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foreword 

 

 

We are delighted to publish this paper, following the symposium ‘Democracy in Crisis? Moral and Spiritual 

Resistance’, held at Cumberland Lodge in Windsor Great Park on 7 January 2019.  

The world is undergoing a crisis moment: populism is on the rise, extremism and hate crime are increasing, 

politics is polarised, and democracy appears to be threatened as a consequence. How should people of 

faith respond? 

A year ago, Cumberland Lodge and the Council of Christians and Jews (CCJ) worked together to produce 

a companion resource to the recently re-published book Darkness over Germany, written by Cumberland 

Lodge founder, Amy Buller, in 1943. Darkness over Germany is a report of Buller’s conversations with 

Germans in the 1930s about the rise of National Socialism and its ethical implications. This new resource, 

Moral and Spiritual Dilemmas in Challenging Times, encourages communities to reflect on contemporary 

issues in light of lessons from history, to explore how people can respond to challenges facing open and 

democratic societies. 

Our joint symposium in January 2019 was an opportunity for representatives of all faiths and none to 

reflect on the social and political transformations in our world, and to consider possible tools for moral 

and spiritual resistance: to engage faith communities and emerging leaders in issues relating to democratic 

crises, and to start conversations about how faith communities can be involved in future efforts to 

safeguard freedoms and open democracy. 

The result was a stimulating day of discussions, in which a range of voices shared their experience and 

sense of urgency about the need to act and to safeguard democracy against populism and extremism.  

Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg opened the symposium with a moving exploration of the contemporary 

dilemmas we face and the unique ways in which faith communities can respond. Charlotte Knobloch 

shared her extensive analysis of the European context and the rise of populism. The panel discussion—

which brought together faith leaders from a range of traditions—discussed how different factors are 

contributing to the current crises of democratic life. The audience of faith representatives, academics and 

emerging leaders then went on to discuss how they could use their shared expertise to put moral and 

spiritual ‘resistance’ into practice. 

The sentiment in the room was that faith communities and actors can and must be part of the solution to 

the crisis in democracy. By publishing the keynote addresses and panel discussions from the symposium, 

we hope to demonstrate why this matters and how it can be achieved.  

 

Canon Dr Edmund Newell, Principal of Cumberland Lodge 

Rob Thompson, Senior Programme Manager, the Council of Christians and Jews 
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introductory address 

 

Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg 

 

I want to address a subject that I find deeply preoccupying, very troubling and very challenging. I plan to put 

forward a few thoughts which I hope will be of value in discussions about the nature of populism and how 

faith communities can respond.  

My parents were both refugees. They both fled in their teens with their families from Nazi Germany. My 

mother, who was born in 1923, described looking out of the window at a march-past of the Hitler Jugend, 

the Hitler Youth. ‘It was so seductive’, she said, ‘that, had I not been Jewish, I would have wanted to join 

them.’ We must not underestimate the alluring, and corrosive, power of such movements.  

I want to begin with a book which has had a lot of influence on me: Yascha Mounk’s The People Vs. Democracy: 

Why our Freedom is in Danger and how to save it. He writes:  

History is full of people who could not imagine that the peace and stability to which they had 

grown accustomed over the course of their brief lives might somehow end. It is full of pagan 

priests and French aristocrats, of Russian peasants and German Jews. If we do not want to end 

like them, we need to be more vigilant—and start to fight for our most fervently held values.1 

Many people have told me over the past year that they realise they can no longer assume what they had for 

so long taken for granted: peace, safety and wellbeing. That is what this day is really about.  

I want to explore some of the issues behind the crisis in which we now find ourselves, and some of the ways 

they impact on democracy, before suggesting how we might perhaps try to respond.  

I will begin with three background concerns.  

The first concerns truth 

We are all too familiar now with phrases like ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative facts’. They belong to a trend which 

precedes and goes deeper than the Trump/Putin era of deception. I have for a while wondered whether we 

are seeing a revision of the values of empiricism and the Enlightenment, a kind of waning of what might be 

called the age of fact-based truth. One of the instruments in that decline may be a misunderstanding and 

misuse of postmodernism: that is, the idea that I do not need to be bound to empirical reality because my 

version of truth is as legitimate as any other, precisely because it is my version of truth and because there is 

no such thing as objective truth. Such an attitude easily slides into: ‘the narrative I’m telling you is the narrative 

that matters, and whether it is accurate or not is secondary or, indeed, entirely irrelevant’. Effectiveness, 

popular impact, trumps truth. 

                                                           
1 Yascha Mounk, The People Vs. Democracy: Why Our Freedom Is in Danger and How to Save it (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2018), p. 254. 
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I am extremely frightened by the thought that we may be re-entering what could be called ‘an age of myth’, 

in which the most compelling and powerful myth will triumph, whatever damage it does to society and the 

world.  

We are familiar with Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth. It strikes me that we are now living in an age of 

convenient untruth: convenient untruth to help us hide from inconvenient truths, but it is a dangerous and 

inadequate hiding place.  

This is all exacerbated, as we well know, by the role of social media with its basic unit of the sound bite, 

which allows for neither subtlety nor nuance. That one of the world’s most powerful leaders should choose 

Twitter as a mode of public expression is as symptomatic as it is disturbing. 

After the Brexit Referendum—I think my community was well over 80 per cent ‘Remain’—we held an open 

meeting. It wasn’t a party-political forum. It was an attempt to bring healing, since families in which people 

had voted differently were struggling to talk to each other. One of those present was a BBC fact checker. In 

the past, he said, politicians had been called out for telling half-truths or falsehoods, in which, for the most 

part, they themselves believed. Now, however, the team had told certain leaders that some of what they 

were saying was untrue, only to find that they simply repeated the same falsehoods. He had not experienced 

this before.  

In the wake of Donald Trump’s election, Timothy Snyder, scholar of the Holocaust and 20th century history, 

published a short book On Tyranny: twenty lessons from the twentieth century. It focuses on the importance of 

truth. He writes: ‘To abandon facts is to abandon freedom. If nothing is true, then no one can criticise power 

because there is no basis upon which to do so. If nothing is true, then all is spectacle.’2 It behoves us all to 

defend the freedom and dignity of speech.  

I was dismayed at what, maybe wrongly, I felt was a rather a weak response in key quarters to the murder 

of Jamal Khashoggi in Turkey. The Guardian published statistics compiled by the Committee to Protect 

Journalists, showing that in the past ten years 370 journalists were killed. 90 per cent of those murders 

remain unsolved. Freedom of speech and the right to pursue truth form the backbone of our civilisation.  

Fact checking isn’t going to be enough to serve us adequately. Telling someone in this day and age that the 

facts are wrong is liable to prove as futile as King Canute trying to beat back the sea with a stick. In another 

of his recent books, Timothy Snyder considers a number of statements issued by Vladimir Putin and the 

Russian state apparatus, such as, who began the war in Ukraine? Or, who shot down the civilian aircraft? It 

is beside the point, he argues, that everyone—at least virtually everyone outside of Russia— knows they are 

not true; all that matters is that they form narratives which the target audience—his own people—believe, 

or choose to believe. If we are to counter such cultures of deceit, we need to promulgate alternative, true 

narratives of human experience, not only with integrity but with compelling conviction. Such a moment 

occurred with the shocking drowning of Alan Kurdi; the pictures of the body of this poor child by the 

seashore captured the world’s conscience. It is a terrible example, but it did present a powerful narrative 

which brought significant numbers of people together to try to do good, albeit for a very short time.  

Another example to lighten the tone: my family persuaded me to watch the film Kinky Boots. It is based on a 

true account of a business where the entire workforce is about to be laid off because, although the factory 

has been making shoes for generations in Nottingham, there is no longer a sufficient market for its top-

quality products. A girl on the factory floor challenges the manager, as he waves his hands helplessly in the 

air: ‘Are you really telling us there’s nothing you can do?’ Without going into details about how this comes 

about, the factory changes its product and produces boots for the trans and transvestite communities.  They 

begin to serve a group of people, until then, widely despised in their own society. The film offers a stirring 

                                                           
2 Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons From The Twentieth Century (London: The Bodley Head, 2017), p. 65.  
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example of the fact that there exist compelling narratives rooted in truths about human experience and that 

these can and must counter, even if only in small ways, the power of untruth. 

The second concerns injustice and disempowerment 

At the same post-referendum forum in my community, a researcher spoke who had been advising on the 

economic background to Brexit in the run-up to the vote. She had lived and worked as an economist in five 

countries, she said. Of these, Britain was by far the most centralised, with everything focused on the south-

east. It listened least to its regions, which were, with the exception of Scotland, largely disempowered. It is 

that disempowerment and its attendant inequalities and lack of opportunities which seem to me to lie behind 

a powerful sense of discontent. 

In our current political situation insufficient effort has been made to address the real pain of the people 

affected by these issues day by day. We are in a world—and I noticed this I went to Calais when the Jungle 

there was at its worst—where anyone anywhere can see in seconds how ‘the other half lives’. People may 

have scarcely any other possessions, but just about every refugee had an iPhone. One no longer doesn’t 

know how life looks like for the halves. Unless the issue of disempowerment, the sense that ‘I can’t move 

up or even sideways on the social ladder’ is addressed, not just with messages but with policies and actions 

which bring hope and opportunity, vast numbers of people will feel failed by our political system. 

Thirdly, fear and a sense of hopelessness  

Hopelessness infiltrates our morale from many directions. One of them, particularly during the closing 

months of 2018, is from news about the environment. This is a primary and urgent concern to which none 

of us can be indifferent. My daughter of 21 recently said to me, ‘Does it matter how well or how badly I do 

in my exams? We’ll all burn anyway!’  

We cannot take ourselves and our communities to places of hopelessness, even if we too find ourselves 

sometimes resonating to that terrible note. We have a responsibility to lead, to the best of our capacity. In 

that task, hope is a vital factor. Guardian columnist, Jonathan Freedland, wrote in his final op-ed for 2018, 

that we should limit your exposure to the news and counterbalance it with more time spent in nature, and 

perhaps also in watching football! 

It has been argued that the sense of hopelessness and helplessness is exacerbated by social media. An 

interesting study was published recently about the relationship between depression and iPhones, the 

experience of being overwhelmed with messaging you can do nothing about, or underwhelmed if friends fail 

to respond instantly, leaving you feeling unwanted and unloved. 

Threats to our democracy 

All of these factors—the age of untruth, the reality of profound injustice and inequality, and the sense of 

hopelessness and disempowerment—feed the threats to our democracy. I will try to describe these dangers, 

before considering how we respond to them. 

One of the perils that frightens me greatly is weakness within the leadership in our democratic institutions. 

Archbishop Justin Welby recently wrote that he is praying for all our politicians engaged in the difficult 

process of the Brexit debate. They are wise words. We are not in 1930s Germany. But it is nevertheless 

relevant to consider that Weimar, of course an incomparably younger democracy than this country, failed 

and fell partly because of the weaknesses of its leaders. Hitler was able to seize power largely because of the 

failure of others to occupy important spaces in the leadership structure with integrity and conviction.  

I am very concerned about the lack of real vision among our country’s current leaders. Corruption, self-

interest, power games, lack of moral compass and weak morale create the conditions for precisely the kind 

of populist leader to come to the fore whom one does not want.  
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So I too pray for the strength of our democratic institutions. I consider it bad when, as soon as people hear 

the word “politician”, they despise the person so described. Most politicians are public servants who seek 

to do their utmost for their country. To consider politicians a class to be held in scorn is extremely 

dangerous; those who misuse their power and position and bring their calling into contempt place the entire 

democratic system in jeopardy.  

It is the responsibility of us all to uphold and strengthen the ethics of the basic institutions of our society. 

Otherwise we leave the space open for the dangerous lure of populist leaders.  

Here I want to quote from one of Amy Buller’s most fascinating interviews, included in her remarkable book, 

Darkness Over Germany. The highly intelligent Dr Weber is a Nazi propagandist who, Buller maintains, doesn’t 

believe in his own heart what he himself is teaching. But the following words, spoken to a small gathering to 

which she was invited, ring all too true:  

I’m not going to enter into the various aspects such as freedom from foreign denomination, 

freedom from economic slavery, freedom from poverty or unemployment. You know of these 

and many others. But I want to suggest to you that the younger generation in Germany needed 

above all the freedom that comes from security. And the kind of security I mean is that which 

comes from those who give complete obedience to an authority they know they can trust. For 

youth in Germany, the terrible time of uncertainty is over. In National Socialism they find the 

reason for their existence, the chance of living fully and with a purpose.3 

These are words we underestimate at our peril. Nor should we underestimate how easy it is to be seduced 

by the notion that ‘all I have to do is follow’. 

Alongside the lure of the strong leader is the compound danger that once such people gain power they set 

about destroying the very institutions and democratic processes which got them there. Yascha Mounk draws 

repeated attention to this phenomenon. So does Timothy Snyder in his book, On Tyranny. He says: 

It is institutions that help us to preserve democracy. They need our help as well. Do not speak 

of ‘our institutions’ unless you make them yours by acting on their behalf. Institutions do not 

protect themselves […] So choose an institution you care about—a court, a newspaper, a law, 

a union—and take its side.4  

But as religious leaders we should not imagine that it’s only politics and the media which are to blame. 

Religion itself can, and currently does, present a threat to democracy.  

Hugo Gryn, much missed by so many of us, wrote in his autobiography, Chasing Shadows ,about the alternative 

Ten Commandments of Nazism. These are the first three. 

God was replaced by a Fuhrer and his minions who claimed the power of life and death.  

They fashioned countless idols of silver and gold.  

They swore falsely and made lies an instrument of state policy.  

 

I want to go further. Though it purports to oppose idolatry as among the greatest evils, religion itself can 

easily become a form of exactly such misguided worship, in which the false gods are none other than religion 

and its institutions themselves. We need to be extremely careful that we, personally and in our faith 

communities, don’t support the kind of idolatry that says: ‘my God is the God’. This is based on a disastrous 

and potentially lethal confusion between the paths, rituals and texts of our religion, and our religion’s true 

purpose. The latter requires us to open our heart, soul, minds and imagination to the God of all life and 

every human being. It leads to less judgment, slowness to condemn and more openness to inspiration, from 

                                                           
3 E Amy Buller, Darkness over Germany: A Warning from History, (London: Arcadia Books, 2017 [1943]), p. 186. 
4 Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons From The Twentieth Century (London: The Bodley Head, 2017), p. 22. 
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whatever expression of truth and faith it may come. But it is all too easy to worship the path instead of God. 

This form of idolatry is widespread across our world and in all our faiths and is highly dangerous. We must 

not forget that it is often the pulpit which arms the extremist. 

Dan Pagis, who managed to escape the concentration camps of Transnistria and made his way to Israel, puts 

this well in his poem, Testimony. At its heart is a wordplay in Hebrew, which is hard to convey in translation. 

He looks at the Nazi soldiers and says:  

No, no they were definitely human beings:  

uniform, boots, how to explain it?  

They were created in the image.  

I was a shadow. A different creator made me. 

 

We need to be extremely careful that we do not create God in our image and leave a lot of people in the 

world thinking that a different Creator made them. Religions too may be a threat to democracy if we turn 

our religion into idolatry.  

What then must we do?  

Here are some thoughts.  

First of all, we need to strengthen community. To be alone in times of threat and fear is to be even more 

vulnerable. We should broaden and deepen our communities through inclusion.  

As cuts in public spending increase, the doors that must not close are the doors of our mosques, temples, 

churches and synagogues. They must be open to people with mental illness—who are fragile or simply alone. 

As society becomes more threatening to vulnerable people, we must reach out and include them, speak with 

them and hear them. We must equally try to engage, hard as it is, with those who until now have not 

appreciated the importance of community as the place we can find company and solidarity, and express 

through words and action our commitment to each other and the wider society.  

We must also strengthen the community of communities. That is exactly the work of the Council of 

Christians and Jews, and many other interfaith bodies. We need to hear each other and stand in solidarity 

with each other. It is not as if we really differ in our essential values. We need to listen to different 

communities which we don’t always hear.  

I was very moved by the film, Pride, in which the gay community comes to support the miners in South Wales 

in their long and bitter strike. Then, when the date for the Pride march in London arrives, busloads of miners 

turn up to support their friends. The film offers uplifting example of how communities, which previously 

appeared to have nothing in common, discover and stand up for each other. This exemplifies what we have 

to try to enable across our society, across our countries, and, whatever happens with Brexit, across Europe. 

We also need to deepen our spiritual resilience, personally and collectively, across our communities.  

By spiritual resilience I mean an in-touchness with our inner life, whether that’s connected with God or 

whether we experience it through nature, music, caring for the sick, being with children, or walking the dog. 

It is this in-touchness with a deeper, wider, ultimately unfathomable sense of greater life, which grounds us 

in our values in a disciplined manner.  

It is a core purpose of our religious communities to help us to find this connection. A key test is whether 

they enable us to find the presence of God, the image of God, in every human being. To quote from the 

Mishnah, a compendium of rabbinic law and teaching edited at the close of the second century, do I see in 

the other person exactly the same entitlement as I have and see in myself to say, ‘for me the world was 

created’? 
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If that is indeed the kind of discourse we promulgate, our synagogues, churches, mosques, temples and places 

of work will expand our moral conscience and our moral imagination. 

Then, too, we must not avoid exploring and examining what is wrong in our society and countries. 

We need to travel, sometimes in person, and when we cannot do so, in reading, thought and imagination, to 

places which are difficult, where the tensions of our world are experienced and lived. One of the remarkable 

qualities of Amy Buller is that she goes back to Germany time and again; she doesn’t refuse to listen to 

people whose views she clearly doesn’t like. She has her own strong and clear moral compass. But she also 

thinks carefully about why people have arrived at the conclusions they have reached, disagree with them as 

she may. She does not stop them from telling her their stories.  

Lastly we need to show commitment to and leadership in the public sphere. 

Timothy Snyder writes in On Tyranny: 

Life is political, not because the world cares about how you feel, but because the world reacts 

to what you do […] Stand out. Someone has to. It is easy to follow along. It can feel strange to 

do or say something different. But without that unease, there is no freedom. Remember Rosa 

Parks.5 

I will close with a piece of traditional Jewish Torah interpretation. In the Book of Genesis, Abraham argues 

with God over the fate of Sodom. He doesn’t maintain that everything is really fine; Sodom is indeed an evil 

city. He bargains over how many good people have to be living there if the place is to be saved from total 

destruction. ‘If there are in Sodom fifty good people in the midst of the town,’ he argues. Rabbinic tradition 

insists that there is no such thing as a single redundant word in the entire Torah. So, if Abraham has already 

made it clear that the fifty people to whom he refers must be living ‘in Sodom’, what is added by the phrase 

‘in midst of the town’?  

The 11th century commentator, Abraham Ibn Ezra, explains that what Abraham is seeking to emphasise is 

that these fifty good people must not be righteous in private only, discussing behind closed doors how Sodom 

ought to be run. They are righteous and just in the street, out there in the public square. The modern 

commentator, Nehama Leibowitz, adds that people who are good in private only may perhaps save 

themselves, but they will never save the city. 

So, last but not least, we need moral courage and we need to prepare to speak and act accordingly in the 

public square.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons From The Twentieth Century (London: The Bodley Head, 2017), p. 33; p.51. 
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keynote address 
Charlotte Knobloch 

 

 

 

Dying democracy? Defending our freedom in the face of corrosive hatred 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you very much for your invitation, and for the opportunity to speak to you 

today. 

 

In my capacity as head of the Jewish Community of Munich, I get to travel all over Germany and Europe. I 

have been to England a number of times and seen much of this country. However, today is my first time at 

Cumberland Lodge and, I have to say, I am very impressed. 

 

One of the biggest challenges of this journey was the infamous London rush-hour traffic this morning. But 

coming here from the capital also meant watching the city and its landmarks disappear. Its bustling and hectic 

ways, even politics itself—they all seem to stay behind when driving out here to Windsor. It is easy to feel 

fully detached in the Park. Only the occasional push notification on your phone reminds you that, in spite of 
everything, the Earth has not stopped turning. In this sense, no better venue could have been chosen. Here, 

we can debate and discuss in peace and, more importantly even, we are removed enough from the current 

news cycle to take a much-needed step back. Only with this distance can we then venture to take a look at 

the bigger picture and finally get a clearer look at the forest we have become used to not seeing for its trees. 

 

All the while, the problems of our respective societies stay right with us, even out here at Cumberland 

Lodge. As a matter of fact, one would not be wrong to consider this gathering an emergency meeting, called 

with the purpose of assessing the scope of the challenges we face. And make no mistake, we do face them—

whether we live in England, California or Bavaria. 
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And let me be honest with you. From my point of view, we are confronted with a problem that is not merely 

enormous, but existential. Western democracy faces a threat of massive proportions. This situation is not 

entirely new. During the Cold War, we spent decades living in a state of perpetual fear, dreading, as it were, 

the ominous mushroom-cloud rising over our capital cities and the onset of a cataclysmic war between the 

superpowers. Back then, we ultimately prevailed. In the clash of systems, we succeeded in defending our 

liberal democracies against their enemies. 

 

Today, our situation is entirely different. Back then, the threat was exclusively external. The leaders of the 

Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc states maintained this threat, sometimes implicitly, but, more often than 

not, explicitly. There was no ambiguity about the front lines between democracy and despotism, and 

everyone in the democratic world was aware of that. 

 

Today, there no longer are two large, monolithic blocs vying for control and refraining from striking each 

other only out of fear of the inevitable—and equally destructive—retribution. Today’s conflicts have grown 

much more complex und unclear, and more state- as well as non-state actors now have a hand in them. 

 

One thing, however, has not changed at all: democracy still has many enemies. Islamist terrorist groups like 

al-Qaida and ISIS demonstrate that we are still faced with opponents who have made their hostility to our 

way of life abundantly clear. Moreover, fringe groups from the far-left and, particularly, the far-right, spread 

violence. 

 

In Germany, we were shocked to learn of the ‘National Socialist Underground’ militia, which murdered 

Germans with foreign roots before it was discovered in 2011. And yet, no matter how gruesome and 

despicable the acts committed by these groups, they could never hope to have enough power to mount a 

serious challenge to Western countries vastly superior to them—economically as well as technologically. 

Their direct confrontation did hurt us; however, luckily, it did not pose an existential threat. 

 

Today, democracy’s enemies have mostly realised that they cannot achieve victory through strength of arms 

alone. Indirect confrontations, on the other hand, are a different story. Democracies, after all, can only defeat 

themselves; through self-erosion, liberal democratic societies can hollow out from within. Against this 

backdrop, it is clear that, in order to inflict the most damage on a democratic society, one needs to turn 

democracy’s most powerful weapon against itself: the freedom of speech and thought. 

 

This might seem paradoxical at first. After all, it is precisely the liberties we enjoy today, and the freedom 

that was won only after centuries of fighting with blood, sweat, toil and tears, which make life in a democracy 

as liveable as it is. This freedom motivates hundreds of thousands of people to leave their homes and defy 

the odds to make their way to us. Also, this freedom has also been the foundation of 

our wealth and prosperity.  

 

One should keep in mind, however, that this foundation can support different buildings. We can either build 

them high and stable together, or bicker in deadlock. The palaces of democracy erected after 1945 are built 

on a foundation of freedom. What keeps them in place, however, is trust. Trust was, and continues to be, 

the cornerstone of the kind of public and private life without which no democracy can 

endure. Like mortar in a building, trust is what keeps a democracy together.  

 
This begins with the trust citizens must have in each other. They must have trust in the integrity of their 

representatives and in state institutions—from the police officer to civil administrators, and all the way up 

to government secretaries and ministers. Both government and the opposition must be able to trust that no 

one government abuses its temporary power. Citizens must have trust in the press and media, just as 

the press and media must, in turn, have trust in their readers. Lastly, and most importantly, all citizens must 

have trust in the trust of their fellow citizens. 
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This interplay has worked successfully for decades, as a result of both formal and informal routines. Every 

democracy relies on a set of written and unwritten rules, both of which need to be enforced not only out 

of fear of social or legal sanctions, but also because of a deeper and personal conviction of their necessity. 

All of this long seemed self-evident to us. We came to take for granted the mortar in the brickwork, assuming 

that the permanence of our democratic body politic was written in the law of nature. 

 

Today it appears that this assumption has been naïve. Over the course of the past few years, we have seen 

how quickly the trust that had taken years to build can be damaged or destroyed. And we have witnessed 

the kind of damage this can do. 

 

The rise of leftist and nationalist populists in Europe and the US is at the same time the symptom and the 

consequence of a more profound crisis. 

 

The political business model of all of these new parties is to undermine the trust in a class they have taken 

to deride as ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’. In Germany, populists talk about the ‘cartel of old system parties’. We 

have witnessed the emergence of a disastrous feedback loop between these new political movements and 

social media, a phenomenon that is decidedly transnational. 

 

One example of this is the so-called ‘Alternative for Germany’, AfD, which entered the German Parliament 

in 2017. Conspiracy theories and victimhood myths are fixtures of the political culture among its members 

and supporters. It is only against this backdrop that AfD politicians, who demand an end to Germany’s culture 

of remembrance, while tolerating revisionists and antisemites, can claim that the politicians and civil society 

actors that oppose the AfD pursue a leftwing-liberal plot. They cannot—and would not—view such inevitable 

opposition as anything but malicious attacks. 

 

Whenever, in my capacity as the chair of Germany’s second-largest Jewish community, I point out these 

contradictions, I am swamped with hate letters and other forms of written or verbal abuse. Such letters 

generally lack self-reflection. I regularly receive antisemitic insults from AfD supporters, who insist angrily 

that I am wrong to accuse their party of antisemitism! 

 

Even if they are democratically elected, movements like the AfD eventually serve to erode a democracy from 

within. 

 

Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt aptly described this development in their groundbreaking book, How 

Democracies Die. In their words, ‘democratic backsliding begins at the ballot box’. 

 

Today, we see this in a number of countries in the Western world. 

 

The current Italian government of populists from the left and right seems united only in its hatred of the 

European Union, a structure they view as a sinister and oppressive juggernaut. The media-savvy Interior 

Minister makes headlines primarily through his proximity to neo-fascist groups. 

 

In the United States, Donald Trump used a similar campaign slogan, when he promised to ‘drain the swamp’, 

by which he referred to the established democratic structures of his country, especially in Washington DC. 

Trump’s attacks against these institutions have only intensified since he took office two years ago. They 
constitute a serious test for the resilience of American democracy. 

 

The President has also repeatedly branded the media and press as ‘enemies of the people’. In German, the 

term conjures associations with the language of National Socialism. 

 

As a consequence and expression of these political developments, more people around the world lose trust 

in established democratic institutions. We witnessed this in France only a few weeks ago, when the ‘yellow 

vests’ protestors interrupted public life, not just in Paris. 
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Those who believe that the ‘yellow vests’ actions were simply a protest of peaceful means against a 

democratically-elected head of state ignore an important fact: violent lootings and antisemitic slogans 

accompanied the protests. This illustrates that the demonstrations were not just a democratic expression of 

discontent; rather, the protestors had lost all trust in their state and society. Importantly, the protests were 

directed both against the French government and the European project. European integration has provided 

freedom, prosperity and peace—all of which to an extent that would have been unthinkable for centuries. 

 

These populist groups and politicians are united by the desire to transform liberal Western democracies 

profoundly—and perhaps to abolish them. These democracies are often rejected as unfair, illegitimate, or 

even as undemocratic. The professed aim is the ‘reconstitution’ of ‘real’ democracy, in which the populist 

set the agenda. 

 

Such a society would no longer be a democracy, but an unchained dictatorship in which the majority can 

trample on the rights of minorities. But the populists and their supporters no longer recognise this. Populists 

portray themselves as brave taboo-breaking underdogs, seeking to gain credibility at the expense of 

established political forces. This furthers the estrangement from the political process among supporters, and 

fuels ideological radicalisation. 

 

Caught up in the mission frenzy to remake ‘real’ democracy’, many no longer can or want to understand 

that it is their populist agitation that threatens existing democracy. It is, however, the populist posturing that 

erodes trust in democratic institutions, and invites real demagogues to seize power. We are struggling to 

face up to these challenges through undemocratic movements in Europe and beyond. The fight against the 

march of anti-democratic forces will be one of the dominant themes of 2019. 

 

One reason for the success of these groups is their decentralised organisation via the internet and other 

online platforms. Comparable protests, including the French ‘yellow vests’, have used social media to 

coordinate activities and meetings. Participants in such protests prefer the parallel world of the internet to 

proper participation in the formal political process. 

 

At first sight, this is more comfortable. Life within the filter bubbles of Facebook and other social media is 

pleasant. Only views and ideas that radicalise one’s existing opinion can enter. Social media enables a 

superficial political discourse. The fact that this kind of participation reduces the diversity of opinions and 

erodes constructive debate is something many people do not know, or choose to ignore. 

 

This is why a higher turnout at elections, which we could see over the past years, does not necessarily 

translate into a more robust democracy. 

 

Online, tolerance for other opinions is low. When you do not agree with it, click it away. One’s own view 

of the world becomes more entrenched. At the same time, the feeling that different opinions can turn 

someone into an opponent, but not into an enemy, is lost. This poisons social cohesion and the democratic 

awareness of society. 

 

One might find solace in the apparent lack of real-world awareness of the anti-democratic movement. Since 

its inception, the internet has also been the stomping ground of outcasts and people with a dysfunctional 
relationship to reality. 

 

But we must not embrace this fantasy—that the hatred online does not also have offline consequences. We 

have learned this lesson in Germany. For some time, people who call themselves ‘Reichsbuerger’—citizens 

of the Reich—have created social media networks to exchange their views. Their movement combines 

hatred directed at politicians with superficial legal knowledge. Its supporters reject the postwar German 

Federal Republic, and claim that the German Reich continues to exist. 
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Such groups may appear laughable. In 2017, however, a fanatical Reichsbuerger killed a German Police Officer 

and wounded others—and Germans stopped laughing. This incident was a wake-up call: a lack of trust in 

democracy can kill.  

 

In the meanwhile, the atomisation of society continues, and inhibition thresholds are lowered further. 

 

The Jewish community experiences this through growing antisemitism. Since many populist parties and their 

partner organisations are located at the far-right end of the political spectrum, we are especially threatened 

in the current situation. Anti-Jewish tendencies are a shared element of the international far-right. Examples 

include AfD conspiracy theories regarding the Rothschild family, the events of Charlottesville in 2017, and 

the never-ending hate campaigns against the American-Hungarian billionaire and philanthropist, George 

Soros. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, without wanting to sound too pessimistic, I need to repeat: in 2019, we are facing 

existential challenges. 

 

On the one side, we look at the challenges of European solidarity, the consolidation of economic prosperity, 

the growing gap between political reason and societal sentiment, and the fight against crises— from Syria to 

Ukraine. On the other side, however, the antidemocratic attacks from within our societies are at least as 

dangerous. There is a need for urgent action. The future and success of our shared democratic lives depends 

on our ability to stop the further erosion of trust in democracy. 

 

This new Cold War is especially dangerous. We are only beginning to realise that we have been fighting it 

for years. We have stepped into a confidence trap. We have grown comfortable with the smug assumption 

that democracy will naturally prevail indefinitely. 

 

I was born into a democracy in 1932 and grew up in a totalitarian dictatorship. The weakness of the Weimar 

Republic cleared a path for the success of the National Socialists and for the singular crime of humanity: the 

Holocaust. 

 

Democracies are fragile. They must be permanently protected and defended, or they falter. 

 

A German Supreme Court judge encapsulated this central thought already in 1976. Ernst-Wolfgang 

Böckenförde coined a well-known phrase: ‘the free and secular state is the product of conditions that it 

cannot itself guarantee’. Böckenförde thus captured the dilemma of democracy. Formal and informal rules 

must interconnect into a harmonious whole, through the power of a shared general will, in order to maintain 

a state’s democratic character. But no one can enforce this will. 

 

So, how can we guarantee and safeguard the conditions Böckenförde described? How can one secure trust, 

if trust can only be given, but not enforced? 

 

Political parties and the state share responsibilities. A watchful democracy must not concede too much 

leeway to its enemies. Instead, it must confront the enemies of freedom with all its democratic power—

before it becomes too late. 

 
In Germany, the authorities will soon decide whether the national intelligence services ought to monitor the 

AfD in order to prove that the party seeks to undermine the German Constitution. I hope that this will 

happen. 

 

Political parties also bear some responsibility to keep anti-democratic demagogues away from power. 

Levitsky und Ziblatt call this ‘gatekeeping’. 
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These formal measures are effective, but they cannot solve the fundamental problem—the lack of trust, as 

the glue that keeps democracies together. The key to this lies with informal rules. 

 

Böckenförde talked about the ‘moral substance’ from which social freedom arises. Of course, the content 

and nature of this moral substance, and how it can be strengthened, is very much the subject of debate. 

 

I believe this: religions and religious organisations are central to safeguarding the future of Western 

democracies. Some might find this an odd claim, especially since Böckenförde also spoke about ‘the free and 

secular state’. 

 

We all can imagine the counter-argument: today, as the number of people without religion grows and Islamist 

terrorism has tainted religiosity, religion ought to be the solution and promote peace? 

 

Yes—religions ought to accept this responsibility. And they are capable. We must not be misguided by short-

term social trends. In the 21st century, people continue to seek a purpose in life. 

 

Even though some religious groups lose members, they continue to offer two important advantages in this 

difficult time: continuity and community. Some will say that neither continuity nor community are still 

relevant today. They will point to digitisation and increasingly hectic lifestyles, which enable everyone to 

become a king within their own lives. 

 

But modern hyper-individualisation is no universal guide. People continue to seek solidarity, and aspire to 

have values and morality—which have always been the cornerstone of human conviviality. 

 

Paradoxically, we see today how a misleading desire for community actually furthers social fragmentation. 

As they seek groups that fit their ego perfectly, modern people lose sight of the bigger picture. Those who 

seek their friendships in Facebook networks might be part of a group, but not of a community. 

 

Our society cannot exist in this way forever. Continuity and community must be constructed and maintained 

in tandem. Within society, a shared, value-based sense of purpose is needed. 

 

Even modern enlightened humans, who see themselves as the purpose of their world, know that there is 

something greater. 

 

This does not mean that the secular state ought to be abolished. It does mean, rather, that our societies 

recognise the role which religions have played in the development of the social and moral culture of the 

West—and which they continue to play today. In my opinion, this fact is too often ignored. 

 

Out of this realisation come political consequences. This feeling of being collectively responsible for a shared 

greater good creates social cohesion and, ultimately, trust. 

 

This is not a simple blueprint, and no quick fix. Further state intervention, as I described earlier, is necessary, 

in order to fend off the most pressing threats. I do, however, see this as a long-term solution that can reduce 

the scale of the problem. 

 
Religious communities must continue to grow as they accept their responsibilities. Their difficult task is the 

development of a model of religiosity that offers continuity and community, without restricting people too 

much. This model must fit into a democratic state and the rule of law, and not pursue parallel structures. 

And this model must be able to create a form of solidarity that connects people across social milieus. 

 

This is a significant challenge. And even if we are successful, we should not think that churches, synagogues 

and mosques will be full every week. It is not that easy. We must also not harbour the illusion that all groups 

can be integrated by this model. 
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Those who believe that ‘the Christian Occident’ must be protected through hatred, borders and intolerance 

cannot be reached. Those who learn in Arabic-speaking television that the state of Israel is a cancer in the 

Middle East will also be hard to save. However, many others can be reached. These people can, and must, 

constitute the counter-weight to a culture of coarsening debate, loneliness and fear, which is both the cause 

and the consequence of our problems today. 

 

Shared values, such as solidarity and responsibility, can connect people positively. Religion can achieve what 

western democracies struggle with: to create community and trust. 

 

Let me repeat: religion can only be one aspect of this fight against the crisis of trust in democracy. We must 

welcome everything that connects people and emphasises what they share, but without covering up 

difference.  

 

On this continent, this can be a shared national identity that exists alongside a European identity. Enlightened 

patriotism must be the ambition of our time. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, the prospects for this New Year are not bright. The political situation in Europe, but 

also in America, is volatile. 

 

As the Jewish community in Germany and Europe, we watch with concern the fragmentation of society and 

growing antisemitism in East and West. Hatred against Jews is resurging, and has been a reliable indicator of 

the extent of societal freedom. The more threatened the Jewish community is, the worse society as a whole 

is faring. We must confront this development. 

 

And we are doing this. We have come together today in order to find solutions for our most pressing 

problems.  

 

As I said: the nature of this crisis is that many are still not aware of its existence. The loss of trust is slow 

and incremental—like the crack that eventually breaks a dam. We are facing many such cracks today, but 

the dam still holds. We must hope and trust that it will continue to hold. But we also must do more to 

guarantee this. 

 

Thank you very much. 
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panel discussion 

 
 

How can faith communities promote integration and co-operation in increasingly diverse 

societies? 

 

Sughra Ahmed 

 

At the hairdresser’s recently, my sister and I listened to Greta’s story. A Lithuanian woman who has lived in 

the northern mill town of Burnley for many years, she has a young child and is entrepreneurial. But she found 

herself on the receiving end of a vile verbal attack on a platform at Accrington train station. This was the 

first thing she shared when I asked how Brexit had impacted her.  

As she walked to the station from the local college (where she was studying hairdressing), her cousin called 

from Ireland. By the time she got to the platform, they had switched from speaking in English to Lithuanian, 

at which point a young man decided to verbally attack Greta. The most alarming thing for her wasn’t his 

vitriol, instead it was the silence of the 15 people standing within earshot. Nobody came to her aid.  

Personal stories are a powerful way for the listener to appreciate the reality of how policy impacts people. 

In the act of listening there lies an opportunity for growth, movement, and perhaps even change.  

The increased polarisation of our communities means that we talk and listen less to each other. Instead we 

use frameworks such as political debates and campaigns—all the while unable to have a conversation around 

the family dinner table—to express our hopes and anxieties. Simply put, the challenge is that our truth may 

not be the same as our neighbour’s truth, and in the absence of listening to each other authentically it is 

easier for our brains to decide that I am on the side of ‘right’, which means the ‘other’ must be on the side 

that is ‘wrong’. So, families and communities no longer have the cohesive bind that, despite their differences, 

would still mean they can talk without running the risk of damaging their relationships with each other.  

Faith communities have historically played a key role during such times by stepping into the public square 

when the state, for example, is unable to build trust on shared values because it has itself lost authenticity 

and trust. People of faith occupy a unique position today. They can lean on contextual theology (rooted in 

the here and now) and how it relates to the ‘other’ as a means of enabling critical conversations on real 

concerns like equality and an appreciation of those who have a ‘truth’ that is different to ours.  

Standing up for the rights of others—that is what accepting difference looks like—means that those 

onlookers at Accrington station would have required moral courage to walk over and stand with Greta. 

Religious symbolism and platitudes from pulpits (of all kinds) is insufficient. We need active hearts and 

spiritual authenticity.  

It is up to the individual to decide for themselves whether they will allow populism and extremism to dictate 

their understanding of peoples and cultures. Collaboration and understanding are essential in order to remain 

faithful: my truth is one kind of truth and I cannot expect others to follow one worldview as the primary or 

superior truth. The question then, for us all, is how can we engage meaningfully with someone else’s truth? 

Evangelism of the other cannot forsake our shared humanity and the appreciation of each other for who we 

are.  
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How does the Methodist Church in Lincolnshire lead efforts to challenge extremism online? 

 

The Revd Bruce Thompson 
 

It was during my time as a Methodist minister in Manchester twenty years ago that I first encountered and 

engaged with Jewish communities; never before had I been made aware of Judaeophobia in the Christian 

Church. My concerns deepened a decade ago when I began to note a bias against the State of Israel in the 

campaigning of those who supported the Palestinian cause. For example, one minister shared a YouTube 

video of David Duke, former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, berating ‘the Jews’. When challenged on 

this, the minister claimed that whilst the clip may have been from a dubious source it was nevertheless the 

truth. 

In more recent years I began to wonder how the Church or its members would fare if we were put under 

the same level of scrutiny that the media has subjected politicians to. With that in mind I began to accept 

friend requests to what had previously been a more private Facebook site. It didn’t take long for my fears to 

be justified. 

On the morning after the Manchester Arena bombing on 22 May 2017, a young Muslim woman, whom I had 

known since she came to the UK as a teenage refugee fleeing the Kosovan conflict of 1999, posted an 

inspiring celebration of diversity. As I scrolled down, I found a church worship leader had posted a rant 

calling on the people to rise up because Enoch Powell and Nick Griffin had ‘warned us’. Over the next few 

days his posts deteriorated further. He began to share far right material of the kind that the killer of Jo Cox 

had accessed. 

I, and my colleague Safeguarding Officer for the Methodist District I serve, approached the police.  Together 

with the local authority we devised a programme, taking lessons from Prevent. We call our approach, Positive 

Prevention.  

We held workshops to raise awareness amongst our ministers, members and church officers. Few had 

realised that Prevent was anything other than a programme to deter Islamist extremism. We now know that 

far right extremism is a far greater danger in Lincolnshire than Islamism and we have a duty to report it. We 

also heard how Darren Osborne, the man who conducted the terrorist attack near Finsbury Park Mosque, 

had been radicalised in just three weeks. Such awareness makes us more resolute in tackling hate posts and 

hate speech at an early stage, because left unchecked they can quickly escalate, especially so through social 

media and the algorithms that are deployed. We are committed to winning over those who are one step 

away from hate. 

I am sometimes asked if I get depressed about the increasing hostility that is evident in our corner of the 

world and I have no hesitation in saying that I am not. I believe that this is our time. We have had our heroes 

from the past; now it is our turn to take the stand. The flags of liberty, justice and truth may be flying at half-

mast, but it is our duty to hoist them high. 
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How the Church of England responds to poverty and inequality around the country? 
 

Rosemary Nuamah Williams 

 

The UK is the fifth largest economy in the world at present, yet too many people and places have not felt 

the benefits of economic growth. According to the Social Metrics Commission, which brings together 

poverty experts from the left and right, as of September 2018, 14.2 million people in the UK are in poverty: 

nearly one in five people.  Researchers from the London School of Economics showed that both poverty and 

inequality are on the rise again and predicted to increase further in the next 5 to 15 years.  

Following the great recession of the late 2000s, and subsequent policies aimed at reducing the budget deficit 

through reduced public spending, the impact on low-income and poorer communities has been felt around 

the country. The National Audit Office reports that local governments in England have seen a 49 per cent 

real-terms reduction in government funding from 2010–11 to 2017–18, alongside a rise in demand for key 

social services. Homelessness is up 60 per cent in England since 2010, with rough sleeping up 134 per cent. 

Food bank use is up almost four-fold since 2012. There are now about 2,000 food banks in the UK, up from 

just 29 at the height of the financial crisis, according to the UK food bank network, the Trussell Trust. 

How should the church respond to poverty and inequality—and to the wider social and economic context 

in which they exist?  

Christians are called to love God and to love our neighbour as ourselves. Jesus himself said that all of 

the commandments can be summed up in these two. The visible presence of the Church of England around 

the country through the parish system means that the church is often directly encountering those in need 

on a daily basis and is well positioned to provide help and support to local communities. The largest survey 

to date of the extent of the Church of England’s work with some of the most vulnerable in society was 

published in November 2018 and showed that 80 per cent of congregations are involved in one or more 

forms of social action. More than 33,000 social action projects—from food banks to debt counselling to night 

shelters—are run or supported by churches that often work together for the common good with those of 

other faiths or none. At the time these figures were released, the Archbishop of Canterbury said: ‘We are 

doing more to love and help people in need than at any time since 1945. We don’t just do this to be “nice”, 

but because our faith in Jesus Christ compels us to act.’ 

A renowned priest, Dom Helder Camara, once said: ‘When I give food to the poor, they call me a saint. 

When I ask why the poor have no food, they call me a communist.’  

As well as responding to local needs through social action, the Church of England also highlights economic 

injustice where it occurs, challenging government, business and others to consider how their policies and 

actions impact on human dignity, especially for the poorest and most marginalised in society. Working for 

both social action and social justice are necessary if we are to tackle poverty and inequality and help build a 

less polarised and more cohesive society. 
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How can faith communities act with integrity in the public sphere?  

 

Kishan Manocha 

 

In addressing the role of religious actors in efforts to safeguard liberal freedoms and open democratic 

societies, I wish to address four major themes. 

 

1. The need for conceptual clarity 

 

The terminology used to describe religion and the public sphere is often ill defined, meaning different things 

to different people at different times. This lack of a ‘common language’ contributes to confusion and to 

individuals speaking at cross-purposes on a range of sensitive issues. 

 

2. Religion as a salient issue in public discourse  

 

Religion has come to the forefront of public discourse in virtually every region of the world and on the 

international stage in recent years. There is a growing consensus among policymakers and academics that 

the increasing social, political, and cultural challenges facing our societies cannot be overcome without 

honestly engaging the insights that exist within religion.   

 

For example, recognition of the historic and contemporary positive role that religious actors play in 

promoting peace and sustainable development, local governance and the consolidation of democratic 

processes, has led to the creation of new international initiatives for religious engagement to promote 

peaceful, inclusive and cohesive societies.  

 

In domestic contexts, religious actors have been front and centre as activists and community leaders, 

responding to the new challenges presented by exclusionary and illiberal identity politics. 

 

3. Is the public sphere open enough to religious voices? 

 

In many communities, the roles of religious actors transcend spaces and activities conventionally demarcated 

as religious.   

  

If religion’s role is to become an increasingly positive force for social progress, then social institutions will 

need to reshape their relationship with religion and let go of the many harmful assumptions that leave little 

or no room for religion to play a part in the public sphere. 

 

The difference between secularist and secularism needs to be understood. Secularist refers to a specific 

ideology that, in its most extreme form, totally rejects any role for religion in the public sphere. Secularism 

is not about pushing all religions out, but being inclusive of all.  It recognises the necessity of allowing religious 

expression in the public sphere, including in a secular society. 

 

It is important to understand that the space provided by secular norms and institutions is open, not empty.  

 
4. How can religious actors and non-religious actors shape a robust public sphere in democratic 

societies, and confront the populist push towards more authoritarian political systems? 

 

One: There is a need for mutual literacy between the religious and non-religious sectors.  

Two: There should be dialogue and cooperation between religious actors and non-religious actors should 

strive to safeguard the uniqueness of their standpoints.    
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Three: There is a need to seek common ground while respecting difference.   

Four: Engaging religious actors needs to be respectful of their autonomy and in ways that do not 

instrumentalise them for a narrow political purpose.   

Five: When thinking about effective engagement with religion in any setting, it is important to understand 

how the concept of lived religion operates in that context.    

 

Six: Society needs criteria to assess the role of religion in public life: does this religion contribute to the 

common good? If diverse religious and other views are advanced peacefully and in respect of human dignity 

and human rights, they should have a place in a pluralistic society.   

 

In this respect, there is a specific and urgent need to rediscover the shared space between religion and 

human rights, and to identify the potential for joint action between those motivated by religion and those 

non-religious actors motivated by human rights.   

 

In the context of the discussions at this meeting, we need to address the fact that some forms of exclusionary 
political discourse have referred to or relied on religious ideas and identities. Where and how have religious 

ideas figured in the formulation of exclusionary politics? How and to what extent has theological work in the 

various religious traditions responded to the advent of the new exclusionary politics?  
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group discussions and next steps 
 

 

 

 

The purpose of this symposium was not only to explore today’s challenges to democracy, but also, at the 

beginning of a new year—and particularly of a year that seems so uncertain—to enable faith representatives, 

emerging leaders and community groups to develop faith-based responses to the dangers of populism, 

extremism and nationalism as they impact on politics and society, in the UK and around the world. 

 

Central to this was the opportunity to share motivations, experiences and thoughts going forward, in an 

open and inclusive environment. The following key questions were addressed:  

 

 What are the different ethical/theological motivations for people of faith in engaging with these issues?  

 What experiences can we learn from, in terms of developing faith-based responses?  

 What are the challenges facing us as we develop our responses to these threats?  

 How can we work together in the future to make more of a difference on these issues?  

 

The following is a summary of views and recommendations expressed by delegates in the group discussions. 

 

Integration 

 
In discussing integration, the group reflected on the importance of listening, and of having courage in our 

approaches to ‘the other’. Sughra Ahmed shared her experiences of meeting Trump voters in the Deep 

South of the United States. She has kept in touch with everyone whom she met—she wanted to listen, not 

to patronise.  

 

Participants called for a renewed sense of courage in how we approach others. For example, in politics, 

liberals often feel unable to speak to conservatives but, when they do, they express surprise at how they ‘get 

on’ with each other, on a human level. The group felt that more should be done to facilitate this kind of 

cross-boundary encounter. There was a sense that faith leaders should reflect critically on how best to teach 

their own communities about ‘the other’. All too often, attempts to do this are hampered by the fact that 

people of one faith are unwilling to enter the space of ‘the other’. Entering this space is often about much 

more than just faith identity, but also about intersections with other facets of identity such as gender or 

sexuality. We need to ask: who is still invisible, and how willing are we to really get to know one another 

rather than to simply be in the same room?  

 

The group also considered how these questions might best be put into practice. Discussions highlighted the 

importance of considering majority/minority dynamics, and of recognising that those in the minority have 

equally valid insight. Anxiety and fear of ‘the other’ can often be raised in more informal settings, for example 

over practical tasks such as cooking. Creative approaches to tackling these challenges can be particularly 

rewarding, but they require a little more imagination.  
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Social media and online extremism 

 

In responding to the issue of social media and online extremism, the group reflected on two questions: 

 

To what extent does social media cause extremism?  

It was suggested that views shared online are not necessarily representative of the general population, and 

that people tend to be less guarded about the content of their communications in an online environment 

than face-to-face. Some participants felt that social media platforms are structurally biased towards sharing 

extreme content with the potential to shock and/or radicalise people, and that content shared on social 

media is more visible than other forms of extremism.  

 

What can people and communities of faith do to combat online extremism?  

One of the options discussed was to name and shame social media platforms that fail to take the threat 

seriously. When dealing with more traditional media outlets, it is often possible to lodge a complaint. It was 

also suggested that people of faith could also take on the responsibility of encouraging people to read a wide 

spectrum of views on social media. It was felt that there is a need to not only be reactive, but also to be 

proactive; to establish an alternative narrative that is better than that of the extremists—a ‘radical middle’.  

 

 

Inequality and living standards 

 

The group that tackled the issue of inequality and living standards began by discussing the relationships 

between a liberal democracy and a vibrant economy, and between rising inequality and a growing sense of 

democratic crisis. It was felt that faith communities have useful insights into how economic crises generate 

feelings of anger or distrust, which can ultimately fuel populism. The key question this group addressed was: 

how far should faith leaders go in speaking out in a political way?  

 

There was discussion about the difference between ‘social action’ and ‘social justice’. Some felt that people 

of faith might feel more comfortable with social action, because social justice involves making more political 

choices—choices that are particularly difficult to make in increasingly fractured and polarised times. Others 

felt that there was an urgent need for more social justice. The example of the response to Grenfell Tower 

was cited. In that case, social action abounded, as people of all faiths and none donated items and offered 

practical support in large numbers, but what might have been lacking was a social justice approach, to tackle 

the issues of how such a thing could have been allowed to happen and how a similar disaster could be 

prevented in future?  

 

The discussion moved on to ways of building connections between social action and social justice. There was 

a call for local, grassroots social action to be ‘elevated’ to improve policy in this area. For example, discussions 

on issues relating to Universal Credit could take place within a framework of social justice that is rooted in 

local, individual cases. 

 

Finally, the group asked how faith leaders could encourage their communities to follow this practice. The 

concept of ‘citizenship’ was discussed, in terms of how individuals might live out their moral lives from a 

campaigning and decision-making perspective. There were calls for faith communities to make a greater 
contribution to public life, to exercise greater courage in tackling challenging social issues, and to inhabit 

more of a political space so that faith voices are heard and have the chance to contribute.  
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Faith and the public sphere 

 

Much of the discussion in this group centred on the openness of the public sphere to religious voices. The 

group came to a consensus that our understanding of the public sphere needs to be re-defined, as it is a 

dynamic concept. Indeed, the internet has changed the dynamic of the public sphere and a greater 

consideration of this is called for. 

It was suggested that a human rights framework with a more inclusive view of secularism would be a useful 

basis for setting ground rules, about which religious and non-religious communities should participate in the 

public sphere. Nevertheless, it was agreed that freedom of religion or belief is difficult to implement in 

practice.  

At a local level, it was noted that there are all sorts of connections between the religious and the secular 

within communities, particularly in terms of developing trust and mutual relationships in response to crises. 

Connecting this good practice on a national and even international level was considered to be one of the 

most important tasks in moving forward. The role of young people was also discussed, and the group called 

for a more authentic spirituality that allows young people to integrate more fully into religious institutions. 

Finally, there was a discussion about how different types of populism often have a religious element to their 

movements. The group concluded by asking: how can we scale up good practice to a national level, to create 

more momentum around creative ideas and best practice? 
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final comment 
 

 

 
By Rob Thompson, Council of Christians and Jews 

 

In collating the discussions from this symposium, it is worth returning to Moral and Spiritual Dilemmas in 

Challenging Times, the study guide that the CCJ and Cumberland Lodge jointly published in 2018, as a 

companion resource to Amy Buller’s 1943 book, Darkness over Germany. 

 

In this guide, Rowan Williams writes that Buller’s conclusion ‘is starkly clear: the collapse of German 

democracy and the rise of Fascism was rooted in a far-reaching collapse of any sense of the meaning of 

personal action in society’.’6 In other words, crises in democracy—historic or contemporary—are influenced 

by more than macro trends in politics and economics: they also depend on the balance of human action, at 

a personal or community level. 

 

This is where this symposium’s conversations have been so important. Faith communities have a unique and 

powerful responsibility to enable human respect, interaction and cooperation for the future—in Rowan 

Williams’ words, ‘to live, flourish, and create’.7 Through the experiences and motivations discussed in this 

report, we hope that CCJ and Cumberland Lodge will have inspired faith communities to act on this 

responsibility.  

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Rowan Williams, ‘Opening Reflections’ in Eds. Edmund Newell and Rob Thompson, Moral and Spiritual Dilemmas in Challenging 

Times (Council of Christians and Jews and Cumberland Lodge: 2018), p.8. 
7 Ibid. p. 9.  


