Section 2 (moderated by Johanna Rahner)

9:00 — 9:30, Matthias Ehmann, Churches’ Reactions to Polarising Agendas in Electoral
Programmes. How the Ecumenical Community Can Withstand Divisive Strategies of Right-
Wing Populist Movements in Germany

In the context of the state elections in the German federal state of Saxony-Anhalt, the regional
branch of the right-wing extremist party Alternative fir Deutschland (AfD) adopted polemical
positions in its electoral manifesto against the major churches in Germany and the church tax
system. It did so by juxtaposing the Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant regional
churches with “Free Churches, Baptist congregations, and Orthodox churches,” thereby
constructing a deliberate contrast within the Christian landscape.

Against the backdrop of broader societal tensions and differing theological positions —
particularly regarding the relationship between church and state — the question arises as to how
ecumenical discourse can respond appropriately to such attempts at instrumentalising ecclesial
diversity for political purposes. This paper presents and analyses the diverse reactions of the
churches. In doing so, it highlights ambivalences between actors at denominational and local
levels, as well as substantive differences in theological understandings of church—state
relations.

The paper explores how ecumenical discourse may articulate divergent perspectives while at
the same time resisting forms of polarisation deliberately provoked by political actors.

9:30 — 10:00, Javier Ricardo Salcido, From Doomsday to Re-creation: A Theological
Analysis of Apocalyptic Dynamics in Right-Wing Populism and Affective Polarization

This paper examines the apocalyptic dynamics of right-wing populist rhetoric in Western
societies through the lens of affective polarization. Populist leaders increasingly deploy
messianic language, civilizational war narratives, and crisis-driven appeals that frame political
opponents as existential threats. Such rhetorical strategies intensify emotional polarization,
producing what may be described as a ‘double hate’ dynamic: hostility projected outward and
antagonism reciprocated in return.

To interpret this phenomenon theologically, the paper draws on Daniel Nilsson DeHanas’s
conception of populism as a spiritual phenomenon. It explores how apocalyptic rhetoric
appropriates religious structures of meaning, including sacramentality, charismatic authority,
and redemptive as well as eschatological imaginaries.

In response, the paper engages the Augustinian understanding of the eschaton alongside
Reformational theology, particularly the theme of re-creation, to articulate an alternative
eschatological vision. Reimagining Christian eschatology through the dialectic of creation and
re-creation offers a constructive public theological framework for depolarization and sustaining
faithful Christian witness amid concerns about democratic decline.

By foregrounding the apocalyptic dimensions of populism, this study contributes to ongoing
debates regarding the founding narratives of nationalism and the theological critique of political
myth-making.

10:00 — 10:30, Fokke Wouda, Discipleship as a Pathway to Dialogue: The Response of
Dutch Churches to the Emergence of Far-Right

Churches in the Netherlands have witnessed the growth of far-right ideologies in the last
decade; not only in society at large, but also within their own fold. Some Christians, too,
sympathize with movements and political parties that fuel anti-immigrant and anti-democratic



sentiments. Challenged to take position in the public square, churches struggle to do so in
meaningful and effective ways that acknowledge the concerns and beliefs of parts of their own
communities. Confronted with the example of the German Roman Catholic Church, whose
bishops strongly condemned right-wing extremism in 2024 - specifically the far-right party
Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) — the Dutch Council of Churches has sought ways to take a
stance without a solid condemnation, fearing that this would only foster polarization within and
outside the church. Aspiring to promote an atmosphere of dialogue instead while countering
misuse of the Christian narrative, its Faith and Order Commission (Beraadgroep Geloof en
Kerkelijke Gemeenschap) has prepared a document centred on the notion of discipleship. This
paper presents that document (which, by the time of submitting this abstract, is yet to be
published) and examines how the Dutch churches aim to reclaim Christian identity in the public
debate by highlighting core Christian values, while keeping the lines of communications with
far-right sympathizers as open as possible.



