination.  

The church in its fragmented sense means a religious organization, 
i.e. the result of a set of actions that define, organize, develop and 
articulate the religious being involved in Christianity or claiming itself 
from Christianity. This organizational fragmentation (Orthodox Church, 
Catholic Church, Reformed Church, Baptist Church etc.) covers by various 
appropriations, sometimes strained and to widely varying power levels, 
the same institutional scope – the “ecclesia”. The major consequence of 
the organizational dynamics that interests us is the erasure phenomenon 
in the church organization of the original democratic functioning of the 
“ecclesia” to the point that, for example, in the newspaper “La Croix” we 
have read recently: “The Church is not a democracy but a community led 
by Christ alone. It arises from a decision of God and not of mankind. (...) 
The Church does not have to comply with the rules of parliamentary 
democracy”4. The Orthodox Church is in the same perspective. According 
to the orthodox dogma “a layman has no right to question a priest and a 
priest has no right to challenge a bishop or sued (...) in the church ... 
democracy in the real sense of the term does not exist”5. For Protestant 
and neo-Protestant Churches things are a little different in the discourse, 
but in practice they join other churches. Hence my assumption that the 
issues raised by the institution – considered in its own practice specific of 
the context of ecclesial organization – have a high specificity in relation to 
the questions raised by organizations generally regarded in the 
functioning of the public sphere. 

These boundaries are oriented towards the production of a rational 
sense not only in the interpretation of the discourse – academic or 
otherwise – on church, but more fundamentally to the production of a 
rational sense of the functioning itself of the church. However, these 
delimitations are not sufficient if they are not considered together in their 
interaction with the rational given sense – by the speaker or the actor – to 
the communicative sphere specific to each of its constituent universes, i.e. 
the universe of “ecclesia”, the universe of “agora” and the universe of the 
“oikos”. Thus, with reference to what the Greeks meant as “ecclesia”, 
Cornelius Castoriadis defines democracy as a regime where is established a 
real publicity of the public sphere as a “place where one deliberates and 
decides on common affairs” where political affaires are resolved with 
political means, and that in contrast to two other social spheres: the 
“oikos”, that is to say, the purely private sphere, that of the home where 
the problems are not political as well as their solutions, and the “agora” as 
an intermediate space, “political / non-political” sphere, “market-place of 
assembly, [...], an area in which individuals freely meet, discuss, contract, 
produce and purchase goods, and so on.”6 (Figure 1) 
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Figure 1. Ecclesia and agora 

In this perspective, the rational sense of the church corresponds to 
public “public” universe. The ecclesia is the place where the power is 
organized, which are defined the rules of access to the power, where 
political competition is going, i.e. world of politics, the police, the career 
of honors (cursus honorum), forum for debate, discussion, rulemaking, 
which organizes the execution of laws. This is the universe where the 
communication is originally based on the information. But this meaning is 
rational insofar as the other two related universes are discursively 
practiced also in a rational manner. More exactly, “agora” (or “forum” in 
Latin) must absolutely refer to a private and public universe. This universe 
is important because this is what produces the union, what brings 
together. They are meeting places in the broad sense, where private 
individuals decide to meet (public side). There is always a public place 
where we meet each other in every type of society. Why are we meeting? 
Here is another level of distinction between societies. We meet to 
exchange point of view, to discuss7. In the public private universe, there 
may be ideological, philosophical, political exchanges. It is possible to 
negotiate in the merchant sense (forum = fair), it is possible to negotiate 
between private individuals. This contract does not happen in the private 
universe because a private contract in the private universe may be less 
efficient than if it is placed in a public place. We exchange goods and ideas.  
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In this universe we build major categories, the relationships between 
more specific spheres. For instance, the sphere of justice can intervene in 
this universe. Science is also intended to be public, as well as art, 
economics, and a lot of other spheres8. This universe is also the place of 
confrontation between different spheres. It is in this universe where the 
individuals, groups would occur, would report in accordance with the 
rules more or less commonly accepted. There are at least three types of 
rules, implicit, explicit and sometimes collectively agreed, negotiated and 
imposed by the authority: a) the nature of exchanges: what we are allowed 
to share? b) the nature of relationships, interactions: we can have 
something completely violent, confrontational (now dueling is 
unacceptable, but, on the contrary, cooperation may be present), c) the 
nature of commitments: what is the temporality of the past commitments? 
What about obligations? In this universe, power does not necessarily 
intended to intervene to define all these commitments. The intervention 
of the power must be legitimate and rightful. By what principle the state 
intervenes to resolve a purely private dispute? This is the universe where 
the communication is originally based on opinions. The rational sense of 
the church implies also the sine qua non discursive practice of rational 
meaning of “oikos”. The “oikos” is the domestic universe, the personal 
space but that is not uniquely individual. This is a universe of the 
household, of the clan, of the lineage, of the history of the ancestors that 
are a part of us. This space carries identity; it is the place to forge the 
strongest identities. It is a universe where the relationships between 
human beings, individuals occur, the universe where we learn the great 
relations between meaningful categories. We learn to differentiate 
between the sexes, the relationship between the living and the 
dead/ancestors, descendants. Also this is the space for learning 
cooperation and competition. It is in the private universe that the 
individual has a place; a relationship to the world is instituted. The place 
of the individual makes sense. In addition, the images have an essential 
place. For example, the Romans considered themselves as being the manes 
(ancestral spirits of the clan founders). A special altar is built with masks 
of ancestors. In absolute terms, the domestic universe is immune to 
interference of the power except for the core values collectively 
recognized. In the domestic space, the power has no right to intervene 
except in the name of these values. This is the universe where 
communication is based originally on emotions (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Ecclesia and oikos 

 
It will be unrealistic to design a discursive reality built with these 

distinctions so clearly affirmed. The meaning of the church always 
appears – even in the same speech – in both the registries of the rational 
and irrational. To methodologically distinguish between rational and 
irrational use of the meaning of the church, I propose to use Aurel Ionica’ 
framework for analyzing the reasoning9 and by considering successively 
the rational and irrational meaning of the church in relation to the 
rational and irrational meaning of the “agora” universe and “oikos” 
universe. Schematically, the process is as shown in Figures 3 and 4. 

 

Figure 3. The communicative sphere of social space for public purposes 
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Figure 4. The operational symbolic forms of social space 

In this analytical framework, called by Aurel Ionica the rational 
square10 each color represents one opponent and the actions that support 
the position of each opponent. Green will be used to represent what is 
rational for the opponent that the audience is expected to agree with and 
will be represented on the left side of the square, and red will be used for 
what is rational for the opponent that the audience is expected to reject 
and will be represented on the right side of the square. The thick 
continuous lines are the primary rational lines and they represent the 
actions which the opponents are expected to affirm and which establish 
the antagonism between them. Next are the thin interrupted lines which 
represent impossible relationships in the sense that they cannot be 
performed at the same time with the thick continuous lines because they 
are negations of the primary rational lines. They represent impossible 
relations because to say that “Ecclesia gives information” and “Ecclesia 
does not give information” at the same time is to place the subject in an 
impossible situation. These are the famous affirmative and negative 
indicative sentences that Aristotle and formal logic set aside as the only 
ones that can convey logical relations. Next there are the thick 
interrupted lines and they represent secondary rational relations. They 
indicate negations of actions that are the reverse of the primary rational 
actions. For instance, if “Ecclesia gives information” is the primary 
rational action which is expected from ecclesia, then “Ecclesia does not 
take information” would be the next rational action which is expected 
from ecclesia. 

Finally, there are irrational relations. A rational line for one 
opponent becomes an irrational line when performed by the other 
opponent and vice versa. In other words, what is rational for one 
opponent is irrational for the other and vice versa. The primary irrational 
relations are represented by thin continuous lines and they represent the 
reverse of the action of the primary rational lines. They are irrational lines 
because an opponent is not expected to act according to these lines in the 
square and still remain an opponent. A primary irrational line for an 
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opponent represents a primary rational line for the other opponent. By 
affirming a primary irrational line, an opponent is in reality affirming a 
primary rational line of the opponent, and by doing that becomes one’s 
own opponent. For instance, if “Ecclesia takes information,” and 
“Agora/oikos takes opinion/emotion,” then there is no opposition 
between the opponents any more. Similarly, another irrational relation 
would be for an opponent to affirm both oppositions at the same time. In 
other words, it would be irrational for ecclesia to give information—
indicated by a thick green continuous line—and to give death as well—
indicated by a thin red continuous line. This would be a secondary 
irrational relationship. 

Irrational relations are not impossible relations, however. For 
instance, a subject can both push and pull a cart at the same time—e.g., 
push with one hand and pull with the other. It is possible for ecclesia to 
both give and take information—therefore to act according to primary 
irrational lines—or to give both life and death—and therefore act 
according to secondary irrational lines. To affirm primary irrational 
relations—that is, both the direct and the reverse action—does not involve 
an impossibility, but it does create a problem for a rational being who 
would try to carry out those actions. Similarly, to affirm secondary 
irrational relations—that is, to affirm both sides of the secondary 
opposition line—does not necessarily involve an impossibility, but it does 
create a problem for a rational being to carry out those actions. 

Irrational relations are very important for rhetorical purposes. The 
primary rational lines establish the square and establish a rhetorical 
situation because it identifies the opponents and the issue which sets 
them against one another which is indicated on the secondary opposition 
line. As long as each opponent affirms only rational lines in the square, the 
antagonism between them remains and the rhetorical situation remains 
open or unresolved. When one of the opponents, however, affirms an 
irrational line in the square, that opponent ceases to be an opponent and 
in reality sides with the other opponent. When this happens the primary 
opposition line changes from an opposition “↔” into equivalence “=” and 
the rhetorical situation is closed or resolved. Once the opponent has sided 
with the persuader, the persuasion has reached its goal and the persuasive 
process stops. 

This framework deconstructs the discursive feature in the 
communicational apparatus of a debate. Hence it is operational for the 
analysis of a scientific debate, for the analysis of a democratic debate and 
in particular for the public debate on the church organization.   
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The church organization in the public debate: a rationalized 
irrationality 

Unable to be democratic, in the early 21st century, the church strives 
to be a democrat. To highlight the rationalized irrationality that currently 
corresponds to the concept of the church in public sphere, I’m citing here, 
as an example, the four major lessons of democracy given by the church in 
the world according to the observations of Jean-Yves Calvez and Henri 
Tincq: “The Church has become democratic (...) a fourfold way: by 
recognizing the democratic regime like the one that best enables 
compliance with various fundamental rights, by the developing these 
rights as the very purpose of the political society and by rejecting the 
totalitarianism and authoritarianism, by insisting on the participation to 
civic life and accepting openly the pluralism”.11  

Without stressing the historic path of the thought that led the church 
to the recognition of democracy as the most respectful of fundamental 
human rights regime, I would like to remind that in this ideological and 
theological evolution the philosophy of Jacques Maritain has played a 
major role. In his book Christianity and Democracy12, he proposes to the 
European Christianity in the context of the North American political 
thought that democracy is essentially a political incarnation of the 
fundamental principles of the Gospel. Reinforced by the Vatican II, this 
way of thinking will expand in the 20th century far beyond the boundaries 
of the Catholic Church, even in the Orthodox Church after the fall of the 
Iron Curtain in the late '80s. Moreover, Orthodox switch from a 
recognition of a regime to the recognition of a different regime is a 
natural specific mutation of the organizational pragmatism because “the 
Orthodox Church, while using the divine nature of all authority, affirms 
the necessary continuity, reproduction and perpetuation of state interests. 
In this logic, it is a servant church, without being interested about the 
sources, means and the ends of the power, intends to maintain this 
“symphony” between Church and State”.13  

But in this second decade of the 21st century the growing trend of 
this recognition by the church of democracy began to experience a 
number of reflexive postmodern objections, such as that of Danilo 
Castellano: “In the postmodern era, i.e. today, political concepts have 
given way to new exigencies from the individuals or organized groups as 
well as to irrational methods of political management. It is not an absolute 
novelty: in fact, it is the consequence of the doctrines from the past 
centuries, but especially at the end of the 19th century, which had 
theorized the politics as a conflict taking place either in outside the 
institutions – which, according to the constructivist doctrines was 
considered proper to the state of nature – but in their own midst. The 
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novelty lies in the fact that today this way of understanding democracy is 
the only model considered valid in the Western world, due in particular to 
the influence of North American political culture, descendant of 
Protestantism and the Enlightenment.”14 

It should be noted that the facts of recognition by the church of the 
democracy as regime that allows the exercise of fundamental human 
rights are based on historical evidences. At the same time, it should also be 
noted that the recognition process is still not completed and its outcome, 
given the rapid and unexpected positions that are currently occurring in 
the world of socio-political and theological ideas, does not represent, in 
my opinion, the agenda of the church organization. Another form of 
rationalized irrationality of the church in the public sphere is its 
“commitment” in the defense of fundamental human rights. Since the 
Second Vatican Council, the Church is no longer the fortress that provides 
shelter and security against the assaults of the evil world, but the people 
of God that is part of the human race. The Church wants to be the leaven 
in the immense human paste. If the Church recognizes itself as an integral 
part of human society, it therefore becomes integral part of human rights. 
In addition, under the filial adoption of God offered to each person 
through baptism, the Church becomes the guarantee of fundamental 
human rights. Therefore, following the council and its redefinition of the 
role of the Church in the world, we have seen repeatedly the church 
organization in defense of human rights. In his letter to the President of 
the 28th General Assembly of the United Nations, Pope Paul VI said: 
“Precisely because the Church is especially attentive to the rights of God ... 
it can not ignore the rights of the man created in the image and likeness of 
God. The Church itself is injured when human rights – anywhere in the 
world – are violated.” “The Holy See, the Pope continues, is totally in 
solidarity with the human initiatives taken by the United Nations for the 
protection and defense of the freedom and dignity of every person.”15 
Should be added to all this the almost immediate acceptance of the use of 
neologisms or new meanings in the discourse of the church which are 
rarely neutral, like, for example, “governance”, “civil society”, 
“participatory democracy” and so on. But “more time passes, more is 
revealed in broad daylight, even cynically, the profound truth of a trompe 
l’oeil system, intended to rest on people's participation in public affairs but 
in reality fundamentally oligarchic, running now in much greater opacity 
than in the past, (...) Faced with these mutations, the political approach 
which is developed from the conciliar core is now in flagrant gap with the 
reality. It ignores the structures of power, and considers only the 
intentions and thus reduces a political problem to a series of ideas and 
institutional abstract and in actual representations”16. 

Finally, it should be noted that for the church the postmodernism 
does not bring secularization but pluralism, i.e. the peaceful coexistence of 
different religious groups in the same society17. The pluralism, 
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accelerated, developed, and intensified by globalization, has become a 
ubiquitous fact of social life and consciousness of individuals. At the 
church, the pluralism means that the established religions can no longer 
belong to a given population that is passively submitted to their authority. 
If the freedom of religion is guaranteed, religious institutions can no 
longer rely on the state to fill their pews. People should rather be 
persuaded to accept this authority, giving life to what is related to a 
religious market. Even if only one religious tradition still claims a majority 
of a population as its followers, people can always choose to withdraw 
from the institution that represents this tradition, as in predominantly 
Catholic countries in Europe. 

All these lessons of democracy given by the church in the world, even 
if they are mixed, however, show that the irrational sense of “ecclesial” 
democracy is basically due to the willingness of religious organizations to 
have an active presence in the public sphere. However, an active presence 
in the public sphere today is inseparable from media activity. The 
presence of Christians media in the public sphere is not only the most 
relevant indicator of the degree of irrationality of the church in 
democratic regimes, but also the primary factor generating irrational 
meaning of religious organization in the public sphere. 

But when the scholar in humanities and social sciences attempts a 
research in this direction, he is facing a major empirical problem: not only 
that Christians media experience autistic relations with the public sphere, 
but remaining faithful to its original purpose – the evangelization, the 
church assigns a task to the media in the public sphere that is in 
opposition to the philosophy and the functioning of mass media. This is a 
situation that is neither unknown nor ignored or concealed by the actors 
of Christian media. Instead, there is affirmed, embraced and cultivated. An 
eloquent illustration is the intervention of Charles Delhez under the “The 
Media Day” of the diocese of Tournai. Jesuit, chaplain of the University 
Faculties Notre- Dame de la Paix (Namur), where he teaches religious 
studies, sociologist, columnist for the newspaper “Sunday”, columnist for  
“Libre Belgique”, literary director of the publishing house “Fidelity”, 
preacher to the television masses Rtbf and France2, Charles Delhez said: 
“We need our own media because the Church needs to communicate 
internally. More than a half-century, Pope Pius XII already called for a 
public opinion in the Church. And the role of these medias is to give 
meaning to our society, to look with the glasses of the Gospel, to be 
attentive to hope ... But the Church must also be present in the 
mainstream media to try to evangelize, considering itself as a guest and 
not entitled...”18. In other words, this autism of Christian media in the 
public sphere is not an unknown communicative pathology and not 
assumed by the religious organization. It is autism in the sense of a real 
church program. For example, “KTO TV was founded to give to the Church 
the means to convey the message of the Gospel by current media and 
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especially television and the Internet. The channel is complementary to 
the program “Lord's Day” on public television (a partnership was created 
in 2007 between CFRT and KTO). KTO is addressed not only to Catholics 
but to all researchers of meaning, believers or not”19. The reason of being 
stressed by TrinitasTV is declined in the same register: “Through this 
cultural and religious channel, the Romanian Patriarchate informs the 
public about the events of the church, pastoral ministry and missionary, 
social, educational and cultural development of the Church through 
history, culture and heritage of faith and Romanian Christian spirituality 
in the European context”20. 

In his book Christianity and the Mass Media in America. Toward a 
Democratic Accommodation, Quentin J. Schultze analyzing the interactive 
relationship between large Christian denominations (Catholics, traditional 
Protestants and evangelicals) that he names “Christian tribes” and the 
mass media in the United States during the 20th century founds the 
results of his research on a condition that refers roughly to the same 
empirical conclusion, while trying to find an optimistic perspective within 
the limits of the American democracy: “Christian tribes cannot live with 
or without the secular media. A healthy tension between the media and 
Christianity is ultimately a good thing for democracy in America, as long 
as both sides are civil even when they disagree”21. But quickly, he will 
recognize the autism of the Christian media and their inability to play a 
role worthy to be considered as such in the public sphere by observing 
that: “With few exceptions—such as highly polarizing issues like gun 
control and abortion—exilic rhetoric is largely intratribal and therefore 
politically impotent in the broader public sphere. Evangelicals, in 
particular, may claim to be able to vote or act as a bloc in society, but the 
truth is that all of the different Christian tribes in America are rela- tively 
diverse and diffuse, held together more by the metanarrative of the faith 
than by every jot and tittle of theology, politics, and culture”22.  

In the East, the situation is not fundamentally different. Even if the 
upheavals that followed the fall of the Iron Curtain may leave the 
impression that we assist at something different and the active presence 
of the Orthodox Church in the public sphere there is an evidence following 
the example of the unprecedented emergence of newspapers, radio, 
television channel, websites, and so on supported by the church, that “it is 
difficult to consider that the religious influences on politics: it is on a 
common Soviet legacy that religion and politics meet. The Church does 
not impose her matrix. In fact, it is rather the political matrix that is 
imposed on the religious”23. This movement towards the symbolic 
domination of the politics over religion is, nevertheless, for the ecclesial 
organization a condition of access to the space with consequences not 
only harmful, but basically destroying. This is why the church, despite 
political circumstances, remains essentially still in a deep autism 
regarding the public sphere. Stewart M. Hoover suggests that in the 
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modern world religious “institutions are in the position of having to 
surrender control over their own symbols, in exchange for access to the 
public sphere and are unlikely to be entirely comfortable with this 
exchange”24.  

New information and communication technologies and new media 
provide no fundamental change to this situation especially when freedom 
of expression is an essential requirement of virtual public sphere, on the 
one hand, and, on the other hand, technology is seen as an 
insurmountable obstacle, as Caron notes: “the Internet, which is a kind of 
laboratory where all experiences are allowed, including the most 
dangerous, offers today unprecedented opportunities for less fortunate 
peripheral groups of all kinds, including those seeking to counter – so 
ridiculous perhaps – the influence of the Christian religion on the 
American society. Still, the Internet is a world apart, with its own future, 
functioning, terminology, its own typology, which only partially reflects 
the societies who use them”25. 

Conclusions  

The institutional lack of means, including the media, allows 
“ecclesia” as an organization to provide and assume its conceptual and 
functional difference compared to another social space, “agora” which, 
rationalizing originally an irrational functioning introduced public sphere 
as 1) a place through which citizens have access to political information, 
information that they can discuss and from which they develop an opinion 
to choose the people who exercise the political power; as 2) a symbolic 
place that connects individuals belonging to various ethical or religious 
communities to form a common political community; as 3) a place where 
political actors put themselves in scene and the public problems become 
visible and tangible. 

More precisely, Christian organizations are not the organizations 
that produce political opinion in the public sphere. These organizations, 
without turning back completely to the great debates of the society, show 
very little interest in political debates, which in absolute terms is deeply 
irrational, but in the reasoned reality of the practice of public sphere 
appears as rational practice. It is a rationality based on a reversal of 
attitude: instead of translating in organizational practice the neutrality of 
the public sphere in relation to church organizations, it is the neutrality of 
ecclesial organizations relative to the public debates – founders of public 
sphere – which is promoted and rewarded both inside and outside of these 
organizations. Basically, the citizen cannot rely on Christian organizations 
for having the information that will enable him or her to argue the choice 
when it comes to position himself or herself in terms of exercise of 
political power. 
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A second explanation of the irrational of Christian organizations in 
relation to public sphere is that indeed these organizations are not 
symbolic places that seek to walk together politically the citizens 
regardless of their religious and ethical beliefs.  

A third major explanation of the irrational of the Christian 
organizations in relation to public sphere is possible if we observe that 
practically these organizations are not places where political actors put 
themselves in scene, and make politic the public problems. 
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