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 The 22nd chapter of the Gospel of Matthew opens with the parable of the wedding 

feast, in which Jesus says “the kingdom of heaven may be likened to a king who gave a 

wedding feast for his son.” Through successive stages, we learn of the “invited 

guests…[who] refused to come” at the first invitation. At the second invitation, some 

went elsewhere to avoid the invitation, while others simply killed the messengers of this 

invite, leading the aforementioned king to lay waste to kill the (now former) invitees and 

lay waste to their cities. Yet still a feast was prepared, so the king sends a third invitation, 

this time to anyone who was out and about, “bad and good alike.” One of these persons 

was not suitably dressed, an issue which irritated our wedding feast-throwing king. I now 

quote in full from the end of the parable: 

[The king] said to him, ‘My friend, how is it that you came in here without a 

wedding garment?’ But he was reduced to silence. Then the king said to his 

attendants, ‘Bind his hands and feet, and cast him into the darkness outside, where 

there will be wailing and grinding of teeth.’ Many are invited, but few are chosen. 

(Matthew 22:12-14) 

This parable from Matthew has generally been interpreted both as a rebuke of Israel and 

as a warning to the Matthean community. Key in this is that the “wedding garment” is a 
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reference to being “clothed with the righteousness the kingdom requires.”1 It thus serves 

as a challenge to repent of one’s sinfulness and follow closely the will of God. 

 However, in our present moment this parable can also offer a lens for thinking 

through a different phenomenon: cancel culture. The term is widely used, or perhaps 

thrown around, in the United States, and thus would benefit from some critical reflection. 

This discourse is often ambiguous in its terms, including who are the persons being 

canceled (our invited but poorly dressed wedding guest), the persons canceling (our 

king), and what it means to be canceled (casting into the outer darkness, wailing and 

gnashing of teeth). In fact it is often apocalyptic in precisely the same way, imagining 

that a canceled person’s life is over, their career is over, their future is over, etc.2 

 While opponents of cancel culture often see it in these apocalyptic terms, defenders 

and supporters of cancel culture sometimes express relief or satisfaction that someone has 

been held to account, resignation about the limited form of accountability at hand, or 

even gleeful at the ostensible demolition of an offending person’s world. Amid all this, 

there is arguably little consideration of the prospects and limits of cancellation as a form 

of accountability, or criteria of jus post cancelatio that would allow for repentance or 

reconciliation. 

 With attention to these concerns, this essay proceeds in three main sections. The first 

seeks to describe what cancel culture is or seems to be, with particular attention both to 

the history of the term and to public perceptions of its meaning. Second, it attends to key 

 
1 Mark Allan Powell, “Matthew,” in HarperCollins Bible Commentary - Revised Edition, 

ed. James L. Mays (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2000), 894. 
2 Indeed some have used apocalyptic language to describe it; see Pamela Paresky, “The 

Apocalyptic Cult of Cancel Culture,” Psychology Today, June 19, 2019, 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/happiness-and-the-pursuit-leadership/201906/
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features of digital culture - anonymity, vitriol, authority, access, and disembodiment - to 

describe how cancel culture is a feature of digital culture. Finally, it considers David 

Tracy’s approach to public theology as an avenue for highlighting the potential resources 

of theology for addressing cancel culture. Ultimately, theology offers valuable tools in 

terms of justice, the preferential option for the poor, and practices of reconciliation for 

thinking with the contemporary challenge of cancel culture.  

 

Cancel Culture 

 While the term “cancel culture” gets thrown around quite a bit in contemporary US 

discourse, it is not clear that those who use the term have either a sense of its history or a 

consistent definition of what it means. When the Dr. Seuss estate decided last year to stop 

publishing six of his books, conservative pundit Tomi Lahren referred to cancel culture as 

restricting ideas or speech that others might find offensive, before going on to suggest 

that those opposing such cancellation ought to instead cancel the cancelers.3 Journalist 

Brian Williams described it as simply a “culture war talking point” that was being 

bandied about for political purposes.4 Perhaps less polemically, culture reporter Aja 

Romano describes cancel culture as “a trend of communal calls to boycott a celebrity 

 

the-apocalyptic-cult-cancel-culture. 
3 Justin Baragona, “Fox News’ Tomi Lahren Calls for Cancel Culture to Cancel Cancel 

Culture,” The Daily Beast, March 2, 2021, 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/fox-news-tomi-lahren-calls-for-cancel-culture-to-cancel-c

ancel-culture. 
4 Lee Moran, “GOP Hypocrisy Over ‘Cancel Culture’ Laid Bare In MSNBC Supercut,” 

Huffington Post, May 12, 2021, 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/msnbc-cancel-culture-supercut_n_609b97e8e4b0daf2b5

9ae5fb. 
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whose behavior was perceived as going too far.”5 And as much as “cancel culture” often 

seems to be a particularly North American discourse, the phrase has filtered out beyond 

these shores. Even Pope Francis has weighed in against “cancel culture,” lamenting that it 

“leaves no room for freedom of expression,” and “under the guise of diversity, it ends up 

canceling all sense of identity.”6  

 In response to divergent positions on what “canceling” and “cancel culture” mean, it 

is helpful to consider both the history of the term and some broader survey data. In her 

2019 article for Vox, Romano traces use of the term “cancel” to the 1991 film New Jack 

City, in which Wesley Snipes’ character uses the term as a way to describe dumping his 

girlfriend; this usage was later referenced in a 2010 Lil Wayne song. Yet canceling 

rocketed into the lexicon following a 2014 episode of Love and Hip-Hop: New York, 

where, amid a couple’s fight, one said to the other “you’re canceled.” Romano notes that 

following this airing, the term starting showing on social media, usually as a joke 

between friends.7  

 While the term “cancel” itself seems to be of relatively recent usage, Romano further 

shows that cancel culture has deep roots in African-American culture. Her article links 

contemporary practices of cancellation, especially of celebrities and companies, to the 

boycotts of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s. In this vein, cancellation 

 
5 Aja Romano, “Why We Can’t Stop Fighting about Cancel Culture,” Vox, December 30, 

2019, 

https://www.vox.com/culture/2019/12/30/20879720/what-is-cancel-culture-explained-his

tory-debate. 
6 Francis, “To the Diplomatic Corps Accredited to the Holy See,” January 10, 2022, 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2022/january/documents/2022011

0-corpo-diplomatico.html. 
7 Romano, “Why We Can’t Stop Fighting about Cancel Culture” 
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is seen as “a corrective for the sense of powerlessness that many people feel.”8 It is in 

this sense that one sees links between cancellation and the #MeToo movement, beginning 

in 2017 and bringing attention to the widespread experience of sexual assault, abuse, and 

harassment, particularly by wealthy, famous, or powerful men. Figures like filmmaker 

Harvey Weinstein, comedian Bill Cosby, and Senator Al Franken (among many others) 

faced consequences legally, socially, and careerwise for #MeToo allegations.9  

 In Romano’s history, she focuses especially on the idea of “accountability” within 

cancel culture. Her position is both supported and complicated by survey data around 

perceptions of cancel culture, however. In a survey conducted by Pew Research in 

September 2020, 44% of respondents answered that they had heard a “fair amount” or 

“great deal” about cancel culture.10 These respondents were then asked to provide their 

own description of what “cancel culture” means, and nearly half (49%) gave answers that 

focused on the idea of “accountability.” The next two largest groups of answers described 

it in terms of “censorship of speech or history” (14%) or “mean-spirited actions taken to 

cause others harm” (12%). None of the other descriptions offered by respondents reached 

10%.11  

 The Pew survey pushed further into this question about potential accountability, 

asking respondents whether people who are “canceling” others are more likely to “hold 

 
8 Romano, “Why We Can’t Stop Fighting about Cancel Culture” 
9 Romano, “Why We Can’t Stop Fighting about Cancel Culture” 
10 Emily A. Vogels et al., “Americans and ‘Cancel Culture’: Where Some See Calls for 

Accountability, Others See Censorship, Punishment,” Pew Research Center: Internet, 

Science & Tech (blog), May 19, 2021, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2021/05/19/americans-and-cancel-culture-where-s

ome-see-calls-for-accountability-others-see-censorship-punishment/. 
11 Vogels et al, “Americans and ‘Cancel Culture.’” The categories quoted in this 

paragraph are the codes into which responded answers were placed. 
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people accountable for their actions” or “punish people who didn’t deserve it” (58% vs 

38%). Notably, this question showed significant variation between democrats and 

liberal-leaning Americans, who tend towards the “accountability” framing, and 

republicans and conservative-leaning Americans, who tend towards the “unjustified 

punishment” framing.12 Following their choices, respondents were able to give several 

possible explanations for why they leaned the way they did. Thus among those who think 

accountability is more likely, 17% described it as “a teaching/learning moment,” 10% 

said “people need to consider the consequences of what they say,” and 6% each said 

“social ills such as racism or sexism are exposed,” “it’s a form of accountability,” and 

“people need to think before they speak.” Among those who think unjust punishment is 

more likely, 18% said “people need to consider the context in which the statement was 

made,” 13% said “people are overreacting,” 12% said “it’s a matter of free speech,” and 

11% said “’offensive’ is a subjective term.”13  

 Overall, these survey results suggest that while “accountability” is the primary frame 

for thinking about “cancel culture,” concerns about limiting public discussion and about 

the negative effects of cancellation on unjustified targets have grown in recent years. 

Moreover, while discussions of cancel culture have often highlighted the consequences 

for the powerful and the famous, some commentators have noted a shift in practices of 

cancellation. Romano cites Black feminist Loretta Ross, who critiques the spread of 

cancel culture to areas of disagreement rather than “discrimination and injustice,” while 

also asserting that “most public shaming is horizontal,” and thus targeting people who are 

 
12 Vogels et al, “Americans and ‘Cancel Culture.’” 
13 Vogels et al, “Americans and ‘Cancel Culture.’” 



 

7 

 

easier targets while also being less responsible for significant problems.14 In the Pew 

Survey, several of the free responses provided by respondents referenced their own 

experiences of being called out on social media, of losing friends, and even of losing jobs 

due to their beliefs or their social media posts.15  

 Yet the reality of “horizontal” cancellation has been around since much earlier in 

digital culture. In his 2015 book So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed, Jon Ronson tells 

numerous stories of people who were subjected to enormous public scorn for a variety of 

offenses.16 One of the most widely discussed examples from the book was Justine Sacco, 

a public relations professional who sent a tweet that was meant to be a joke but that was 

widely read as racist. She sent the tweet shortly before boarding an international flight; 

by the time she had landed, she was trending on Twitter and had been fired from her 

job.17 Sacco was neither famous nor powerful prior to the tweet’s explosion. The book 

covers numerous other examples of individuals who faced “public shaming” at the time 

for various offenses (including “Hank” for a technology joke featuring sexual innuendo 

that was overheard at a conference, author Jonah Lehrer for plagiarism and making up 

quotations, and Lindsey a joking photograph they had taken at Arlington National 

Cemetary), who varied widely in terms of fame, power, and who was driving the public 

shaming. While Ronson’s book precedes use of the term “cancel culture,” it is clear that 

what he’s discussing is consistent with the contemporary discourse around it.18  

 In light of both the history of the term cancel culture and survey data around its 

 
14 Romano 2019, maybe also find the Ross essay 
15 Vogels et al, “Americans and ‘Cancel Culture.’” 
16 Jon Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed (New York: Riverhead Books, 2015). 
17 Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed, 67-81. 
18 Ben Burgis, “So You’re Still Being Publicly Shamed,” Jacobin, accessed June 21, 
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meaning, it seems evident that a clear and concrete definition of “cancel culture” is 

contested and perhaps a bit tricky. Public discourse in the US uses the term variously to 

describe almost any effort that uses public forums to draw attention to alleged misdeeds, 

ranging from violent crime to various forms of bigotry to liking or disliking the wrong 

things. While the emphasis on accountability dominates over censorship or outright 

meanness, even that focus exhibits tension over whether it is authentic accountability or 

unjust punishment. Indeed part of the difficulty in working out a definition is that the 

term becomes something of a rhetorical cudgel, inconsistently used, often in bad faith. 

This has led in the cycle of public discourse both to efforts to make “cancel culture” 

include anything one thinks is bad and to efforts to say there is nothing at all to the 

concept. 

 However, I would argue that the prevalence of the term and the way it reflects certain 

patterns of behavior in digital culture suggest that some sort of functional definition will 

be useful going forward. Thus with the usual caveats in mind, I would propose as a 

heuristic definition of “to cancel”:  

The practice of using widely publicly accessible forms of communication to draw 

attention to perceived wrongdoing in order to motivate action bringing 

consequences to the alleged offender. 

This definition allows for flexibility around various types of potential offenses and targets 

without assessing whether the cancelation is just or unjust in that particular instance. In 

light of this, I take “cancel culture” to mean  

The general trend of using “cancellation” tactics in public discourse against a 

 

2022, https://jacobin.com/2020/09/publicly-shamed-jon-ronson-cancel-culture. 
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diverse set of targets for a diverse set of ends. 

In light of these working definitions, we next turn to the question of how “cancel culture” 

fits within broader digital culture and digital theology. 

 

Cancel Culture amid Digital Culture 

 My claim that cancel culture should be recognized as a part of contemporary digital 

culture comes with the obvious caveat that it draws on many widespread, pre-digital 

human social practices, including holding others accountable, ostracizing offending 

members of a community, using available levers of power to defend oneself or assert 

authority over others, and policing social speech and engagement. However, with cancel 

culture, we see these various social practices taking place in digital contexts via digital 

means. To demonstrate why I suggest cancel culture must be seen as a part of digital 

culture, I draw on Katherine Schmidt’s work, particularly her highlighting of five key 

“characteristics of the internet around which theological reflection has clustered: 

anonymity, vitriol, authority, access, and disembodiment.”19  

 First, Schmidt describes anonymity less in terms of being nameless and more in terms 

of a lack of accountability. While face to face interactions tend to impose social 

consequences upon people (especially when they are played out within longterm 

communal contexts), online interactions are often shaped by a lack of real images or 

names for the persons involved. Schmidt notes that this can “exacerbate” “the lack of 

trust that already obtains between strangers in our culture.”20  

 
19 Katherine G. Schmidt, Virtual Communion: Theology of the Internet and the Catholic 

Sacramental Imagination (New York: Lexington Books, 2020), 2. 
20 Schmidt, Virtual Communion, 4. 
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 With respect to cancel culture, anonymity is a key dimension both with respect to 

those being canceled and those canceling others. First, some “canceled” persons are not 

at all anonymous, such as actors, comedians, politicians; indeed, since they are famous, 

they are essentially the opposite. However, some such persons, like Justine Sacco, if not 

precisely anonymous (she had chosen to be a on Twitter, had shared her real name and 

career), are much less obviously “public persons.” Indeed accounts active on social media 

suggest that they remain anonymous out of fear of cancellation, whether in terms of 

public shame, job loss, or other consequences for what they share and post.  

 Second, those who seek to cancel others also must contend with the question of 

anonymity. As the #MeToo movement has shown, individuals who have been harmed are 

often reluctant to press charges or make public statements about their experience out of 

fear of repercussions from those responsible. If canceling another person brings one out 

into the public, that can have consequences for them. Sometimes anonymous accusers are 

effectively “outed” in a process called “doxxing,” where their private information, 

potentially including phone numbers, addresses, and family members, are made publicly 

available in order to harass them. And yet still, when cancellation efforts grow large 

enough, many of those who support it can continue to do so with little risk to themselves 

as part of the anonymity of the digital crowd. Put another way, they may feel little to no 

accountability for their contributions to an apparent cancellation.  

 Second, Schmidt describes vitriol as “the many ways we have found to mistreat each 

other in virtual space.”21 Drawing on the work of Jana Bennett, she pushes the question 

of whether the structure of the internet actively encourages vitriol, both in concert with 

 
21 Schmidt, Virtual Communion, 6 
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and independent of the question of anonymity. Indeed, recent revelations like the 

“Facebook Files” show how social media algorithms have been designed to drive 

“engagement” by their users, and that one of the most effective ways to do so is to 

encourage outrage among users.22 Such revelations confirm Bennett’s insight that there 

is something structural, even deliberate, about the way that digital platforms promote 

vitriolic content.  

 Public efforts at cancellation often display the sort of vitriol that Schmidt describes. 

This too is evident in at least two ways. First, there is the vitriol that is often directed at 

those seeking to “cancel” and as potentially hold another accountable. Such people are 

often subject to threats of violence, to vile language, and to assaults on motive; this can 

often be true regardless of whether the cancellation campaign is centered on non-digital 

offenses, such as sexual assault, or digital ones, such as an offending tweet or video. 

Second, and particularly with respect to digital offenses, one can see how the 

decontextualizing structures of online platforms can encourage these posts to be 

cherry-picked and removed from contexts in which they have fuller meaning. The 

persistence of what is placed online further makes it possible for long past digital 

creations to continue to haunt persons years, even decades later, even if a person has had 

some sort of conversion or maturation that would limit the present salience of those posts. 

This is perhaps most notable in terms of concerns about “context” that have been raised 

by many of the Pew survey respondents.  

 Third, Schmidt sees the question of “authority” as especially neuralgic for religious 

 
22 Ryan Knutson, “The Facebook Files, Part 4: The Outrage Algorithm,” Wall Street 

Journal, accessed June 28, 2022, 

https://www.wsj.com/podcasts/the-journal/the-facebook-files-part-4-the-outrage-algorith
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traditions. Digital communications technologies underwrite an explosion of potential 

sources of authority for religious believers and the spiritually curious, which makes it 

difficult for more traditional sources of authority to compete, to assert their own 

authority, or to provide more relatively accurate information to those interested.23 Even 

beyond the theological question of authority, one can see how such technologies have 

enabled the spread of misinformation and disinformation while also making difficult the 

sort of information literacy that would enable seekers to discern what is true, good, or 

useful.  

 Authority is perhaps most clearly connected to discourse about cancel culture through 

the question of whether an ostensible cancellation is justified or not. Much as digital 

platforms have challenged traditional modes of religious authority, they have also 

disrupted traditional patterns of holding people accountable. Proponents often point to 

such efforts at accountability as all that is available to them when elite persons have both 

the financial and cultural sway to protect themselves from traditional modes of 

accountability. Opponents of cancel culture often point to a lack of any kind of “due 

process” for those who have been accused of some offense, including any presumption of 

innocence or good faith. Arguably digital platforms have somewhat “democratized” such 

forms of accountability.  

 Fourth, Schmidt highlights “access” in two ways. First is the relative ease with which 

one can reach nearly anything online, whether that be information or other persons. This 

is accompanied by an expectation of instant gratification (e.g. Sherry Turkle’s research 

 

m/e619fbb7-43b0-485b-877f-18a98ffa773f 
23 Schmidt, Virtual Communion, 8-11 
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into the anxiety teenagers experience when texts are not quickly responded to)24 and a 

broadly consumerist approach to the world (e.g. my experience of access is tied to my 

experience of satisfaction). The second aspect of access is that while information, goods, 

and persons may be instantly accessible to some, such access via digital means is widely 

divergent and unequal, shaped by broad differences in access to technologies like mobile 

phones or broadband internet. This has typically been referred to as the “digital divide,” 

and it expresses itself variously across different countries and different economic and 

demographic groups.25  

 This first aspect of “access” fits well with the role of “authority” in cancel culture. 

Digital platforms enable much greater access to potential targets for cancellation, 

including both the famous and powerful and those more “horizontal” figures. Even those 

who are not present online in some meaningful sense can still be targeted in some way. 

An effort to cancel any particular person has the potential to go viral and draw a much 

wider range of eyes on it, and through doing so of making it into mainstream media. The 

sheer accessibility of other persons online seems to be a key part in the emergence of 

cancel culture.26  

 Finally, Schmidt discusses the concept of disembodiment in discourse about the 

 
24 Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from 

Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2011), 241-264. 
25 Schmidt, Virtual Communion, 12-13 
26 With respect to the “digital divide” aspect of access, its relevance here is somewhat 

less clear. Since “cancel culture” seems to be primarily a topic of concern in the United 

States, it’s worth noting that the digital divide within the US is somewhat less severe than 

in other parts of the world. In the US, it is most acute in terms of access to broadband or 

in terms of whether users have only a single point of access to the internet or multiple 

points of access. See Emily A. Vogels, “Digital Divide Persists Even as Americans with 

Lower Incomes Make Gains in Tech Adoption,” Pew Research Center, June 22, 2021, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/06/22/digital-divide-persists-even-as-americ
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internet. She notes that the standard view on this has been that the digital is inherently 

disembodying while “in real life” interactions are embodied. This leads by extension to 

the idea that what happens online is less real than what happens offline, and thus is not 

actually important. However, Schmidt rightly argues that one’s engagement with the 

internet and the digital world is always already mediated in some way, specifically 

through the physical devices employed in this engagement. Moreover, all the information 

is present somewhere (e.g. in servers), while the persons one has varying degrees of 

access to are also embodied on the other end.27  

 The question of what is “really real” online as a frame for embodiment is helpful for 

thinking with cancel culture. Beyond the debates noted above about whether or not cancel 

culture is real or what in fact it refers to, there are some who contend that cancel culture 

has few if any “real” consequences, either for the canceled or the cancelers.28 For 

example, the recent comeback of comedian Louis CK after sexual misconduct allegations 

“canceled” him were seen as evidence that his cancellation had not really affected 

anything. His career was apparently not seriously harmed, nor did he seem to give any 

meaningful evidence of contrition about the acts that led to that cancellation. Indeed, he 

won a Grammy award in 2022, five years after his apparent cancellation.29  

 Schmidt’s five aspects are a helpful frame for thinking through how cancel culture is 

 

ans-with-lower-incomes-make-gains-in-tech-adoption/. 
27 Schmidt, Virtual Communion, 15-17 
28 Ronson notes this specifically in the story of Jamie and LIndsey, as someone online 

specifically pushed back against the claim that all the attention on their perceived 

transgression would ruin their lives; see Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed, 209. 
29 Dustin Jones, “Louis C.K. Cancels His Cancellation, Wins a Grammy and Triggers a 

Backlash,” NPR, April 4, 2022, 

https://www.npr.org/2022/04/04/1090743278/louis-c-k-crawls-out-of-cancellation-wins-a

-grammy-and-triggers-a-backlash. 
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one part of the wider digital culture. Social media platforms like Twitter are often the 

vehicle for efforts to “cancel” someone or something, or for accusations that such an 

effort is underway. They provide avenues for drawing public attention and potentially 

creating friction for employers, advertisers, or others with some kind of stake (especially 

financial) in persons or organizations facing a possible “cancellation.” They create 

asymmetric relationships of access that make cancellation possible. Moreover, the 

ephemeral persistence of the internet, whereby it takes minimal effort to do something 

that never really goes away, lowers the stakes for those who might support a cancellation 

while ensuring that the signs of that effort will endure. Yet as such platforms are widely 

seen as public, or at least quasi-public, spaces, it seems relevant to think about what 

cancel culture means for public theology, as well as what resources theology can provide 

for thinking through this particular moment.  

 

Public Theology 

 The discipline of public theology is shaped in part by the double entendre of the term: 

it is concerned both with the role of theology in public spaces as well as theologizing 

about those same public spaces. With respect to the former, people most often point to 

theologians who achieved a relatively high degree of social recognition, such as Martin 

Luther King, Jr., Reinhold Niebuhr, and John Courtney Murray, SJ. Each of these figures 

were quite effective at bringing theological insights and resources to bear on pressing 

contemporary issues in public life, with public here understood as the wider society, 

broadly construed.30 While some lament that the present day does not seem to have 

 
30 As a marker of this, each of these figures were cover figures on Time magazine: 



 

16 

 

towering examples of the “public theologian” the way the mid-20th century did, it is 

important to note that social and technological shifts since the 1960’s have made a return 

to that era impossible. Indeed, the rise of digital communications platforms have made it 

much easier for a wider array of theologians to develop public followings, although it is 

rare that any of them are able to reach the heights of the figures mentioned above. 

Moreover, theologian Nichole Flores has noted the tendency of many theologians to 

focus primarily on the public of the academy and to attend little to audiences outside of 

that. Without downplaying the importance of academic work, she calls “in the streets, in 

the classroom, in the popular and academic journals where nontheologians read their 

creative thoughts.”31  

 The work of the theologian in public leads back to the second meaning of public 

theology: theologizing about public space. Theologian David Tracy is a seminal thinker 

for this, particularly through his differentiation of the various publics to which 

theologians are responsible into the academy, the church, and the wider society.32 It’s 

important to note here that he sees each of these as genuine publics, each with their own 

defining concerns, populations, and approaches to discourse. He further links each of 

these publics to particular subdisciplines of theology: fundamental, systematic, and 

practical theologies.33 He argues that theologians have responsibilities to these publics 

because theology is itself public in two key senses: (a) theology deals with fundamental 

 

Niebuhr 1948, King (for the first time) in 1957, and Murray in 1960. 
31 Nichole M. Flores, “What Is the Role of a Public Theologian Today?,” America, July 

22, 2019, 

https://www.americamagazine.org/arts-culture/2019/07/12/what-role-public-theologian-t

oday. 
32 David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of 

Pluralism (New York: Crossroad, 1981, 5). 
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human questions that are ubiquitous in human cultures and history and (b) theology 

makes arguments regarding these questions that are rooted in reason, sources, and 

evidence that are publicly available.  

 Key to Tracy’s understanding of public theology is that he treats theology as an 

essentially conversational task. Conversation is his central frame for thinking through the 

questions, exchanges, challenges, risks, and opportunities presented by bringing together 

two or more beliefs, thinkers, texts, situations, etc. A central part of his view of 

conversation is that it always involves risk: by engaging in conversation, one takes the 

risk of having one’s views challenged, rejected, even changed through that 

conversation.34 A person who enters into conversation unwilling to risk any of those 

outcomes is likely not actually open to conversation.  

 Moreover, the outcome of these exchanges is never a given. Tracy recognizes that 

conversations can lead anywhere from interlocutors coming to complete agreement, to a 

mutual understanding without changing one’s own views, to outright rejection, even 

hostility towards the other, and everywhere in between. The risk of conversation means 

risking any of these outcomes. Yet this is also why Tracy argues that the best 

conversations are grounded in some basic commitments to mutual charity, so that the 

other might be respected and that their ideas be given an honest hearing, and to epistemic 

honesty about one’s own beliefs and self-understanding. While Tracy recognizes that 

these features mark an “ideal speech situation” that doesn’t consistently, they nonetheless 

offer an ideal towards which one ought to aspire.  

 
33 Tracy, Analogical Imagination, 54-56. 
34 David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1994), 54. 
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 Thus for Tracy, theology is fundamentally a conversation that is always already 

public in some degree by virtue of its focus on deep questions that are widely shared and 

its standards for conversation and argument that are widely accessible. The more 

colloquial sense of public thus fits well with what Tracy means by his third public of 

“society.” We can thus describe public theology both as theological engagement that 

takes place in public contexts or around matters of public significance and as theological 

reflection on the meaning of public-ness itself.  

 

Cancel Culture as Public Theological Question 

 Building on these basic descriptions, a strong case can be made that cancel culture is 

a viable topic for public theology and that there are theological insights on offer here. 

Here I suggest three theological interventions on the discourse around cancel culture: the 

tension between accountability and social cohesion, the problem of marginalization in 

conversation, and the reality of conversion and reconciliation. 

 First, as the previous sections show, there is disagreement within public discourse and 

understanding about what precisely “cancel culture” is. Supporters tend to emphasize 

accountability, while detractors tend to emphasize either cancellation as unjust 

punishment or simply as censorship of alternative viewpoints.35 In truth, this 

disagreement is suggestive of a deeper tension within public discourse, between the need 

to hold community members accountable for their actions and the need to maintain some 

level of social cohesion for a community to function. Like most social levers, holding 

 
35 I note again that there are bad faith efforts to use the idea of cancel culture, seemingly 

more so on the opposition side, but I do not see evidence that the bad faith sides are 

dominant or that they fully mitigate the real concerns for both accountability and social 
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others accountable is subject to both excesses and deficiencies. When efforts at 

accountability stray too far to one extreme or the other, it can in fact lead to breakdowns 

in social cohesion, trust among community members, willingness to cooperate or offer 

honest responses. 

 In light of this framing, it is hopefully clear that one of the theological resources that 

may be helpful for thinking through cancel culture is the virtue of justice. Traditionally, 

justice has been described in terms of “giving someone their due.” With respect to 

Catholic Social Teaching, the Catholic Church’s Compendium of the Social Doctrine of 

the Church describes justice not only as what is due to other human persons, but also 

what is due to God.36 Justice thus can become injustice when someone is treated too 

harshly or to laxly in light of offenses. What proponents of cancel culture see it 

remedying is the deficiency side, where those who have avoided any consequences for 

their actions are compelled to take responsibility through social and economic pressure. 

Meanwhile, opponents see it as either punishing such persons too harshly for their acts, 

punishing the wrong persons, or for taking from persons the opportunity to state their 

beliefs, opinions, or positions.  

 Within public theology, then, we can pull together Tracy’s approach to conversation 

with traditional theological claims about justice. A key point the Compendium highlights 

in Catholic Social Teaching is that despite the importance of justice, the fulfillment of 

justice is found in charity or love.37 It is only in light of charity that justice is able to go 

beyond simple convention or law and reckon with the intrinsic dignity of the human 

 

cohesion. 
36 Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 

Church (Washington, D.C: USCCB Publishing, 2005), 201. 
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person created in the image and likeness of God.38 Tracy advances the same essential 

insight in his approach to public theology, asserting the necessity of charity as part of 

public conversation. This is what underlies his claim that conversation must take risks 

and be open to change, recognizing the vulnerability of one’s own position and 

self-understanding.39 The willingness to take the risk of conversation depends precisely 

upon a moral and theological commitment to the other and to the search for truth in that 

conversation.  

 Thus the challenge of accountability and its role in social cohesion that is presented 

by cancel culture is better understood in light of theological claims about justice and 

charity. Forming virtues of charity and justice for digital encounters would help to 

mitigate against the vitriol that is often a feature online. Moreover, greater attention to the 

embodied realities of those we interact with provide a better basis for acting justly and 

charitably and for being open to the sort of vulnerability that authentic conversation 

entails. Tracy’s model of public conversation works best in situations where the sort of 

anonymity Schmidt describes is minimized, or at least only retained when necessary for 

one’s safety.  

 Second, we can see the value of the preferential option for the poor in thinking 

through the problems of public conversation and marginalization. A key aspect of what 

motivates many who pursue cancellation, when done so in good faith, is the experience of 

being relatively marginalized and having limited options for pursuing accountability. As 

noted above in the #MeToo examples, many who have come forward with accusations 

 
37 Compendium 206. 
38 Compendium 202, 206. 
39 Stephen Okey, A Theology of Conversation: An Introduction to David Tracy 
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have noted that the persons who assaulted them often provided or controlled access to 

jobs, contacts, or material resources that were seen as necessary for flourishing. This 

relative level of power and control was an essential part of marginalizing those victims. 

With respect to arguments about free speech and the exchange of those ideas, there has 

long been a solid case that power differentials within communities can in fact inhibit that 

very exchange, creating a “chilling effect” on less powerful or resilient persons and 

communities. The possibility of accountability via cancellation may in fact offer some 

redress to that chilling effect and thus improve free exchange of ideas.  

 Tracy’s approach to conversation has sometimes been described as a “table,” with the 

idea that a plurality of views can be present at that table for a free, open, risky exchange 

of possibilities. Some critics of Tracy, including Dwight Hopkins and Owen Thomas, 

have noted that this perspective nonetheless assumes a structure already in place to which 

previously marginalized voices might be invited, but which they had no role in 

constructing.40 Later in his career, Tracy was more attentive to this critique and imagines 

conversation more “polycentrically,” moving away from the idea of a center with 

peripheries or a single table of conversation.41 Such an approach builds on the 

preferential option for the poor by better making space for marginalized voices in public 

discourse, and indeed allowing the marginalized to make their own spaces. One can see 

expressions of this already in more niche online communities, such as Black Twitter or 

 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press Academic, 2018), 53-54. 
40 Dwight N. Hopkins, Being Human: Race, Culture, and Religion (Princeton, N.J.: 

Fortress Press, 2005), 20-23, Owen C. Thomas, “Public Theology and Counter-Public 

Spheres,” Harvard Theological Review 85, no. 4 (October 1992): 462-465. 
41 David Tracy, On Naming the Present: Reflections on God, Hermeneutics, and Church 

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995), 4-5. 
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Weird Catholic Twitter.42  

 The principle of the preferential option for the poor from Catholic Social Teaching is 

quite useful for evaluating cancellation as an effort to hold the powerful to account for 

the benefit of the marginalized. It does not answer as well the challenge of more 

horizontal cases, which some have warned about as part of cancel culture. The case of 

Justine Sacco, mentioned previously, is instructive here. From one perspective, Sacco is a 

person who made a racially charged joke from a position of racial privilege, and thus 

contributed to broader currents of marginalization. It seems reasonable to assume that 

some who targeted her did so out of a good faith desire to highlight and critique such 

acts. From the other perspective, Sacco’s joke was an ineffective attempt to critique, 

sarcastically, the very same kind of racism she was accused of, and she herself was a 

relatively non-public, non-powerful figure undeserving of the degree of attention and 

accountability she received. The principle of the preferential option may thus be helpful 

for thinking not only about whose voices and concerns deserve greater attention, but 

whose potential offenses deserve the greatest scrutiny.  

 Finally, many have noted that cancel culture seems to suffer from any real openness 

to conversion or reconciliation. For example, it is a common practice to look back 

through a person’s past social media posts to find offending tweets or videos. While 

indeed past statements and acts may have been problematic, the de-contextualizing 

 
42 See, for example, André Wheeler, “Ten Years of Black Twitter: A Merciless 

Watchdog for Problematic Behavior,” The Guardian, December 23, 2019, sec. 

Technology, 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/dec/23/ten-years-black-twitter-watchdog 

and Mary Meisenzahl, “Inside the World of Weird Catholic Twitter — and the ‘Rad 

Trads’ Keeping the Old Traditions Alive,” MEL Magazine, March 10, 2019, 

https://melmagazine.com/en-us/story/rad-trad-weird-catholic-twitter. 
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character of digital culture does not reward a nuanced interpretation of the relationship 

between a person’s past and their present. There is rarely any attention to whether a 

person may have changed their position or regrets those past acts. Moreover, drawing 

attention to past bad behavior without consideration of later changes or efforts at 

improvement can have the opposite effect of encouraging retrenchment or of dissuading 

others from seeking to correct their own errors.  

 Tracy notes in his work on public theology that there are always ambiguities within 

conversation. When, for example, he notes that religions can contribute to repression and 

violence despite their professed concern for liberation, he states that “There is no 

innocent interpretation, no innocent interpreter, no innocent text.”43 This is linked with 

his call for engaging a hermeneutics of suspicion alongside a hermeneutics of generosity, 

seeing both as necessary to healthy conversation. For Tracy, one ought not to take the 

other simply at face value, and there is real value in thinking critically about current and 

past positions. But the goal is not to score points or win a debate, but to have an authentic 

conversation that is potentially revelatory of truth. 

 In thinking through this challenging aspect of cancel culture, one might helpfully 

draw on aspects of the sacrament of penance. Traditionally, the sacrament has four 

aspects: contrition for one’s wrongdoing, a confession of those acts and one’s guilt, 

absolution that pardons the person’s offenses, and penance that helps to right those 

wrongs.44 These four steps, at their best, move a person from a feeling of guilt and 

separation from the community back towards healing and relationship. As a resource for 

 
43 Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity, 79. 
44 Of course within the Roman Catholic Church, it also includes a necessary role for a 

priest as mediator between the penitent and God, but the sacrament as a resource for 
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thinking through the problem of reconciliation in cancel culture, the sacrament of 

confession offers a model for recognizing roles and responsibilities both for the potential 

cancelee and the potential canceler. Put another way, the theological insight of this model 

is that if the goal of cancellation is accountability, true accountability seeks ultimately to 

right the situation, not simply to banish the offender. It is difficult to make authentic, 

good faith apologies in the current world, and surely many are done simply for the brand. 

Yet for accountability to be truly just, it ought to at least have the possibility of moving 

toward reconciliation. 

 

Conclusion 

 Cancel culture is a contested and overwrought topic, one deeply embedded in our 

contemporary digital culture. Yet it is also one that brings up interesting questions for 

public theology. Indeed, the work of David Tracy on public theology as a form of 

conversation is helpful for thinking through cancel culture in both its strong focus on 

accountability and its lesser concerns about the free exchange of ideas. Theology also 

offers helpful resources for thinking through the public challenge of cancel culture, 

particularly in terms of concerns about accountability, the community’s responsibility to 

the marginalized, and the need for at least the possibility of reconciliation. Cancel culture 

need not have the apocalyptic imagery of the Parable of the Wedding Feast, nor ought the 

goal of the cancelers be to cast offenders into the outer darkness. This sort of ultimate 

exclusion is not up to us.  

 

cancel culture is not so literal. 


