Section 1 (moderated by Alexander Heindel)

9:00 -9:30, Wilma Wolswinkel and Rafaél Rodenburg, Israel, Palestine and the Protestant
Church in the Netherlands After October 7, 2023

Since October 7, 2023, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands experienced increasing
polarization and tensions on Israel and Palestine. While some accuse the Protestant Church of
being silent amid genocide, others accuse the church of ignoring rising global antisemitism and
not supporting Israel in times of crisis. In the past years, the Protestant Church has faced the
challenge of navigating within this forcefield of conflicting perspectives. On the one hand, the
church seeks to do justice to the harsh reality on the ground and the urgency it demands. On the
other hand, the church's leadership is charged with the task of relating to the mosaic of local
congregations with their diverse needs, feelings and convictions.

These tensions raise questions about the role of the church, both from theological and social
perspectives. How did and does the Protestant Church itself contribute to the injustices inflicted
on Jews and Palestinians, both in the past and the present? But also, what does it mean to speak
and act prophetically in the context of Israel and Palestine? Is it possible to find a common
language that bridges gaps, without trivializing suffering and pain or concealing root causes?
The proposed paper will take Bart Brandsma's theory on polarization and leadership in the
(quiet) middle as a starting point to explore how the positioning of the Protestant Church has
evolved over time. The paper will specifically examine how the church has positioned itself in
the public domain since 2023 and what has been learned on the way, and how the Protestant
Church facilitates local congregations to deal with internal polarization. In doing so, the
proposed paper hopes to bridge the gap between academic insights on polarization and the lived
experiences of the Protestant Church.

9:30 - 10:00, Mika Vahéakangas, Christian nationalism and Zionism in Finland in the time
of Gaza atrocities: siblings or distant cousins?

Finland is globally one of the strongholds of Christian Zionism, viewed per capita. At the same
time, Finland is a very nationalist country where especially the Lutheran majority church, the
state and nationalism have formed an organic whole, albeit not always without frictions.
Russian full-scale imperialist war has pushed the Finnish public opinion increasingly towards
nationalism and militarization while the role of religion is allegedly slightly increasing or not
at least decreasing. At the same time, the Hamas terrorist attack followed by the Israeli
occupation of Gaza with its collective punishment of the Palestinians including an alleged
genocide, has drawn the international attention to the Israel-Palestine conflict again.

In this paper, [ will analyze thematically leading conservative Christian influencers’ blogs from
the point of view of nationalism and Zionism since the Hamas attack. In them, Ukraine and
Gaza become naturally central points of reference. As a corrective, | will compare these views
with ethnographical material from a conservative Christian Bible study which | have been
following for over two years. While neither of these parties of triangulation will be exhaustive,
they will anyhow reveal ways of argumentation — public and private — which I, having been
brought up in conservative Christian Zionism myself, consider being able to recognize and
interpret.

10:00 — 10:30, Csaba Orova, Christians in the Sharply Polarized Society in Hungary



Like the history of many other societies, Hungarian history also bears the memory of many
embarrassing and tense confrontations, but the situation we are experiencing today has several
new features: not independently of the processes taking place in the world, but sometimes
anticipating them — Hungarian society is characterized by a cultural and political polarization
that the generations living today have hardly experienced, and of which Christian people and
their various communities are also part. In the framework of a short presentation, | would like
to present, on the one hand, the ecclesiastical — mainly Catholic — dimension of this situation in
the context of Central European history, and, on the other hand, to show the ecumenical ways
and means that certain Christian groups offer society for the healing of this polarized situation.
In Hungary, the historical role and perception of the role of the institutional Catholic Church
differs from that of other Catholic structures in the Central European region. Since the end of
the 18th century, it has been an integral part of the socialization of the Catholic elite, and an
important feature of its behavioral pattern is that it serves as a mediator between the power —
which assumed diverse structures in each era — and the various layers of society. After
exceptional and short interruptions, a real break in this occurred due to the communist
transformation following World War Il. The Catholic bishops and clergy did not have an
appropriate model for understanding the new regime and for adapting to it not as a partner of
power but through resistance. As a result, while the church also produced martyrs, it basically
embarked on the path of forced cooperation with the system. The change of regime in 1989-
1990 provided an opportunity to confront all this, but a purification was not achieved, and only
scattered efforts were made to understand the new era. Since the 2010s, Hungarian society has
elected governments that have placed a high priority on churches, both ideologically and in
terms of social organization.

Those governments have meanwhile built a structure (electoral system, media relations,
economic background, etc.) that has been able to consolidate itself. However, an important
element of this consolidation is the continuous campaign mode, a kind of readiness for combat
that has not left Christian circles and thinking untouched. On the one hand, there is a risk that
the institutional church will become a prisoner of this power structure (in terms of ideology and
finance), and on the other hand, many Christians, included a part of the clergy, increasingly
distance themselves from it because they discover that they cannot fulfil many elements of their
Christian mission. In the meantime, they are faced with serious dilemmas: should they stick
with the structure? When should they turn to the public? Is the renovation of a church building
worth the depopulation of this same church? In the second half of the presentation, I will not
only present initiatives in the media and church life that reflect all this, but also point out their
ecumenical nature and parallels with the current synodal process (e.g., listening and dialogue,
transparency and accountability).



