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Abstract 

This chapter asks whether the use of an oppositional hermeneutic in positing sacred and secular 

realms is helpful for Christian self-understanding, particularly in the narratives used within 

contemporary Christian communities. It explores potential dynamics and implications present 

in making use of such a point of reference through three theological forays, which draw on the 

work of G. W. F. Hegel. These forays consider first, the role of demarcation and distinction in 

understanding identity; second, the way in which a christological lens (here considering Christ 

as both fulfilment and end of law) is able to move Christian thought beyond an oppositional 

stance toward the secular; and third, the way in which Hegel’s understanding of objective right 

(as part of his tripartite understanding of self-knowing spirit) illuminates the role of secular 

social structures in human life, thereby highlighting the importance of Christian engagement 

beyond sacred–secular dualities. By reworking particular conceptual boundaries and by gently 

addressing tacit anxieties that diminish the secular by contrast to the sacred, this piece seeks to 

encourage vocational commitment and aspiration as an expression of shared striving toward 

human flourishing.  
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[B] Sketch Lines 

Christian identity has the potential to give particular focus and passion to life, as shaped by 

values inherent within its christological narrative: hope and freedom, grace and veracity, and 

all their redemptive possibilities. When Christian identity is interpreted and articulated by 

reference to a sacred–secular divide—that is, when it is understood as underpinned by an 

implicit opposition between sacred and secular—it is worth reflecting on the tonalities and 

attitudes present in such narratives. What are their implicit presuppositions and impending 

consequences? How is Christian self-understanding and experience shaped by this point of 

reference? 

The demarcation of the sacred from the secular has been a dramatic locus of contest in 

Western history. Augustine’s distinction between the civitas Dei (City of God) and the civitas 

terrena (or diabolia) is significant as an expression of Christian consciousness, prefacing any 

use of the term “secular” as we know it today. According to Ebeling, this hermeneutic 

influenced the development of two significant streams in medieval thought. First, it fortified 

the notion of an unfolding historical-eschatological battle between God (so also, God’s people, 

the Church) and God’s opponent(s). Second, it involved the class-type distinction between 

clergy and laity, which suggested a further distinction between religious and non-religious 



authorities within the wider realm of Christ’s kingdom. These distinctions held significant 

social implications. 

Martin Luther offered a dexterous response to various challenges raised within this 

milieu. Luther argued that religious authorities were accountable to secular authorities, who 

nevertheless were under God. Of the distinction between clerical vocations as spiritual, and 

non-clerical vocations as temporal or profane (with the spiritual–temporal distinction carrying 

similar connotations to the later sacred–secular terminology), Luther wrote: “It is pure 

invention that pope, bishops, priests, and monks are to be called the ‘spiritual estate’; princes, 

lords, artisans, and farmers the ‘temporal estate.’ That is indeed a fine bit of lying and 

hypocrisy.” Luther variously affirms secular (temporal, profane) life for its essential role in 

human life and society.  

As the shockwaves of the Reformation emanated from their various European 

epicenters, the ongoing tensions between Church and State were central to significant world 

events of the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries—including, for example: the French 

Revolution, the English civil wars amid the tumultuous English Reformation, the flight of the 

Pilgrims and the colonization of New England, and the Declaration of Independence. These 

events represent important attempts to clarify the relationship between sacred and secular 

structures, in seeking appropriate sources and loci of authority and social cohesion. It was, in 

some senses, the affirmation of the equality (and necessity) of the two realms before God (as 

per Luther) that conceptually underpinned their separation.  

The genealogy of the terms secular and secularism are also worth considering.  The 

Latin term saeculum initially referred to fixed time periods and was not necessarily understood 

by reference to religion. The term secularism, with its contemporary connotations as a non-

religious ethical approach to life, seems first to have been used by Holyoake in the mid-

nineteenth century in Britain, in preference to the term atheism. In this sense, it holds anti-



religious connotations. Holyoake became a staunch proponent of secularism and developed the 

idea extensively in his periodical, The Reasoner, and in later publications. Definitions of the 

term “secular” developed in early English dictionaries from the beginnings of the eighteenth 

century, and include its contrast to the “spiritual,” or “eternal” (being grouped with synonyms 

such as “worldly”). Zuckerman notes the broadness of the current concept of the secular; the 

term involves much terminological slippage. 

 

Attitudes, emotions, and ideas regarding the self, faith, and the world affect the daily lived 

experience of vocation and work. The question this chapter seeks to address is whether a notion 

of Christian identity, as existing within the sacred as resistance to the secular, is consistent 

with christology. It is not an uncommon attitude to encounter within Protestant language and 

worship, even if it is subtle or implicit as an elevation of the religious by devaluation of the 

secular. It is this oppositionality and mutually exclusive conceptualization, particularly within 

communities of faith, that is addressed by this discussion. Is the opposition able to bear the 

weight of self-understanding that lies upon it? Is this an approach to Christian identity that 

enables human communities and individuals to flourish?  

I will explore the possibility that it is not, and why this is so, without eliminating, but 

rather by attempting to both integrate and overcome, the distinction whereby one is defined by 

reference to the other. In a sense, the Reformation distinction between sacred and secular 

authorities, and the historical division between Church and State, are wholly affirmed; the goal 

is not to return to an imagined pre-divided state, but rather, the question is how to enable 

Christian communities to integrate this distinction and move beyond an oppositional stance.  

To do this, I will draw on the work of G. W. F. Hegel to resource three exploratory 

theological forays. These forays are not attempts to present doctrinal formulations, but rather 

are heuristic in exploring the unfolding implications of dualistically structured subjectivity; 

they attempt to surmount emerging implications by widening the frame. The aim of this is to 



expand and resource Christian self-understanding for whole-hearted engagement toward 

human flourishing, both individually and collectively, with a particular focus on the 

implications of this for experiences of work and vocation.   

 

[B] 1. Identity by Negation 

Is Christian identity confirmed by an ability to tick boxes of belief, behavior, and even 

belonging, within whichever paradigms and Christian narratives happen to be contingently 

present or idiosyncratically authoritative? This caricature may be denied, but it is fed by 

linguistic cultures that narrate Christian identity as staunchly opposed to or distinct from 

secular life.  

Identity requires distinction; this is clear. But what makes anything Christian in 

distinction from anything else? Does Christian identity boil down to declarative beliefs, 

cultural traditions and rites, moral high ground, a particular lexicon, a perceived spiritual 

impartation, or a presumed after-life trajectory?  

Prescriptive and authoritative corralling of Christian thought and behavior (perhaps, for 

example, by Christian leaders) suggests anxiety as to identity and uncertainty regarding 

definition. If, christologically, the law is written on human hearts, where exactly is this and 

what is written? Who is in, and who isn’t? Who can be trusted, and who can’t? And who 

decides? These questions, through crudely posed, express crucial and existential human 

concerns that underpin relationality and social cohesion.  

Tacit and explicit lines of demarcation between sacred and secular may be invoked as 

useful markers for Christian communities, to define what falls acceptably within the range of 

“Christian” and what does not—if “Christian” is equated with what is trustworthy or true. Yet 

such demarcations can perpetuate the anxiety they seek to allay, by supposing that one could 

fall off the edge of Christian identity, or perhaps not quite be Christian-enough (is my job 

“more Christian” than yours?). It is not difficult, in such circumstances, for perceived 



transgression to become a source of anxious attention. The question is whether Christian 

identity by reference to a binary opposition between sacred and secular, easily fueled by angst, 

is (christo)logically feasible, and whether it contributes to the health and flourishing of 

communities of faith and individuals—or whether it diminishes these.  This question is as 

ethical as it is philosophical-theological.  

What function do Christian behavioral or belief markers fulfill? Significantly, they limit 

or demarcate. Demarcation (Hegel’s negation) is not negative in a diminishing or punitive 

sense; without demarcation, nothing is what it is. The Gestalt principle of figure-ground 

demonstrates this; limit allows us to break up a field of vision into its various elements, even 

if the relationship between these is not simply black and white.   

Hegel’s determinate negation describes how any thing is what it is only by contrast to 

what it is not, but in particular (so determinately), by contrast to what it might be if it were not 

itself. Any thing’s potential negations are therefore differentiations that are related to it but 

distinct from it. In Hegel’s dialectic, negation is in turn negated, as elevation incorporates 

previous negation—so aufheben, often translated as sublation, which both cancels and 

preserves the moment of distinction in expansion. This movement occurs in diverse ways 

through human engagement with phenomena and is, Hegel argues, central to the development 

of human consciousness as particularly human consciousness, self-consciousness. For Hegel, 

it also represents a deep logical (trinitarian) structure that is crucial to the generative relation 

between the infinite and the finite. 

What, then, occurs in the differentiation between sacred and secular? Once this 

demarcation (or mutual negation) has been made, it cannot simply disappear. Yet to limit 

Christian identity to a sacred versus secular stance is to remain in “one sided understanding” 

in our grasp of the relation between the infinite and finite. The challenge is to preserve and 



transcend the distinction without violence and opposition, yet without sinking into an 

undifferentiated soup of non-distinction.   

 

[B] 2. Internal Resources  

To think beyond this opposition, the resources for surmounting it perhaps most effectively 

come from within. The opposition can of course become violently unstable; sacred and secular 

can negate one another to death—as can competing claims to sanctity within a religious 

tradition. If Christian identity is christocentric, this central idea of Christian faith might provide 

tools for surmounting the contradiction.  

Christ as the central figure of Christian faith is a model of distinction without violence. 

The following example demonstrates how religious law, as a marker of definition, can be raised 

from a potentially simplistic opposition or dualism, into a nuanced, relationally-flexible 

ethic.  Think specifically in relation to the superseding of the Jewish law, a social and religious 

structure that Christ claims not to eliminate, but to fulfill; using a Hegelian motif, we can say 

that Christ sublates (aufheben) previous tradition. One expression of this occurs in the Sermon 

on the Mount, where Jesus repeatedly says, “You have heard it said, but I say unto you . . . .” 

Particular religious demarcations are demonstrated already to have been negated—they are 

thrown into relief—by Christ as fulfilment and end (telos) of law. Such statements do not 

eliminate previous law (see verses 17–20), but raise engagement into a wider frame of 

reference, while sharpening its subjective focus.  

Christ’s oratory highlights the axiological (value) structures and interpretive space 

inherent in frameworks of definition, which are never as simplistic as they seem, and which 

must dance dialectically with relational epistemologies of human existence. This dynamic is 

present in many gospel scenarios, as for example, the woes to the Pharisees and the enunciation 

of the Greatest Commandment. Understandings of selfhood and community are both preserved 

and cancelled as the politics of belonging are raised into a higher frame by which they are 



newly defined in their christologically altered context. As written on human hearts, 

christological identity invites responsibility, existing in the social “space of reason,” volition, 

and intentionality. This opens space in perceived divine immutability for ethical reflection and 

human responsibility; believers throughout the New Testament face precisely this challenge in 

the wrestle to interpret an altered relation to previous markers of identity.  

To extrapolate, a dualistic stance of Christian identity toward the secular must move 

beyond oppositionality that relies on binary distinctions, to a wider frame of reference—not a 

mere transposition of a more absolute version of law’s absoluteness, but a creative reframing 

that affirms humanity’s unique capacity to think situationally, develop practical wisdom, and 

engage in the development of ethical communities. This occurs through dialectical thought that 

experiences the sublation of the divine and finite into an expanded finitude (and so, an 

expanded infinitude too). For Hegel, ethical positioning is organic in its potentiality, yet must 

be intentionally developed as ethical nature, “a second nature”—reborn, not of flesh (i.e., 

nature) but of spirit, preserving and yet raising nature by volitional agency and development of 

skill and wisdom. “It is in the ethical realm that the reconciliation of religion with worldliness 

and actuality comes about and is accomplished.” Vocation, as an expression of commitment, 

responsibility, aspiration, and even passion, offers incessant possibilities for complex thinking, 

discernment of wisdom, and ethical development.   

The implications of this for Christian foci, language, and praxis are significant. Forward 

movement requires interpretative spaces that move beyond binary thinking, and that involve 

education, skill development, and relational learning. Re-thinking Christian language that is 

anxious or oppositional toward engagement with our world is a significant step which may 

invoke the reconfiguration of theological constellations, or core values and commitments, that 

previously structured the self-understanding of communities and individuals.  Yet to resist this 

challenge is to miss a marvelous, if unnerving, adventure.   



 

[B] 3. Selfhood in Three Parts 

The process of self-conscious life’s maturation is traced in Hegel’s philosophy as the 

development of Geist—that is, spirit or mind as restless and always moving. This spirit, in 

human expression within individual bodies and collectively, is shaped in three modes. 

These are: first, subjective mind, in which the movement of existence is traced from 

immediacy or immediate sensuous experience, through its various stages to self-conscious 

thought; second, objective mind (or right), as the social structures, from family through civil 

society to state, which concretize identity; and third, absolute mind (or spirit), in which humans 

seek to understand themselves through art, religion and self-reflexive, critical thought 

(philosophy). 

Humans strive toward self-conscious interpretation so that what they are in themselves 

becomes present for them, akin to the process of subconscious thought moving into conscious 

articulation. This process of becoming shapes what it is that is becoming. Hegel’s recognition 

of the role of sociality in shaping the self in this triunity is significant. In the realm of objective 

mind, freedom is actualized both in and beyond laws, in customs, social practice, and 

interpersonal interaction. Hegel recognizes the self as shaped by these structures just as, 

dialectically, these structures are shaped by human life. Particular communities of tradition and 

custom are not superior by reference to sacred status; phenomenologically, human life simply 

exists as shaped by the communities, customs, and accountabilities to which it belongs. 

Nothing is immune to critical reflection as sacred or absolute (even critical reflection itself!); 

life must be observed and reflected upon. For Hegel, it is the recognitive processes in these 

structures that are significant for humanity; these mark the progress of freedom. This invokes 

responsibility for shaping social structures that affirm human dignity, shifting the focus from 

self-protective tribalism between purportedly sacred and secular contexts, to co-operatively 

resourcing human flourishing.  



Relational recalibration is always occurring in micro- and macro- movements within 

families, societies, nations, and global communities, even if the methods for social change lean 

problematically toward lawful circumscription, while attempts to inaugurate enhanced freedom 

might miss the mark. Yet self-reflexive Christian discernment within secular involvement, 

within which work and vocation are a major expression, cannot fully occur without 

incarnationally affirmed, relaxed engagement in secular life—as gift, affirmed by a gospel 

given for the world. 

Again to extrapolate: if narratives of Christian selfhood problematize the 

phenomenological reality of personhood being shaped through the social and secular structures 

we inhabit, or if these structures are thoughtlessly or intentionally demonized, even subtly or 

unintentionally, human life can become torn  between a very real need to engage in its social 

contexts and a sense of compromise in doing so. Secular engagement taints a misperceived 

purity of Christian identity—think for example, of a young medical student who is driven to 

alleviate human suffering, but who meaningfully belongs to a Christian community where her 

passion or vocation is subtly narrated as inferior to that of the young minister; where attempts 

are made to dissect her motives into pure and profane; where there is suspicion of secular 

frameworks and education systems; where the time poured into training or study is seen as 

inferior to specially religious practices or activities, or indeed where there is fear to engage 

critically in the sorts of significant complex moral dilemmas facing those who work in 

medicine (of course, this becomes the challenge of self-determination). By resenting 

engagement in these social structures, such narratives undermine the very social fabric that has 

the capacity to interweave human community (i.e., objective right), fragmenting the impetus 

toward christological transformation of human social existence.  

It is not to say that such structures do not need reform or that these cultures are 

necessarily healthy, or that such engagement does not require discernment, but rather that 



progress is less likely to occur through suspicion, anxious withdrawal, or oppositional 

positioning. These might also inhibit critical reflection, which requires genuine, trusting and 

intelligent engagement in secular life, and a willingness to hold in vulnerability various 

tensions. If secular social structures are an important facet of human identity, dualistic 

defensiveness misses opportunities to recognize and assimilate the helpful aspects of 

recognition (whether legal, social, or creative) afforded by social structures. Inversely, this 

missed opportunity perpetuates an undercurrent of pressure toward Christian “colonization” of 

the secular. 

Human life at every level of social organization is complex. Interpreting problems and 

striving toward redemptive actualities requires contextual, deft responsiveness and perpetual 

learning. In Christ, a new horizon of human dignity and affirmation within finitude is painted; 

we must therefore both engage with and think beyond the current state of social structures, 

recognizing their vital role in shaping human self-understanding and their degrees of 

compromise, working to reshape them for greater human flourishing by ethical, responsible 

engagement. Gospel, as given for the world, is given to shape social worlds that shape human 

life through recognitive social structures.   

 

[B] Conclusion 

The secular is already a shared space where infinite and finite dialectically exist together; this 

is the logic of incarnation. Precisely here, Christian identity cannot rely on arbitrary claims of 

sacredness to affirm its validity, whether dogmatically or subjectively. Understanding what it 

is to be Christian is an ongoing wrestle, and includes taking responsibility for the norms created 

within Christian communities. So, while forward movement may include the loss or sacrifice 

of previously perceived identity markers, bastions of defense, or interpretative tools,  this loss 

becomes gain as those committed to a Christian stance in the world—to the affirmation of 

human dignity and the coming-to-be of redemptive possibilities—are affirmed in their 



vocations.  Vocation, as an expression of responsibility, commitment, aspiration, and passion, 

can be celebrated.  

A christological ethos works to transform any space to be life-giving, even as the 

understanding of what is “life-giving” must be constantly re-evaluated and weighed. By 

engagement with various motifs of Hegelian thought, the process of thinking Christian 

vocation is resourced and expanded to affirm immediate subjective experience, sociality and 

civic interaction, and the role of norms in shaping identity in an ethos of distinctively Christian 

engagement in the world—all of which leads to an expanded ability to interpret, inhabit, and 

work within something more than a sacred–secular divide. 
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