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PREFACE



  Martin Junge


  Dignity and justice, respect for diversity, as well as inclusion and participation are core values of The Lutheran World Federation (LWF).1 The global Lutheran communion, together with ecumenical, interreligious and civil society partners, actively engages in reflection and action to overcome manifold forms of injustice and exclusion.




  In view of this long-standing commitment, the LWF is deeply concerned by recent developments in public discourse, on national as well as international levels. Public discourse has become significantly more aggressive and divisive, as ethno-nationalist populist movements have gained traction. Political agitation and hate speech have led to hate crimes, especially against vulnerable groups like refugees and migrants. There is a tangible negative impact on the cohesion of societies and the infringement on the rights and freedoms of diverse groups of people.


  Exclusionary populism unfolds a negative dynamic, which undermines the very fabric and existence of public and civil society space. It perverts basic norms and values of how we want to live together as society and as international community. Therefore, it is vital to jointly address these challenges by scrutinizing its ideological foundations and denouncing its harmful assumptions. Furthermore, the LWF sees the need to articulate with renewed clarity our vision for just and participatory living together, and live out this calling as churches.2 We need to give an account of the theological perspectives that emerge from the gospel message, which points to God’s compassionate and liberating presence in this world.


  The international conference “Churches as Agents for Justice and against Populism” held in Berlin (Germany) in May 2018 brought together sixty-five people from twenty-five countries in order to deliberate together on the topical issue of exclusionary populism and provide stimulating theological conversations. It is of vital importance that such reflection is done in a collaborative way, by people coming from different contexts, with diverse backgrounds. We thank all who prepared papers and engaged in discussions. The insights emerging from such intercultural theological conversation are indeed much needed today. We are very grateful to “Bread for the World”, Evangelische Akademie zu Berlin and the Church of Sweden for their collaboration with the LWF desk for public theology and interreligious relations in preparing this event. The steering committee members Almut Bretschneider-Felzmann, Eva Harasta, Chad Rimmer, Simone Sinn, and Dietrich Werner have jointly conceptualized and implemented this conference.


  With this publication of many of the papers from the conference, the LWF wants to stimulate further theological conversation, encourage joint reflection on what it means for churches to resist exclusion today, to dismantle its ideological foundations, and to engage in creative and effective action to foster respect for diversity and inclusion of all. With this publication of many of the papers from the conference the LWF wants to stimulate further theological conversation, encourage joint reflection on what it means for churches to resist exclusion today, to dismantle its ideological foundations, and to engage in creative and effective action to foster respect for diversity and inclusion of all.


  
INTRODUCTION



  Eva Harasta and Simone Sinn


  
In a wide variety of global contexts, populist political movements pose serious challenges to churches and theology. Churches are called to reflect more deeply on their public role in view of populist exclusionary policies. In a situation where populist movements misappropriate Christian rhetoric to justify their aspirations, churches cannot remain silent, but need to resist exclusionary strategies. The contributions gathered in this volume offer analyses and theological orientations, and invite readers to compare their experiences to thoughts and action in different contexts.




  Changeable and fast-moving, populism takes on diverse forms. Furthermore, populist movements often obscure their stances and aims (including their non-democratic agenda), thus making it even more difficult to grasp. This volume aims to clarify the problems inherent to certain forms of “populism”, and highlights the current wave of right-wing, anti-establishment, anti-elitist and exclusionary movements. The second chapter—“Analyzing the politics of populism”—further discusses the understanding of populism. This volume views “populism” as one of the causes for a crisis of democracy that can be observed in different parts of the world, be it in emerging democracies or in states with a long democratic tradition or in countries that have recently moved towards establishing democracy.


  Churches and civil society at large in different global contexts experience these developments first hand. Their effect can be described metaphorically as a “shrinking” of public space. Obstacles to critical social and political discourse are put into place, and exclusionary tactics hinder meaningful participation of all. Ethno-nationalist populist movements work on depriving parts of the population of their access to public discourses, or even on depriving them of their right to participate. Social and political exclusion undermines core values—dignity, equality, freedom, justice, and transparent decision-making processes. Yet these values are a core part of the Christian world-view. Thus it is not for the purposes of a political system that the churches are called to public witness, but rather for the sake of their mission as churches itself. The third chapter—“Public theology in context—resisting exclusion”—offers insights into responses to this challenge in different local contexts, while the first chapter—“The churches as agents for justice”—offers approaches from the perspective of church leadership, i.e. responses to this challenge on a regional or even federal/national level.


  In spite of their contextual and theological diversity, the contributions of these chapters agree in one important regard: The churches need to be self-aware and self-critical when engaging in public witness. Exclusion, discrimination and even unjust power structures are present in the churches as well. Theology and the churches take part in societal dynamics, and can be influenced by exclusionary politics without realizing it. The fourth chapter—“Responding to Sexism”—focuses on one aspect that has proven especially hard to grapple with both for academic theology and for the churches. The contributions aim to encourage self-critique by showing how faith flourishes in communities that cherish equality and dignity of all.


  Democracy needs to be rejuvenated and renegotiated in each generation. The fifth and final chapter—“Populism and truth”—discusses how such renegotiation may look in this current generation. Exclusionary political movements feed on fear and aggression in the face of complexity, ambiguity, and diversity. They offer fictional narratives of uniform cultural, religious, racial or national identity, arguing for the exclusion of “others”. The contributions of the last chapter offer theological responses to different aspects of coming to terms with diversity and ambiguity, and work with an understanding of truth that follows the Johannine principle that truth is not a proposition, but a living person, and a promise of liberation.


  THE CHURCHES AS AGENTS FOR JUSTICE


  In the first section of the book, several church leaders offer perspectives for constructively engaging with challenges in society today. In order to analyze the situation, they describe contemporary developments and dialogue with philosophers and political theorists to more profoundly understand what is at stake. Each in their own way speaks from a place of personal commitment to resisting exclusion.


  Antje Jackelén addresses the need to reclaim democracy in the face of polarization, populism, protectionism and post-truth. She reflects on the ambivalent impact of digitalization, especially the emergence of digital swarms, and passionately pleads for nurturing democracy through education. In her view, the church should engage in public space by keeping the quest for truth alive and fostering a sense of direction. From her experience in Sweden, she points out that the church may face fierce opposition and blatant hatred. In view of this, the church is called to form viable partnerships with diverse stakeholders to strengthen hope, justice and peace.


  Reflecting on the role of the churches in Germany as agents for justice and against populism, Heinrich Bedford-Strohm proposes focusing on the grand narratives that shape the self-understanding of society. The rise of the right-wing populist party “Alternative für Deutschland” (AfD) needs to be addressed on this deeper level as well as on the level of individual political issues. The churches in Germany must speak up decisively against all attempts to make nationalistic ideas acceptable again—yet they should do so without framing this discourse as a status confessionis. Instead of discussing whether certain people are Christian or not, the topics at hand need to be discussed soberly and clearly, first and foremost among them immigration and social justice. The churches need to propose their grand narrative of hope against populist narratives of fear, and they need to mediate this high-minded narrative with everyday political discourse and its constant search for compromise.


  In approaching contemporary populism in Hungary, Tamás Fabiny draws on insights of Hungarian political theorist István Bibó. In 1946, Bibó analysed the destabilized situation of Hungary and other small Central European states after the two World Wars. He argued that these societies were traumatized to the point where they might not be able to build their own identity for the foreseeable future. According to Fabiny, the challenges that Bibó describes continue to haunt Hungary even seven decades later, after forty years of an illiberal communist state and thirty years of post-communist democracy and neoliberal capitalism. Hungarian populism offers easy answers to the deep questions of identity that have been left unresolved by the ideological upheavals of the 20th century. It envisions a homogeneous Hungarian “nation” and strengthens cohesion by openly discriminating against minorities. The Lutheran church positions itself against these political dynamics by advocating for inclusion, diversity and democratic participation.


  A sharp analysis of the intersection of populism and racism in the US today is offered by Linda E. Thomas. Doing public theology from a womanist perspective, she underlines the importance of looking at the historical depth of these issues. She introduces the cultural knowledges that emerge from black and womanist experience, and shows how these connect with experiences of others e.g. First Nations People. Remembering the past, the abuse suffered, is indispensable. Equally important is unveiling the persistent dynamics of power and privilege. Thomas views racism as structured, systematic and institutionalized prejudice. In order to counter this, Thomas argues for shared analysis, i.e. those who are in one way or another in a position of power or privilege join the efforts to disrupt racist structures. Another concrete way in which churches can help transform oppressive systems is to accept leadership from historically subordinated people.


  In his account of populist politics in India, Roger Gaikwad points to three interrelated challenges: religious fundamentalism, communalism and nationalism. Gaikwad speaks of Hindutva populism and shows how it creates an intolerant and coercive climate in society. Such climate gives rise to attacks against women, dalits, adivasis, religious minorities and working people. Gaikwad briefly introduces the historical emergence of the ideology of Hindutva in the late nineteenth century. He argues that the politicization of Hindu religious sentiments entails fascist elements. The churches in India have responded critically to these developments in various ways, in public statements as well as by forming civil society coalitions. Such coalitions help to raise awareness in society and activate all available legal mechanisms to protect minorities.


  Pascal Bataringaya writes about the Rwandan churches’ efforts to contribute to the healing process after the Genocide against the Tutsi in 1994, when more than one million people were killed in a period of 100 days. The Genocide traumatized the people of Rwanda on the individual level, but it also traumatized society as a whole. Bataringaya stresses that justice is a necessary precondition of reconciliation. This concerns the role of the churches as well. The churches had to come to terms with their complicity in the circumstances that contributed to the Genocide. After so much violence and suffering, justice and reconciliation can seem impossible. For Bataringaya, the heart of the churches’ witness for reconciliation consists of the trust that justice as well as reconciliation are graceful gifts from God.


  ANALYZING THE POLITICS OF POPULISM


  Populism is a contextual phenomenon, it responds to challenges within a particular society. Yet populist movements have become influential in numerous different global contexts, a fact that points to inter-contextual dynamics and parallels. This chapter offers analyses from Hungary and Croatia, from South Africa, from Brazil and the US, concluding with a statement from the perspective of a German development agency. Populism emerges as a form of politics that uses social resentments in order to gain power, and that, once in power, contributes to a crisis of democracy across different global contexts.


  In their article “Radical Right-wing Populism and Nationalized Religion in Hungary”, András Bozóki and Zoltán Ádám offer a definition of populism from the point of view of political science and analyze populism in Hungary and its relation to Christianity. They describe populism as an anti-elitist approach to politics that primarily seeks mass-mobilization and that positions the person of a charismatic leader in the place of political principles. Populism’s rise in Hungary originates in recent history. During the three decades after the collapse of communism, countries in Eastern Central Europe have transitioned into democratic structures quickly, but have also faced economic and social challenges. Many citizens have become disillusioned with “the West” and with neoliberal capitalism.


  Nico Koopman approaches populism from the perspective of a South African academic public theologian. He focuses on populism as a logic and idea, not as an ideology or a political movement. Thus populism appears as an anti-intellectual flight from complexity. In response, Koopman calls for a theological ethic of intellectuality and catholicity. Embracing intellectuality takes its cue from the conviction that faith includes loving God with one’s entire mind, which leads to affirming complexity and ambiguity in society as well as in theory. Embracing catholicity implies that the churches pay attention to God’s work outside of the church, both regionally and globally.


  Rudolf von Sinner and Marcia Pally both look for the societal hermeneutics of populism. Rudolf von Sinner calls for a deeper understanding of the centrality of the people. He writes from within the contemporary Brazilian context and begins with an analysis of former president Lula’s popularity in order to decipher the meaning of populism in Latin America. Here, populism is also understood in positive ways. This has been theoretically elaborated by the Argentinian political philosopher Ernesto Laclau. He does not regard populism as manipulation of the masses, but as articulation of the subjectivities of the people. Against false harmony there needs to be legitimate space for political conflict, so that the voices of marginalized be heard. In his own theological approach, von Sinner underlines the need to look more closely as to who and where the people are.


  Marcia Pally investigates why neo-nationalist movements are so persuasive to many citizens in the US from the perspective of cultural studies. She defines “populism” as a program of solutions to economic and sense-of-place duress and uses the word as a synonym for “neo-nationalism”. Drawing on political and theological interpretations of the covenant by Johannes Althusius, John Winthrop, and Alexis de Tocqueville, Pally delineates models of political participation, liberty and belonging that contribute to the persuasiveness of exclusionary political stances in the US.


  Dion A. Forster and Branko Sekulić look into the relation between the church and populist politics and into the use of Christian ideas and rhetoric by populist movements. Dion A. Forster offers a theological response to contemporary populism in South Africa, which takes its strength from a disappointment in the slow pace of transformation, from the re-emergence of identity politics, and from growing concerns of state corruption. Christian rhetoric plays a significant part in current South African populism. Forster points out that there is a blurring of the lines between the political and the religious discourse, and that the churches are in danger of becoming embedded in the actions and intentions of the state. In order to work against this tendency, Forster points to the South African Kairos Document (1985), which calls the church to prophetic witness, and reminds theology and the church of their spiritual responsibility for distance from the state, and their public responsibility for justice.


  Branko Sekulić analyses how churches in ex-Yugoslavia are entangled in the promotion of an ethnonational mythology. He underlines that mythology is not to be understood as a distant concept, but as a mindset that has practical consequences and shapes reality. When a church institution supports are certain ethnonational mythology, it is entangled in political struggles which thus acquire a certain sacred characteristic. Furthermore in such mythology, the people are given a special status as chosen people. The historical narration is fixed in such a way to support the mythology. The idea of hostility toward other ethnic, national, confessional or religious groups becomes and intrinsic part of the mythology. This can develop into a precursor to ethnic cleansing and genocide.


  At the end of the chapter, Dietrich Werner introduces an inter-contextual perspective on populism. He writes as a representative of Bread for the World, the development agency of Protestant churches in Germany. In the past few years, strengthening civil society actors has been one of the primary objectives of Bread for the World as it responds to a disturbing development that can even be addressed as a global crisis in democracy. Nationalist populism contributes to this crisis in many global contexts. Werner stresses that the churches need to remain strong in their witness and service to those in need beyond all cultural, national and ethnic boundaries. Inter-contextual ecumenical exchange is an important tool in this situation.


  PUBLIC THEOLOGY IN CONTEXT—RESISTING EXCLUSION


  Wherever Christians live in difficult or oppressive situations they have to find ways to stand their ground. There is a wide range of strategies from confrontation to cooperation by which churches try to live out who they are called to be in this world. Out of such struggles public theologies in context emerge that defy exclusion and work toward recognition of a plural public space.


  Sung Kim argues that the current development of public theology in Hong Kong needs to be understood in relation to the religious-political reality in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). While freedom of religion or belief is guaranteed in the basic law in Hong Kong, Christians in Hong Kong fear looming changes in view of Bejing’s increasing influence on the “Self Administrative Region”. Some theologians in Hong Kong favour the concept of “localism” to allow for some grade of independence. The debate on the impact of “foreign influence” continues, however with different nuances in Hong Kong and in the PRC. Kim points out that in the midst of these political questions, public theology should not loose sight of the growing socio-economic challenges that produce glaring marginalization.


  The introduction to the quest for independence and democracy in Myanmar by Samuel Ngun Ling provides insights into the different historical stages. He then points out that there are currently two approaches to peace and reconciliation in the country, one through inclusive political dialogue, the other one aims at ending internal conflicts by military force. Neither approach has yet achieved peaceful coexistence. Furthermore, a particular challenge is the fact that government authorities have tried to promote Buddhist religion and culture to form national identity. In view of this hegemonic dynamic the minority ethnic Christians struggle through non-violent means for recognition of diversity, justice, dignity, rights and freedoms. For churches in Myanmar, Jesus showed the way to resistant evil powers and systems and to stand for the disenfranchised.


  Jeevaraj Anthony describes how the United Evangelical Lutheran Churches in India as a minority church responds to the challenges of the Hindutva movement both in theology and advocacy work. Minority communities in India, with Christians among them, currently experience a context of fear and suffering. Anthony calls for a public theology “from below”, i.e. a public theology that involves the everyday lives of marginal and minority people. Furthermore, he calls for a dialogical public theology as it is practiced at the Ecumenical Dialogue Centre India (EDCI), because dialogue is the most effective method in responding to exclusionary ideas and practices.


  Daniel C. Beros analyzes the term “populism” and focuses on phenomena that are usually attributed to “populism”: xenophobia and racism. These phenomena are on the rise in Latin American contexts, where neoliberal authoritarian regimes currently gain ground, often with the help of media monopolies. In his theological response to this situation, Beros draws on the category of idolatry. This concept can help to analyze the use of images in the media and it can help to recognize “false gods”, i.e. deceitful claims of justice and peace. However, it needs to be employed self-critically, as it has been a means of oppression historically.


  The use of religion by right wing Israeli and Christian Zionist groups is scrutinised by Munther Isaac. He describes how biblical and religious language is used in these two movements to legitimise a certain political agenda. He calls this “imperial theology” and criticizes such theology as resulting in prejudice and fear and leading to dehumanizing Palestinians. Isaac argues for a theology of shared land as the only meaningful way forward.


  Almut Bretschneider-Felzmann writes from the perspective of the Church of Sweden’s international department, which cooperates with partners in sixteen countries. For more than a decade, the issue of democratic spaces in society and civil society has been of central importance in these global relations. “Democratic space” designates room for civil society discourse between different actors. In many cases, certain groups are denied access to such democratic space. Yet excluded voices need to be heard in the public space so that decision making processes can be truly participatory and beneficial to everyone involved. Living out the public witness of the church needs continual reflection and care. For Act Church of Sweden, the development organization in Church of Sweden, sexual and reproductive health and rights have been focus areas for many years as well as gender justice.


  RESPONDING TO SEXISM


  This chapter focuses on exclusion based on gender, i.e. sexism, as a populist strategy in five different contexts: the US, Zambia, the UK, Sweden, and Brazil. Theologians face a dilemma in this respect, as the tradition they are part of has been strongly influenced by patriarchy. Thus, responding to sexism in the public space presupposes a self-critical investigation into the exclusionary structures within theology and the churches.


  Constructive theological resources that help to re-evaluate tradition and critique misogyny and sexism are brought forward by Kirsi Stjerna. Her aim is to strengthen persistence in the face of multiple expressions of injustice. She remembers women during the Reformation period who have become models of persistence by their theological engagement with the questions of the time. Looking at contemporary challenges she underlines that making the world a safe place for women as exemplified in the #MeToo movement is not only a secular matter, but a Reformation concern. She highlights key insights from the recent statement “Faith, Sexism and Justice. A Lutheran Call to Justice” of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. Stjerna is convinced that the way theologians speak about God is of vital importance, and that a fundamental theological reform is needed. In her view, it is worth revisiting Luther’ Genesis commentary and use it a resource to include women’s experiences.


  Mutale M. Kaunda and Chammah J. Kaunda focus on the public challenge of sexism, though never losing sight of the interconnection of sexism and Christianity. They analyze how Zambian Pentecostal women politicians, though successful in gaining political influence, have failed to resist patriarchal structures. This dynamic is particularly apparent when these politicians use the religious discourse of wifely submission in order to exercise power in a male-dominated political context. Patriarchal models of gender relations that claim to be Christian are a part of populist rhetoric in Zambia. Zambia mirrors other global contexts in this respect as well as in the underlying power structure: Women achieve positions of power, but then fail to challenge patriarchal attitudes, instead conforming or even actively strengthening them as long as it helps them to stay in power as individuals.


  Esther McIntosh’s paper investigates sexism in current public theology, and shows how male-dominated hermeneutics prevent theology from responding effectively to public challenges that are posed by populist sexism. Male-dominated public theology interprets the public sphere based on Jürgen Habermas, David Tracy and other white male theorists, ignoring feminist critiques of the distinction between the public and the private, and remaining deaf to theological witness on public issues by marginalized groups. McIntosh stresses that public theology needs to overcome this bias and needs to start engaging with public theologies of many different backgrounds, e.g. with Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Jacquelyn Grant, Delores Williams, Mercy Oduyoye, Musa Dube, and Kwok Pui-Lan. This is especially important in a situation of rising misogyny in the public sphere, as sexism proves to be a salient part of populist politics in many different contexts.


  Gunilla Hallonsten discusses the role of sexism in nationalist populism in Sweden. Hallonsten points out that sexism—together with racism—is an integral part of nationalist populism in Sweden. Women are seen primarily as mothers, reproduction being seen as woman’s first duty for the nation. Nationalist populism stresses the nuclear family as the only legitimate family model and discriminates against the lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans- and queer people (LGBTQ) community. Hallonsten then draws on the feminist post-colonial thought of Paula de los Reyes and Diana Mulinari, whose criteria for intersectional thinking are useful for critiquing gendered theological spaces, and for developing public spaces that are in accordance with gender justice.


  Looking at the pervasive presence of violence against women in Brazil, Marcia Blasi argues that such reality is nurtured by a destructive political discourse that is not simply populist, but actually fascist. Blasi describes how in such public discourse there is a binary typology of women, being either “beautiful, modest, and housewife” or angry and dangerous. This discourse could be heard in the fierce debates in relation to Dilma Roussef’s presidency. Blasi denounces the involvement of religious leaders in the misogynous public discourse. She pleads with churches to hear and believe women’s stories, and to provide safe and just spaces for women.


  POPULISM AND TRUTH


  As populist discourse began to either control or demonize certain media outlets and started to attack journalists, questions of fake news and post-truth became a matter of public concern. Communication in public and private spaces seems polarized and distorted. These developments call for a renewed reflection on what truth is, which implies asking what is meant by factual evidence, as well as looking into philosophical and theological perspectives on truth. Furthermore, it urges us to reflect on rationality and the plurality of truth claims.


  The scene that surrounds Pilate’s question in John 18, “What is truth?” is the starting point for Chad Rimmer’s reflection on truth. By analysing the socio-political context of the situation, Rimmer shows that the prosecution of Jesus as narrated in this biblical passage can be interpreted as a case study for unveiling populist dynamics. The populist tactic of blurring deliberation is questioned, and truth is invoked to work toward justice. Rimmer argues that Jesus embodies political agency, not least from the cross, where the disintegration and exclusion is exposed. Furthermore, when the church gathers a community of faith of diverse people in the face of exclusionary populism, this is a political act.


  Olga Navrátilová discusses the chances and limits of a multi-religious society. She underlines that guaranteeing freedom of conscience of an individual person is a key component in plural societies today as it enables the persons to live according to what they hold as truthful and binding. She demonstrates that the claim to universality of reason as put forward by Enlightenment thinking needs to be critically discussed. She takes up John Rawls’ idea of overlapping consensus to make the case for the need of different world views to interact with one another and to create shared space. She argues that the experience of truth shows that truth often comes as question; this, for her, is a strong argument to see that reflection on truth opens space for plurality.


  From within the Swedish context, Michael Nausner identifies a polarization between secularism and religion on the one hand, and a polarization between religions on the other as problematic developments in public discourse that need to be critically analyzed. He pleads for reconnecting the Abrahamic faiths, and refers to reflections of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks and of perspectives from the Muslim writer Navid Kermani for working toward mutual understanding. Theologically, the Noah covenant plays a key role in overcoming diverse polarizations.


  According to Joona Toivanen, it is important to trace the historical legacy of atheist discourse In order to understand public discourse on religion in Estonia today. He calls this a post-Soviet eclipse of religious consciousness. He diagnoses a vacuum in which people are looking for saviours and solutions, as a sense of purpose and the experience of belonging and being loves is eroding. He sees that people cling to fragments of faith and Christian morals, and questions whether this is based on an authentic relationship to God.


  Florian Höhne approaches social media communication from a theological perspective, asking whether social media algorithms may be a factor that fosters populism by confirming biases and fears. After all, Google, Facebook, Yahoo and You Tube filter and personalize the information they offer each user based on previous preferences, thus strengthening those preferences. Populist politicians and movements use digital social media actively and effectively, but by way of the “filter bubble” mechanism, these media further populism implicitly, or latently, simply by doing their job, i.e. accurately diagnosing preferences in order to ascribe advertisements most effectively. Finally, Höhne draws on two of George A. Lindbeck’s four types of theories of religion in order to find ways to overcome the filter bubble mechanism.


  In view of the negative impact of diverse forms of fundamentalism and radicalism in society, especially for disenfranchised groups, Elisabetta Ribet calls on theology to provide critique and analysis of current developments in society. Theology needs to shed light on the relationship between truth and reality, between belief and knowledge in order to empower people to discern complex situations. Based on insights from Jacques Ellul she discusses the power of propaganda in a technological society. Ribet makes the case for Christians to more deeply understand what it means to be a witness. The calling to give witness is starkly different from propaganda. Christians are called to ask questions about meaning in life and about what is sacred in life. This critical reflection can help counter paternalistic populist dynamics, and give space to the truth that will set people free.


  These papers were presented at the conference “The Churches as Agents for Justice and against Populism” in May 2018 in Berlin (Germany). The insights emerging from the plenary discussions are captured in the “Summary Findings” of the conference included at the end of this volume.


  
THE CHURCHES AS AGENTS FOR JUSTICE



  
RESPONSIBLE CHURCH LEADERSHIP IN THE FACE OF POLARIZATION, POPULISM, PROTECTIONISM AND POST-TRUTH



  Antje Jackelén


  CHURCH LEADERS BETWEEN TRADITION AND TRANSFORMATION




  In dealing with the socio-political challenges of today, responsible church leaders find themselves in the midst of a familiar conflict between tradition and transformation. This conflict affects not just the church sphere, but every area where there is a call for responsible leadership. There is, however, often a difference between the emphasis placed on the two components, at least when viewed from the outside. If, for example, in the field of economics the cantus firmus is one of constant transformation, then in the church the focus is more on tradition. That comes, indeed, as no surprise in a movement whose “business concept” is not exactly a start-up one but has been tried and tested in a unique fashion for over 2,000 years. Why should we change at any price something that has survived the storms of the centuries? That would be unwise.


  From that point of view, it is understandable that for the church tradition often becomes a hallmark of truth. The closer it is to tradition the purer and truer (and so much more “classical”) the theology is. Therefore, it is understandable that, particularly in times of uncertainty and challenge, the early church is idealized and romanticized as a time that cultivated good traditions. Certain periods of church history may be idealized in order to “prove” that the church of today and its leaders to a greater or lesser extent have fallen short. Or perhaps another part of the worldwide church is elevated as a place which remains particularly faithful to tradition and to orthodox faith, again with the aim of exposing the current church and its leaders as deficient. This tension concerning tradition is nothing new, and there is nothing to suggest that it will ever stop.


  Yet, as we know, tradition has not made its way through the centuries unscathed. Without phases of particularly loud critiques of tradition and without the constant quiet tweaking of traditions, we would not be where we are now. Yes, in a sense, tradition, as the passing on of what needs to be handed down, is already a form of transformation. For this process requires communication and communication always comprises the possibility and the reality of transformation.


  Moreover, Christian tradition is congenial with the call to transformation. If life in baptism is a life of constant conversion, if the Spirit of Pentecost is a Spirit of renewal, then it follows that the church, the people of God, is also in need of constant transformation. This is not a case of change for its own sake, but of ongoing renewal or reformation. Semper reformanda, even. Incidentally, I love the gerundive in this expression—if this is a matter of renewal, then it is a clear corrective to any zealous activity to which we may be inclined. “Semper reformanda” does not actually mean “always reforming”, as it is often rendered in English, but “always in need of being reformed”.


  In the years following the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, it may not be out of place to remember that renewal and transformation will perhaps be particularly successful when we engage in encounters with others. The second imperative in the Lutheran-Catholic document From Conflict to Communion, calls on us to “let ourselves continuously be transformed by the encounter with the other and by the mutual witness of faith”.1 The 800-year-old Pentecost prayer, Veni Sancte Spiritus, which is attributed to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Stephen Langton, expresses an appropriate way of dealing with tradition: flecte quod est rigidum, fove quod est frigidum (bend that which is inflexible, warm that which is chilled). This healthy tension between tradition and transformation is a proper context to all with responsibility for leadership, including those in the church.


  POLARIZATION, POPULISM, PROTECTIONISM AND POST-TRUTH


  What makes this conflict between tradition and transformation appear special in our own time? Polarization, populism, protectionism and post-truth are the four Ps that hang together and strengthen one another. Taken together, they form a seductive but poisonous cocktail, which is eagerly swallowed in many places today. And, of course, the church is in no way left untouched by this. First, the Ps operate within the church; second, the church in the world is caught up in this poisonous area of conflict; and third, the church is exploited repeatedly in this area of conflict, so often that it is hardly able to recognize itself in the mirror of criticism that is held up to it.


  However, the increasing consciousness of the dynamic that the four Ps bring to today’s world, including the church, offers us a sign of hope. In a time of populism, we can respond by remaining open-minded and steadfast. We can be open to the world, critical and self-critical in our eagerness to learn, and yet, at the same time, steadfast, firmly anchored in the gospel and thereby also in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which was in parts inspired by Christian tradition.


  Polarization is a result of the ever widening gap between people who have plenty of wealth, education, health and power at their disposal, and those who do not. The fact that the combined wealth of eight men is greater than that of 3.6 billion people, half the world’s population, says something about the polarizing potential of our world. We can also see this from a less global perspective: the things that belong together in a functioning society are being more and more pulled apart, or even ripped up. Consequently, we have created a society where there is little comprehension of the living conditions of those who are different, which leads to open hostility. Those feeling they belong to society’s disadvantaged are drawn to protectionism, which often reveals itself in nationalism. Brexit, Britain’s move to leave the European Union, has clearly demonstrated how polarization between town and countryside, young and old, those of higher or lower levels of education, influences people’s views of reality and strengthens their desire for protectionism. As we know, that does not in any way mean that populism is only to be found among angry young men who feel themselves to be disadvantaged and of limited education.


  As is generally well known, Brexit was also a classic example of the influence of post-truth. The old saying “Lies have short legs, [… you are soon caught by the truth]” seems to have been replaced with its very opposite by certain politicians and opinion formers who set the tone for the Brexit debate. But that is not the worst of it. The fact that lies suddenly have long legs and that public liars, when caught out, instead of showing any shame, strut about shamelessly, is to all intents and purposes an attack on the network of human relationships. Human relationships, which sustain our societies, presuppose a relatively high degree of trust. If post-truth is successful in dismantling both this trust and our fundamental sense of the truth, then the argument about the extent to which relativism inevitably follows on from post-modernism becomes nothing more than trivial banter. For without a fundamental sense of the truth, democracy cannot function over the long term.


  As a result, it may well be entirely right for us now, after the cleansing bath of post-modernism, to argue once again for, and enter, an enlightened universalism. If post-modernistic over-eagerness leads to seeing nothing more than a deconstructable claim to power behind every claim to truth, then universalism completely falls by the wayside. Concern for the general good, whether in the form of common interest, or in the form of common values, succumbs to tribal interests. Universalism is replaced by tribalism.2 Perhaps for that reason it has latterly become more difficult to get acceptance for the idea that at least Judaism, Christianity and Islam speak of the same God, since, from a logical point of view, it would be difficult to have several different creators of the universe. For those who, above all, feel a need to exclude Islam, using the slogan “Our God is the opposite of Allah”, it does not seem to matter at all that in so doing they are reducing God, the creator of heaven and earth, to a tribal god.


  But let us return to post-truth. Where the network of relationships and the sense of truth are broken, the formation of opinion in society suffers. In accordance with the philosopher Byung-Chul Han, we could say: collective expressions of opinion in civil society get hidden beneath digital swarms, which materialize on a grand scale and then quickly disappear; the responsibility of voters is confused with clicking a “smiley”—or the “like” button; citizens are reduced to consumers.3 Such danger lurks wherever democracy and the church are subdued by an entertainment culture. Even if church activity has its own entertaining qualities, the purpose of the church goes far beyond entertainment; it always comes with a taste of provocation.


  Han’s digital prospects certainly deserve more theological reflection. The “digital swarm” for him is something quite different from people demonstrating. The swarm has neither soul nor spirit, no sense of “we”, no voice. It is noise. That is something different from the dialectic of a proclamation of the word as viva vox evangelii and of God’s presence in stillness, to which we are theologically accustomed. Digital culture leads to self-exploitation, according to Han. We provide a constant flow of data, with hardly any idea of how it will be used. We do not know what monitoring systems and manipulation opportunities we are feeding into. The Cambridge Analytica affair, in which the firm has been accused of possibly altering the result of the United Kingdom referendum on Brexit, has at least justified Han in this. Transparency and a constant presence are the core of this.4 Both history and the future appear empty, which is difficult to reconcile with significant theological categories such as history of salvation and (divine) promise. A rather aimless culture of acceleration has replaced the processes of growth and maturity.


  The smartphone has become an icon for the individualized digital culture. Concrete reality is in retreat in favor of the imaginary. The smartphone opens a narcissistic space for self-absorption.5 As is well-known, digitus means finger. A finger that is mainly used for counting. Han maintains: “Digital culture is based on the counting finger. In contrast, history means recounting. It is not a matter of counting. (…) More than anything, friends on Facebook are counted. Yet real friendship is an account, a narrative.”6 That applies, of course, also for the friendship of God. Recounting! Narrative! Can theology ever manage to get along, even in the digital age, without narration?


  So what does this excursion into the digital realm have to do with the four Ps? I believe that the four Ps and digitalization can influence and also strengthen each other. Han asserts: “(…) the phenomenology of the digital knows nothing of the dialectical pain of thinking. It might be called the Phenomenology of ‘Like’.”7 That sounds like a fairly ideal philosophical basis for a four P world.


  From what has been said above, it is self-evident that critical scrutiny and the critical verification of sources are more important than ever before. It is as important as it has ever been for this to be taught in schools, universities and further education, perhaps even more important than ever. But when mistrust exceeds a critical level and when manipulation corrupts confidence, then even criticism of sources is of only limited use.


  There are signs of danger which deserve attention. These include the loss of honesty, accountability, respect of others, readiness to compromise and social cohesion. On the other hand, there can be acceptance of hate speech and fake news, the propagation of outright lies or half-truths, the identification and pursuit of scapegoats, the demonization of groups, shrinking space for civil society, and subtle changes in the meanings of words.


  In Sweden, there are a number of examples of slippage in the use of the language, especially when talking about immigration and Islam. There is also an increase in ethno-nationalism—a phenomenon that is not confined to Europe and North America, as is illustrated by the Hindutva ideology in India.


  Populism is a beneficiary of the crisis in journalism in a changed media environment—at least in Sweden. There are too few journalists who have the necessary security of employment and the resources they need in order to carry out systematic and rigorous investigations. Too many of them are forced to get their information from social media. This contributes to the proliferation of the black-and-white scenarios that are so common in social media, thus adding to polarization. In this way, a culture arises in which fringe phenomena become blown up, while the broad middle ground is downsized and the majority seems to be turned into a minority. The marginal is marginalizing the mainstream!


  POPULIST PROPAGANDA AND THE CHURCH


  Since the church is part of the world, these dynamics can, of course, also be found in the churches. There is polarization here as well, and fake news is also produced here. Not-so-holy alliances are being formed and it is relatively easy to use the populist recipe book to sow distrust of the church leadership: as having lost contact with people; as an elite who flirt with minorities instead of caring for the unity of the church. Interreligious dialogue (especially if involving Islam), engagement in public affairs or the pursuit of inclusion and equality appear in populist rhetoric as liberal, left-wing, feminist betrayals of the church. Populist propaganda against the church has invented the aphorism: in the past, people left the church because they did not believe in God, now people leave because they do believe in God. Even though sociological research pursued with meticulously scientific rigor proves that this is simply not true, it is still repeated over and over again until it does have the appearance of being at least somewhat true. And it then doesn’t take very long before the first journalist from the mainstream media asks the question: What is your comment on the fact that devout Christians are leaving the church because it has become too political? And voilà, a new pseudo truth has received a nice rubber stamp of legitimacy.


  The demand made of the Swedish church is to become more Swedish, i.e. nationalistic, and to be more like a church, i.e. to put up a front, above all, against Islam. The allegation that the church is being political instead of Christian, if it expresses itself on public issues, often comes from people who have themselves adopted a resolute political position. The so-called politicization of the church is often more a projection “from outside” than a strategy “from within”. But it is a thoroughly effective projection. It puts the speaking and actions of the church in the public arena under the cloak of suspicion, which can lead to discouragement, self-censorship, and eventually, to silence.


  In 2017, a reporter from a regional daily newspaper revealed how he, following the methods of the undercover journalist Günther Walraff had gained access to a so-called “troll factory“.8 After being recruited the first task he was given was to damage the church. The Swedish church has close to six million members, making it the largest civil society organization in the country. Destabilizing it seems attractive. Up to now, this destabilization has taken the form of constant intimidation rather than large-scale attacks. We do not find ourselves facing water cannons but are rather under a leaking faucet. At first, the constant dripping is hardly noticeable, then it becomes irritating, and finally the only thing that matters will be how to escape from the torture. The first question is, then, no longer a matter of what we wish or ought to say or preach, but what negative reactions will be stirred up, once again, by what we want to say, in which case perhaps we would rather not say it, or at least not just now. Thus, discourses are changed; confusion emerges. Alarmism can blur our sight and lead to a resigned shrug of the shoulders, where it would be better to have a critical and self-critical analysis and resolute energy.


  In this situation significant risks arise: an erosion of civil society, political parties acting in a short-sighted and reactive manner, a lack of vision, and weakened democracy.


  WHAT THE CHURCH CAN DO


  The church must not allow itself to be brought to the point of only taking care of its own interests. It must not allow itself to be content with less than what has, for example, been expressed in the Vision of The Lutheran World Federation (LWF): Liberated by God’s grace, a communion in Christ living and working together for a just, peaceful, and reconciled world. This is to be achieved, as it always has been throughout the history of Christianity, through prayer and work. Ora et labora—pray and work.


  What might that look like? Seven points:


  1. I think that it is once again important to pay great attention to the worldwide community of the church. Church provincialism is not a virtue. The Gospel of Jesus Christ was and is transnational, crossing borders. “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). The ambitions that we in LWF have expressed for the Reformation anniversary can be formulated just as well for the following years: we will worship, think and act publicly in ways that are ecumenically responsible, globally aware and with confidence in the future. This is perhaps less about arguing for radically new ideas, and more about standing up for a renewal of thinking. And for good alliances, which will reinforce hope, justice and peace.


  2. It is also important to think through the role of the church in the public space boldly and consistently. It is self-evident that faith is not just a private matter. It is also person-to-person and leads to consequences in the public space—both for us as individuals and for the church as a community and an organization. This is not about party politics, but rather about trying to make the work of politicians easier by providing background and giving a sense of direction. I have found the LWF study document “The Church in the Public Space” helpful in this. It gives five guiding principles for action in the public arena: a) assessing public issues in participatory ways; b) building relationships of trust; c) challenging injustice; d) discovering signs of hope; e) empowering people in need.


  3. We must also recognize that in every generation it is necessary to reclaim democracy. In Sweden, we celebrated one hundred years of democracy in 2018. Equal and universal suffrage was introduced in 1918 by decision of the parliament. Up to only a few years ago, it felt as if democracy was as stable as a centuries-old stone wall—indestructible and essentially maintenance-free despite wind and weather. But now we need to compare it rather with a wooden house, which is constantly in need of maintenance work, if it is to brave the rain and storms and offer its inhabitants and visitors, not just protection, but also a good place to live together. This co-existence is indispensable, as we not only have to confront populism, but we also need the strength to tackle climate change and the so-called fourth industrial revolution. Democracy needs democrats. They don’t just fall from heaven, but they are nurtured through education.


  4. If democracy is to survive, it must be constantly fed a diet of values. For this, it needs not just democrats to feed it, but also healthy food—the values that arise from constantly fresh encounters with the great traditions of human ideas. Some of these values will always have their roots in religion. Modernity and scientific development have not led to the disappearance of religion. On the contrary, the insights of cognitive science point to the human being as a homo religiosus. Seen collectively, this means that, despite criticism of the Böckenförde paradox, there is something in it: The liberal secular state is based on prerequisites or values that it cannot guarantee itself. Or, according to Habermas, reason, being serious about self-criticism and its own limitations, cannot help but encounter what goes beyond reason. This is not the same as a drift into the irrational; it is not something less than reason; but it is an openness to that which is more than mere reason. Reason that recognizes its boundaries can, therefore, hardly withdraw from having a theological interest. In this sense, it is also in the interests of democracy to deal wisely with the sources of cultural values. And this indispensably includes, once again, the great faith traditions and the organizations that represent them in a particular way, such as the churches. That naturally involves criticism and self-criticism of the traditions and institutions, but also naturally excludes any blanket condemnation or banning of these institutions from the public space.


  5. Populist movements challenge the churches in positive as well as negative, risky and painful ways. On the positive side, I include a closer alliance with the sciences. Although it has long been convenient to represent faith and (natural) science as enemies, it has become much clearer, in the light of populism, how much both are bound up in the service of the truth. That means a constructive partnership rather than opposition; that means practice-oriented dialogue instead of an apparently lost power struggle on the side of theology. This dialogue can also help us to expose populist accusations that the church is promoting politics rather than Christianity as a diversionary tactic. For what is criticized as improper political interference is often only the fruit of good interpretation. It is clear that, in the public space, it is not possible to engage in argument directly by using biblical passages without further ado. For example, if we want to advocate in public the importance of the child’s perspective, then we hardly do that by quoting Jesus blessing the children, or by using his words about who is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven. We do it by pointing to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). If we do that with the same concern for interpretation that we naturally apply today when speaking of God’s activity in creation, by using the terminology of evolution, then we can be sure that the public voice of the church is in accordance with the gospel and the love of God towards the world.


  6. In the confrontation with the four Ps, a new narrative of hope and participation is called for. In this case, hope, as distinguished from optimism, is a theological category. Optimism is essentially no more than the extrapolation of facts, such as they are perceived. Its basis is not necessarily reliable. The philosopher Susan Neiman says: “Optimism is a misjudgement of facts, hope is aimed at changing facts. Understanding hope as an ideal means not just taking it as given, but that it must be achieved.”9 As a theologian, I would add that it also can be achieved. I say can, because hope is oriented towards the promise of God, with which God comes to meet us from the future, as it were. This hope is different from optimism because it bases itself, not on the shaky ground of our more or less successful compilation and interpretation of facts, but on God’s act of salvation. For that reason, we do not counteract the pessimism of our time with optimism. And for that reason, too, we do not answer the dystopia of our time with the mirror image of Utopia. Instead, we proclaim and portray hope as the salt of the earth, in the shape of a public theology as well as the priesthood of all believers, as advocates for a public space, that allows full participation and involvement for all; as people who, by the power of their hope, are able to not only endure ambiguity and complexity, but also to demonstrate their fruitfulness.10
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