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Section 3 (moderated by Rieke Brouwer) 

 

9:00 – 9:30, Elisabeth Maikranz, The Church as a space for communication in times of 

polarisation 

 

In Germany, approximately 80% of the population perceives a division and polarisation within 

society (Study Verständigungsorte in polarisierenden Zeiten by midi / Evangelisches Werk für 

Diakonie und Entwicklung e.V.). Steffen Mau, Thomas Lux and Linus Westheuser in 

Triggerpunkte (2023) show that the fundamental attitudes of Germans are not as contradictory 

as they are perceived to be, but that issues such as migration or gender provoke heated debates. 

Based on the discrepancy between attitude research and social perception, sociologist Nils C. 

Kumkar describes polarisation not from the perspective of people’s attitudes, but from the 

perspective of communication. In Polarisation (2025), he assumes that polarisation is a 

communicative pattern of social debate. 

Based on Kumkar’s thesis, the paper explores the significance of communication processes for 

the perception of polarisation and asks how churches, as spaces of communication, can cultivate 

a counterculture of social communication. Church communities can be regarded as places of 

alternative forms of communication, whose communicative orders are characterised by mutual 

recognition, listening and being heard. From their experience of ecumenical dialogue, churches 

also bring with them cultures of conversation that can moderate similarities and differences.  

With their dialogue skills, church spaces can promote differentiated and appreciative Exchange 

and thus contribute to democratic discourse. 

 

9:30 – 10:00, Simon Haug, Unity, Difference, Dissent? Paradigms of Ecumenical Theology 

under Conditions of Contemporary Polarisation 

 

Since the twentieth century, ecumenical theology has developed different paradigms of unity 

(consensus-oriented models, „Einheit in versöhnter Verschiedenheit“ etc.). Despite their 

differences, these models share a common feature: a fundamental commitment to 

communicative engagement and dialogue. They represent a significant advance beyond 

confessional separation. After centuries of confessional conflict, difference was no longer 

addressed through hostility but through dialogue and communication. The lasting achievement 

of the ecumenical movement lay less in achieved consensus than in the institutionalisation of 

dialogue and in the capacity to sustain difference communicatively. 

Today, this communicative strength faces a serious challenge in the context of polarisation. In 

its extreme form, polarisation does not simply mean stronger disagreement – ecumenical 

dialogue has developed substantial competence in dealing with not only doctrinal differences – 

but the loss of the very basis for dialogue itself. When conversations break down, when moral 

disqualification or the denial of rationality dominate, it is no longer only the other position that 

is questioned, but the other person as a dialogue partner. Ecumenical understanding has always 

relied on a minimal agreement: the willingness and possibility to speak with one another and to 

recognise each other as partners in dialogue. 

Exactly this minimal agreement seems more and more challenged in polarized societies. If 

polarisation leads to this erosion of this shared communicative ground, it becomes a serious test 

for ecumenical dialogue. The key question is which theological and hermeneutical resources 

ecumenism possesses to prevent doctrinal difference from turning (again) into communicative 

exclusion and hostility, and how ecumenical understanding can be rearticulated when the basic 

conditions for dialogue begin to erode. 

 

10:00 – 10:30, Peter-Ben Smit, Public Prayer in the Context of Conflict 
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How does a church conduct public prayer in the context of conflict or even polarization? This 

paper addresses this question by focusing on the issue of the “Prayer for the Queen” in Dutch 

Old Catholic liturgy during the first years following the Nazi invasion of the Netherlands (1940-

1942). The somewhat wavering attitude of the episcopate regarding this prayer for the queen, 

the royal house and the government, who had all sought exile overseas, reflects the 

consideration and negotiation of different concerns. These include the proper character of 

prayer and its spiritual nature, worries about the possible reaction of the occupying forces, and 

reflections about the nature of the actual government in the country. The solution that is found 

eventually seeks to do justice to all of these concerns and demonstrates how an appeal to more 

ancient sources that have (at least seemingly) little to do with the actual situation and posses 

the authority of antiquity can be a resource in this context. In describing this case in its historical 

context, light is shed on the vicissitudes of arriving at a communal manner of prayer that 

circumvents polarization and yet seeks to do justice to a specific context. 


