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It is a great pleasure to offer you this !rst volume of articles written on behalf of EARS. All have 
been published on either the website or in one of the content hubs we used at our round tables. 
It is a volume we edited to show you how much we appreciate your involvement and how much 
we want to thank you for your contribution to the various activities of EARS.
 
Often it is only stating the obvious saying this has been a year full of disruptive events. However, 
this time, it might not be an open door, but an understatement. Due to COVID-19, normal life was 
hardly possible from February onwards and many aspects of our ordinary have been brought to a 
halt. It provoked crises not only on a social and economic scale but also on the scale of humanism. 
Italy suffered in an unprecedented way, yet the discussions on !nancial aid seemed to lack the bare 
minimum of empathy and humanism. Moreover, the harsh debate almost caused a breakdown of 
fundamental structures within the EU. Including the sense of mutual trust and mutual support.
 
Next, there were the shocking attacks in France and the elections in the US. Of course, these two 
events are hardly comparable, but in both cases, the system of checks and balances, the role of the 
state as a guarantee of fundamental rights and values were at stake. Meaning that if some were 
to look for a common denominator in all these developments, he would probably conclude that 
it all turned around values, humanism, and religious controversies.
 
EARS tried indeed to recognize these main features. In 2020, as we could not meet in real con-
versations, we rapidly organized online round tables, extended the dashboard (earsdashboard.
com), designed a new website (ears.eu), analyzed ten thousand publications, and wrote over a 
hundred articles. We did this together with twenty-three EARS analysts: mainly students from 
our nineteen participating departments and faculties of Theology and/or Religious Studies all 
across Europe. Besides, there was a renewal of the Board, now consisting of the faculties of 
Amsterdam, Berlin, Geneva, Lund, Paris (EPHE), and Strasbourg.
 
To conclude, religion will remain and even become more and more an important element in 
a highly ideologized society. It will continue to transform and become even more effective as 
a cradle of identities, societal currents, and fractures. But also as a means to bridge divides. 
Values and the need for a common narrative in times of a widening social gap will receive 
more attention than they had some years ago. All this will certainly lead to a new legitimization of 
our disciplines, implying they will become more ‘sustainable,’  so to speak. It is thanks to your input 
we could focus on all the above-mentioned aspects. Therefore, once again, many thanks.

Dear Colleagues, Dear Friends,

Kind regards,
 
Matthias Smalbrugge
President EARS
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Author recommendations
The articles in this book were written by our team of analysts from all over the world. Most 
are based in Europe, ranging from Finland to Portugal and from the UK to Germany; others 
are from the US or New Zealand. They write about current events, global trends, and mostly 
about what interests them in the field of religion and society. On the next few pages, the 
authors will recommend their favourite article to you.

Please find all sources used for writing these articles on https://ftr.nu/VBG, or use the QR 
code below. 

‘I think the most interesting article I wrote in the book is “COVID-19: Is poverty the real pan-
demic?“ (page 52). This is one of the first articles I wrote for EARS. Poverty is often forgotten in 
the Western World but is such an important aspect of our responsibility to society at large. In the 
article, I analyse Pope Francis' statement that the real pandemic – rather than COVID-19 – is the 
indifference humanity demonstrates towards the poor. I also analyse the concrete actions the 
pope is asking the world, the Vatican, and each individual to take, in order to remove inequali-
ties and to “prepare everyone’s tomorrow, without biased interests.“’

Ghila is a DPhil student at Oxford University in the Department of 
Theology and Religion. She is interested in the intersection between 
Modern Jewish Thought and Western Philosophy and she is currently 
writing her dissertation on the Philosophy of Life (Lebensphilosophie) of 
Bergson, Nietzsche, and Simmel in Rav Abraham Isaac Kook thought. Ghila 
is originally from Italy and speaks Italian, Hebrew, English, and basic German.

Ghila Amati

‘There are so many great articles that have been written at EARS in the past year. Of those I 
have written, I think my favourite and perhaps the most important to questions about religion 
and society is one that I did for the EARS round table on Digital Religion and Corona, enti-
tled “Narratives of digitalisation and religion: conditioned, idealistic, and pragmatic“ (page 32). 
Written at the time COVID-19 was forcing drastic changes onto the world, it ultimately is not 
about that moment. Rather it uses that moment to consider the narratives that drive digitalisation 
in society and in religion. It asks the questions of “Why did religion turn to the digital during the 
pandemic?“ and "What does that suggest about the future of religion in an ever more digital 
world?" Did COVID-19 drive religions to digital technologies or might have digital technologies 
already shaped religions to assume that digitalisation was the answer to COVID-19? It's a classic 
the-chicken-or-the-egg problem, and one which I think is not just interesting but increasingly 
important as the world continues to digitalise.’

 
R. Anthony Buck is a DPhil in Theology student at the University of 
Oxford. A dual USA/Italian citizen, Anthony currently lives and writes in 
Oxford. His thesis is currently entitled ‘Stories the Church Lives By: A 
Theology of Intellectual Liberation.’  It argues narrative is an important 
mode of theologising in light of cognitive science research on narrative 
and a sociological critique of the theological academy. Before coming 
to Oxford, Anthony lived in Chicago, studying theology and serving in 
Korean immigrant churches. He also enjoys cooking, a good espresso, 
and improving his Spanish.

R. Anthony Buck

https://ftr.nu/VBG
https://ftr.nu/VBG
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‘The Maria 2.0 movement of Catholic women in Germany was initiated in 2019 and became 
more influential over time, especially in 2020. It aims to raise awareness of sexism, the mishan-
dling of sexual abuse scandals, and other issues within the Catholic Church. This movement 
raised heated discussion about the Catholic Church and the system behind it, which is why I rec-
ommend the article “Rebuilding trust in the Roman Catholic Church among youth“ (page 316).’

Han is an analyst at EARS since June 2019, where she does research 
on several topics, summarises articles published in German-speaking 
countries, and writes articles based on her research. After finishing her 
Bachelor degree and Master degree in German Studies in China, her 
passion for religious studies brought her to the faculty of Theology at 
Humboldt University. She also works as a Freelance Content Manager 
and helps a Berlin startup company build their brands.

Han Chang

‘From the dozens of articles we've published in the past year, it's hard to choose my favor-
ite. However, the article called “Religious organisations are addressing COVID-19 disparaties“ 
(page 44) was the first article EARS published on COVID-19. Back then, we had not foreseen 
that this would be followed by many more articles on the topic. Therefore, it provides some first 
insights on the effect of COVID-19 on religion and is a clear illustration of how not only religion, 
but the entire world has changed in 2020.’

After finishing the Bachelor International Business at the University of 
Groningen in the Netherlands, Anne graduated cum laude from the Master 
Strategic Innovation Management. She is also co-founder and board 
member of the Let’s Bee Sweet foundation. During her work for EARS as 
project manager, she is able to combine her interest in writing with her 
organisational skills.

Anne Clerx

‘To truly appreciate the EARS database, it is imperative that every reader begins by checking 
out our article series on media bias. Thus far, the EARS team has covered Finland, France, Spain, 
and Ireland. These articles provide the context one needs to comprehend the complex and 
unique roles Europe’s host of media groups each offer. The article “How do Spain's media cover 
religion?“ (page 256) is a great example.’

Elizabeth completed her MSt in the Study of Religions from the University 
of Oxford in July of 2019. Her emphasis was in Christianity and Islam with 
a particular focus on the contemporary United States. Prior to Oxford, 
Elizabeth earned her BA in Political Science with a minor in Law and Policy 
from Carson-Newman University. She is originally from and now resides in a 
small town outside of Nashville, Tennessee called Kingston Springs. Elizabeth 
also works full-time as a Research Analyst for her local state government. 

Elizabeth Dixon

‘I would recommend any of the articles about religion in COVID-19 times. I would suggest read-
ing as many of these articles as you can to get a full sense of how diverse religious groups are 
responding to an unprecedented time in unique ways. Articles on religion during Covid include 
“Home alone: Digital religion“ (page 66) and “Worship in times of social distancing“ (page 150).’

Olivia is currently a law student at the University of Virginia. She is a 
recent graduate of the University of Oxford, where she completed an 
MSt in the Study of Religions, where she focused on Islamic law, modern 
Judaism, and women in religion. Originally from New York City, Olivia 
studied religion for her undergraduate degree at Kenyon College, where 
she focused on ultra-Orthodox Judaism in America. She is interested in 
the intersection between law and religion on the international scale. In 
her free time, she enjoys running outside, reading fiction, and thinking 
about where to travel to next.

Olivia De Silva
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‘My recommendation for you would be to read the article called “Home alone: Digital religion“ 
(page 66). The article gives an overview of how different religions very quickly responded to the 
severe COVID-19 measures. It shows how flexible people are to still find ways to feel connected 
to others, even when times are difficult.’

After studying the BA Ancient Cultures of the Mediterranean World 
at Leiden University (Netherlands), Astrid has graduated cum laude 
from the MA Theology and Religious Studies at the Vrije Universiteit in 
Amsterdam. She enjoys researching a topic thoroughly and making it 
understandable and clear for a broad audience: her work for EARS allows 
her to do so. Besides EARS, Astrid also works as an editor. Her free time is 
mostly spent reading, calling a friend, or singing modern classical music. 

Astrid Hamberg

‘One of my favourites is the article “How real is virtual religion?“ (page 312), as it asks questions 
about religious traditions in virtual spaces that we don't yet have the answers to.’

Meri is a Master’s student in the Theology Department of the University 
of Helsinki, Finland. Her interests include religious education, religious 
experiences, and the psychology of religion. She also has a Bachelor’s 
Degree in Social Services and Christian Education from the Diaconia 
University of Applied Sciences in Helsinki, Finland. Alongside EARS, she 
is also working in the Lutheran Church with children and families. Meri 
is also a writer, and has published a book on prayer. When not working, 
Meri loves to spend time outdoors and on the seaside with her family.

Meri Hannikainen

‘I would like to recommend you to read an article titled “God is trending“ (page 62) that reports 
how with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, googling on “God” has not only increased 
globally, but it is also the highest it has ever been. Muhammad Faisal Khalil’s article investigates 
this phenomenon and ends up with intriguing findings in how the lockdown periods are related 
to changes in how people relate to religion and God. Go check it out!’

Born into an atheist family in Finland and having embarked upon an 
intensive existential and spiritual search in his youth that led him to travel 
in Europe and Asia, Pietari Hannikainen finally found a place to settle in 
Christianity. A trained scholar of Religious Education at the University 
of Helsinki, he combines his personal experience and passion for 
religious and spiritual phenomena with his scholarly interest in scientific 
investigation in his work as a researcher and a lecturer. Currently he is 
working on his doctoral thesis on the new Lutheran faith communities in 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland.

Pietari Hannikainen

‘I recommend the following article that I wrote: “Hard times: British Muslims under lockdown“ 
(page 64). This article not only reflects on the disproportionally difficult experience of British 
Muslims during the COVID-19 lockdown in the UK but also argues that this experience in fact 
represents a continuity with the past. In other words, British Muslims have always been in some 
form of 'lockdown'. By sharing the recognised work of the British artist and activist Riz Ahmed, 
it highlights how Islamophobia has particularly shaped this ongoing lockdown of British Muslims 
in the UK.’

Muhammad Faisal Khalil is a DPhil candidate at the Faculty of Theology 
and Religion, University of Oxford. A graduate in international history 
at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), his 
undergraduate studies were in government and history at the LSE and 
theoretical physics at Imperial College London. Certified in strategic 
communication from Johns Hopkins University, he has served in senior 
technical and leadership roles with UNICEF, UNDP, the WHO and Johns 
Hopkins University’s Center for Communication Programs (CCP). He is 
the co-founder and co-director of the strategic communication firm All-
Story, and the policy think tank Pakistan Observatory. 

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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‘I believe that the most interesting articles that EARS has published this year, have to do with 
the links between COVID-19 and religion. I found articles such as “Worship in times of social 
distancing“ (page 150) particularly informative on this topic. I think that it is one of the most 
fascinating topics that EARS covers because it is currently relevant, but also because the pan-
demic is making us question religion and existentialism in a new way. COVID-19 has influenced 
many institutions and lives in unique ways, and religion is just one of the many parts of society 
that the virus is impacting and reshaping. It has made it clear that several religious ceremonies 
and rituals can still be performed online, which has led to many traditional institutions that were 
mostly offline before the pandemic to go online. This has made religious institutions rethink 
their practices as well as making them more innovative in their approach to their traditions. 
Additionally, the digital shift might impact the way in which religious communities operate, even 
after the pandemic is over. The pandemic has also led to religions cooperating across contrast-
ing belief systems, as well as making many, both religious and non-religious people, question 
their existential beliefs in a time of crisis. I also believe that the articles on COVID-19 and religion 
are unique for the year 2020, which is another reason that I would suggest reading these articles 
in particular.’

Hannah is 24 years old, from Denmark and the United States, and grew 
up in Copenhagen. She is currently studying a masters in Sociology at 
the University of Oxford (UK) and has an academic interest in politics, 
gender, public space, religion, and art. She speaks a couple of languages, 
and is currently working on improving her Spanish and Arabic.

Hannah Macaulay

‘I really enjoyed writing the article “How Bible translations are still shaping the world“ (page 
198). The subject forces us to rethink a number of different topics: the problems with evange-
lism, cultural and intellectual superiority, the relation between religion and politics, and ulti-
mately the ambiguity of good intentions. I think it's fair to say that most Christians don't give 
much thought to how the Bible is translated, but as my article suggests, it has far-reaching con-
sequences. The act of biblical translation is invested with great power and responsibility, and 
should be treated as such.’

Frazer grew up in New Zealand until he was 18, and then moved to the UK for 
his university education, which has all been at Christ Church, in the University 
of Oxford. He completed his undergraduate degree in theology in 2016, 
and went on to do a Master's degree specialising in patristic (early Christian) 
theology. He is now finishing off his doctorate on the early Christian bishop 
and martyr Ignatius of Antioch, using the lens of memory to trace trajectories 
of influence through his life and legacy. Frazer was a choral scholar at the 
Cathedral in Oxford during his first two degrees, and has recently become 
obsessed with one of the most idiosyncratic of sports - Real Tennis.

Frazer MacDiarmid

‘I would like to recommend the article entitled “Religious organisations are addressing COVID-
19 disparities“ (page 94), because it gives an overview of the role of religion in the public sphere 
during the time of the coronavirus pandemic. It is a crucial article that exposes the lingering 
influence of religion in public life during a global crisis. It also provides a lot of material for study-
ing the role of religious organisations after the pandemic because of the proposals for a more 
sustainable post-pandemic future.’

Josh Marasigan is currently a graduate student at the Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven (Belgium) and a lecturer at the Ateneo de Manila 
University-Loyola Schools (Philippines). His research interests include 
Contextual Theology, Christology, Ecclesiology, Postcolonialism, and 
Queer Theory. His work for EARS is intertwined with his interest in 
Religious Affairs and trends in Theology. Outside academic work, his 
engagements include online gaming, choral music, musical theatre, 
creative writing, and cooking hearty meals.

Joshua Amiel Marasigan

‘I especially encourage readers to read articles that talk about women in religion. Indeed, 
they deserve more attention and are symbolic of modern changes within religions. An article 
like “The rise of women in the Catholic Church“ (page 172) is really interesting to understand 
these evolutions.’

Juliette is a student of Protestant theology at the University of Strasbourg 
(France). Before that, she studied political science and cultural sciences 
in Frankfurt (Oder), Germany. In addition to her studies she is committed 
to the rights of women and sexual minorities as well as the environment. 
She likes to read, pet cats, and eat cake.

Juliette Marchet
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‘My recommendations are two interconnected articles: “Did God send us coronavirus?“ (page 
194) and “Punishment from God or a shared mourning?“ (page 208). While 2020 has brought 
a nearly endless stream of historic and noteworthy events in the world of religion, the most 
significant and ubiquitous has been the spread of COVID-19. The virus  and the corresponding 
attempts to control it have wrought havoc around the world, overturning ways of life around 
the globe. The damage has left many people searching for an answer, a meaning. In religious 
circles, more pointed questions have circulated: How could a Divine being allow such suffering? 
Is it a punishment sent from the Heavens? Is humanity guilty of some grave sin?  Examining how 
religions have sought these answers can both create parallels with religious belief in the past 
and provide insight into how some modern religions think and approach crises. These two arti-
cles offer topical and interesting insight into religion and the unique nature of 2020.’

Tyler is a recent graduate of the University of Oxford, where he studied 
for an Mst in the Study of Religions, focusing specifically on exorcisms, 
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, and Jewish law. Hailing from 
Massachusetts originally, Tyler’s undergraduate degree was in history, 
and he hopes to pursue law next. Underlying his historical and legal 
interests are religious interactions with politics, governments, and the 
law. When not working on EARS material, studying, or self-isolating, Tyler 
can regularly be found exploring the nearby fields and parks of Oxford, 
brushing up on languages, unabashedly appeasing his nerdier side, or 
cooking and cocktail-making while singing himself hoarse.

Tyler Mikulis

Maria Inês Nemésio

‘During the past year, all of us EARS analysts have sought to identify and systematise current and 
relevant information, published in newspapers and magazines in circulation in Europe, in order 
to cross-check the multiple relationships that exist between society and religion. From an overall 
perspective, and because faith and trust are the engines of any religious practice, the article “Do 
you trust religion?“ (page 246) seems to me to bring together a very pertinent set of reflections 
regarding the way in which today's society affects the living of individual and collective religios-
ity, as well as the credibility of the institutions that underlie different religious beliefs and prac-
tices. More than analysing a set of data, this article raises questions, to which some answers are 
certainly given, but which above all invite us to participate in the debate.’

Maria Inês Nemésio is an analyst at EARS since February 2019. She 
does research on several topics and summarises articles published in 
Portuguese, Spanish, and English-speaking countries. After finishing 
her PhD degree in Literary, Cultural and Interartistic Studies in Portugal 
(Faculty of Arts and Humanities of University of Porto), she found at EARS 
the possibility to combine her interest in writing with her linguistics skills.

‘France and Europe are facing an important debate about Islamic separatism. I think it is import-
ant to know more about this for three reasons. The first reason is that today the problem of the 
Islamic community exists in France in particular, but in the near future the same question will 
also arise in other European countries. Indeed Islamic communities are growing in Europe and 
they are not always integrated into the society of European countries. The second reason is 
that France and President Macron are giving a very strong response to Islamic separatism. You 
need to know this answer to understand the current situation and understand why the clashes 
between France and some Islamic countries are so strong. Finally, the issue of Islamic separat-
ism presents Europe with fundamental reflection. What can be the relationship between reli-
gion, tolerance, and secularism in a democratic society? To find an answer to this question and 
deepen the topic of Islamic separatism in France, I suggest reading the article “French President 
wants to fight against ’Muslim separatism’” (page 244).’

After graduating in contemporary history at the University of Florence in 
Italy, Francesca concluded a PhD at the Catholic University of Milan with a 
dissertation on the Carlo Maria Martini president of the European bishops 
(1986-1993). She is a teacher in a secondary school, and collaborates with 
the department of Religious Studies at the Catholic University of Milan and 
with numerous Italian research institutes. Francesca is interested in the 
history of the European Catholic Church, specifically in the period from the 
1960s until today.

Francesca Perugi

‘Since I was asked to make a suggestion to you, the reader, about which article to read with par-
ticular consideration, I will do so, at the risk of seeming conceited, by recommending my own arti-
cle on the term “Islamophobia,“ called “Islamophobia - The origins of a confusing concept“ (page 
28). While I was writing it, I could not escape the conclusion that the origin story of this new word 
was a perfect demonstration of the underlying mechanism of totalitarianism: the censoring (or 
criminalising) of speech and thought. George Orwell's “1984“ brilliantly describes how creating 
new ideological language (“Newspeak“ in 1984) is meant to limit the possibilities of what we can 
think, so as to ensure total compliance with the ideology. I think that this kind of (re)invention of 
language for totalitarian purposes is a major threat to the integrity and stability of human societies, 
and therefore needs to be recognised and prevented. Whether this totalitarian impulse manifests 
through Islamism (political Islam) or through some other ideology is not the main concern.’

Timo is fascinated by the history and diversity of human world views, 
with a special interest in Buddhist and Daoist traditions. After his BA in 
Religious Studies (Buddhism specialisation) he is now finishing his MA in 
the same field. He hopes to contribute to the Effective Altruism movement 
in the future by working on the most pressing and solvable problems in 
the world using reason and evidence, such as by doing global priorities 
research, working on global health, or eliminating factory farming. He 
is a certified teacher of the CEB (Cultivating Emotional Balance) mind-
training course.

Timo Pieters
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‘The article “Islamist extremism in France“ (page 222) is my favourite of the series of Islam, 
because it manages to bring together some of the academic literature on the subject but in a 
really clear and easy to read way. Therefore it serves as a really good introduction to some of the 
academic discussions behind one of the most important subjects in contemporary discussion on 
religion in Europe.’

Freddie is a freelance journalist and writer focused on European political 
and social issues. Before starting work as a journalist, he studied a BA 
History & Politics at the University of Nottingham and an MA in Global 
History at the University of Oxford. Since then, he has learnt to speak 
Spanish fluently and is now based in Madrid. He has always had a 
fascination for the role that religions play in the 21st century and what 
they represent about the wider demographic changes that are taking 
place worldwide. If you are also interested in both how religions shape 
our world and how religions are shaped by it, then you will find his articles 
interesting, relevant and enjoyable to read.

Freddie Scott

‘I recommend reading the article entitled “To ban or not to ban: Burkas in Switzerland“ (page 
146). I believe that in addressing the debates occurring in Switzerland in 2020 regarding the 
decision to ban the burqa, this article not only addresses the different aspects of the complex 
and sensitive discussion in the Swiss context, but also reflects the discussions occurring across 
Europe. These discussions are indicative of the increasing tension and supposed incompatibility 
between secular, “Western“ values, and religious difference, but this time, with religious women 
bearing the brunt. I believe that this topic will continue to be contentious in European society 
for years to come and is something that Europeans, and the wider world, should educate and 
challenge their own beliefs on.‘

Martha is a recent graduate from the University of Oxford where she 
studied for her postgraduate degree in MSt Study of Religions. Since 
her undergraduate degree in BA Religion, Politics and Society at the 
University of Leeds, Martha developed a passion for studying world 
religions, cultures and communities and is fascinated by the role that 
faith can play in people’s lives, and its potential for contributing to either 
cohesion or tension and conflict. In particular, Martha has specialised 
knowledge in Islamic and Jewish studies, with a particular focus on 
women's issues within these two religious traditions. In her spare time, 
she enjoys reading novels, singing jazz standards, and improving her 
(very) basic Spanish. 

Martha Scott-Cracknell

‘I highly recommend reading the article on “The role of Catholicism in the 2020 US elections“ 
(page 240). Despite the growing secularisation of the United States, the importance of religion 
in the presidential elections is undeniable. While most political analysis focuses on the predom-
inantly evangelical religious right - a key contributor to President Trump's support - it is quite 
different here. In this article, the parallelism of the paths of the only two victorious Catholic and 
Democratic candidates, John F. Kennedy and Joe Biden, offers a very interesting analysis of the 
evolution of the political and religious landscape in the US since the 1960s. Through this focus 
on the Catholic community - an important part of the electorate - and the tensions that run 
through it, the author highlights, more broadly, some of the main issues of the last elections.’

Laurent Tessier is a DPhil in history and anthropology of religion at 
the Ecole pratique des hautes études in Paris and at the Université de 
Montreal (QC, Canada). Graduated with a master's degree in geopolitics 
and conflict mediation (Université catholique de l'Ouest, Angers, France) 
and passionate about the study of the place of religions in international 
relations, his thesis focuses on a historical and comprehensive approach to 
Christian Zionism in Canada and its influence on Canadian foreign policy 
from the mid-19th century to 2015. As a junior observer at the Pharos 
Observatory (Paris), Laurent also writes articles on cultural and religious 
pluralism in Canada and France. To break with the gravity and heaviness 
of current events related to these various subjects of specialisation, 
he enjoys visiting art museums and historical sites, gardening, musical 
practice (piano and organ), and reading British detective mystery novels.

Laurent Tessier

‘This year of 2020 will be unforgettable in a sad way: coronavirus changed our lives and our 
daily habits in a way we never could have imagined before. I’d like to recommend the arti-
cle “Punishment from God or a shared mourning?“ (page 208). This article focuses on the 
response of religious leaders from all over the world. Tyler Mikulis investigates how similar 
narratives can be seen all over the world, through every religion and region. Furthermore, he 
explains that another question arises about the heart of religion: does it serve to explain and 
rationalise the world? Or has it changed to a bringer of lamentation and hope, one could say 
“a way of shared mourning?“‘

With 18 years, Luca is one of the youngest of the team. He lives in 
Antwerp, Belgium, and started studying Hebrew, Arab, and Ancient 
Greek at KULeuven University in 2019. Luca has a special interest in the 
Jewish and Arabic culture in Europe and the Middle East, and mainly 
focuses on these themes in analyzing the Belgian media for EARS. In his 
spare time, Luca enjoys playing the cello, reading novels, learning new 
languages, and doing voluntary work with the Catholic Community of 
Sant'Egidio.

Luca Van Cleempoel
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Timeline
Throughout 2020, topics such as digitalisation, leadership, and politics continued to evolve. During the year, 
we have covered these topics extensively. Besides these continuous trends, however, several events have had a 
great impact on 2020 in particular. These are highlighted below.

New trial of Buddhist 
sect suspected of 

abuse

January

Rome call for AI ethics

February DecemberNovemberOctoberSeptemberAugustJulyJuneAprilMarch May

COVID-19 declared 
pandemic by WHO

Germany bans conversion 
therapy for minors

Vote on banning facial 
coverings in Switzerland

Opening of Charlie 
Hebdo trial

Hagia Sophia turned 
into mosque

Female priests out-
number male priests 

in Sweden

Black Lives Matter 
protests

US elections

Pope Francis sup-
ports same-sex civil 

unions

Terrorist attacks 
France

“Power and abuse in 
Buddhism: Sogyal Lakar and 

Rigpa” p. 234

“Power and abuse in Dutch 
Buddhist communities” 

p. 260

“Is AI a god of the future or 
the present?” p. 156

“Apps, robots, and facial 
recognition in the church” 

p. 210

“How real is virtual religion?” 
p. 312

“Can a computer game be a 
religious experience?” 

p. 270

“Black lives matter in the 
Church of England?” p. 50

“Religious organisations are 
addressing COVID-19 disparaties” 

p. 44

“How religious leaders in Russia are 
weaponsing the coronavirus 

pandemic” p. 48

“COVID-19: Is poverty the real 
pandemic?” p. 52

“God is trending” p. 62

“Hard times: British Muslims under 
lockdown” p. 64

“Home alone: Digital religion” p. 66

“Virus and vitriol: Are Muslims to 
blame for spreading?” p. 128

“A universal virus with unequal 
challenges” p. 94

“Freedom of religion vs. public 
health” p. 106

“Coronavirus and Christianity: A call 
for creativity” p. 112

“Worship in times of social 
distancing” p. 150

“Does the pandemic unite Muslims 
and Christians?” p. 154

“A pandemic of anti-Semitism” 
p. 166

“Did God send us coronavirus?” 
p. 194

“Will the COVID-19 vaccine be 
ethically tainted?” p. 202

“Extremes and tensions in COVID-19 
Europe” p. 100

“Portraying Jesus as a black 
man” p. 82

“Ending conversion therapy” 
p. 84

“To ban or not to ban: burkas 
in Switzerland” p. 146

“Ban of the veil” p. 180

“Female Jewish rabbis are 
rising” p. 70

“French President wants to 
fight against ‘Muslim separat-

ism’” p. 244

“Islamist extremism in 
France” p. 222

“Islamist extremism in the 
Netherlands” p. 132

“Charlie Hebdo trial opens in 
Paris. Will France find 

closure?” p. 162

“Hagia Sophia and inter-
religious tensions” p. 60

“Gender equity in the Church 
of Sweden - and beyond?” 

p. 124

“The long road to female 
leadership” p. 140

“Do female priests represent a 
true religious reform?” p. 158

“The rise of women in the 
Catholic Church” p. 172

“What does French secular-
ism (not) have to do with the 

recent Islamist terrorist 
attacks?” p. 250

“Should schools offer lessons 
about gender and sexuality?” 

p. 190

“Will marriage theology 
break the Church of 

Finland?” p. 206

“Poland: LGBT-free zones 
and ban on Pride marches” 

p. 214

“Should churches be prose-
cuted for LGBTQ discrimina-

tion?” p. 290

“Partisan polarisation in the 
US and religion in Europe” 

p. 294

“Trump and the evangelical 
voting bloc” p. 298

“The role of Catholicism in 
the 2020 election” p. 240

“The rise of militant 
Christianity in the United 

States” p. 306
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“What can be the relationship 
between religion, tolerance, and 
secularism in a democratic society?”
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on In God We Trust.

There is a crisis of trust in Europe, affecting everything from its religious institutions to its 
economic and political institutions. Sexual abuse scandals in churches, economic crises and 
financial scandals, the rise of populist political parties against traditional ones, and misinfor-
mation against science and evidence, all speak of this breakdown in trust. This has led to 
what Hannah Arendt would call a ‘society of individuals.’  As Yann Algan, Professor and Dean 
of Sciences Po’s School of Public Affairs, argues, this has reshaped and narrowed the space 
available to trust: “interpersonal trust is what remains for individuals to develop a common 
social project.”

An unchurched Europe
In 2013, Cardinal Keith O’Brien of the Catholic Church in Scotland stood down after admit-
ting sexual misconduct. Reports of the ‘paedophile priest’ in the Church, Father Paul Moore, 
came out in 2019. These, and other reports of sexual abuse, led to an independent review 
of how the Church responds to sexual abuse. The review finally concluded that the Church 
needed to work hard to “repair and build trust” with its communities. The former Scottish 
secretary, Baroness Liddell of Coatdyke, who led the review, cautioned: ”Never again will we 
assume that the vulnerable are safe.” This example speaks of the unpopularity of the estab-
lished churches in Europe, to such an extent that one can speak of an ‘unchurched Europe.’  
In fact, it can be argued that churches in Europe lost their community far before the emer-
gence of these scandals. European churches committed actions since before the end of the 
Second World War that have tarnished it in the eyes of subsequent European generations.

In Spain, for example, the Catholic Church and the Franco dictatorship supported each 
other for four decades. While the Church in Spain has largely escaped the sexual abuse scan-
dals that caused so much damage in Scotland, Ireland, and elsewhere, it has faced a transi-
tion borne out of its own actions: many Spaniards are away from the Church as democracy 
and secularism became synonymous. Father Gonzalo of the Church of Santiago el Mayor 
concedes this: “It’s true we don’t have as much influence as we used to have …We preach 
the Gospel and perhaps the ones coming afterwards will harvest what we have sown.” The 
recent debate in the UK over the role of the image of Jesus and the Church of England in 
racism has also revealed a similar lack of trust in the Church’s actions. When the St Albans 

Can religion contribute to rebuilding trust in Europe?
Cathedral installed a painting of the Last Supper portraying Jesus as a black man, many 
argued that reimagining Jesus in this way is only a token, one which obscured the guilt of 
‘white’ Jesus and the Church of England in colonialism and slavery. African Studies Professor 
Kehinde Andrews of Birmingham City University argued that the Church of England is “one 
of the key owners of the enslaved.” “The image of the white Jesus was given to us as the 
enslaved. It was one of the main ways to pacify us. You still have people in Black churches 
in this country saying that ‘he will wash you white as snow.’  That’s the original white sav-
iour image, and the whole purpose of it was to embed colonialism and slavery,” he elabo-
rated. It is not surprising, therefore, that worship attendance in Europe has fallen significantly. 
According to a 2018 Pew Research Center survey on religious commitment, attendance 
across Europe is far lower than it is elsewhere in the world. Aside from Poland, where 42 per 
cent of people attend worship every week, every other European country has 25 per cent or 
less people attending worship. In Scandinavia and Western Europe, the attendance rates are 
even lower, in the single digits. With the traditional religious institutions having lost Europe 
in many ways, are the prosocial effects of religion also lost to Europe? Will Europe be unable 
to use the social commitments characteristic of religion to rebuild needed trust and the ever-
larger communities that this trust may foster?

A private religiosity
Instead of fully conceding ground to secularism, it can be argued that religion has taken new 
shapes in Europe. It has become an ideological foundation for anti-system parties, which 
have become increasingly popular in Europe with the sharp fall of citizens’ trust, as Algan 
argues, in their institutions, experts, and elites over the last three decades. These anti-sys-
tem parties – right-wing and populist – are embracing religion to position themselves as 
protectors of Christianity against immigration and “the liberalism of the rich.” This, arguably, 
has eroded trust between people and institutions even further. But there has also been a 
rise in private religiosity, which may help rebuild trust. Another 2018 Pew Research Center 
survey, on Christian practice in Western Europe, confirms this, with the biggest share of 
people across the region identifying as non-practicing Christians: people who may believe in 
God but do not attend church or do not accept the biblical depiction of God. In the United 
Kingdom, for example, there are 55 per cent more non-practicing Christians as opposed to 
18 per cent church-attending Christians.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/can-religion-contribute-to-rebuilding-trust-in-europe/
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Reshaping religion to rebuild trust
Can this faithful society of individuals across Europe – with its belief in God, favourabil-
ity towards religious institutions, and support for strangers in need – be an entry point to 
rebuilding trust in Europe? Can we have a plurality of values on the one hand, and still trust 
institutions common to us all on the other? Religion has always dealt with paradoxes. It 
appears that to deal with this paradox, it has reshaped itself into private religiosity on the one 
hand and a more compassionate set of religious institutions and organisations on the other. 
Together, these two may have the potential to rebuild trust by giving Europe a framework 
for something political and economic institutions have struggled to deliver: social inclusion 
and protection. To be sure, religion can not only foster an ever-larger community to support 
these ends, as it has already done in the case of not only its humanitarian work and role in 
conflict resolution and peacemaking. It can also, as the coalition 'United4Rescue' demon-
strates, introduce the necessary accountability of Europe’s wider institutions. Holding these 
institutions accountable, paradoxically, will create trust: if European institutions are made to 
demonstrate they are doing what they say they would do, then perhaps more people will 
trust them.

Han Chang and Muhammad Faisal Khalil

An unselfish religion
While a significant majority of these non-practicing Christians, as many as 60 per cent, do 
not support the entanglement of governments and religion, they are more likely than reli-
giously unaffiliated people to favourably view religious institutions and its prosocial role. For 
example, 60 per cent of non-practicing Christians in Germany agree that churches and other 
religious organisations play an important role in helping the poor and needy. The recent 
dispatch of a ship to the Mediterranean to rescue migrants attempting to make the crossing 
into Europe by the Evangelical Church in Germany is a telling example. In response to the 
end of all state-sponsored rescue operations, which has seen around 400 people drown in 
the Mediterranean in 2020, the Church started fundraising coalition 'United4Rescue.'  “One 
does not let any single human drown, end of discussion,” said Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, 
chairperson of the Evangelical Church in Germany. The coalition mobilised more than 500 
supporting organisations, “ranging from congregations and student groups to diaconal 
agencies as well as secular partners.” The rescue ship Sea-Watch 4 was eventually purchased 
by the Church’s crowdfund and set sail from the Spanish Burriana. While the Church pushes 
for a political solution to the migration crisis in Europe, it also intends to move forward with 
its plans to continue its campaign “for sea rescue, communal reception, safe escape routes, 
fair asylum procedures and legal migration opportunities.”

For some, the involvement of religious institutions in humanitarian work actually suggests 
that religion never really went away from European life, and that it in fact can be harnessed 
further for social good. Jonathan Benthall, the former Director of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, argues for example that humanitarianism, environmentalism, and the animal rights 
movement all have a startling religious quality to them, and that this indicates a ‘religious 
inclination’ that underlies the fabric of who we are. Using this inclination, he argues further, is 
essential for the healthy functioning of any society. The question then is: can religion be used 
more substantively to help rebuild trust in Europe? The South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission may hold an answer. Established as an official government body to create national 
reconciliation after apartheid, the Commission strongly relied on religious ideas of reconcili-
ation and forgiveness to guide its work. Religious leaders also took on the significant role of 
commissioners. The result was a ‘spiritual engagement’ to conflict resolution and peacemak-
ing, one which offers an overarching narrative: truth can lead to reconciliation. Europe can 
similarly engage with religion more fundamentally to overcome the ever rising distrust.
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The term ‘Islamophobia’ has played a central role in the public debate surrounding immi-
gration, Islam, and multiculturalism. It is often used as an accusation of the same severity as 
anti-Semitism or homophobia. What few seem to question, however, is whether the term 
describes reality accurately. In other words, which problem is being described by this term, 
and is ‘Islamophobia’ the best description for that problem?

Gilles Kepel: did the Muslim Brotherhood invent the term?
In order to answer these questions, we will have to look at the origins of this rather new phrase, 
which has a short but interesting history. While the term was first used in 1922, it only became 
a significant part of our vocabulary in the 1990s. Besides the famous Runnymede Report in 
1997, which increased public awareness about the challenge of ‘Islamophobia,’ there was 
another important source for this new word. According to Dr. Gilles Kepel, an expert on the 
Middle East and Islam in the West, the term was first popularised by the Muslim Brotherhood 
(aka Ikhwan): an Islamist organisation that seeks to create a state that is governed by Islamic 
law (Shari’ah). He claims they publicised the term as an attempt to criminalise any criticism of 
their religious and political beliefs by implicitly comparing it to anti-Semitism. According to 
Kepel, this deceptive “symmetry” with anti-Semitism allowed them to gain moral advantages 
from the resulting victimhood status, and even turn them against Israel and Zionism.

”Now, we have to consider the possibility that Kepel’s origin story is 
a speculation that is an expression of the ‘Islamophobia’ that people 
are so worried about”

What do other scholars say about Kepel’s theory?
Now, we have to consider the possibility that Kepel’s origin story is a speculation that is an 
expression of the ‘Islamophobia’ that people are so worried about. It is the case however, 
that to the best of my knowledge, none of the academic reviews of his book criticise or 
even address his claim that the Brotherhood invented the phrase. On the contrary, many 

Islamophobia – The origins of a confusing concept
— Author recommendation

other scholars have made the same observation. Dr. Lorenzo Vidino even argues that the 
Western wing of the Muslim Brotherhood is still actively using this term to accuse anyone 
who criticises their organisations, members, or aims. Dr. Martyn Frampton also showed how 
the Muslim Association of Britain (MAB), which according to a 2015 government inquiry was 
“dominated” by the Muslim Brotherhood, organised a large protest against the Danish car-
toons using banners saying “United against Islamophobia and United against Extremism.”

The meeting where the term was invented: a witness
The way we know that the Brotherhood origin story is almost certainly true is that we have a 
witness to confirm the actual event. Abdur-Rahman Muhammad, a former Islamist, claims he 
was present at the meeting where members of the International Institute for Islamic Thought 
(IIIT) decided to “emulate the homosexual activists who used the term ‘homophobia’ to 
silence critics.” That the IIIT and Muslim Brotherhood are allied was later proven by FBI 
reports. They revealed that several of the IIIT founders and directors were Brotherhood mem-
bers. Hence the term ‘Islamophobia’ was born.

What does the Muslim Brotherhood want?
One of the two main goals of the Muslim Brotherhood is “The introduction of the Islamic 
Shari’ah [Islamic law] as the basis controlling the affairs of state and society.” This goal grew 
out of their discontent with the imposition of Western legal, economic, and social systems 
on the Middle East during colonial times. The Brotherhood now wants to restore the rule of 
Islam over the state and society as a whole, rather than merely governing the private life of 
the individual. The Brotherhood argues that calling this project ‘political Islam’ is a misnomer, 
because Islam has always had a political dimension. The Brotherhood claims that the rulings 
of such an Islamic state would not apply to non-Muslims, and would guarantee their freedom 
of belief and opinion.

Does this mean Islamophobia does not exist?
It is definitely fair to say that forms of prejudice, bias, and discrimination against Muslims exist 
in many countries around the world. Much of this is certainly centralised in Western nations, 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/islamophobia-the-origins-of-a-confusing-concept/
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but not exclusively, because in many (partially) Islamic countries, there is also discrimination 
between Muslims and non-Muslims, and among Muslims themselves. For example, the rul-
ing Hindu nationalist BJP party of India and many of its adherents have been discriminating 
against Muslims since the late 1990s, and continue to do so today. Also, the mutual opposi-
tion between Sunni and Shia Muslims has been causing (violent) conflicts for centuries, even 
though they have known many periods of peace. It therefore remains an interesting question 
whether Muslims have actually suffered the most from the ‘Islamophobia’ of other Muslims 
(from different denominations). However, this article mainly questions whether we should call 
such discrimination ‘Islamophobia’ to begin with.

The conceptual problems with ‘Islamophobia’
Given the fact that the term ‘Islamophobia’ was almost certainly invented by the Muslim 
Brotherhood as an ideological weapon to silence critics, it begs the question of whether 
we want to continue using their language. While understanding the origins of the phrase is 
very instructive, it does not change the conceptual problems with the term itself. The main 
problem is that it fails to distinguish between prejudice and discrimination against Muslims as 
people, prejudice against Islam, and informed criticism of Islam or Islamism as a set of ideas 
and practices. Freedom of speech and thought allows anyone to criticise an ideology, but 
not to discriminate against people on the basis of their religion. A second problem is that 
‘Islamophobia’ is often defined as a form of racism directed toward Muslims. The issue here is 
that Muslims are not a racial group, and that people of all ethnicities can be Muslims. A third 
problem, which was recognised by the editor of the Runnymede report on Islamophobia in 
1997, is that the suffix ‘phobia’ implies a delusional or irrational fear that is analogous to a 
mental illness. Attacking the person in this way, rather than their argument, is a classic ‘ad 
hominem’ (attacking the person) fallacy. A fourth problem is that we rarely use these pho-
bia terms to protect any other religion. We practically never describe atheists who make 
jokes about Christianity as ‘Christophobics,’ or describe critics of mindfulnessmeditation as 
‘Buddhophobics.’ Both terms have almost never been searched on Google in the past 15 
years. One potential solution to these conceptual problems, which was put forward by the 
UK think-tank Policy Exchange, is to describe the problem as “bias against Muslims,” which 

acknowledges the existence of real bias against people, while distinguishing it from informed 
criticism of an ideology. May the debate continue.

Timo Pieters
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on digital religion.

The digitalisation of religion causes pressing questions. Is the current increase in digitalisa-
tion an accommodation to the COVID-19 crisis? Do our smartphones help us worship God? 
Will digitalisation save or doom us?

There are three main narratives through which one can approach the digitalisation of 
religion: 1) Conditioned Digitalisation of Religion, which considers the story of how digital 
technology itself structures an inclination toward the digital while a digital society struc-
tures religious individuals and communities towards digitalisation; 2) Idealistic Digitalisation 
of Religion, which operates according to idealised narratives of progress or dehumanisation; 
and 3) Pragmatic Digitalisation of Religion, which views the current increase in digitalisation 
as an accommodation to a crisis, or which assumes digitalisation of religion as the likely con-
tinuation of a current pattern of digitalisation across the modern world (it can be differenti-
ated from the Idealistic Utopian form of digitalisation of religion in that it has no view towards 
a long-term or morally superior future, but rather as simply the arrangement of facts on the 
ground, a neutral feature of the current and upcoming world).

Conditioned digitalisation and religion
The interactions that technology allows for and promotes itself constitute a priming of the 
user towards certain ends. In the case of digital technology, this means a habituated pattern 
of turning to digital means as well as how a preferred interaction with technology should nor-
mally look. In particular, this can mean that ‘another area of technology … as implicit religion 
is the extent to which technology use encourages religious-like practice that changes indi-
viduals’ understanding and meaning-making not only of the technology, but of themselves.’  
This continues as one begins to prefer and expect the digital in many aspects of one’s life 
and how one pursues a goal. Religion is also included, resulting in conditioned digitalisation 
of religion.

Not only does the use of technology itself condition a digitalisation of religion, but a 
world structured around digital technologies continues to assert the dominance of the digi-
tal. The immediate turn to digital means in the coronavirus pandemic, while it can be viewed 

Narratives of digitalisation and religion: conditioned, 
idealistic, and pragmatic — Author recommendation

in purely pragmatic terms, also reveals the nascent societal conditioning towards the digital. 
It is easy to imagine a world where people resist the digitalisation of religion as not an obvi-
ous pragmatic accommodation, in part because there are communities already not seeing 
the digital as the solution to the pandemic.

The fact that everyone assumed digitalisation of religion was the practical answer to the 
COVID-19 lockdown demonstrates how much digital technology has already shaped not just 
individuals but society. Likewise, the expectation that people, especially the young (even if 
true), will want digital means of religion reinforces the structural pattern, especially as reli-
gious leaders are trained towards embracing digitalisation as part of their practice and thus 
inculcate digitalisation into the habits of their congregations. Thus, the integration of the 
digital into the wider societal structure leads to a blurring of the distinguishability between 
digital and non-digital realms. Peterson notes: “More recent [media and religion] scholarship 
focuses on the overlaps and flows between online and offline spaces in our daily lives. Rarely 
do people make a distinction when they are 'going online' or entering into 'cyberspace,' 
to use outdated language.” Consequently, the digitalisation of religion is conditioned both 
by the internal habits of individual human beings and the pervasive spread of the digital 
throughout society and everyday life.

”A world structured around digital technologies continues to assert 
the dominance of the digital”

Is digitalisation our paradise or forbidden fruit?
Some view the digitalisation of religion through the narrative of progress towards utopia, 
where the future is digital or even beyond digital. Ultimately, this is a religious vision, a theo-
logical story about the end and purpose of all things, known as eschatology. Thus, for the 
utopian idealist, digitalisation is necessary to move toward where humanity is going in the 
future, in that all technological progress, especially digital progress, is an unquestionable 
good. Sometimes this goes beyond the question of humanity towards Artificial Intelligence, 
with a future known as ‘singularity’ where a superintelligent AI(s) arises and humans are no 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/narratives-of-digitalisation-and-religion-conditioned-idealistic-and-pragmatic/
https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/narratives-of-digitalisation-and-religion-conditioned-idealistic-and-pragmatic/


3534

longer necessary. These two utopian visions are often fused, so that the full digitalisation of 
humans is the ideal future. An alternative utopia is also offered, one which already is aris-
ing as a new religion in which the goal is to bring about singularity to save the world. In a 
few utopian visions the hope is for humans and advanced digital and artificially intelligent 
technologies to come together in a symbiotic and necessary partnership. In idealistic uto-
pian frameworks, the key is that without digitalisation (often of everything and everyone, 
occasionally including religion as a discrete structure) humanity will not be able to become 
what it is already in the process of becoming through increasing technological development. 
Technological progress is the means of reaching a kind of material, technologically mediated 
utopia. More importantly, it is a utopia especially evaluated in digitalised terms.

“Technological progress is the means of reaching a kind of material, 
technologically mediated utopia”

This narrative in itself constitutes not only a vision for what the path of digitalisation will 
look like, but also that digitalisation is an intrinsic or necessary good. Moreover, this utopian 
vision often serves as a sort of nascent or implicit religion, offering an eschatological narra-
tive of salvation, either of humanity as humanity, of individuals as individuals, or of material 
reality as informationally/digitally transcendent. The enemy in this narrative is always death 
on some level, but also stagnation and/or ignorance. In some ways, it can be considered 
worse for progress to stall out than for people or individuals to die. The primary hero of this 
utopian story is progress itself. Digitalisation, then, in the utopian idealist narrative is not 
merely a probable trajectory of human achievement, but a morally necessary one. While 
the idealist utopian narrative does not always explicitly feature in positive receptions of dig-
italisation, it often lurks in the background, providing the necessary moral justification and 
assumption that the digitalisation of reality, including religion, is a positive development. 
Others see digitalisation of religion also within the narrative of a possible future that involves 
wider digital- and technologicalisation. However, rather than seeing the digital as a way of 
improving humanity, this narrative tells the story of people gradually losing their humanity 

by amputating fundamentally human postures, activities, and values in favour of digital and 
technological progress. Or alternatively, that the great impulse to progress may lead to the 
success of the digital and technological, but this success will be to the loss of humanity. Thus, 
in one kind of dystopia humanity dehumanises itself with digitalisation consuming bodies, 
culture, and/or agency. This comes either from digitalising actual human persons directly, or 
indirectly as the powerful wield digitalisation in such as way as that increases inequality or 
subjugates. 

In another kind of dystopia, humanity is destroyed as digitalisation comes of age with 
digital agents with no need of humanity, namely AI, or an AI that does evil to humanity in the 
attempt to do them good. Further, for the dystopian reading of digitalisation the greatest 
fear is that many people will go happily along with its vision of the future and do so natu-
rally because of the nature of interacting with digital technology and a society increasingly 
oriented towards the digital. Thus, the future that embraces an unrestrained digitalisation, 
including religion, receives a dystopia filled with digitalised subhumans dehumanised by 
nature of digital technology itself as it is placed as the pinnacle of progress or a universe 
devoid of humans because they have been destroyed or enslaved by AI.

One of the features of the dystopian idealistic narrative is that it often recognises the 
existence of the utopian vision but rejects it suggesting either that the telos of the utopian 
idealist digitalisation is itself only a false utopia, a true evil that only appears good on the 
surface, and/or by suggesting that the probability of the utopian outcome is highly unlikely. 
For example, digitalisation of consciousness at first appears to be an escape from death, but 
actually becomes an unending dying, or the AI built to solve the ecological disaster of global 
warming kills 2 billion people to hit emissions targets. Thus, the dystopian idealist recognises 
that if progress is the true hero of the utopian idealist narrative, then embodied humanity 
is either irrelevant, or worse, an enemy. Moreover, not only does the dystopian vision reject 
the utopian vision digitalisation, it usually does so on the basis of another utopian vision. 
Ultimately, the dystopian idealist usually rejects the utopian vision of digitalisation because it 
clashes with their own utopian vision, often one given to the dystopian by their own religion’s 
eschatology. What that vision is differs, but often it demands and celebrates human embod-
iment and/or human specialness.
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When in Rome?
Most digitalisation is simply viewed as the practical solution to a suddenly common problem,  
continuing on with life as normally as possible while in self-isolation due to COVID-19. 
Digitalisation of religion is then just one further extension of a wider societal pattern of work-
ing from home and video-calling from home. It may be less than ideal, but it is necessary 
given the contagious and deadly nature of the virus. Religion must digitalise with everything 
else, if it is to be practiced as normally as possible. Apart from the pragmatic digitalisation 
because of COVID-19, there is an earlier pragmatic turn to digitalisation of religion, where 
religion is understood as something in a larger narrative of ongoing digitalisation. Thus, 
religion will naturally be digitalised just like everything else in modern society. There is no 
real goal or purpose to turning to digital modes of religion beyond that it is what people will 
expect and be used to. Moreover, while it has some benefits, these benefits are evaluated on 
purely practical terms. It is not a consideration of what the ideal future will look like or follow-
ing the progress narrative to its end. Rather it is the narrative of short-term prognostication. 

This is what the near future will be like, so religion ought to start to mesh with it and figure 
out how to use this morally neutral technology beneficially. This can be seen as the logical 
outworking of the conditioning toward digitalisation where individuals and societies’ habits 
are increasingly digital and digitalising, affecting and embracing religion more and more in 
pragmatic terms.

Where will the story of digitalisation lead next?
Underpinning the digitalisation of religion are three core narratives, ones which sometimes 
complement and other times compete with each other. The narrative of digital conditioning 
understands that interacting with digital technology itself shapes the human user and that 
living in an increasingly digital world predisposes society towards the digital, including how 
people experience and orient towards religion. The question then remains: how does digi-
talisation itself shape what comes next?

The second narrative looks at digitalisation through ideal lenses, themselves narratives 
of an intrinsically religious nature. With a utopian narrative, digitalisation becomes the pin-
nacle of human achievement and future, the hope and salvation towards which all humanity 

yearns. With a dystopian narrative, digitalisation holds not the power to save humanity, but 
the power and probability to doom it. A competing vision of utopia, often from religion, sub-
verts the utopian vision of digitalisation. This forces important, if uncomfortable, questions: is 
digitalisation going to lead to good or evil for humanity? Can digitalisation be value neutral, 
or is it perhaps a religion all its own?

Finally, the pragmatic narratives of digitalisation are telling the stories of the accommo-
dation to a world facing a real and unparallelled problem, a world with a plague, and of the 
assumption that the world will simply be more digital. These pragmatic stories of digitalisa-
tion also raise questions: Will the religious world ever be the same after such a pragmatic turn 
to the digital? Will religions need to embrace the digital to reach a humanity becoming more 
and more digitally inclined? Is digital technology a tool to be used or a sea to be navigated?

Yet, to hear the end of all these narratives of digitalisation of religion, they are stories only 
time will tell. 

R. Anthony Buck
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Recently, the usefulness of religion in politics and knowledge production – and vice versa – 
has received some attention. Indeed, the connection between religion and society has never 
been denied. Religiousness was and still is playing a (big) part in the ways in which people 
perceive the world. Today, we might use religious texts and ideas to look at current events. 
Furthermore, we can use modern-day knowledge to analyse the usefulness of such ideas. This 
article shows some examples of how religion and society still have an impact on each other. 

Study on secularism wins Theology Prize
In November 2019, the philosopher Charles Taylor received the Ratzinger Award, presented 
to him by Pope Francis. Taylor is best known for his work on secularism and African 
theology. Prize winners were chosen by the Joseph Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Foundation. 
This Foundation was established in 2010 in order to support theological research and to 
promote studies on the teachings of the retired Pope Benedict XVI. Taylor was awarded 
for his analysis of secularisation as a cultural phenomenon. He was applauded for his 
“breadth of vision” within his analysis. This exemplifies how scientific knowledge that 
focuses on non-religiousness has inspired certain religious organisations to be more 
open to listening to and appreciating the value of work that explores the reduced role of 
religion in modern society.

Biblical Brexit Story
Irish theologist Pádraig Ó Tuama has offered a new perspective on Brexit. He is using 
the Biblical book of Ruth as a means of interpreting events in the United Kingdom. For 
Ó Tuama, power, conflict, and religion all revolve around one key concept: language. He 
notes that the potential of language is used to establish or destroy, which has been made 
evident in the Brexit example. During Brexit, concepts of power and victory are having 
a key role. In order to demonstrate this, Ó Tuama focuses on the biblical story of Ruth, 
a woman who leaves her country to travel to the country of her mother in law and who 
asks herself the question ‘is my country still my country?’ Ruth’s complex reflections on 
the meaning of her own identity is, for Ó Tuama, particularly relevant to the Brexit crisis. 
He states that these questions of ethnicity and fears of strangers are topics that remain 
significant in the way the human mind understands the society around it. Therefore, Ó Tuama 
interprets Ruth’s biblical story is about what makes a person part of a wider community. 

Religion’s relation with politics and science
Could this be ethnicity or is it a new sense of kinship that moves beyond linguistic or ethnic 
lines? The question remains relevant to this day.

Muslim Brit News
In accordance with the Brexit-religion relation, we saw the importance of Muslim voters during 
the general election in Britain. Muslims in Britain were urged to become active participants in 
their society and play a big role in the elections. The Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) focused 
on increasing their participation in the voting system and the election debate. Therefore, in 
cooperation with mosques and Muslim community organisations, a national Muslim voter 
registration day had been announced. The chairman of the Finsbury Park mosque, which had 
been attacked by a far-right terrorist in 2017, stated: “At my mosque we know the price we 
all pay when certain communities are excluded from politics. It is high time Muslims make 
their voices heard – especially as many Muslim communities are in seats where they can be 
the difference between one candidate or another ending up in parliament.” The importance 
of the Muslim community to make themselves part of the political process has been stressed 
in the last couple of months in order to include them in British society and let them have their 
lawful voice. In other words, ‘’It is the civic duty of every citizen – Muslim or not – to exercise 
their democratic right to vote.’’

Religion in daily life
As we have seen, religion still plays a role in daily (political) life of many people. It still influ-
ences our cultures and individual decisions. However, we can also see how religion is being 
influenced by the effects of modernity and is having to change to adapt to the 21st century 
world. Both religion and society are able to shape each other and each other’s practices. 
Whether you are religious or not, religions will have an impact on the way citizens live their 
daily lives.

Zoë Tuithof

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/religions-relation-with-politics-and-science/
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In July 2019, atheist parents Lee and Lizanne Harris took their children’s primary school to 
the High Court in the UK. The parents did not agree with the mandatory praying in assembly 
and the practice of biblical reenactments, saying that these activities are a breach of the chil-
dren’s human rights. Specifically, they argued that assembly prayers hindered their children’s 
rights to receive an education without religious interference. Every English school, however, 
is legally required to have its students take part in collective daily worship.

This case of the Harris family illustrates a wider trend of the changing role of religious 
education at schools. On the one hand, various countries have seen a decreasing number of 
students choosing to study the subject of religion. This is the case in, for example, the United 
Kingdom. In other countries, such as Spain, political debates have centred on removing reli-
gion as a mandatory part of the education syllabus. In Finland and Iceland, there have been 
similar demands to make religious studies optional. However, an opposite movement can 
be seen in Wales, where religion classes will soon become obligatory. Therefore, in order to 
have a better idea of the patterns throughout Europe, this article will assess the changing 
role of religion in education across the continent.

“In Northern Ireland, religion is still one of the most popular 
subjects”

United Kingdom
In the United Kingdom, a decreasing number of students is taking religious studies. In fact, 
700 schools even stopped offering the subject altogether. However, in Wales, the opposite 
has been true, as lessons on religion will soon become mandatory in the country. These plans 
have caused concern because under current laws, parents can withdraw their children from 
these classes. They are worried that the new legislation will mean they lose this right. The 
new rules will be tested in 2021, with the aim to be fully implemented in 2022.

In Northern Ireland, religion is still one of the most popular subjects. However, statistics 
have shown a slight drop in recent years. Alongside a decreasing number of students choos-
ing religious classes, Northern Irish Catholic schools are also facing a declining number of 
enrolments. As evidence of this change, two formerly exclusively Catholic schools in the 
country have now adopted an ‘integrated’ status. This means that any student – whether 

Do you have to pray at school?
Catholic or not – will be able to attend the school. The schools hope to avoid closure by 
allowing more students to enrol.

Spain
Whereas in the United Kingdom, the move away from the popularity of religious studies 
has been led by students’ choices themselves, the Spanish government has taken more 
direct action to change the status of the subject. As a result of a new programme, the sub-
ject of religion will no longer count to academic grades and choosing the course will be 
voluntary. Currently, no other subjects have such a status in the Spanish education system. 
Unsurprisingly, the government’s initiative has been met with criticisms, particularly from 
those within religious institutions and organisations in Spain. For instance, Pedro Caballero, 
the President of the National Catholic Confederation of Parents of the Family and Parents of 
Students, called the programme an “abuse against the freedom of families” and stated that 
the subject of religion should be mandatory and count in students’ grades. Ricardo Blazquez, 
Archbishop of Vallodolid, has also responded to the matter. He called for citizens to be “very 
alert,”  in defending the status of both religious classes and assemblies at schools.

Despite the government’s new programme for changing the status of religious studies in 
education, other changes can also be seen in Spain. The President of the region Comunidad 
de Madrid, Isabel Diaz Ayuso, has announced that she will add content about the pres-
ence of Judaism to curriculums of schools in the region. Diaz Ayuso revealed these plans at 
the 2020 Holocaust memorial ceremony in Madrid, where she also took the opportunity to 
remind the audience of how Jews in Spain have made important contributions to the history 
of the country.

Norway
The leader of the Norwegian ‘Young Left,’  Sondre Hansmark, believes that, since Norway is 
a secular and modern society, religious education should not be part of the school system. 
Given this belief, Hansmark has made it clear that there is no reason that school children should 
be required to attend mass at Christmas. However, not everyone agrees with his statements. 
Members of the education and research committee Roy Steffensen and Mathilde Tybring-
Gjedde have stated that Christianity has a special status in Norway. Not only is it the traditional 
state religion, but it is also a key part of modern Norwegian values and society, they argue.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/do-you-have-to-pray-at-school/
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Germany
In Germany, the question has not been so much whether or not to teach religion in schools, 
but rather who should teach the subject. Recently, Hamburg schools decided they will wel-
come teachers of all religions to teach the class. These teachers will first have to undergo a 
course which will enable them to present different visions on the various religious themes. 
This initiative has been seen as a challenge for the Catholic Church, who have historically 
viewed teaching as a key part of their religious mission. However, school authorities have 
made it clear that religious education should not be used as an opportunity to convert peo-
ple to religion, but rather to educate them on the subject.

Iceland
A survey by Maskina shows that over 45 percent of Icelanders believe that religious ceremo-
nies, prayers, and reading from the Bible should be kept out of the public school system in 
the country. Of particular interest is that this number has increased by 10 percent compared 
to a survey from 2015. Especially younger people are likely to believe religion does not 
belong in schools. By contrast, roughly 35 percent of Icelanders believes that religion should 
be included in education.

Finland
Nearly 80 percent of polled Finns would like a subject focused on economic skills to be 
included in the curriculum of public schools. When asked what subject it could replace, half 
of the respondents chose religious education.

The changing importance of religion in education in the country was illustrated during 
Christmas 2019. As a result of a government decision to ban schools’ Christmas celebrations 
being held in churches, schools across the country were required to find new locations to 
hold these events. However, this caused problems in many smaller Finnish towns, because not 
many alternative spaces were available. In response to the situation, several school principals 
expressed their disagreement with the new requirement, stating that most celebrations were 
not even explicitly religious in nature.

Finland already has strong laws which seek to separate religion from education. One of 
these states that, when students do attend a religious event as part of a school day, nonreli-
gious pupils or those of minority religions should be able to take part in an alternative event.

“Religious education should not be used as an opportunity to 
convert people to religion, but rather to educate them on 
the subject”

A wider trend
Lee and Lizanne Harris, by disagreeing with religious assemblies, are a clear example of the 
situation across Europe. Overall, most countries see a declining number of students taking 
voluntary classes, and face criticism regarding obligatory religious education. With Spain 
removing the mandatory status of religious education, Finns preferring economic skills over 
religion lessons, and Icelanders opposing religion at public schools, we can speak of a wider 
trend. And whilst there are exceptions like that of Wales, where parents will no longer have 
the choice to withdraw children from religious classes, it is clear to see that the role of religion 
in education is undergoing drastic changes all across Europe.

Anne Clerx
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Widespread and deeply embedded racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic disparities have 
become increasingly clear as the coronavirus continues to plague Europe. Religious institu-
tions and faith groups, from the Vatican and Caritas Europa to an Orthodox church in Albania 
and a Sikh community in Kent, have been calling on politicians to address these disparities, 
and in many instances, they have stepped in to fill the gaps themselves.

COVID-19 uncovers social and economic disparities
A recent study by the Guardian shows that minority groups disproportionately account for 
COVID-19 deaths by as much as 27% in the UK, the European country hardest hit by the 
virus. The Guardian investigation found that of 12,593 patients who died of coronavirus in 
hospitals up to 19 April, 19% were Black, Asian and minority ethnic, while such groups com-
prise just 15% of the population in England. Of the first 2,249 patients who tested positive 
with COVID-19 in the UK, 35% were non-white.

Le neuf-trois, an area in Seine-Saint-Denis, just north of Paris, and the poorest area in 
mainland France, has witnessed over 20,000 COVID-19 deaths. Despite having the highest 
rates of underlying conditions like obesity, diabetes, and asthma in France, Seine-Saint-Denis 
has the lowest proportion of doctors to residents. A similar trend can be seen in Barcelona, 
where residents of poor neighborhoods are six to seven times more likely to get the virus 
than residents of wealthy areas. And in Italy, an early hotspot for the virus, there have been 
instances of the mafia exploiting the poor by increasing debt interests, manipulating mar-
ket prices for essential goods, and refusing to suspend rent payment for residences they 
operate. Further, refugees seeking asylum in Turkey and Greece have been subject to over-
crowded camps, where the virus could run rampant.

Religious organisations are filling the gaps
Religious groups have demanded major changes to the handling of social and economic 
disparities, especially in the face of COVID-19. As an example, in his Easter speech this year, 
Pope Francis proposed the inauguration of a universal solidarity income or global minimum 
wage, in an effort to protect workers’ rights amidst the coronavirus pandemic, and ensure 
their security in the wake of future crises. Relatedly, the Jesuit Refugee Services in Greece 

Religious organisations are addressing  
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has called for a rapid response to dire conditions in refugee camps, calling attention to a 
humanitarian crisis that has been left unchecked for far too long.

But religious organisations are not just calling on others – from the EU political estab-
lishment to local leaders – to take action in the wake of major public health and economic 
disparities. They are also stepping in themselves. For instance, religious groups have circu-
lated information where language barriers and lack of access to technology have made it 
impossible to keep up with relevant news. This is illustrated by volunteers from the Jewish 
community council in Stamford Hill, a prominent Hasidic neighborhood in London where 
many residents have little access to mainstream media and some do not speak English, who 
took it upon themselves to disseminate information in Hebrew and Yiddish, including via 
loudspeaker from cars that drove through the neighborhood.

Religious groups have also provided financial aid to those in need. For example, the 
pope made headlines for providing aid to a transgender community in Italy with mostly poor 
and vulnerable sex workers, who have struggled to survive through the government-imposed 
lockdown. And most notably, faith groups have been working hard to support their com-
munities with protective gear, food, and household goods. In Albania, an Orthodox Church 
donated a supply of 1,000 masks, 1,000 gloves, and 100 litres of disinfectant to the police 
office of Tirana. Volunteers part of a Sikh community in Kent deliver at least 850 meals per 
day to nearby hospitals, care homes, and other individuals in need.

Towards a better “new normal”
It has become clear that religious organisations and affiliated NGOs in Europe have had a 
considerable impact in fighting COVID-19 disparities by reminding policy makers across the 
region of the plight of marginalised people, as well as through their own efforts to provide aid 
and support where political leaders have not. The religious sector, through its unique sphere 
of influence, has reminded us to remedy ever-present inequalities, and to work towards a 
better post-pandemic future. While secular society anticipates a “new normal” after the virus 
runs its course, the religious sector has called for not just “normal,” but for a more just and 
sustainable socio-economic and political order for a more long-term solution in narrowing 
the social gap in Europe.

Olivia De Silva and Joshua Amiel Marasigan

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/religious-organisations-are-addressing-covid-19-disparities/
https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/religious-organisations-are-addressing-covid-19-disparities/
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According to the Koran, believers are the protectors of the earth. In various religions, the 
earth is a gift from God, and human behavior has led to the current dangers of global warm-
ing. Recent years have therefore seen religious institutions becoming more involved in tack-
ling the issue of climate change.

Praying for change
Pope Francis regularly encourages world leaders to do more to combat climate change, 
and has been clear in criticising those who have not taken enough action. Back in 2015, 
Francis published a letter called ‘Laudato Si: on care for our common home,’  calling for an 
economic, political, social and religious focus on respecting and taking care of the earth. In 
December 2019, Pope Francis argued that not enough has been done in terms of fighting cli-
mate change since the Paris climate agreement was signed in 2016. Moreover, in a message 
to the participants of the UN Climate Change Conference, Francis once again urged world 
leaders to commit more resources to the climate change crisis. Besides the pope, many other 
Catholics have also expressed their concern about the climate crisis. In December 2019, prior 
to the UN Climate Change Conference in Madrid, 500,000 people participated in a march in 
the city. They demanded global leaders take action against climate change. Marching among 
the protestors were numerous bishops and a large number of Catholics. Before the march, 
the Church organised a prayer for climate change.

Taking action: energy-efficient churches and eco-friendly mosques
However, urging world leaders to take action is not all that religious institutions are doing. 
They are also taking their own responsibility for combating climate change. This is, for 
instance, the case in Denmark. Denmark has long been seen as one of the leading countries 
in Europe when it comes to the issue of taking action on carbon emissions. This reputation 
seems to be accurate when we look at the actions of the Danish church. In December 2019, 
Denmark passed a new climate law that forces all governments in the next ten years to work 
towards a 70 percent reduction in CO2 emissions. Several national churches have been quick 
to express that they will also commit to this goal. In Cambridge, United Kingdom, the first 
European eco-friendly mosque was opened in April 2019. By using different technologies, 
such as solar panels for electricity and rainwater to flush toilets, the mosque has no carbon 
emissions. Besides illustrating how religious buildings can be eco friendly, the mosque was 
mainly built to show Muslims and others the importance of a focus on the holiness of the 
earth, and the importance of preserving it. The BBC has commented that it would not be 
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surprising if someone sued their company claiming to be discriminated against because of 
their beliefs regarding climate change. For instance, someone may refuse to travel for work 
by car, preferring to use a less polluting alternative such as the train, as a result of their beliefs.

As well as clear statements from the pope, the Vatican has tried to find other ways of 
expressing its concern about climate change. One example of this is how the Vatican set up 
its 2019 nativity scene on St. Peter’s square. The crib was made from biological materials, 
such as wood, straw, and recycled waste. Similarly, in the United States, a nativity scene was 
used to make a point about the danger of climate change. In the scene, Jesus, Mary, and 
Joseph were shown as sitting on an island in the sea, with plastic floating all around them. 
On the stable was written: “God so loved the World. Will we?,”  demonstrating how tackling 
climate change has religious importance.

“Saving the planet is a religious value”
It is clear that numerous religious institutions have taken strong positions about the impor-
tance of taking responsibility for caring for the world. But why are religious institutions so 
involved in the issue of climate change? After facing criticism for their sustainability initia-
tives, as some believed the church should not get involved in climate politics, but should 
rather focus on traditional values, many Danish priests voiced their opinion. They argued that 
sustainability goes hand in hand with Christian or religious values. According to them, the 
earth is a gift we have received from God, and we need to take proper care of it. Similar views 
are held by Muslims, as the Koran states that God has made believers the protectors of the 
earth. Also the Church of England has stated that Christians should set an example in pro-
tecting God’s creation. Finally, Cardinal Turkson, the most important advisor of the pope on 
climate, has explained that one cannot claim to love God, yet exploit the earth at the same 
time. Therefore, Turkson called on all Christians to take responsibility for protecting the earth.

Religious institutions are taking the lead
In the last few years, religious leaders are not only accepting the danger climate change 
poses to society, but also take the lead in the fight against it. Whether it is by building eco-
friendly buildings, cutting emissions, or encouraging others to take their responsibility, reli-
gious leaders and institutions are using their power to limit climate change. In the coming 
years, it will be interesting to see whether religious people take the lead in climate-friendly 
behaviour and are among the first to really change their habits and personal behaviour, to 
take the lead to change.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/can-religion-save-the-planet/
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The Secretary-General of the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, recently reminded religious 
leaders of their responsibilities during the coronavirus crisis. He urged them to use their 
authority to counter extremism and fake news, as well as to promote the values of mutual 
respect, social cohesion, and compassion.The coronavirus pandemic is bringing to light the 
nature of the leadership exercised by the ROC. The rhetorical strategies it uses to respond to 
COVID-19 can also give hints about its political, social, and moral standing in Russia.

Priests weaponise COVID-19 to promote hardline theological agendas
A senior priest in the ROC, Metropolitan Tikhon, announced that God allowed the pandemic 
to occur out of love for humanity. He made the statement amidst a tirade against ‘atheistic 
humanism,’  which he believes gives a skewed view of love. God apparently intended the 
pandemic to teach humans how to love each other, as well as to spark repentance. Since God 
alone shows true love, humans cannot act in love without reference to him. Tikhon maintains 
the very hard line commonly taken by conservative Christians that faith is necessary for truly 
moral action – everything else is simply egoism. Another priest publicly cursed all those who 
advocated the closure of churches because of the coronavirus crisis, or what he called a ‘pseu-
do-pandemic.’  Father Sergey, abbot of Sredneuralsky Convent, called for people to break 
self-isolation restrictions put in place by the government. He also criticised the senior leader-
ship of the ROC for capitulating to demands of politicians and scientists, portraying them as 
collaborating with the antichrist. While this dangerous statement appears to come from a ren-
egade priest, it is likely that the abbot’s opinions resonate with a large proportion of Russian 
Christian traditionalists, who put their faith ahead of demands of leadership, politics, science, 
and even reason. The ROC has also been accused of hosting a ‘secret Easter service.’  Roughly  
60 celebrities and other important people were spotted attending a Moscow church to celebrate 
the holiday, clearly flouting government and church warnings not to congregate.

Religious moderates: a more promising alternative?
As well as such conservative voices, the Russian Orthodox Church also has a more moderate 
strand, which has exercised some creative theological thinking to confront the pandemic. 
For instance, well-known church figure Oleg Stenyaev argued that quarantine is in fact 
commanded by God in the Bible, referencing Leviticus 13. In a move directly opposite to 

How religious leaders in Russia are weaponising the 
coronavirus pandemic

Abbot Sergey, he uses the Christian faith to defend self-isolation measures implemented 
by the government. He went on to say that communion with God, and participation in the 
sacraments, is possible anywhere, not only in church.

This attitude is in line with the ROC’s official stance on the coronavirus crisis. The head of 
the ROC, Patriarch Kyril, called for Christians to pray at home during Easter, and avoid visiting 
churches. Violations of self-isolation restrictions by some faithful desperate to visit churches 
have been fiercely condemned by other senior figures. The church issued advice as to how 
to celebrate Easter at home, going on to compare the crisis to the closure and destruction 
of churches under communism.

COVID-19: a point of religious division and unity
Two main camps have emerged within the Russian Orthodox Church. The conservative/
traditionalist side, championed by Abbot Sergey and Metropolitan Tikhon, weaponised 
the pandemic to enforce their theological and ecclesiological agendas—namely, that 
COVID-19 was condoned by God; that Christians possess a monopoly on morality; and 
that churches provide the only route to communion with God. However, the moderate side 
generally attempts to support the advice of secular powers: scientists, politicians, officials.

The senior leadership of the ROC is clearly keen to appear to be in agreement with the 
government over the issue of lockdown restrictions. This approach is at least partly born of 
self-preservation. Patriarch Kyril recently appealed to the government to support churches 
and monasteries whose income has dried up because of the pandemic. 

Interestingly, the coronavirus pandemic has provided a rare point of inter-religious unity. 
Mufti Kadzhimurad Gatsalov, chairman of a leading Russian Islamic association, has said that 
he completely agrees with Metropolitan Tikhon’s statement that God allowed the pandemic 
to occur out of love for humanity. Like Tikhon, he stressed the opportunity for repentance the 
crisis provides, adding that the current focus on death is a salutary reminder of our mortality.

While the coronavirus pandemic has exposed fissures with the Christian church in Russia, it 
perhaps offers all religions a chance to unite around their shared values of respect, compassion, 
and the sanctity of life, as the UN Secretary-General suggested.

Frazer MacDiarmid

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-religious-leaders-in-russia-are-weaponising-the-coronavirus-pandemic-in-russia/
https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-religious-leaders-in-russia-are-weaponising-the-coronavirus-pandemic-in-russia/


5150

The movement sparked by George Floyd’s murder has reached Europe. Several Church of 
England bishops in the UK have supported calls for a racially just future. But the genuineness 
of this support has been questioned by many within the church. Will the Church of England 
heed these criticisms and take more substantial action?

Religious leaders across the globe have put out statements, joined protests, and estab-
lished anti-racism working groups in response to the racist murder of George Floyd in 
Minneapolis. In the US, even some of President Trump’s most ardent supporters have con-
demned racial injustice, such as Joel Osteen, a Texas megachurch pastor. He marched along-
side protests in Houston and declared: “We need to stand against injustice and stand with 
our black brothers and sisters.” But the contradictions, some would argue hypocrisy, in these 
actions are also clear. Many religious leaders supporting the Black Lives Matter movement 
have failed to counter racism within their communities and beyond. As the protests moved 
from the US to the UK, we began to see critiques of similar contradictions of religious institu-
tions there, such as in the Church of England.

Systemic exclusion
The Church of England hierarchy has been questioned by some for releasing statements in 
support of the Black Lives Matter movement, particularly because they have failed to recog-
nise and combat systemic racism within the Church. For instance, Augustine Tanner-Ihm, a 
black trainee priest, who was refused a curate position, tweeted his rejection letter on 4 June 
2020, which stated, “the demographic of the parish is monochrome white working-class, 
where you might feel uncomfortable.” Tanner-Ihm called out church leaders for their hypoc-
risy, remarking on Twitter: “Bishops make statements [on] #BlackLivesMatter this week…I 
guess not all black lives matter.” As another example, John Sentamu, the recently retired for-
mer Archbishop of York and the UK’s first black archbishop, personally experienced and often 
spoke out against racism within the church. His 2019 book Wake Up to Advent! condemned 
discrimination against black clergy members.

Lack of diversity
Critics also note the lack of diversity within the Church. Rev Arun Arora, a vicar in Durham and 
the former communications director for the Church, wrote an opinion piece for the Observer 
(the Guardian’s opinion pages), asking: “How can the Church of England speak about race 
when its leaders are so white?” Arora cautioned that with the retirement of Dr John Sentamu 
from his position as archbishop of York, there will be no Black, Asian, and minority ethnic 

Black lives matter in the Church of England?
(BAME) diocesan bishops left in the Church. This would amount to a grave failure, Arora 
argued: “When diocesan bishops next meet and discuss their response to the events in 
America, [and] the disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on BAME communities…there will 
be no one of colour with an equal voice among them.” Furthermore, although the install-
ment of Rose Hudson-Wilkin as the first black woman bishop in the Church in November 
2019 was praised by many, including Sentamu, Hudson-Wilkin herself acknowledged: “I’m 
Britain’s first black woman bishop and I long for the day when that’s not unusual.”

Repent and take action
In recent years, the Church has taken significant steps in its fight against racism. In February 
2020, the Church’s ruling body apologised for its racist history vis-à-vis its treatment of the 
“Windrush generation,” Commonwealth citizens who moved to the UK from the Caribbean 
between 1948 and 1971. The installment of Rose Hudson-Wilkin, who is a child of the 
Windrush generation, although much delayed, nonetheless represents a major turning point 
for the church. Moreover, the archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby has been quick to 
acknowledge systemic racism in the church, noting in February 2020 that the Church is “still 
deeply institutionally racist.” More recently, responding to the murder of George Floyd, 
Welby tweeted, “The racism that people in this country experience is horrifying. The church 
has failed here, and still does, and it’s clear what Jesus commands us to do: repent and 
take action.” Recognising this need to self-reflect and act, the bishop of Loughborough Guli 
Francis-Dehqani, who was appointed by the Church in 2017 to spearhead efforts in support 
of BAME clergy in the diocese of Leicester, has called for an investigation into the Church to 
expose racism in its system.

A racially just Church?
The movement sparked by George Floyd’s murder may force Anglican Bishops to take 
more substantial action in the fight against racism. Black church leaders across the UK have 
called for urgent action, such as Pastor Agu Irukwu of the Redeemed Church of God, who 
demanded that churches commit to “concrete action” and “levelling the playing field.”  
Dipo Oluyomi, head of the Kingsway International Christian Centre, one of the largest black 
majority churches in the UK, also called on churches to be “the first to set an example of 
intolerance for racism.” Perhaps, as Bishop Francis-Dehqani hopes, the Church of England 
will finally heed these calls to action, and open itself fully to a more racially just future.

Olivia De Silva and Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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Since the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic, Pope Francis has stated several times that 
the real pandemic is the indifference humanity has towards the poor, calling poverty “a social 
pandemic.” He has also argued that the pandemic is an opportunity to remove inequalities 
and to “prepare everyone’s tomorrow, without biased interests.” What concrete actions is the 
pope suggesting?

Europe to the rescue
First, Pope Francis has asked European countries to help out. In April 2020, he sent a mes-
sage in which he stated to be concerned that the coronavirus emergency would mostly hit 
the poor. Therefore, the pope asked for the consideration of a possible ‘universal basic wage’ 
that would ensure rights for all workers.

Additionally – again in April 2020 – Pope Francis spoke with French President Emmanuel 
Macron about the cancelation of the debts of the poorest countries. As a result of this con-
versation, Macron announced the possibility of cancelling the debt of African countries to 
assist them in their fight against COVID-19. A week after his phone call with Macron, Pope 
Francis spoke with German Chancellor Angela Merkel. A key topic of their conversation was 
the economic crisis caused by COVID-19. The pope stressed the importance of solidarity and 
cohesion in Europe and in the world, and the duty and need to help the poor were under-
lined in the phone call. This would involve both sending aid to Africa and reducing foreign 
debt for third world nations.

The pope and Vatican are combating poverty
Already at the beginning of the pandemic, the pope showed his concerns regarding the 
situation of the poor and donated 100,000 dollars to the diocese of Hong Kong. With this 
money, the diocese could help those who were hit by coronavirus. As coronavirus spread 
throughout the world, Pope Francis continued making donations to the poorest of society. 
At the beginning of April, for instance, he donated 20,000 euros to the migrant reception 
centre in Pistoia, Italy. In addition, in May, the Episcopal Conference of Italy allocated 10 mil-
lion euros to the dioceses of the Italian red areas, that is, the areas that were hit the hardest 
by COVID-19. A month later, Pope Francis started two other initiatives to alleviate poverty 

COVID-19: Is poverty the real pandemic? Pope Francis 
and the call to help the poor — Author recommendation

caused by COVID-19. First, he auctioned his bicycle and promised to donate the proceeds 
from the sale to the hospitals of Brescia and Bergamo, Italy. Second, the pope established an 
agreement between the Vatican, the Lazio Region, and the Municipality of Rome that led to 
the ‘Alliance for Rome,’  aimed at supporting Romans who lost their jobs due to COVID-19. 
The goal of the project, according to the Vatican, is to restore dignity and hope to people.

Individuals should contribute
Regarding individuals, the pope is mostly asking for awareness of the problem of poverty, 
solidarity, and small gestures to relieve the sufferings of those in need. For instance, during a 
morning homily in March, Pope Francis urged faithful not to forget about immigrants and the 
poor, even during the COVID-19 crisis. Moreover, in May, he referred to messages received 
by workers stating that they are often harshly exploited in the Italian countryside. On this 
occasion, the pope asked faithful to treat people with dignity, despite the fact that we are all 
undergoing a difficult situation due to coronavirus.

Collaborate to counter poverty
Pope Francis has asked European governments to make significant contributions to help the 
poor. They are encouraged to cancel country debts and to establish a universal basic wage. 
In addition, the Vatican and pope have also provided help themselves by making several 
donations. Finally, individuals are urged to make their personal difference to the situation 
of those in need. In order to solve the problem of poverty caused by COVID-19, however, 
the Church, states, and each one of us may have to join forces and collaborate to a much 
greater extent.

Ghila Amati
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In 2019, a new feminist Catholic group called Maria 2.0 emerged in Germany. The group 
aims to reform the gendered hierarchy that dominates the Catholic Church. The group – 
mostly women – has inspired several protests. In spring, they convinced women to not attend 
church for a week. Near the end of the year, they launched a magazine, also called Maria 2.0. 
This magazine aims to enable women to expand and strengthen their networks.

Feminist fight
It all began in Münster with a group of women who met to read ‘Evangelii Gaudium’ by Pope 
Francis. At some point, the conversation turned. The women discussed how difficult it was for 
them to stay in the church – referring to the coverup of the abuse cases and being a woman 
in the church. They concluded that staying silent was not going to change anything. And so, 
Maria 2.0 was born.

Maria 2.0 aims to protest against church hierarchy and to fight for improvements to 
women’s rights in respect of leadership and priesthood among Catholics. The movement 
wants to raise awareness of sexism and issues like exclusion from priesthood for women 
within the Catholic Church. Major factors leading to the movement include women being 
unable to serve in all ministry positions and mandatory celibacy. Besides, the manner in 
which sexual abuse is handled was an important reason to start this movement. These 
women express their desire to have a say in decision making and protect their churches 
from wrongdoings.

Maria 1.0
In September 2019, a countermovement called Maria 1.0 expressed their opposition to Maria 
2.0. They argue that the demands on gender equality will have no positive influence on the 
Catholic Church and its structure. The initiator of Maria 1.0, Johanna Stöhr, says that Maria does 
not need an update. Stöhr argues that there are plenty of women who are willing to follow 
the church rules as they are. Maria 1.0 believes that Maria 2.0 is going way too far. In a letter, 
they call on the Maria 2.0 members to remain faithful to Jesus and to maintain in unity with the 
Catholic Church. In their letter, the members of Maria 1.0 state that they too do not agree with 
everything in the Church: “But as young women we have found a home in the Catholic Church 
that we not only love but that is based on the disposition of Jesus Christ and the apostles, 
which gives us much strength and is our source of life.’’ Maria 1.0 argues that demands of 

Catholic feminism: Maria 2.0
more power or participation are not in line with loyalty towards Jesus and the church. To 
them, “Maria is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow.”

Male support for Maria 2.0
Whilst the women of Maria 1.0 oppose Maria 2.0, some prominent men do in fact support 
Maria 2.0’s argument. German SPD politician Wolfgang Thierse states that this fight is not 
just for women, but for the future of the Catholic Church, thus for men and women.

Jens Spahn (CDU) shared this opinion and stressed the necessity to question the existing 
church system and look for restructuring possibilities. In the eyes of Benedictine pastor and 
author of spiritual books Anselm Grün, ignoring women’s values and desires will damage the 
Catholic Church. A theological perspective was added by Professor Prantl, who says that the 
birth of Jesus begins with the end of patriarchy through virgin birth. The Spirit in Hebrew is a 
creative, feminine, and pentecostal power that reforms and renews. Therefore, it is the time 
for the Catholic Church to renew, to be “more feminine.’’

Feminist Catholic future
Maria 2.0 may remind one of the #MeToo movement that became trending worldwide. The 
possibility that Maria 2.0 gains more attention in other parts of Europe and the rest of the world 
is something we should watch closely. A call for modernisation and reforms fits the zeitgeist, as 
many companies and politicians agree. It is therefore not surprising that the same is asked of 
the Catholic Church, in order to comply with modern times.

Zoë Tuithof
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A new bill against homophobic crimes is currently at the center of a lit controversy between 
the Italian government and the Italian Church. Does Italy need a new bill that specifically 
protects homosexuals and transgenders? What are the pros and cons of such a bill?

The new bill
The Italian Justice Commission of the Chamber of Deputies has submitted and adopted the 
unified text of a bill introducing changes to the Criminal Code in June 2020. The bill adds to 
the code the crimes of “propaganda of ideas” and the “discriminatory acts” based on “sex, 
gender, sexual orientation and gender identity.”  It also includes the crime of misogyny. It 
will be presented to the parliament for final approval on July 27. To propose the new bill was 
Alessandro Zan, member of the Democratic Party in Italy. The discussion in the Parliament at 
the end of July promises to be harsh, while the time deadlines imposed by the schedule of 
the Italian Parliament do not allow significant mediation.

The bishops’ note against the bill
As a consequence of the attention given to the bill, a note entitled “Bishops against all dis-
crimination” was published by the CEI (Episcopal Conference of Italy). The bishops stated 
in the note that there are already enough norms that prevent and repress violent behaviour. 
They added that subjecting those who believe that the family requires a father and a mother 
to criminal proceedings, would mean introducing a crime of opinion and damaging personal 
freedom of expression, influencing educational choices, and limiting  the exercise of criticism 
and dissent.

To them, this law simply excommunicates all those who have any criticism concerning 
homosexuality and their family role and would negate the possibility of an “authentic and 
intellectually honest confrontation.” An open and free dialogue, the bishops concluded, 
would benefit the respect of the person and the democracy of the State.

In the note, the CEI also underlined the importance– in addition to carefully applying the 
provisions already in force – to commit to a kind of educational system that is focused on 
preventing offences against homosexuality and any other person.

Are the changes to the Italian Criminal Code 
homophobic?

Other voices against the bill
Massimo Gandolfini, leader of the Family Day, who participated in the first parliamentary 
vote on the text of the law, was one of the voices against the bill. He argued that the decision 
to approve the bill by the Justice Commission of the Chamber of Deputies is insensitive to 
the disappointment expressed by a vast social front – which goes from the CEI to feminists, 
passing through family associations: “and decides to adopt a useless and dangerous text 
that institutes a new crime, that of homophobia precisely, without defining it, thus leaving 
enormous room for interpretations by the judiciary and for liberticide drifts.”

The vice-president of MCL (Christian Workers Movement), Giovanni Gut, also criticised 
the bill and argued that we cannot use this law to educate the population and that there is a 
big risk that this bill will introduce the crime of opinion.

Responses to criticism
Zan, the proposer of the new bill, responded to the criticism by arguing that those claiming 
that the bill is liberticidal, utilise the pretext of freedom of expression to justify the continua-
tion of expression of hate speech and homophobia. This kind of discourse, according to him, 
has nothing to do with freedom of expression but is rather an incitement.

Laura Boldrini, who for years has fought against crimes of homophobia, also negated that 
the bill introduces crimes of opinion. She argues instead that the text presents aims to punish 
those who commit or instigate crimes against gay and trans people and do not touch the 
freedom of expression of thought and the propaganda of ideas.

The need for balance
It is clear that this bill brings up the tension between the need to protect the weakest of 
society and freedom of expression. The strong controversy created in Italy proves that there 
is not a clear answer to solve this tension. Therefore, the Italian nation will have to find the 
right balance between these two important principles.

Ghila Amati
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Amid rising tensions between opposing sides, Turkey’s president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
announced on 10 July that Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia museum will be re-converted to a mosque, 
with services to begin on 24 July. The announcement followed a decision by Turkey’s high-
est administrative court, the council of state, to reverse the 1934 law that turned the Hagia 
Sophia into a museum. The decision has caused friction between Erdoğan’s government and 
Christian leaders, including the pope and the heads of the Eastern Orthodox Church and the 
Orthodox Church of Russia, who argue that the change insults the basilica’s Christian history.

From church, to mosque, to museum
Built by the eastern Roman emperor Justinian and completed in 537, the Hagia Sophia 
was an Orthodox Christian cathedral until the Ottoman defeat in 1453, following which it 
was converted to a mosque. In 1934, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the founder of secular Turkey, 
removed the Hagia Sophia’s mosque status and established the building as a museum. It has 
since become a Unesco World Heritage site.

The call for reconversion
Islamists have been calling for the Hagia Sophia’s reconversion to a mosque for several years. 
Erdoğan, though, who has promoted a reinstatement of Islamic values in Turkey over the 
course of his 17-year term, only first publicly announced his support for the change in 2019. 
Since then, the Turkish president has whole-heartedly backed the move. Many have called 
his support an appeal to conservative voters, as his Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
loses popularity due to the country’s economic failures.

“Many fear that the change will worsen interfaith relations in Turkey”

Christian leaders denounce the move
Several top Christian leaders have criticised the recent court decision, viewing it as an insult 
to the building’s Christian heritage. For instance, on 12 July 2020, Pope Francis stated he 
is “very saddened” and“deeply pained” by the move. Similarly, Patriarch Kirill, the head of 
Russia’s Orthodox Church, stated: “A threat against Hagia Sophia is a threat to all of Christian 
civilisation, meaning (a threat to) our spirituality and history,” also noting that the move 

Hagia Sophia and interreligious tension
will cause “deep pain among the Russian people.” In the same way, Ecumenical Patriarch 
Bartholomew, who is based in Istanbul and is a religious leader to 300 million Orthodox 
Christians across the globe, argued against the court decision.

Looking ahead
Turkey will likely continue to face criticism from the international community, Christian lead-
ers included, for its decision to re-convert the Hagia Sophia to a mosque. In particular, the 
move has increased already existing tensions over Erdoğan’s push to restore Islamic values 
in the secular country. Further, many fear that the change will worsen interfaith relations 
in Turkey. Whether or not Turkey’s presidency of religious affairs, which now has authority 
over the Hagia Sophia, will make changes to the building, or if the move will impact tourist 
visits, has yet to be fully clarified. In response to critiques and concerns, Erdoğan has consis-
tently claimed the Hagia Sophia’s status is a matter of national sovereignty, demonstrating 
his nationalist approach.

Olivia De Silva
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God is popular on Google. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, there seems to be 
a rise in religious sentiment around the world. More than two-thirds of religious Americans 
believe God is using COVID-19 to tell humanity to change its ways. One in four adults in the 
UK is now watching or listening to a religious service while one in every 20 has started pray-
ing during the crisis. Pakistanis, refusing to restrict religious practice during the lockdown, 
have declared they will fight COVID-19 “with faith.”  Just as the pandemic led to restrictions 
on religious life, God took on greater urgency than ever before. Less able to visit churches, 
mosques, or synagogues, more and more people are going online in search of God.

Searching for God
With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, googling on “God” has not only increased glob-
ally, but it is also the highest it has ever been. Several reasons stand out. People are trying to 
find out why COVID-19 happened. Some believe it is a divine reckoning for sinful lives, while 
others see it is a trial to purify souls. For most people, COVID-19 is a call to change them-
selves and the world around them: more than 60% of those who believe in God feel COVID-
19 is a sign telling humanity to change. People are also searching for God because they are 
seeking divine protection. 55% of people feel at least somewhat that God will protect them 
from being infected. But being “good with God” offers not only physical protection: it also 
offers the protection of the soul. A “spiritual immune system,”  as Professor Jeanet Sinding 
Bentzen of the University of Copenhagen calls it.

God is trending — Author recommendation

“Coronavirus prayer”
Google searches for prayer have also increased. During March 2020, when COVID-19 was 
declared a pandemic and the lockdowns started, the share of Google searches for prayer 
surged to the highest level ever recorded: 50% higher than it was in the previous month 
alone. Professor Bentzen, who led the research, explains why this is happening: “In times 
of crisis, humans tend to turn to religion for comfort and explanation. The theory is called 
religious coping and the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic is no exception.” She found that the rise 
was highest for Christians, particularly Catholics, followed by Muslims. This global phenom-
enon even affected the less religious parts of Europe. “When WHO declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic, search-shares for prayer rose around mid-March for most regions, even for the 
most secular regions of Northern Europe,” she explains.

Changing what “God” means
Googling on God has allowed people to reframe their experience of COVID-19, to make 
better sense of it, and perhaps even find a higher purpose. And with people increasingly 
turning to God online to find meaning, they are also changing what “God” means to them. 
Free from restrictions of work, place, and time, all faiths are seeing changes in how, when, 
and where people reach out to God. For example, with the boom in online prayer, Christians 
in Europe are now praying every day, not every Sunday. A month into the lockdown in the 
UK, the Church of England saw 10,000 installations of its ‘Time to Pray’ app. Reverend Kate 
Harford, a university chaplain and priest within the Metropolitan Community Churches, 
agrees: “People’s relationship with their concept of God is changing.”

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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Muslims across Europe, like other religious communities, have faced hardships during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Social distancing, for example, has forced public closures of mosques 
across the continent. But the pandemic has also highlighted pre-existing hardships that 
Muslims in Europe have uniquely faced. European Muslims, some are arguing, have been 
under lockdown long before COVID-19. For example, the introduction of protective face 
masks has raised fresh doubts over the burqa ban in France, with Muslims arguing that enforc-
ing face masks while burqas remain banned reveals how Islamophobia is informing policy in 
the country. How the pandemic unfolded in the UK, however, has particularly highlighted the 
hard times European Muslims have been living in.

The long goodbye
On 6 March 2020, days before the lockdown started in the UK, British Muslim musician 
and actor Riz Ahmed released his short film, The Long Goodbye. Dropped online, the film 
received critical acclaim. Leading British film critic Mark Kermode called it a “poetic” and 
“unflinching” piece that made a “bold and challenging statement about Islamophobia” that 
was “genuinely quite alarming.”  Accompanying his new album of the same name, the film 
shows a British Asian family dragged from their home by armed white men and executed. 
The police and neighbours, also white, do not stop this. Riz Ahmed did not intend to simply 
tell a dystopian story: he was making a prediction. While columnist and author Luke Gittos 
believed the film offered an unrealistic view of the British public, filmmaker and writer Reza 
John Vedadi argued that citizens being killed for their religion and ethnicity could indeed 
happen in the UK.

Claiming the ‘steep rise’ in anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant discourse within the UK over 
the last ten years, Vedadi called The Long Goodbye more a documentary than a piece of 
fiction. While this discourse may have begun as academic, populist, political, and localised, 
Vedadi added, it is now more open, accepted, institutionalised, and national. Vedadi and 
Ahmed are forecasting the results of Brexit too, which many have feared is an anti-immigrant 
movement. According to a major study in 2018, a third of Brexit voters, believing immigra-
tion to be a secret plot to Islamicise Britain, expected that leaving the European Union would 
also help expel Muslims. Many Brexiteers were trying to not only limit the entry of outsiders: 
they were also trying to put an end to the entry of Muslims into the UK.

Hard times: British Muslims under lockdown 
— Author recommendation

The long lockdown
The inequalities made visible in the UK during the COVID-19 pandemic appear to hold up 
Vedadi and Ahmed’s claims. Muslim frontline health workers were one of the first to die in 
the UK during the COVID-19 pandemic. They were also found to die more often. These 
death rates not only revealed a failure to better protect black, Asian, and minority ethnic 
(BAME) health workers but also highlighted how living less equal social and economic lives 
had made BAME people more vulnerable to health shocks such as COVID-19. These unequal 
lives were, ironically, further amplified by the appointment of Trevor Philip to lead Public 
Health England’s inquiry into COVID-19’s disproportionate impact on BAME people. Philips, 
a former chair of the UK’s Equality and Human Rights Commission, had been suspended 
from the Labour party for alleged Islamophobia. Leading Muslim campaigners, including 
Muslim Baroness Sayeeda Warsi of the Conservative party and the Muslim Council of Britain 
(MCB) raised concerns that his appointment deeply ignored British Muslims voices. With the 
UK now exiting its months-long lockdown and set to embrace its post-Brexit future, such 
concerns are becoming even more intense. Many campaigners are now asking: will British 
Muslims ever leave their long lockdown?

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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In these strange times, the use of digital technology has risen rapidly. Not only for business 
and culture, but also for religion. A key part of religion is gathering and experiencing faith 
together. However, these feelings of connection are being challenged as many religious 
communities are taking their activities online. Can believers still feel connected to each other, 
their practices, and their faith, if they are home alone?

“A key part of religion is gathering and experiencing faith together”

God goes digital
After COVID-19 was declared a pandemic in March 2020, countries across the world went 
into lockdown. Europe – the pandemic epicentre at the time – saw its countries take a range 
of steps to stop the spread of COVID-19, including social distancing. Large gatherings were 
cancelled and prohibited until further notice. These include not only conferences, sport-
ing events and festivals, but also religious congregations. All major religions in Europe 
– Christianity, Islam, and Judaism – have been hit hard by these restrictions. While the sus-
pension of religious gatherings was slow in some countries, and often attributed to the initial 
spread of the virus, almost all churches, synagogues, and mosques are now closed to the 
larger public. Under these lockdown conditions, the question for religious communities has 
been how to stay in touch with their fellow believers, and importantly, how to practice reli-
gious celebrations such as Passover, Ramadan, and Easter. A compelling answer to these 
communities has been embracing digital possibilities. Religious communities have eagerly 
accepted many of these. But this has not proven to be straightforward, with some communi-
ties indeed struggling to relocate their religion from their traditional places of worship to the 
Internet. So, has God gone, or can God even go, truly digital?

Streaming services and priest ‘on wheels’
Religion is not new to digital technology. Well before the COVID-19 pandemic, evangelical 
Christian communities were using social media to reach their audience; Muslims were using 
faith apps to manage prayers with personalised call to prayers; and rabbis were routinely 
officiating live-streamed funeral services. But now that the COVID-19 pandemic is set to 
continue for months if not years, most believers have been pushed to go beyond these small 

Home alone: Digital religion — Author recommendation

digital embraces to figure out how to meaningfully take their entire religions fully digital.
Communities have been now called to reinvent their churches, synagogues, and 

mosques, and the responses have been predictably uneven. While most evangelical and 
young churches have been able to adapt themselves to already familiar digital territory, by 
streaming their celebrations for example, more orthodox communities still have had to find 
out how they could reach their community in a different way. Some responses, however, have 
been surprising. In the Catholic Church, Pope Francis led the way: after celebrating Mass 
in St Peter’s Church on his own for several weeks, he began streaming services online. For 
many clergymen, celebrating alone in the church is a strange feeling. Some try to defeat this 
‘loneliness’ by gluing photos of members of their congregation to church benches, so that it 
looks like they are still together, such as Pastor Hermann-Josef Ludwig in Boppard, Germany. 
Others have taken things a step further than just broadcasting normal masses and services 
online. In Wrexham, Wales, Heather Shotton has been licensed as a curate via Zoom. And 
besides the fact that many churches take their services online, there are also initiatives to take 
the church to the people. Reverend Pat Allerton from Notting Hill, UK, has set up a ‘mobile 
church service.’  With his car, he drives around neighbourhoods, and a prayer and hymn can 
be heard via his speaker. This way, people can still celebrate the church service together. In 
Italy, Pope Francis has been leaving the Vatican to pray at different churches in Rome.

“Digital technology has made it possible for social connectedness to 
persevere”

Jewish communities followed a similar path, focusing on the challenge of taking synagogue 
celebrations online for Passover. Passover is a weeklong feast, during which the liberating 
exodus out of Egypt by the Israelites is remembered and celebrated. It is a feast during which 
families come together. But with the lockdown restrictions, everyone has been urged to stay 
at home and to celebrate Passover by themselves. In order to still be together, people have 
used digital communications during the Seder meal, even though technology is traditionally 
not allowed during Seder. In many ways, how far a community goes digital depends on how 
orthodox it is and to what extent they will digital or any other technology, be part of Seder. 
Many communities have found a way out of these constraints as well: most communities 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/god-goes-digital/
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allow digital communications during Seder as long as the digital technology is turned on 
before the Seder starts.

Religion is about being together
Besides the practical possibilities of taking religious celebrations online, there are other voices 
that claim that God cannot go digital. The President of the Central Committee of German 
Catholics Thomas Stenberg, for example, argues how the Eucharist – the leading physical 
celebration – has all but disappeared now and cannot be recovered. Besides, singing and 
praying together is mostly experienced better. Some religious leaders are disregarding the 
crisis itself to continue holding their services physically as before, with many people present. 
They in fact argue that such services become even more essential. Funeral masses in Ireland, 
for example, have become a key practice despite COVID-19 restrictions and despite the 
fact that Catholicism has been declining in the country. While Ireland’s Archbishop Diarmuid 
Martin encouraged parishioners to embrace digital technology to live stream funeral masses, 
many rural dioceses refused to go online: funeral masses in fact gained new meaning in rural 
Ireland, becoming events of community resilience in the face of the pandemic challenges. In 
the Netherlands, some church gatherings with up to 30 people present still continue under 
the country’s freedom-of-faith law, which protects rather than stops such activities.

”There are also initiatives to take the church to the people“

God goes digital?
At a time when physical distances are difficult to overcome in Europe, digital technology 
has made it possible for social connectedness to persevere. Jews host virtual Seder meals. 
Christians virtually observe Good Friday. Muslims run virtual Iftars. But for some, going digi-
tal breaks both the rule and spirit of the very religious experience they seek to practice. For 
instance, orthodox Jews in France still refuse to celebrate Sabbath without being able to 
meet physically. So while for many across Europe, the search for God has gone digital, for 
some, this search is only possible in ‘actual’ places, close to others.

Astrid Hamberg and Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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A trend of women taking action in the Jewish community can be seen all around the world. A 
major example is the study of the Torah. For years, Orthodox Jewish men were the only ones 
allowed to study the oral Torah. The oral Torah contains laws and statutes that were not ini-
tially written down in the Torah itself, but are still regarded as prescriptive by Orthodox Jews. 
Thanks to the efforts of several daf yomi – a daily page – groups, women are now coming 
together to study pages of the text. When the study finishes, all 2,711 pages will have been 
studied. Jewish women have been opening up their homes to others who wish to join. The 
Jewish Chronicle describes the efforts as “a quiet revolution … in women’s learning.”

Ordaining female rabbis
The revolution of the role of women in the Jewish faith is not limited to the study of the 
Torah. In July 2019, the fourth female rabbi in France was ordained. According to newspaper 
Libération, this step shows the growing importance of women in Judaism, both in France 
and in the world. Similar progress is being made in Italy, where Marian Camerini is currently 
studying to become the first female Orthodox Jewish rabbi in her country. In an interview 
with the Jewish Chronicle, she stated that she notices a lack of acceptance by the male-dom-
inated community. However, she also believes that there will continue to be an increase in 
the number of female rabbis in the future.

The number of female rabbis has been on the rise since the 1970s, before which women 
usually did not serve as rabbis at all. Nowadays, progressive Jewish branches ordain women 
as rabbis. However, this change has not spread throughout the entire Jewish community. 
Orthodox Jews still show resistance to this change, as illustrated by the case of Miriam 
Camerini.

Equal blessings for men and women
Besides increasing education and changing roles of leadership, Jewish women have also 
been given greater recognition during religious ceremonies, in particular Simchat Torah. The 
annual Simchat Torah marks the completion of the Torah reading cycle. So, during this holi-
day, it is celebrated that the entire Torah has been read and that a new cycle starts. The read-
ing cycle ends with the final book in the Torah, Deuteronomy. Immediately after this book is 
read, the reading of the first book, Genesis, is started. This symbolises that learning is never 
completed and the Torah never ends.

Female Jewish rabbis are rising
Men have always held the most important roles in this celebration. In particular, two men 
are given the roles of ‘Chatan Torah’ and ‘Chatan Bereshit.’  The man who gets the honour 
of reading the last section of the Torah is titled Chatan Torah. Chatan Bereshit is the title for 
the man who is given the honour to read the first part of the new reading cycle of the Torah.

There had never been such a special blessing for women. However, in October 2019, the 
Chief Rabbi of the UK, Ephraim Mirvis, composed a special blessing for women who are hon-
oured by synagogues during Simchat Torah. Mirvis introduced the honour of Eishet Chayil: 
woman of worth. When a woman is given the honour of this title, it means that the rabbi has 
recognised her ‘outstanding contribution’ to the community. This change is further evidence 
of how the Jewish faith is changing to give greater recognition and responsibilities to women 
within the religion.

Beyond the Jewish community
The growing importance of women in Jewish society is reflected outside the community as 
well. Disney provides a good example of this. In September 2019, the firm announced its first 
ever Jewish princess. She appeared in a Hanukkah-themed episode of the hit series Elena 
of Avalor.

It is clear that the revolution in the role of women in the Jewish community is part of a 
global movement. Around the world, women are fighting for their voices to be heard and 
for their ideas to be represented. Jewish women are taking on the challenge in their own 
communities. Although complete equality is not yet a reality, a more equal balance of power, 
influence and respect is slowly being realised.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-revolution-of-jewish-women/
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on digital religion.

Contemporary Europe has been undergoing revivals and renewals of both individual and 
collective religious life. These transformations have been caused by social, political and eco-
nomic changes, and also by significant shifts within religious thought and tradition itself. 
Digitalisation has also played an important role. The COVID-19 pandemic has both intensi-
fied and diffused these revivals and renewals, with a distinct departure from the past: dig-
italisation in many ways is now playing the defining role in determining these and is even 
offering these new meaning.

”During the lockdown, Muslims replaced mass prayer with 
individual prayer“

Digitalisation: making individualism possible in religion
The digital transformation of religion in Europe has made it possible for individual life to 
exist on its own within religion. Experiences that favour freedom of action for individuals are 
now more accepted as a true part of religion. The recent rise of ‘app faith’ across the world, 
and indeed Europe, for example, has seen believers embrace digital technology to readily 
transform collective experiences into individual ones: in Ghana, the Muslim call to prayer 
normally made by mosques is now also sent out on WhatsApp; in the UK, funerals are now 
broadcast online, with rabbis and vicars routinely officiating at live-streamed services; and in 
the US, televangelists deliver digital devotional messages and sermons daily, and also make 
donations easy through ‘give’ features. 

Beyond making religion ‘easy,’  this digitalisation has also made religion more inclu-
sive for believers who have characteristically been more individualistic, such as millennials. 
‘OneTable’ is a compelling example. The app encourages young Jewish millennials in the US 
to celebrate the Shabbat every week online. While the Friday night dinners of the Shabbat 
are a religious practice for many, the weekly OneTable dinners are a way for the millennials to 
engage with their Jewish identities and protect the Shabbat for future generations.

Does the digitalisation of religion make us
individualists or collectivists?

With the COVID-19 pandemic in Europe, the space for individual experiences – whether 
helped by digital technology or not – has not only grown rapidly but also gained unprec-
edented legitimacy. During the lockdown, Muslims replaced mass prayer with individual 
prayer. Calling the pandemic a time for solidarity, the Chairman of the French Board of 
Imams, Hocine Drouiche, supported the decisions to close the Grand Mosque of Paris and 
Mecca and Medina and criticised opposition to the closure of mosques. Equally significant 
shifts took place in Catholic Europe. Pope Francis in Italy allowed individual confessions 
without the mediation of a priest. The faithful now confess directly to God.

"Digitalisation has allowed the rise of new forms of collectivism 
within religion"

Digitalisation: renewing collectivism in Europe
The COVID-19 pandemic has also revealed how digitalisation has allowed the rise of new 
forms of collectivism within religion. Social distancing measures to stop the spread of 
COVID-19 have meant that religious communities around Europe and the world cannot 
celebrate religious festivals as before. 

For instance, Jewish people cannot traditionally celebrate Passover. During Easter 
and Ramadan, Christians and Muslims also faced the same dilemma. Believers were still 
able to prioritise these collective experiences during the lockdown by using digital tech-
nologies to overcome physical separation from each other and their places of worship 
and celebration. 

In Europe, much like the rest of the world, many religious communities have gone 
online on Zoom. Jews hosted virtual Seder meals. Christians virtually observed Good 
Friday. Muslims ran virtual Iftars. The move to digital experiences has in fact led to an 
increase in attendance at worship services during the pandemic. For instance, the Anglican 
Palm Sunday mass at Plymouth Cathedral, which usually draws 650 worshippers, attracted 
2,200 people to tune into this year’s online service. 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/does-the-digitalisation-of-religion-make-us-individualists-or-collectivists/
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Digitalisation: reviving collective practices
The COVID-19 pandemic has in many ways also revealed the limits of how far digitalisation 
can keep up with real-life religious experiences. Many believers in Europe did not agree that 
digitally transformed collective experiences were valid. Orthodox Jews in France refused to 
celebrate Sabbath without being able to meet physically for example. In places, this rejection 
of digital technology was even met with the revival of physical collective practices despite 
the lockdown. Funeral masses in Ireland, for example, have become a key practice despite 
COVID-19 restrictions and despite the fact that Catholicism has been declining in the coun-
try. While Ireland’s Archbishop Diarmuid Martin encouraged parishioners to embrace digital 
technology to live stream funeral masses, many rural dioceses refused to go online: funeral 
masses in fact gained new meaning in rural Ireland, becoming events of community resil-
ience in the face of the pandemic challenges.

”Many believers in Europe did not agree that digitally transformed 
collective experiences were valid“

Digitalisation: new and unexpected forms 
The impact of digital technologies on religious life in Europe has always been a significant 
question. Much like the discussions on the impact of modern life on religion, the prevailing 
prediction has been that because of digitalisation, religion will eventually lose its collective 
form. And with the loss of collective life to digitally-driven individual life, religion itself would 
inevitably decline in Europe. Recent digital transformations across religious communities in 
Europe, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, reveal a different and indeed unpredict-
able picture. Digitalisation appears to in fact be reinforcing religious collective life, by making 
individual life ‘essential,’  either to collective experiences or to religion itself. Significantly, it 
has shown how religion – across its collective as well as individual forms – is essential to life 
in Europe itself.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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In our society, gender-inclusive language is getting increasingly used. But should we use it in 
the Scriptures, where every word counts? As an example, why would some feminist theolo-
gians want to stop calling God “father”? And what are the criticisms against them?

Why do we want to touch the text?
The text of the Bible is the result of a work of translation. But this work is not insignificant. 
Translating is reading a text with the glasses of the translator’s time. As an example, the word 
“homosexual” did not appear in the Bible until 1946.

Sometimes, the translation can be corrected in a more inclusive way. However, some-
times the problem comes from the original version itself. In this way it is not a daring thesis 
to say that the Bible is talking more about men than women and that the great majority of 
important characters (e.g. the prophets, Jesus, and God) are depicted as males.

For some feminist and queer theoreticians, the Scriptures are therefore a source they 
can work on to criticise the dominant discourse and show in which way it is broadcasting an 
heteronormative and patriarchal vision of the religious world.

Where are the women?
It is obvious to see that when in the original text we read “man” or “men,”  the authors often 
meant “everyone.”  Some translations try to stay as closely as possible to the original ver-
sion but use a gender-inclusive language to include women (transforming “every man” into 
“everyone” or “every person”).

As an example, in the Holman Christian Standard Bible, for 1 Thessalonians 4:10, we can 
read: “We encourage you, brothers.” (following the original Greek). In the New International 
Version Bible we can read: “We urge you, brothers and sisters.”

Even for conservative Christians this is not a big deal. Some people might argue that 
males and females are not equal but have distinct functions in the eyes of God. In this way 
they cannot be replaced equally. However, this is a minority.

The problem arises when the use of gender-inclusive language begins to change the 
sense the author possibly gave to the text. Several debates are going on in different places 
of the Bible, but the consensus frontier is really exceeded with the question of God himself.

Should we translate the Bible into a gender-inclusive 
language?

The question of God
Why is God a Father? For some theoreticians, this is the result of an accommodation. In 
Hebrew society, the central figure was the father. To illustrate his power and authority, God 
therefore chose a masculine imagery, that of the father.

But for Mary Daly and Rosemary Ruether, two well-known feminist theologians, this is 
not acceptable. Daly became famous with her catchphrase: “If God is a male, every male 
is God.” For them, describing God as a Father is the first step into an androcentric society 
leading to patriarchal practices and discrimination. Both suggest new words to speak about 
God: Father and Mother, parents, redeemer, or sophia (wisdom in Greek).

But without surprise, these propositions are not accepted by many theologians and 
scholars. For them, the question of asking whether God is male or female is wrong, because 
gender does not apply to God. Moreover, we must respect, in church, that God has revealed 
himself by using masculine words. In addition, feminine words are also used to talk about 
God, but they are always metaphors of God’s particularities. God’s description is not only 
about what is written in the Scriptures but also about his revelation (as a masculine figure) to 
humankind.

A solution might be the use of an epicene language: a language which is more gender 
neutral. In this way, we could move beyond the question of God’s gender, but express the 
complexity of something we cannot really understand.

This debate forces us to rethink the image we have of God as a Father. Gender-inclusive 
language cannot solve everything, but it can lead us to new ways to read the Bible and imag-
ine its characters.

Juliette Marchet

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/should-the-bible-be-in-a-gender-inclusive-language/
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The slaughter of animals without prior stunning is banned in several countries. This means 
that both kosher and halal slaughter are not permitted, leading to huge problems for both 
Jewish and Muslim communities. However, experiencing the same problem may bring the 
two religious groups closer together.

Belgium has been one of the latest countries banning the slaughter of animals without 
prior stunning. This ban is the result of calls from animal welfare activists. Therefore, Belgium’s 
animal welfare lobby GAIA sees the ban as a huge victory. According to its president: “If it 
can be prevented, it should be prevented.” Former Flemish Parliament lawmaker Hermes 
Sanctorum believes that the ban has already had a positive impact, stating that “animal suf-
fering is reduced in a fundamental way.”

Ban on kosher and halal slaughter
However, whilst a clear victory for the animal welfare lobby, the ban has huge implications 
for the Jewish and Muslim communities in the country. In both religions, animals must be in 
perfect health when they are slaughtered. Stunning is therefore not allowed. This means that 
a ban on killing animals without prior stunning is effectively a ban on both kosher and halal 
methods of slaughter.

Currently, many European countries require the stunning of animals prior to slaughter, but 
have exceptions for kosher and halal slaughter on the basis of religious freedom. As well as 
now Belgium, several European countries have full bans on traditional slaughter without stun-
ning, such as Sweden, Denmark, and Slovenia. In other countries, kosher and halal slaughter 
is permitted, but with strict regulations. For example, the Netherlands does not allow kosher 
and halal meat to be exported. In Spain, the practice requires veterinary permission and in 
Austria, those who carry out halal or kosher slaughtering require a permit.

”Experiencing the same problem may bring the two religious groups 
closer together“

Anti-Semitism and Islamophobia
There are serious concerns that animal welfare is not the true reason for the ban. The 
Belgian Jewish and Muslim community both fear that animal rights may cover the actual 

Are kosher and halal slaughter dying out?
reasons for banning halal and kosher slaughter: anti-Semitism and Islamophobia. In the 
view of Mustapha Chairi, president of human rights organisation The Collective Against 
Islamophobia, the law is a result of European Islamophobia and anti-Semitism. He and oth-
ers believe that the ban may have been pushed through in order to limit the religious free-
dom of these religious groups.

Results of the ban
Mohamed Bouezmarni, head of the Muslim association in the Belgian town of Arlon, fears 
that halal and kosher slaughter may be done illegally as a result of the ban. Moreover, as long 
as no ban is imposed in more European countries, restaurants and stores may simply buy 
their meat in another country and import it to Belgium.

As a result of the ban, Belgian Muslims and Jews face the same issue. As stated by 
Pinchas Goldschmidt, president of the Conference of European Rabbis: “If there is one pos-
itive thing that happened from these new attempts to curtail religious freedom it is bringing 
the Jewish and Muslim communities closer together.”

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/are-kosher-and-halal-slaughter-dying-out/
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Singing has been blacklisted as one of the pandemic’s most dangerous activities. But is the 
scientific evidence for this belief conclusive? And how high is the toll on singers who are 
reporting feeling more lonely, isolated, and in some cases, out of pocket?

High risk
From the beginning of the spread of COVID-19 across Europe, singing has been regarded as 
an activity particularly likely to spread the virus. Already in early March, over three-quarters 
of a choir fell ill in the Netherlands after a single performance. One member died, as well as 
three partners of members. Meanwhile in Berlin, over a third of a choir of 80 tested positive, 
with another third reporting symptoms but not being tested. Similar scenarios have been 
reported elsewhere in Europe and around the world.

While religious services have resumed in most European countries, many have banned 
congregational singing. Others, including Germany’s Federal Government, have advised 
against singing. Several states within Germany have taken the step of banning singing alto-
gether. In the Netherlands, the authorities have left it up to religious leaders themselves to 
decide whether or not to sing.

These fears around singing are not surprising. The theory is that when you sing, fine 
droplets of saliva are sprayed from your mouth, reaching a distance far greater than ordinary 
talking. A scientist from Germany’s famous Robert Koch Institute, which specialises in disease 
control, has claimed that "droplets fly particularly far when singing." Several studies from the 
past have been used to back up this claim.

Is singing as dangerous as we thought?
The evidence behind this claim is now being challenged. Not content with previous general 
studies, several new scientific projects are trying to establish exactly how risky singing is for 
transmitting viruses like COVID-19.

One doctor in the UK, Declan Costello, is having people sing into a plastic funnel, in 
order to measure the number and size of droplets produced by singing. He believes many 
of the fears and government bans on singing are based on anecdotal evidence, and hearsay. 
While governments were simply doing their ‘duty’ to prohibit singing, he hopes that his study 
will provide a scientific answer as to how fast singing can be reintroduced.

How dangerous is religious singing?
‘Devastating sense of limbo’
For many religions, especially Christianity, singing is an integral part of worship. What’s more, 
choirs provide many people with a community and sense of identity. In the UK alone, there 
are an estimated 40,000 choirs, none of whom are able to gather together as usual. Choristers 
in Wales, a country with a famous love of singing, are reporting a loss of community spirit and 
togetherness. For others, singing is their livelihood. Many churches pay professional singers 
to perform music for their worship, and these musicians are losing money as well as feeling a 
‘sense of limbo’ that is ‘devastating.’ 

Zoom has proved a way that church choirs can continue to sing together, and some choirs 
are finding this a very positive experience. Others, however, find singing online frustrating 
and tiring due to the undeniable ‘physical absence.’ 

At the end of the day, all choirs look forward to the day that they will be able to sing again 
in person, and relive the ‘buzz’ that comes from making music in a shared space.

Frazer MacDiarmid

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-dangerous-is-religious-singing/
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During the Black Lives Matter protests across the globe, St Albans Cathedral – the shrine to 
Britain’s first saint and the oldest site of continuous Christian worship in Britain – installed a 
painting of the Last Supper, with Jesus as a black man. Using a Jamaican-born model, Lorna 
May Wadsworth made the painting in 2010, to “question the Western myth that Jesus Christ 
had fair hair and blue eyes.” The cathedral installed a reproduction of the original painting in 
direct solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement, calling itself an ally of the movement 
that wanted to build “a strong, just and fair community… where black voices are heard, and 
where black lives matter.” Despite its right intentions, Wadsworth’s revision of Leonardo da 
Vinci’s 15th-century mural painting has sparked public debate. Some see it as a “bold state-
ment”doing the right thing, while others see it as a mistake, doing the wrong thing for the 
right reasons.

“Look with fresh eyes at something you think you know.”
The installation comes as the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, called for reconsidering 
the image of Jesus as a white man. The cathedral’s dean, the Very Reverend Dr Jeffrey John, 
said this reimagining of Jesus calls people to “look with fresh eyes at something you think 
you know.” The St Albans for Black Lives Matter group said the painting visually addresses 
the historical problem of racism: “It is not about the accurate portrayal of Jesus’ appear-
ance but about promoting conversation about how history is often whitewashed.”Reverend 
Richard Coles, the vicar of Finedon in Northamptonshire, also welcomed the painting, say-
ing that every Christian community around the world has imagined Jesus according to their 
race: “Black Christ, brown Christ, Asian Christ, Native American Christ. I think it’s because we 
made Christ in our own image.”

“Where are all the other black people?”
Wadsworth’s Last Supper has also attracted criticism, including from black campaigners and 
historians. Wilfred Emmanuel-Jones MBE, the founder of ‘The Black Farmer’ project, pointed 
out the painting was unable to escape white perceptions and tokenism. “The first thing that I 
thought when I saw that picture is: ‘Well, where are all the other black people in that picture?’ 
What I see is a victim. I find out it’s a white person that has painted this picture. You have 
this black person in there: that just feels as though there’s some form of tokenism going on.”

Portraying Jesus as a black man
“He will wash you white as snow.”
African Studies Professor Kehinde Andrews of Birmingham City University believes the 
Church of England needs to do more. He explains that both white Jesus and the Church of 
England need to be seen as a critical part of colonialism and slavery: “The Church is one of 
the key owners of the enslaved,” he says. “The image of the white Jesus was given to us as 
the enslaved. It was one of the main ways to pacify us. You still have people in Black churches 
in this country saying that ‘he will wash you white as snow.’  That’s the original white saviour 
image, and the whole purpose of it was to embed colonialism and slavery.” Reverend Coles 
disagrees, arguing that the Church of England played a significant role in the legislation to 
bring about the abolition of the slave trade. He also defends the white Jesus of Europe and 
North America, which should not be ‘erased’ because people need to portray Jesus their 
Saviour as a relatable person.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/portraying-jesus-as-a-black-man/
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The practice of conversion therapy has long been an issue of great controversy worldwide. In 
the last year, there have been various moves to tackle it. Important action has been taken in 
Germany, where the government has backed a law that would punish any practitioners of con-
version therapy with up to a year in prison. If the law is accepted, Germany would be the sec-
ond European country to make these practices illegal, after Malta first imposed a ban in 2016.

Conversion therapy is based on the belief that it is possible to convert individuals from 
being homosexual to heterosexual. It sees being gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender as 
a mental illness, which should be cured. Some of the techniques used are hypnotism and 
electroshock treatment. However, the practice has never been proven effective and is even 
found to cause physical and mental harm. Therefore, it is regarded as dangerous by health 
associations around the world.

Moving forward
Even though many have been opposing conversion therapy for many years, Germany is one 
of the first European countries attempting to ban the practice. Only four other nations around 
the world have fully banned conversion therapies. The first country to do so was Brazil, where 
laws banning conversion therapy were introduced in 1999. Following this, similar bans were 
created in Ecuador, Malta, and Taiwan. Several other countries have bans in a limited number 
of states or regions, such as the Australian state of Victoria and the Spanish cities of Madrid 
and Valencia. Similarly, several Canadian, Argentinian, and South African regions have taken 
legal steps to prohibit the practice. In the United States, North Carolina became the first south-
ern US state to ban public funding for the practice in August 2019. Eighteen other states have 
similar bans. Finally, a handful of countries are currently considering legal bans, including the 
United Kingdom, France, and Mexico. Besides countries, organisations and individuals are 
also becoming aware of the dangers of conversion therapy. In May 2019, Amazon stopped 
selling books by psychologist Dr. Joseph Nicolosi, as the author promoted the idea that sexual 
orientation can be changed through conversion therapy. Furthermore, In June 2019, McKrae 
Game came out as gay. He is the ex-leader of conversion therapy organisation Hope for 
Wholeness and spent years trying to convert homosexuals. After coming out, he apologised 
for these practices and admitted that people needed therapy and tried to commit suicide 
because of him. Game is not the first preacher to come out. Alan Chambers, leader of Exodus 
International, shut down this conversion therapy organisation after coming out as gay in 2013.

Ending conversion therapy
Room for improvement
Although there have been clear steps taken by states, companies, and individuals in certain 
countries, there is still more to be done to fully stop the practice. For example, in Switzerland, 
the nation’s Federal Council announced it refuses to ban conversion therapy in October 
2019, even though the LGBTQ+ organisation Pink Cross Switzerland have stated that the 
practice is common in the country. In the United States, 58 per cent of LGBTQ+ individuals 
live in states without protection for conversion therapy. In conservative religious communi-
ties, this practice is still being promoted and practiced.

In Israel, the practice has recently been the focus of political attention. Education minister 
Rafi Peretz stated he believes conversion therapy can work, resulting in hundreds of people 
calling for him to resign. Moreover, the Israeli Prime Minister responded that Peretz’s remarks 
are unacceptable. In Cyprus, people have accused clerics promoting conversion therapy, 
leading to suicidal thoughts among homosexual individuals.

In other words, there is still room for improvement. A major first step is banning the 
practice in more countries. A ban sends a message that LGBTQ+ people are accepted and 
respected, and do not need to change. Moreover, a ban shows that those in support of con-
version therapy are at fault, not those that are a victim to it. Of course, bans are not enough. 
The belief that sexual orientation can be changed should be countered. However, the mes-
sage sent by a national ban is a strong way to change society’s perception.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/ending-conversion-therapy/
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on digital religion.

Having meals via Zoom? Celebrating religious services in front of a camera? Tuning in on 
Mass from your own sofa? What might have been unthinkable a couple of months ago, has 
now become reality. Since the moment large gatherings were no longer allowed due to coro-
navirus, technology has become the tool for humans to communicate. Not only in everyday 
life, but also in religion.

Since March 2020, Europe is in the grasp of COVID-19, the new coronavirus. Many 
European governments cancelled all large gatherings to limit the spread of the virus. As a 
result, religious gatherings and events could no longer take place. However, as illustrated 
in the examples above, faithful are looking for new ways to participate in social events and 
connect with one another. This has led to the strengthening of technology as a key religious 
agent. Even though technology was present in the religious lives of faithful to some extent 
before coronavirus emerged, research from Belarus points out that the coronavirus crisis 
has accelerated digitalisation by at least ten times. The rising influence of technology in 
religion is clearly illustrated by the many initiatives of churches, synagogues, and mosques 
to be together in a digital way. Although some religious groups already made wide use of 
technology, for most it is a new way of reaching out to their community. Taking religious 
gatherings online has caused the digitalisation of religion, which started before COVID-19, 
to be particularly visible today. This article will first consider the traditional religious agents 
present in Europe. Then, the influence of technology as a new religious agent – in the context 
of COVID-19 – will be discussed. The benefits and drawbacks of this new religious agent will 
also be considered.

”The coronavirus crisis has accelerated digitalisation by at least ten 
times“

Religious agents as we know them
Before COVID-19, several European actors were particularly important religious agents. For 
instance, the pope in Vatican City, orthodox bishops in Eastern Europe, and the Church of 
England in the United Kingdom come to mind. Pope Francis’ messages reach large parts of 

Technology as a religious agent
the world. In the past, he has called attention to vulnerable groups, religious freedom, and 
climate change. Religious buildings may be viewed as religious agents as well, in the sense 
that they play an important part in the lives of faithful. Before coronavirus emerged, faithful 
would regularly gather in churches, mosques, or synagogues. Getting together for a religious 
celebration, singing and praying together, and being quiet together are all very important 
aspects of any faith. Even speaking to each other after the service is often considered as 
a crucial part of living faith. Besides traditional leaders and institutions, some politicians 
are also heavily involved in the religious traditions of their country. This is particularly seen 
in many Eastern European countries. To illustrate, Aleksandr Lukashenko, the president of 
Belarus, recently stated that “Orthodox Christianity traditions remain the moral foundation 
for Belarusian people.”

Digital literates springing up like mushrooms
As a result of coronavirus, many religious traditions have to be adapted in order to limit the 
spread of the virus. Therefore, most religions have increased their use of digital technolo-
gies to reach faithful and connect with them. However, technology is not entirely new in the 
religious world. For example, evangelical and charismatic churches in the Netherlands have 
been particularly active online for the past few years. They have found that social media are 
an easy way to reach faithful and to keep them updated. Due to coronavirus, however, more 
and more religious institutions and figures have implemented or increased the use of tech-
nology. For instance, Pope Francis has been live streaming his morning services from Vatican 
City, and spoke in front of an empty St Peter’s Square, rather than asking faithful to come to 
his services. In Germany, pastoral care via telephone has gotten much more attention, as pas-
tors cannot visit church members. An especially interesting development regarding the use 
of technology is the celebration of religious holidays in various religions. Easter, Ramadan, 
and Passover all took place during the coronavirus crisis. Even though these holidays are 
usually celebrated with friends and family, religious communities quickly shifted to the use 
of technologies. For instance, Jewish communities adapted the rules for using technology 
during the Seder meal. For most Jews, the use of virtual methods of communication was 
allowed, as long as the session was set up before the actual meal began. Moreover, where 
Easter is usually celebrated in a church building, churches now live streamed their services. 
In Germany, a pastor found that placing photos of the members of his congregation on his 
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church benches helped him to imagine that he indeed was conducting a service for the 
whole congregation. Muslims have also adapted their celebrations of Ramadan. Rather than 
gathering with family and friends, for instance, faithful get in touch via digital communication 
platforms such as Skype.

Connecting with a greater audience
Now that we have seen how faithful digitalise their religion during COVID-19, it is time to 
discuss the benefits and drawbacks of technology as a new religious agent. Religious com-
munities around Europe are experiencing three main benefits: connection, reach, and bridg-
ing gaps.

“Technology enables religious communities to reach greater 
audiences than ever before”

First of all, digital technologies allow faithful to remain connected with their community, even 
though physical gatherings are cancelled. By gathering online or watching a live-streamed 
service, one can still have a sense of community. Even in times of quarantine, this contributes 
to feelings of collectivity. In fact, according to The Guardian, some faithful are connecting 
more often than ever during times of coronavirus. Moreover, Danish newspaper Berlingske 
writes that believers are becoming even more religious than they were before. Not only ser-
vices and celebrations are taken online; other parts of the religious lives of faithful are also 
continuing digitally. In the Netherlands, for example, young catechumen are discussing their 
topics via WhatsApp chats and calls. In Scotland, coronavirus could not stop the induction of 
a new priest – not in real life, but via Zoom.

Second, technology enables religious communities to reach greater audiences than ever 
before. It is easier to join the celebrations of a certain church, mosque, or synagogue, even 
if they are located in another region or country. Therefore, several religious institutions are 
experiencing an increase in their geographic scope. For instance, a church in Oulu, northern 
Finland, found that its live streams reach more people in Helsinki than in Oulu itself. Similar 
developments are seen in the United Kingdom, where one in four British adults have joined 
a religious service since coronavirus lockdowns began, compared to six percent of adults 

who regularly attend services during normal times. This is illustrated by the Anglican Palm 
Sunday mass at Plymouth Cathedral. The church, which usually draws 650 worshippers, had 
2,200 people tune into the online service. Also in Ireland, a huge peak is seen in the number 
of people that are connecting to online services, in comparison to the number of people that 
physically came to church before COVID-19. Moreover, the pope even reached as much as 
11 million people whilst giving the special blessing Urbi et Orbi on Friday the 27th of March 
– a blessing that is normally only given on Christmas Day and Easter Sunday. Not only can 
technologies help to increase religions’ geographic scope; they can also help to reach new 
groups. For instance, mosques are able to reach young people, who are increasingly difficult 
to get in touch with, through the use of digital platforms.

Finally, news reporters find that digital technologies allow for bridging the gap between 
religious people that have not gone to church for a longer period of time on the one hand, 
and churches that now live stream their services on the other. For example, BR24 reports that 
in Germany, many who have left the church use technology to share the message of Christ 
through podcasts, blogs, and social media. Because the current crisis forces traditional com-
munities to think about ways to go online, it is an opportunity for traditional churches and 
people who have left the church – but not their faith – to find each other again.

Technology cannot replace gatherings
Despite the many benefits of technology as a new religious agent, two key drawbacks can be 
identified: the inability to replace live gatherings and an individualistic approach to religion.

First, articles from several countries report that virtual services cannot fully replace the 
usual gatherings. In Germany, Thomas Sternberg, President of the Central Committee of 
German Catholics, stated that the most important aspect of faith is celebrating the Eucharist. 
As this is a communal activity, Sternberg argues that this cannot be replaced by a digital 
service. Other aspects of live gatherings, such as singing or praying together, are also expe-
rienced to be harder when meeting online. Pope Francis has also expressed his thoughts 
on the online community, claiming that faith cannot be lived only digitally. In addition, Erik 
Borgman, a Dutch professor in public theology, argued that the liturgy has become the 
most central part of online services, whereas the community – a crucial aspect of faith – has 
become less important. One has to be careful that the sense of community does not have to 
suffer under this crisis, Borgman argues. In Greece, the missed traditions around orthodox 
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Easter are seen as a great loss. Whereas these are usually celebrated with friends, family, and 
strangers, coronavirus has made this impossible.

Second, some faithful fear for a more individualistic approach towards religion as a result 
of digitalisation. For instance, Italians have been allowed to tell their sins directly to God, 
without a priest’s involvement. Moreover, several groups may not be able to attend religious 
services, such as the elderly and those without access to the required technology or devices. 
This may lead to increasing gaps between groups and individuals. Ed Kilgore, columnist 
for New York Magazine, also argues that digitalisation may lead to individualistic religion. 
He writes that organised religion is tested during this time of coronavirus, which might lead 
people to take a step back from the rituals performed in religious celebrations. Taking this 
step back could cause a more individualistic interpretation of faith, according to Kilgore. Also 
Catholic scholar Franco Cardini states that individualistic faith prevails, as praying by oneself 
or praying together cannot be compared. Finally, even groups that connect through social 
media platforms may feel like they are living their religion individually. For instance, podcast 
producer Hanna Kunze has stated that she would prefer a streamed sermon over posting a 
comment on Facebook.

“One has to be careful that the sense of community does not have 
to suffer under this crisis”

Different points of view
Technology is a new religious agent in the lives of faithful. The emergence of this agent has 
been accelerated in the past few months, due to the emergence of COVID-19. Digital tech-
nologies allow religious institutions and figures to reach greater audiences and to connect 
with one another. Nevertheless, many faithful miss live gatherings and argue that online 
services cannot replace live gatherings. Moreover, being involved in religious activities from 
one’s own home might lead to a more individualistic approach to religion. Thus, the benefits 
and drawbacks of technology as a religious agent can result in many different points of view. 
What is your opinion on technology as a religious agent? And how can these developments 
be seen in your country or religious group?

Astrid Hamberg



“Has God gone, or can God even go, 
truly digital?”
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COVID-19 does not discriminate. Your race, religion, ethnicity, gender identity, or political 
affiliation do not protect against the virus or make one more vulnerable. We are all at risk 
of contracting an infection and we all have to work together to stop the spread. But has the 
financial and emotional burden been the same to all? The experience of Europe’s Islamic 
community says otherwise.

“COVID-19 does not discriminate”

There is no denying the ongoing coronavirus pandemic has been difficult for Europeans 
everywhere. From the obvious health scare, to financial concerns, to normal interactions 
and events being turned upside down with social distancing – things are far from normal. 
However, for several of Europe’s communities, such as the continent’s Islamic community, 
there have been added difficulties. During this time, Muslims across Europe have witnessed 
Islamophobia take on new forms and been forced to compromise deep-seated Islamic cus-
toms because of the restrictions. Further, Ramadan was also quite difficult to observe during 
this time as there were both health concerns over the safety of fasting and restrictions on 
traveling and large gatherings. These challenges have all combined to make this already 
difficult time that much more taxing for Muslims across Europe.

Islamophobia: new form, new challenges
Prior to the pandemic, there were reports that Islamophobia was already on the rise all across 
Europe but especially in the two nations with the largest Muslim populations – Germany 
and France. As the number of hate crimes against Muslims continues to increase, members 
of Germany’s Islamic community have justifiably said they simply do not feel safe anymore.
Unfortunately, the pandemic did nothing to stop the attacks and rather only encouraged 
them to take on a new form. For example, a Turkish family in Hamburg, Germany received a 
letter that allegedly contained the coronavirus with a note from the sender stating “Die, die 
slowly. Leave Germany to the Germans.”

There have also been claims suggesting Muslims aim to benefit from the virus. In India, 
members and leaders of the Bharatiya Janata Party have claimed Muslims plan to use the 
coronavirus to attack Hindus and other non-Muslims by licking food and violating lockdown 

A universal virus with unequal challenges
regulations. The fake videos and false claims that have circulated online have been flatly 
denied but reports of what is being called #CoronaJihad continue. Europe has not been 
immune to these incredibly discriminatory and Islamophobic claims. A cartoon that depicts 
a veiled Muslim woman with the coronavirus molecule hiding behind the face screen was 
published in late March in the widely-circulated Grecian newspaper Ekathimerini. In con-
trast, though Islamophobia has certainly continued in other ways, the pandemic has brought 
some minor positive developments for France’s Muslim community. Since 1989, the nation 
has instituted controversial bans on head coverings and full-face veils, which many argue 
blatantly target Muslim women. Leaders have justified the bans with claims that face and 
head coverings pose a security threat and are symbols of women’s oppression. However, the 
nation’s new Covid-imposed face mask requirement has sparked new debates around the 
legitimacy of those arguments. Some have gone so far as to argue that the present face-mask 
requirement shows the “absurdity” of the leaders’ statements.

“There have been multiple communities, including Europe’s Islamic 
community, who have been disproportionately challenged by 
this pandemic”

Gravesite shortage
As has been widely reported, Italy has been especially hit hard by the virus and the nation’s 
Muslim community is no exception. It is an Islamic tradition that the dead must be buried as 
quickly as possible, preferably within 24 hours. However, for the Italian Muslim community, 
this has simply not been possible during the pandemic. Throughout Italy, there are a limited 
number of Islamic burial sites as there are few strictly Muslim cemeteries and only a sparing 
number of Catholic cemeteries with Muslim-only sections. This has resulted in members of 
Italy’s Islamic community having to postpone burials and travel long distances to ensure their 
loved ones could receive a dignified burial.

An unprecedented Ramadan
Lastly, throughout the pandemic, multiple religious communities have been forced to forgo 
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their traditional celebrations for some of their most revered religious holidays, such as Jews 
with Passover and Christians with Easter. However, for Muslims these challenges carried on 
for an entire month in their observance of Ramadan. Like Passover, Ramadan is a very com-
munal time for Muslims as normally the faithful would gather together throughout the month-
long fast for special meals and to exchange gifts. Further, this is also a time where many 
Muslims travel – some to celebrate Eid, the festival that marks the end of the fast, with their 
loved ones and many others for the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, formally known as the Hajj. 
Unfortunately, these gatherings and activities were all impermissible due to the pandemic.

On the bright side, there were a handful of silver-linings throughout Ramadan. Despite 
initial fears that abstaining from food and drinks might make individuals more susceptible 
to contracting the virus, health professionals determined the practice was safe for healthy 
Muslims and in fact had positive effects on the immune system. Further, some Muslim com-
munities throughout Europe were able to find ways to safely gather together for the celebra-
tion of Eid. For many this was accomplished by gathering outside in unlikely places, such as 
car parks, to ensure everyone had the space to maintain social distancing.

A hope for a better tomorrow? 
Needless to say, while this has been a trying time for everyone, it would be incorrect to sug-
gest we have all carried the same burden. There have been multiple communities, including 
Europe’s Islamic community, who have been disproportionately challenged by this pandemic. 
Hopefully, the calls for solidarity and realisations that the virus itself does not discriminate 
will spark discussions for how this continent has failed to embrace and support its Muslim 
citizens. However, given how deeply ingrained these failures are in the history and present 
sentiments of the continent, unfortunately that prospect still seems a bit lofty.

Elizabeth Dixon
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During March, April, and May 2020, Spain was one of the countries facing the most brutal 
effects of the coronavirus pandemic. With the virus spreading across the nation and hospitals 
running out of capacity, a total of over 40,000 people lost their lives to the illness, many of 
them coming from Spain’s relatively large elderly population. Marking the lives of those who 
passed away would seem on the surface to be an uncontroversial act, but as the article will 
summarise, it has actually turned into an important milestone in reflecting the changing role 
of religion in the Spain of the 21st century.

New government, new approach
After the election of the new progressive coalition in November 2019, there had been a 
number of expressions of tension between the more conservative members of the Catholic 
Church and the objectives of the government, in particular with regards to proposed changes 
to the teaching of religion in Spanish schools.

Yet despite this, as the coronavirus struck the country in March 2020, most religious fig-
ures stuck to calls for unity and solidarity rather than criticising the government. However, 
tensions between the Church and state arose again after Pedro Sanchez announced that the 
memorial event organised for the government to remember the victims of COVID-19 would 
be laico (secular) in nature, and therefore would not be held in a church nor led by a bishop 
or according to religious practices.

In response, the Church announced that it would hold its own ‘funeral mass’ in the 
Almudena Cathedral in Madrid, to be led by Cardinal Osoro, and held ten days before the 
government’s service. Quickly, the announcement of the Church’s service began to be dis-
cussed as a political issue as it was confirmed that the Royal Family of Spain would be in 
attendance, but not the President. Instead, it was stated that the Vice-President, Carmen 
Calvo, would be there to represent the state.

Sanchez’s refusal to attend the service unsurprisingly led to criticism from the traditionally 
conservative political parties in Spain, particularly the leading opposition party, the Partido 
Popular. After the service had finished in the Almudena Cathedral, the General Secretary of 
the party, Teodoro Garcia Egea, claimed that it had been a ‘grave error’ that Sanchez had not 
attended the funeral and that it was an “important thing to have leaders who are sensitive to 
the people and their pain.”

A new reality for the Spanish Catholic Church
However, despite the criticism of some members of the opposition, an article in El País made 
clear why Sanchez had refused to attend the event and had put so much focus into ensur-
ing that ‘every detail’ of the state event would avoid religious influence or symbolism. The 
state-organised event, held in the Palace grounds rather than a Cathedral, would be the first 
memorial of its kind that would not be led or influenced by Catholic precepts. This contrasted 
starkly with previous memorials such as that for the victims of the Madrid bombings in 2004, 
which had been held in the Almudena Cathedral. Therefore, although two of the leading 
Catholic bishops were in attendance at the state event, they were treated only as observers, 
given the same status as representatives of other minority faiths.

Declining religiosity
The fact that the Spanish government decided to hold an event of such significance without 
giving a role to the Catholic Church is representative of a deeper sociological change that 
is affecting countries across Europe. Whilst in the early 1980s, 90% of Spaniards described 
themselves as Catholics, this number has fallen sharply in the last decades and now stands 
at just 61%, with only 19% practicing the faith regularly. This process of declining religiosity 
is particularly evident amongst the young, with only 36% of those in the 25-34 age group 
identifying as Catholic, for example.

This process of declining religiosity has contributed to the fact that the Catholic Church is 
increasingly losing its once ubiquitous role in Spanish public and state affairs. This case serves 
as an interesting comparison to other European nations, where changing demographics are 
having major political and social consequences for the power of the Church and should be 
of interest to all those wanting to understand religion’s place in Europe in the 21st century.

Freddie Scott
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on digital religion.

The COVID-19 crisis has brought to the surface many existing tensions in Europe while simul-
taneously adding new ones. These tensions clash over many key areas of European life and 
raise important questions about how to live personally and communally in a pandemic, draw-
ing religion deeply into the nexus of growing tensions.

Stress brings out the best and the worst of people, and, we could add, plagues the best 
and worst of nations and unions. The COVID-19 pandemic sweeping the globe in 2020 is 
the kind of challenge that will make or break the fate of many. Europe faces COVID-19 as 
one of the first epicentres of the virus, with some of its countries (such as Italy, Spain, and the 
UK) facing great numbers of cases, while others like Germany and Norway faring much bet-
ter. The crisis has brought to the surface many existing tensions in Europe while simultane-
ously adding new ones. These tensions clash over many key areas of European life and raise 
important questions about how to live personally and communally in a pandemic, drawing 
religion deeply into the nexus of growing tensions. We will now consider these four main 
points of tension as they relate to Europe and religion: Economic, Political, Pathogenic, and 
Religious.

Economic tensions: will eurobonds unite or divide, bail out or bankrupt? 
Although the tensions to the economic responses and conditions to the COVID-19 pandemic 
have been graphed to a traditional North-South divide, it is more helpful to recognise that 
there are dominant orientations towards viewing the nature of the EU represented by differ-
ent nations that exist on a spectrum of prioritising the collective of nations or the individual 
nation. Nations like Italy, Spain, and France, which have been especially hard hit by the virus 
both in terms of economic impact and in terms of terminal cases of the virus, are not simply 
overwhelmed by the level of economic crisis, they also argue that the collective good of the 
EU and nations as members of a collective bloc ought to be highlighted. Consequently, they 
see the economic impact of the pandemic as not simply a varied national one, rather it is one 
that is shared by all by virtue of their relationship. Alternatively, nations like Germany and the 
Netherlands tend to see the pandemic as unevenly affecting individual countries. This places 
the burden of responsibility primarily on the individual nations to care for their own people 
and recover from the economic impact. These nations are obviously not indifferent to the 

Extremes and tensions in COVID-19 Europe
suffering of their neighbors, nor unwilling to lend some kinds of aid (e.g. Germany receiving 
patients in their hospitals; or using a pre-established EU fund to lend aid). However, their 
individualistic inclination does predispose them away from a move towards the eurobonds 
that collectivists desire.

Complicating this picture are the open economic questions about how exactly is the best 
way to stabilise the economies of the hardest-hit countries: would eurobonds solve the prob-
lem, or merely pass it along intensified to a later time? Should aid be given via loans or grants 
when some argue that loans only add to the financial insolvency of the weaker nations? While 
the economic questions will continue to be debated by economists, the important point 
of this tension is that it is not merely a matter of economic response and which countries 
have been hardest hit (though this has a significant effect, especially given the proportion 
of tourism’s share of the GDP of southern EU states), rather it is embedded within cultural 
orientations towards either collectivism or individualism vis-a-vis intra-European economic 
support. These cultural orientations themselves may have connections with religion, in that 
Roman Catholicism often serves as the primary religious tradition of nations in the collectivist 
camp, while Protestantism serves as the primary religious tradition of nations in the individ-
ualist camp. Unsurprisingly, then, especially given the true scope of economic threat to so 
many people’s lives and livelihoods, Roman Catholicism in Europe has largely taken the side 
of the collectivists, with both German bishops in writing and Pope Francis in his live-streamed 
sermon urging for the economic crisis to bring Europe together.

Political tensions: is the EU the problem? Will democracy survive COVID-19?
Another tension felt throughout Europe is between those who emphasise values of democ-
racy and intra-European unity and those who increasingly emphasise the value of their 
national values and independence. This manifests itself in two ways.

First, there is the concern by nations such as Germany, France, and Italy that nations such 
as Romania, Hungary, and Poland are moving away from democracy and tight integration 
with the EU to more authoritarian nationalistic structures. The nationalists, however, see this 
concern less in terms of cultural drift democratic principles as in terms of uneven assess-
ment and the question of the usefulness of unity. Second, there is the turn to nationalism in 
response to perceived failures of intra-EU unity, specifically as it relates to economic support. 
Italy, for example, has politicians suggesting continued participation in the EU is pointless, 
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chiefly because when collective support is most necessary, it faces resistance. Paradoxically, 
this second point reveals the priority of Europeanism as it turns to Nationalism. Nationalism 
is offered as the alternative, although how much it is the ideal societal structure varies. 
Moreover, often nationalists deploy a nationalised version of religion to legitimise their move 
towards authoritarianism and a reimagined national identity, as is particularly the case with 
Viktor Orbán in Hungary.

Pathogenic tensions: should we actively fight COVID-19 or let it run its course?
The pathogenic response to the coronavirus illustrates a further tension. On the one hand, 
some nations imposed active countermeasures to combat the spread of COVID-19. Others, 
conversely, took a more passive response, with the approach known as ‘herd immunity’ (e.g. 
Sweden and initially the UK) representing the extreme form of this approach. On the active 
end of the response, we have Italy who locked down the Lombard region before the full threat 
of the pathogen to Europe and the world was fully understood. Italy, Spain, France, Germany, 
and other EU nations did impose strict self-isolation measures fairly quickly. Meanwhile, on 
the passive end of the extreme, the UK initially underestimated the severity of COVID-19 
and chose to adopt a ‘herd immunity’ response. It would eventually have to change course 
to impose very strict self-isolation measures, though its delay may relate to it recently hav-
ing taken the lead for the most deaths due to coronavirus in Europe. Sweden maintains the 
furthest extreme of the pacifist response, as it still has not imposed strong isolation counter-
measures, leaving its economy and schools open.

Tension has also arisen between religious communities and the wider society they inhabit. 
For example, tensions have appeared when a religious community refuses to abide by the 
lockdown measures imposed or by the imposition of active measures itself or when a reli-
gious community’s response to the pandemic is deemed suspect or insufficient. However, 
it has also happened that the religious communities impose countermeasures without an 
external demand from the government. This illustrates that the spectrum of responses to 
the pathogen exists from active to passive. A further tension exists in the treatment of the 
bodies of victims of the virus, with especially Muslims objecting to cremation. However, there 
is also tension rising as restrictions start to lift, due to governments delaying the opening of 
churches and other houses of worship.

Religious tensions: tradition vs. accommodation
Negotiating the COVID-19 pandemic, the major world religions have their own internal ten-
sions over how to respond to the pandemic, especially in relation to how much to alter 

standard rituals and practices given the transmissibility of coronavirus. Tensions mainly fea-
ture between hardcore traditionalists and accommodationists. However, there is also a sub-
theme of those who deny the virus can even be transmitted through religious ritual and 
those who think it can. Thus, the spectrum runs from those who deny the virus is a threat and 
therefore traditions should remain intact, to those who reject the digitalisation of the religion 
on the basis that the traditions and rituals cannot actually be replaced by a digital means, to 
those who recognise the virus is spreadable through ritual and contact and so accommodate 
to the temporary situation as best as possible through digital means, to those who see digi-
talisation as the future of religion. 

The key role of religion
With COVID-19, tensions have risen throughout Europe. These tensions are entangled with 
religion on several levels. On the one hand, religious people are caught up in the crisis along 
with everyone else and are seeking to have their voices heard in light of the four main areas 
of tension described. They face economic, political, pathogenic, and religious questions that 
in many cases seem to be and in fact are matters of life and death. On another level, however, 
religion is often entangled with these concerns on the societal level. Economically, religion 
seems to play a part in the kinds of solutions cultures find most convincing. More Protestant 
countries usually prefer a more individual responsibility for economic concerns, while cultures 
with more Roman Catholic religious backgrounds opt for a collective economic response.

A politictised take on religion, as seen especially in Hungary, has been used to lever-
age the populace towards a more autocratic and nationalistic culture, an outcome that con-
cerns more democratic and pan-European nations. The tensions surrounding the pathogenic 
response to the virus, meanwhile, as much as they are exhibited in the political responses 
they also express themselves in relation to religious responses. Sometimes it is local religious 
communities rebelling against or insufficiently fulfilling the lockdown measures, leading to 
tension between religious groups and the local populace. Other times it is the tension of 
religious bodies taking measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19 even when the local 
political authorities have not, leading to a different kind of tension between religion and the 
political establishment, as in Hungary. Finally, there is tension inside religions themselves as 
traditionalists oppose accommodating religious practice to avoid the transmission of the 
virus, usually at odds with official policies of the religion’s authorities. In reflection, however, 
while religion is entangled with these tensions, it might also be entangled with their remedies.

R. Anthony Buck
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Members of Parliament (MPs) on both sides of the political spectrum in Britain have been 
accused of Islamophobia in recent months. Since then, the COVID-19 pandemic has rav-
aged its way through the UK, disproportionately affecting black, Asian, and minority ethnic 
(BAME) Britains, including Muslim communities, which have been gravely impacted by the 
virus and related economic fallout. Will dire statistics that prove the extent to which the UK 
government has failed its Muslim communities encourage MPs to take greater action against 
Islamophobia within their parties and throughout the UK?

COVID-19 disproportionately impacts Muslim communities
According to the Guardian’s April analysis, BAME Britains have been disproportionately rep-
resented among COVID-19 deaths by as much as 27%. A recent figure from the Office of 
National Statistics (ONS), which analysed data from early March until May 15, showed that 
Muslims have a higher death rate than any other groups. These facts are not surprising, as 
British Muslims are twice as likely to be living in poverty than other Britains.

Muslims have also been subject to racist conspiracy theories blaming them for the coro-
navirus pandemic. Afzal Khan, the vice-chair of the all-party parliamentary group for British 
Muslims, who has received racist emails himself, has spoken about the circulation of false 
narratives connecting Muslims to the spread of the virus. The British organisation Tell Mama, 
which records Islamophobic incidents and supports its victims, has reported many incidents 
of Muslims being blamed for the pandemic.

Fighting Islamophobia in Parliament
The Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) has been urging political leaders to better fight 
Islamophobia within their parties in recent months. In November 2019, the MCB accused 
the Conservative Party of “denial, dismissal and deceit” regarding Islamophobia in the party. 
In December 2019, the Council released a manifesto listing demands to the major political 
parties, relating to issues ranging from religious liberty with regards to religious clothing to 
discrimination in the criminal justice system, equality in education, and an ethical foreign 
policy. In March 2020, the Council submitted a report to the UK’s Equality and Human Rights 
Commission (EHRC) outlining 300 cases of alleged Islamophobia against Conservative Party 
affiliates, including Members of Parliament, advisers to the Prime Minister, and Boris Johnson 
himself. The Labour party has also witnessed Islamophobia in recent months. Shortly after 

Islamophobia in the UK government
the MCB report noted above was filed, Trevor Phillips, the chairman of the EHRC, was sus-
pended from the Labour Party over allegations of Islamophobia.

More recently, after Phillips was appointed to lead an inquiry into the disproportionate 
effect of COVID-19 in BAME communities in the UK, Public Health England received an 
open letter signed by 100 black women as well as a letter signed by thousands of black and 
minority healthcare workers, both of which critiqued his involvement. Sayeeda Warsi, the for-
mer Tory chair, who has fought Islamophobia in her party, and Simon Woolley, the director of 
Operation Black Vote, also critiqued Phillips’ involvement. Labour MP Naz Shah called it “an 
insult” to the memory of the Muslims who have lost their lives to COVID-19.

Change to come?
It is possible that the devastation to Muslim communities caused by COVID-19 and racist 
rhetoric blaming Muslims for the virus will motivate political leaders to take action against 
Islamophobia in Parliament and in the UK. For instance, several MPs have voiced concerns 
about the reopening of mosques in England because of the recent rise in Islamophobia 
related to COVID-19 conspiracy theories. Wes Streeting, who is one of the vice-chairs of the 
APPG for British Muslims, has called on police to up security at mosques. Furthermore, the 
outcry following Phillips’ appointment to the Public Health England Inquiry into the impact 
of COVID-19 on BAME communities, demonstrates an acute effort by political leaders to 
fight against Islamophobia within their parties. The next few months – with the reopening of 
mosques and the eventual distribution of a vaccine, among other things – will show insight 
into how Parliament plans to address Islamophobia in government and beyond.

Olivia De Silva

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/islamophobia-in-the-uk-government/
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Efforts to stem the spread of the novel coronavirus and protect public health have resulted 
in unprecedented restrictions on religious worship. While most religious organisations, espe-
cially in earlier phases, supported government bans on worship, many came to question the 
rationality behind blanket bans and attempted to negotiate compromises out of the restric-
tions. Many felt ignored by governments and took to the courts for recourse and have won, 
in countries like Germany and France, notable victories.

“As lockdowns spanned from days into weeks, several European 
religious groups began to grow restless with the restrictions”

Coronavirus effects on religious freedom
As the novel coronavirus spread throughout the world, infecting millions and killing hundreds 
of thousands, governments scrambled to protect public health by imposing varying levels 
of lockdowns and social distancing restrictions. Beginning in Italy, measures were eventually 
adopted by almost all European nations, in many cases curbing political liberties at a scale 
and at a speed rarely, if ever, previously reached. The measures particularly affected reli-
gious worship, which is often built around socializing and public gatherings. The distancing 
procedures not only altered normal weekly worship, but also significantly altered plans for 
Easter and Ramadan celebrations and practices, forcing most to move online. Many religious 
organisations accepted and supported the temporary curbs on worship, seeing the public 
health necessity. That being said, some religious institutions maintained that it was illegal for 
governments to restrict religious worship to the extent that they did. Earlier in the pandemic, 
several newsworthy religious challenges originated in the United States, with pastors in some 
southern states refusing to cease religious practices and mounting legal cases against the 
social distancing orders. As lockdowns spanned from days into weeks, several European reli-
gious groups began to grow restless with the restrictions.

Le Figaro conducted research in mid-May, examining 15 European countries and the 
effects their responses had on religions. Of the countries studied, only two, Spain and Poland, 
never officially ordered the ban on public worship. That being said, the social distancing 
requirements effectively banned such activities. Most of the other countries, like France and 
Germany, allowed churches to remain open, but without the ability to host public worship. 

Freedom of religion vs. public health
As countries saw the peak of the virus pass, several, like Monaco, Croatia, and Slovakia were 
quick to allow religious worship to resume, looping religious worship in with other reopen-
ings. Other countries set dates for religious worship to resume in their phased reopening 
plans, like Austria, Italy, and Portugal. For most of these countries, though there was criti-
cism of religious restrictions, the governments eventually opened up services on their own 
fruition. In other places, though, religious groups and worshippers sought and won earlier 
reopenings via the judicial system.

“Many of France’s earliest COVID-19 cases were traced to a series of 
evangelical meetings”

Legal challenges and victories
In Germany, for instance, Angela Merkel’s government was criticised in late April for planning 
the reopening of many stores and shops, but neglecting religious worship. The criticisms 
eventually led to a legal challenge from a Muslim group in Lower Saxony, who objected to 
the government’s blanket ban on religious worship, believing exceptions should be possible. 
The case ultimately reached the Federal Court of Justice, Germany’s highest court, which 
struck down the blanket ban on April 29, calling it a “serious infringement of religious free-
dom.” The court allowed for religious institutions to earn exceptions to the rule, as long as 
extensive health precautions were taken by the respective places of worship.

The German Court’s decision increased already growing pressures in France, where a sim-
ilar blanket ban existed. The French government adopted a strict stance on religious worship 
from a public health standpoint early on, as many of France’s earliest COVID-19 cases were 
traced to a series of evangelical meetings in Mulhouse in February. Ultimately, 2,500 cases 
worldwide would be attributed to the gatherings. Nonetheless, religious groups in France 
have tried to argue for the ability to be granted an exception from the ban. Additionally, in 
early May, a series of Catholic Bishops proposed a reopening scheme to the government, 
but were denied the opportunity and instructed to wait until June 2. The French government 
began relaxing some of the lockdown measures in early May but bans on religious worship 
remained unaffected. This led to further challenges and, ultimately, a review of the policy by 
the Council of State, France’s highest administrative court. On May 18, the Council of State, 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/freedom-of-religion-vs-public-health/
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like the German Federal Court of Justice, struck down the blanket ban, finding it “dispro-
portionate in nature,” and the source of “damage that was seriously and manifestly illegal.” 
Some politicians, like the Republican’s Bruno Retailleau, welcomed the decision, calling it 
“good news for freedom of religion.”

“The judicial world has proven a successful ally, at least to the swifter 
ending of blanket bans on religious worship”

Ongoing struggles
In other countries, like Luxembourg, religious institutions have not yet taken legal action, 
but have criticised the government for cutting them from reopening negotiations. In mid-
May, Archbishop of Luxembourg Jean-Claude Hollerich accused the government of acting 
carelessly and unilaterally in its treatment of religious worship. The church attempted to 
contact the government to negotiate safe mass procedures, but received an almost form-
like response, stating that all cultural events were banned. Hollerich expressed disappoint-
ment at the extent to which religious freedoms have been curbed without allowing for wider 
public and church input, an element important to the participatory democracy that governs 
Luxembourg.

Finally, there are some legal challenges the results of which have yet to be finalized. In 
the United Kingdom, a Bradford-based mosque has filed a legal complaint against the gov-
ernment in mid-May for banning religious prayer, especially during Ramadan. The case has 
been given a go ahead for judicial review. Those representing the mosque argued that the 
ban is unlawful and has caused significant distress, preventing Muslims from performing an 
obligatory component of their religious beliefs during a particularly holy part of the year. The 
government has responded, arguing that the disruptions have been “justified and propor-
tionate by the need to protect life and public health.”

Ultimately, regardless of whether one believes government curbs on religious freedom 
have been justifiable, the judicial world has proven a successful ally, at least to the swifter 
ending of blanket bans on religious worship.

Tyler Mikulis
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Recently, both national television channels and Netflix have aired shows and films related 
to religion. Whereas some of these, such as the recent HBO-series The Young Pope, were 
a big success, others were met with resistance. In this article, we will dive into four religions 
or religious institutions currently covered by films and series: the Catholic Church, Islam, 
Christianity, and Judaism.

Catholic Church
In December 2019, Netflix released a new film called The Two Popes. The film is about the 
resignation of Pope Benedict XVI and the rise of current Pope Francis. Director Fernando 
Meirelles clearly shows two main contrasts. First, the popes have contradicting visions for 
the future of the Church. Whereas Benedict was a conservative pope, Francis is much more 
liberal. Another strong contrast in the film is the difference between the outskirts of Buenos 
Aires where Francis used to preach, and the wealthy Vatican with its palaces. The film seems 
a success, scoring a 7.6/10 on IMDb. Nevertheless, Italian newspaper Il Post has argued 
that the relation between Francis and Benedict is different than shown in the film. Whereas 
the Netflix film shows a friendship between the two men, they did not know each other well 
before Benedict’s resignation. Today, the newspaper claims, the two are even more distant.

HBO series The Young Pope is even more popular, scoring an 8.4/10 on IMDb. The 
series considers how young Cardinal Lenny Belardo becomes pope, and therefore head of 
the Catholic Church. It is shown how Belardo, as Pope Pius XIII, seeks to challenge existing 
Vatican traditions. The series was such a big success that it has been followed by a second 
series called The New Pope, scoring an 8.2/10 on IMDb.

Islam
Messiah is a Netflix series that aired in January 2020. The show follows a CIA agent inves-
tigating a mysterious figure named Al-Masih, who has gathered a legion of followers after 
proclaiming to have been sent to earth to help humanity by a higher power. The connection 
with Islam, but also with Christianity, can quickly be made. Al-Masih even means ‘Messiah’ 
in Arabic.

As a result, Jordan, where the series was filmed, has urged Netflix to remove the show. 
The country believes the narrative of the show is too controversial. However, Netflix has 
stated that the series is not related to any particular religion, and based on a fictitious story.

Religion and television
Nevertheless, the show has raised a fundamental question: if the Messiah would come back 
today, would we recognise him? Despite the controversy around the show, it has sparked 
interest around the world, resulting in a 7.7/10 IMDb score.

Christianity
A Netflix comedy called The First Temptation of Christ was met with so much resistance, that 
the issue was taken to court. The firm was created by a comedy group in Brazil as a Christmas 
special. The production shows Jesus coming out as being gay, and depicts how Jesus has 
to deal with a smoking Mary, a jealous Joseph, and a domineering and seductive Father. 
Religious groups accused the controversial film of blasphemy, and millions of people signed 
a petition aimed at removal of the movie. Nevertheless, the film’s producers defended the 
production as a legit form of freedom of expression. The disagreement was taken to court, 
where the judge ruled that the removal of this film would not only calm the local Christian 
community, but would also benefit Brazilian society, which is predominantly Christian. The 
court argued that Christian values cannot be undermined by satire. The resistance around 
the film is reflected in its low IMDb score of 4.6/10.

Judaism
In an attempt to continue making progress when it comes to diversity and representation, 
Disney has introduced its first-ever Jewish princess. Actress Jamie-Lynn Sigler, who is the 
new princess's voice, stated that she is “so excited to voice Disney’s first Jewish princess.”  
Disney’s new Jewish princess made her first appearance in a Hanukkah-themed episode of 
the hit series Elena of Avalor.

Determinants of success
Why are some series and films met with resistance, while others are a great success? Part of 
the answer might be found in the degree of reality. Shows sparking controversy, such as The 
First Temptation of Christ, may seek to create comedy, rather than depict reality. And even 
though Messiah is not a comedy, it relates religious themes to a fictitious storyline. On the 
other hand, successes, such as The Two Popes and The Young Pope, stay relatively close to 
the actual situation. And whereas Disney does not generally base its shows on reality, the 
introduction of a Jewish princess did not have the aim of parody, but rather of inclusion.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/religion-and-television/
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The coronavirus crisis affects us all in many ways, both great and small. The question is how 
to deal with the challenges that are now posed upon us. Religious people sometimes have 
different approaches than others. This article reflects on how Christian young faithful are 
affected by coronavirus, and what solutions they – or religious leaders – bring to the table. 

The coronavirus crisis has a huge impact on our entire society. It affects us in our daily life, 
our physical health, and in our mental health. Many are searching for ways to cope with new 
situations, such as being locked in our own homes. Especially younger people are hit by a 
lockdown: it is hard not to see your friends in real life, and not going to school is not that fun 
after a while. Besides, you can even feel a bit out of place if you cannot meet your friends in 
church. So how do young religious people deal with their current situation?

To begin with, several key events for young Christians have been postponed. For exam-
ple, Pope Francis decided to move two major Catholic events: the World Meeting of Families 
and World Youth Day. The events were planned for respectively 2021 and 2022, but will 
both be held a year later. Not only large events were cancelled; smaller celebrations were 
greatly affected as well. Churches all over Europe are postponing celebrations, such as the 
confirmation of twenty Finnish children in Kangasala. In response to these disappointing 
developments, church leaders have been trying to find new ways to connect. In IJsselmuiden-
Grafhorst, the Netherlands, for instance, a reverend took to WhatsApp in order to have dis-
cussions with all his confirmation catechumen.

Young faithful and the pope – messages back and forth
With many events cancelled, but religious leaders still wanting to stay in touch with their 
young faithful, both are messaging each other to express their concern and initiatives. For 
example, on Palm Sunday – which has been dedicated to young people for 35 years -, Pope 
Francis paid extra attention to young Catholics. The pope urged them to spend their lives 
on God and other people, for that is the way to live life to the fullest. Young faithful, on the 
other hand, wrote a letter to Pope Francis after another religious event – The Economy of 
Francesco – was postponed to November 2020. They stated that they view the extra time 
waiting for the event and the time in lockdown as a very long Holy Saturday, which is the 
time of waiting until the resurrection. Besides, they also see the importance of the so-called 
‘economy of relationships’ (an inclusive and life-giving economy) and promised that they will 
redouble their efforts on establishing such an economy.

Coronavirus and Christianity: A call for creativity
Youth workers in churches have also found ways to keep young faithful interested. For 
instance, in Leicester, United Kingdom, a 27-year-old youth worker used Minecraft to rebuild 
the original church and to meet young faithful in their world. The youngsters can complete 
Biblical challenges and meet with their regular youth group. Moreover, in Belgium, young 
faithful are encouraged to look after the elderly in their community by running errands or 
walking their dogs.

Youths taking matters into their own hands
Not only are young faithful responding to what religious leaders pose or organise for them; 
they also start their own initiatives. For example, in the Netherlands, evangelical youth group 
BEAM – together with the Dutch Salvation Army – has raised money for sex workers who 
had to stop working due to coronavirus. Furthermore, young faithful of the Sant’Egidio com-
munity in Antwerp and Brussels, Belgium, have set up a call centre to stay connected with 
their elderly friends, and they also practically support those who cannot leave home. As for 
‘standard’ religious behaviour, a study from the UK showed that young adults have turned 
to prayer more than older adults. Even young people who had never gone to church before, 
suddenly tuned in on digital services.

All in all, both young faithful and their religious leaders have started initiatives to cope 
with the crisis, to help others, and to connect with one another online. Rather than sitting still, 
young Christians are inspired by their belief to make a change in these challenging times.

Astrid Hamberg

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/coronavirus-and-christianity-a-call-for-creativity/
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on digital religion. 

Religious authority has become increasingly fragmented in Europe. Digitalisation has encour-
aged this particularly, and across all major religious communities in Europe. There are two 
ways in which digitalisation has broken religious authority apart in Europe: it has allowed 
national authority to prevail upon religious authority more easily, and it has allowed individual 
decisions to replace authoritative ones. While both national authority and individual life have 
been rising in Europe for some time, the current COVID-19 pandemic has given these even 
greater precedence, with digitalisation now playing a defining role.

“A rising concern has been how the breaking apart of religious 
authority in Europe will impact its religious minorities”

European Muslims: religious authority fragmented 
Muslims in Europe have in particular seen the fragmentation of their religious authority struc-
tures. The rise of Islamism in Europe has been made possible by the weakening presence 
and relevance of traditional forms of religious authority. Digital technology has played a key 
role in this. For example, ISIS has been able to readily radicalise European Muslims through 
digital content, communication, and communities. This has undermined authoritative Muslim 
narratives with ‘narratives of conflict’ in Europe. “Salafi-Islamism has become such a major 
influence within British Islam,” says the UK’s anti-extremism commissioner Sara Khan, “crowd-
ing out voices that advocate a more reconciled British Muslim identity.” The terrorist offences 
caused by digitally fostered Islamism have placed religion in direct conflict with national 
authority. The response has been the expansion of national authority over Muslim religious 
life in Europe. The UK parliament passed a bill to stop the early release of Islamist extremists 
convicted of terror offences. The bill specifically aimed to prevent terror attacks by convicted 
terrorists released early from prison, such as the London Bridge knife attacks by Usman 
Khan in November 2019 and the Streatham stabbings by Sudesh Amman in February 2020. 
The government also pledged tougher sentences for serious terrorist offenders, including 
a 14-year minimum for worst offenders, and more funding to the police to deal with terror 
offences. In response to terror attacks by Islamist militants in recent years, France similarly 

Authority in the face of the digitalisation of religion
banned foreign imams from teaching in France. Part of French President Emmanuel Macron’s 
crackdown on “Islamist separatism,”  this ban promises greater government control over the 
schooling of Muslim children, the financing of mosques, and the training of imams. The new 
measures aim to stop “foreign interference” in how Islam is practised in France, and replace 
measures that have allowed Muslim-majority countries to send teachers and imams to France.

”The inability of religious institutions to conduct their collective 
practices during the COVID-19 pandemic radically limited their 
ability to exercise their authority“

COVID-19: national authority takes precedence
This expansion of national authority has been enhanced by the COVID-19 crisis in Europe, 
where lockdown restrictions have greatly disrupted religious practice for all major faiths. 
For example, France saw mosque and church closures across the country as part of its lock-
down. This shifted congregational life online. Crucially, these restrictions were made pos-
sible through the close cooperation between religious and state authorities. The Grand 
Mosque in Paris was closed not only as a health safety measure but also to demonstrate 
solidarity with the French citizenry and state. Similarly, Catholic media KTO based in Paris 
reinforced its ‘national’ character during its live broadcast of all the major ceremonies. 
Archbishop Chrysostomos II in Cyprus also played a crucial role, promoting the enforcement 
of restrictions proposed by President Nicos Anastasiades.

The compliance with national authority was not uniform across Europe, however: for 
example, churches in Bulgaria defied the lockdown by remaining open and allowing cler-
gymen to bypass social distancing during religious rituals. Similar examples were seen in 
Moldova and Hungary. These, however, stand in stark comparison to the outright resistance 
of religious leaders in countries outside Europe: in Pakistan, for example, religious leaders 
were successfully able to resist inclusion into the national lockdown, reflecting the Pakistani 
state’s long-standing dependency on religious institutions to justify its authority. In the case 
of Pakistan, religious leaders also successfully questioned the legitimacy of the digitalisation 
of religious practices.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/authority-in-the-face-of-the-digitalisation-of-religion/
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COVID-19: narrowing the space for religious authority?
The inability of religious institutions to conduct their collective practices during the COVID-
19 pandemic radically limited their ability to exercise their authority. For example, in a his-
torically unprecedented act, Pope Francis in Italy allowed individual confessions without the 
mediation of a priest. Complying with state restrictions, priests in Italy were also unable to 
personally visit the sick. Ironically, digitalisation enabled this narrowed religious authority 
to nevertheless maintain its relevance. For example, Pope Francis shifted to live-streamed 
mass, which was seen and followed by both believers and non-believers alike. Similarly, it 
allowed previously disparate Muslim scholars and imams across Europe to come together. 
Responding to rising questions on how to practice Ramadan during the pandemic, the 
Islamic Council of Europe held an emergency online symposium to discuss possible answers. 
Attended by over 35 scholars and imams from diverse backgrounds, the symposium agreed 
on unprecedented Ramadan guidelines for the pandemic. These guidelines offer solutions 
to issues such as mass prayer, fasting for frontline healthcare workers, and religious burials 
of COVID-19 fatalities. In addition to these guidelines, the symposium announced C.A.L.M. 
(COVID-19 Advice Line for Muslims), a new national helpline for Muslims seeking guidance.

“The rise of Islamism in Europe has been made possible by the 
weakening presence and relevance of traditional forms of religious 
authority”

Losing religious authority: an uncertain future
Europe has indeed seen the fragmentation of authority of all major religions in Europe in 
favour of stronger national authority as well as more individual forms of religious life. This has 
been accelerated by both digitalisation in Europe and the COVID-19 lockdown. How this will 
impact European life remains uncertain. A rising concern has been how the breaking apart of 
religious authority in Europe will impact its religious minorities. A key example is of Muslims 
in France. With 8 per cent of the country being Muslim, France has the largest Muslim pop-
ulation in Europe. In 2011, France became the first country in Europe to ban the Muslim veil. 
The recent ban on foreign imams to teach in France arguably further normalises anti-Muslim 

sentiment in the country. French President Emmanuel Macron’s crackdown appears to be 
appeasing far-right voters, and is feared to further heighten attacks on ordinary Muslims. 
How the country is dealing with its Muslim minority shows that it is struggling to be a secular 
state whilst allowing for religious freedom. Freedom to practice faith is in fact, some argue, 
being attacked under the guise of secularism.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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Since 2017, Russia has outlawed the religious group Jehovah’s Witnesses, and started a 
tough crackdown on worshippers in the country – affecting both foreign and Russian citizens. 
This has led to an increase in members seeking asylum across Europe, and many experts 
questioning if Russia has taken a step further towards authoritarianism, in an attempt to save 
the Orthodox Church. 

Europe: an increase in asylum applications
A rather unique situation is currently taking place in Norway – since 2019, the country has 
received an increasing number of asylum requests from Russian Jehovah’s Witnesses, as a 
result of Russia’s recent tough stance on the group’s religious practices. Since 2017, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses have been illegal in Russia; a religious group to which about 175,000 Russians 
belong. It was made illegal on the basis of preaching and promoting an “extreme form of 
Christianity,”  according to the Russian Supreme Court. Additionally, Jehovah’s Witnesses 
face a lot of discrimination in the country and, for instance, do not have the right to own 
property. In 2019, 18 Jehovah’s Witnesses were charged for participating in “extremist prac-
tices” and nine members were imprisoned for their involvement with the group, while 18 
were convicted and nearly 500 raids took place. Human Rights Watch has marked this escala-
tion of the Russian state’s crackdown on Jehovah’s Witnesses as very worrying. At least 5,000 
members have been reported to have fled the country. Norway is very aware of the situation 
in Russia and seeks to grant asylum to Russian Jehovah’s Witnesses that wish to flee from the 
country due to the fear of prosecution and/or discrimination.

A further step towards authoritarianism in Russia?
Norway is not the only outside observer worried about the situation – many human rights 
organisations have also taken notice of the situation and are closely following developments. 
Russia’s reasoning for outlawing Jehovah’s Witnesses is based on the organisations’ inter-
pretation of Christianity and their claim that it is “the only true religion.”  However, many 
outsiders have pointed out that all religions claim some sort of monopoly on “truth” through 
their practices, and that this is not unique to Jehovah’s Witnesses.Therefore, it seems that the 
Russian state’s focus on the organisation is specifically targeting the group, rather than tar-
geting “extremist practices,”  though this is what the country claims. Many critics see Russia’s 
tough stance on Jehovah’s Witnesses as a reaction to the group’s rather big outreach and 

The Russian crackdown on Jehovah’s Witnesses
focus on “spreading” their religion. This could be seen as a threat to the Russian-Orthodox 
church. Jehovah’s Witnesses are, so far, only illegal in authoritarian countries with a strong 
mono-religious government, such as Turkmenistan and Tadzhikistan. Another theory about 
Russia’s harsh stance on the Jehovah’s Witnesses is linked to the fact that the religious group’s 
country of origin is the United States – perhaps one of Russia’s biggest ‘enemies’ and com-
petitors globally.

Merciless treatment of worshippers
The first Jehovah's Witness ‘extremist’ that was arrested in Russia, back in 2017, was a Danish 
man by the name of Dennis Christensen. He was charged with 6 years in prison in January 
2020. However, it is speculated that he will be released later this year, as he has been offered 
to pay a fine instead of serving prison time. Countless lawyers across the world, also in Russia, 
see the arrest of Christensen as unlawful. Additionally, many reports claim that the Russian 
police have tortured many Jehovah’s Witness members; in February 2020, a Russian Jehovah’s 
Witness, Vadim Kutsenko, reported that he had been beaten by the Russian National Guard 
in Chita, Russia, after being ‘exposed’ as a member of Jehovah’s Witnesses and refusing 
to disclose information about other members of the group. Kutsenko has been in police 
custody ever since the incident. Since 2017, many Russian Jehovah’s Witnesses have fled to 
neighboring countries Finland and Norway, and have gone as far as the Netherlands to seek 
asylum. However, the recent pressure on Norway and other European countries is specifically 
noticeable. It additionally makes one wonder if Russia will go after other religious minorities 
in the near future – and if so, who’s next?

Hannah Macaulay
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In April 2019, an enormous fire broke out in the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris. The event 
shocked all of France and left many people emotional. In the city itself, citizens gathered 
around the burning building. A viral video shows a crowd of French citizens emotionally sing-
ing a hymn as they watch the cathedral burn. President Emmanuel Macron summarised the 
building's sentimental significance in a tweet: 

“Our Lady of Paris in flames. It is emotional for a whole nation. 
Thoughts for all Catholics and for all French. Like all our countrymen, 
I’m sad tonight to see this part of us burn”

The world in tears
The news quickly spread across the globe and shocked millions. According to Michel Aupetit, 
Archbishop of Paris: “Notre-Dame is burning, the whole of France is crying, the whole world is 
crying.” The world collectively reacted to the fire, showing the importance of the building to 
people across the globe. The Vatican also responded in shock, calling the building a “symbol 
of Christianity in France and in the world." Leaders from many European countries expressed 
their sadness. The tragedy of Notre-Dame also sparked responses beyond Europe, espe-
cially in the United States. For instance, former President Barack Obama tweeted: “Notre-
Dame is one of the world’s great treasures, and we’re thinking of the people of France in your 
time of grief.”

Donations
As a result of worldwide publicity, donations were received from all around the world. For  
example, the charity Friends of the Notre-Dame de Paris and the French embassy in 
Washington, DC, organised fundraising concerts in several cities in the United States. In 
fact, both the Friends of the Notre-Dame de Paris and another charity, the French Heritage 
Society, received 95% of their donations from the United States. Americans tend to see the 
Notre-Dame Cathedral as an icon of Christianity, as the building is present in many books 
and films, such as Disney’s ‘The Hunchback of Notre-Dame.’  Moreover, they tend to be 
fascinated by Paris and have a romanticised perception of the city. This helps explain why 

Saving the Notre-Dame
Americans have donated so much to help a cathedral on the other side of the ocean. Even as 
the fire was still burning, donations were beginning to be made towards the reconstruction of 
the Notre-Dame. In total, over 922 million euros in donations for restoration were promised.

“Americans tend to see the Notre-Dame Cathedral as an 
icon of Christianity”

“The worst has been avoided”
The day after the devastating fire, the damage could be assessed. The fire had destroyed 
most part of the roof and large parts of the interior. Moreover, the building’s 93-metre spire 
had collapsed. However, fortunately, the structure of the Cathedral seemed to be preserved. 
The two well-known towers with bells were still standing, and many treasures were saved. 
For example, the Crown of Thorns, that Jesus is believed to have worn during the crucifixion, 
was saved from the fire. According to President Macron, firefighters have made sure that “the 
worst has been avoided.”

Conservation
Jean-Louis Georgelin oversees the reconstruction of the Cathedral. In January 2020, he stated 
that the building “is not saved yet.” This call for caution was made earlier by Monseigneur 
Patrick Chauvet, the Cathedral’s rector, who claimed that there is only a 50% chance of saving 
the building. As was quickly clear after the fire had been put out, the roof of the building was 
destroyed. Therefore, the ceiling vaults are now crucial to stabilise the Cathedral. However, 
when the fire broke out, restoration was going on. Because of this, there is still scaffolding in 
the building. This scaffolding has to be removed to assess the damage done to the ceiling 
vaults. According to Chauvet, there is a chance that, while removing this scaffolding, it will 
fall on the three ceiling vaults and damage them. This shows how vulnerable the building 
still is, months after the fire. Safely removing the scaffolding is seen as the hardest part of the 
conservation of the building. If this is done successfully, restoration can start.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/saving-the-notre-dame/
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Christian community right after the fire. As a result, both Christian and Islamic leaders pointed 
towards strengthened religious ties. President Macron also called for national unity the day 
after the fire, and stated: “I believe very deeply that we can transform this catastrophe into 
an occasion to come together.”

Anne Clerx

"The spire and the rest of the Notre-Dame will be restored to its 
original design"

Restoration
Restoration is not expected to start before 2021. According to Chauvet, it may take up to 
three years of restoration before the building can be opened to the public again. Complete 
restoration will take even longer.

Key religious and political leaders have spent months discussing how the building 
should be restored. Patrick Chauvet made clear he hoped to restore the building exactly 
the way it was before. Others, such as priest Charles Delhez from Belgium, believe that the 
Cathedral should be rebuilt in a modest way. This means that not too much money should 
be spent. Delhez argues that there are more urgent problems around the world to be solved. 
Alternatively, there have been calls to modernise the building during the restoration. Some 
architects propose to build the spire of steel and glass bricks, or adding a frosted glass 
element to “represent the ghost of what used to be there.” In July 2020, however, it was 
decided that the spire and the rest of the Notre-Dame will be restored to its original design. 
Nevertheless, sustainable materials will be used to achieve this goal.

President Macron has set a five-year target for the restoration work to be completed. This 
is partially influenced by the fact that Paris will host the 2024 Olympics. Macron hopes the 
works will be completed by then. However, restoration experts have argued that restoration 
may take ten to fifteen years.

“The restoration of the Cathedral is symbolically viewed as an 
opportunity to rebuild the nation”

Rebuilding the nation
Much of the discussion at the moment is focused on the practical task of rebuilding the 
Cathedral. However, the restoration of the Cathedral is symbolically viewed as an oppor-
tunity to rebuild the nation. Many see the incident as a turning point in French society. 
For instance, whereas religious groups are usually rather separated, Muslims supported the 
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Female priests have exceeded the number of male priests in the Church of Sweden as of 
late July, 60 years after it ordained its first female priests. With 50.1% of the priesthood now 
women, the Church of Sweden, the largest Lutheran denomination in Europe, stands apart 
from other Christian groups on the continent with regard to gender equality, including the 
Church of England and the Catholic Church. With one of Europe’s major Christian denomina-
tions demonstrating major strides in gender equality, can we expect similar progress in other 
Christian bodies on the continent? 

Progress in the Church of England
The Church of England ordained its first female priests in 1994 – only first permitting women 
to become bishops in 2014. Today, only one in three Anglican priests are female, and around 
20% of bishops in the UK are women. However, the Church has made some progress in 
gender equality. In December 2019, for instance, the Church announced its plan to employ 
“unconscious bias training” as part of an effort to guarantee that half of Church leaders are 
women by the year 2030. Some major milestones in gender equality in leadership include 
the Church’s appointment of Rose Hudson-Wilkin as Britain’s first Black female bishop in 
late 2019, and the appointment of Cherry Vann as the first female bishop of Monmouth in 
early 2020.

Will the Catholic Church follow suit?
The Catholic Church, on the contrary, has not permitted the ordination of female priests, and 
until very recently, has failed to include women in non-clergy leadership positions. In October 
2019, amidst talks to allow married men to enter clergy positions in the Amazon, where there 
is a shortage, activists called on the Church to ordain women as a way of filling the gap. Many 
campaigners have complained that women, who already serve in non-clergy ministerial posi-
tions in some regions, lack adequate recognition for their roles. Further, the Church refuses 
women voting power at Vatican synods, because they are not ordained priests. However, 
the Vatican has made some progress in gender equality in non-clergy leadership roles. In 
January, Pope Francis appointed the first-ever woman to a senior Vatican position, making 
Francesca Di Giovanni, an Italian lawyer, the undersecretary for multilateral affairs in the 
Secretariat of State. More recently, in August, the Pope appointed six women to leadership 
positions in the Vatican, in what has been called a “progressive step.”

Gender equity in the Church of Sweden – and beyond?
More progress to come?
The future of gender equality in the Church of England and the Catholic Church look remark-
ably different. Given recent social progress in the Church of England, such as the rise in 
female bishops – including women of color and LGBTQ+ women -, the acceptance of same-
sex marriage, and the dismantling of some institutionally racist institutions, such as undiverse 
church choirs, it is likely that the Church of England will continue to pursue progress in its 
clergy’s gender makeup, perhaps sooner than expected. The Catholic Church will likely con-
tinue to make strides in the inclusion of women in non-clergy positions, at least under Pope 
Francis’ leadership. However, it is unlikely that the Church will make any changes to its posi-
tion on the ordination of women, as illustrated by the pope’s recent failure to ordain married 
men in the Amazon region, which would have been a significantly less progressive move.

Furthermore, despite better gender representation in the Church of Sweden, Church of 
England, and the Catholic Church, to varying degrees, true gender equality is still far off. In 
the Church of Sweden, for instance, female priests are paid less than male ones, with the 
wage gap averaging 2,200 Swedish kronor (£196) per month. The same is likely true in the 
Church of England and the Catholic Church, given the male majority in leadership positions, 
which pay more.

Olivia De Silva

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/gender-equity-in-the-church-of-sweden-and-beyond/


“While religion is entangled with 
tensions, it might also be entangled 
with their remedies”
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Islamophobia has spread from Xinjiang to Germany, warns Faisal Devji, Professor of History 
at the University of Oxford: “From the mass incarceration of Uighurs in China, Rohingya terro-
rised and driven out of Burma, Indians hacked to pieces and burnt alive in Delhi, Germans of 
Turkish origin shot dead by a far-right activist in Hanau.” Once sporadic and local, anti-Mus-
lim attitudes have more recently acquired a global dimension. The rise of COVID-19 has 
sped up this global spread of Islamophobia.

Don’t blame the virus
The first major reports of COVID-19 stirring anti-Muslim feeling came from India in April. 
The outrage over a Muslim mass gathering in Delhi sparked not only a new wave of COVID-
19 cases but also a nationwide “Islamophobic turn.” National news in the country blamed 
Muslims for spreading the virus, and Twitter trended with Islamophobic hashtags like 
#CoronaJihad and #COVID-786 (786 carries religious meaning for Muslims). This ‘turn’ cre-
ated alarm within India. “Instead of corona quarantine, we should have a hate quarantine,” 
declared historian Rana Safvi. Two months later, in June, news broke out that half of the UK’s 
imported COVID-19 infections were from Pakistan.

Blame-and-ban
Headlined by the Telegraph, this news quickly spread to the Sun and MailOnline. Read 
by millions, it flamed far-right anti-Muslim propaganda that, like in India, blamed both the 
UK’s COVID-19 outbreak and the renewed lockdown in Leicester on Muslims. Professor of 
Journalism at Kingston University London Brian Cathcart warned that this was a case of 
“dishonest and distorted journalism” spreading hate against Britain’s Muslim minority: “A 
disparate collection of half-baked whisps of information [turned] into a stick with which to 
beat Muslims.” The Telegraph’s claim, he forensically explained, was entirely false. Far from 
50 per cent, in fact, fewer than 0.05 per cent of all new COVID-19 cases in England came 
from Pakistan. The Telegraph never gave evidence or confirmed any source for its headlined 
figure. Despite this, and eerily evoking the Muslim travel ban, it called for stricter quarantine 
checks on arrivals from ‘high risk’ countries like Pakistan.

Blaming behind evidence
On 30 July, just hours before Eid al-Adha – one of the holiest festivals in Islam – the UK 

Virus and vitriol: Are Muslims to blame for spreading?
government locked down communities across its ‘Muslim belt’: Greater Manchester, Burnley, 
Blackburn with Darwen, Bradford, and Leicester. While the government defended its actions 
based on evidence, it also left British Muslims worried about a new wave of blame. “It must 
be the Muslim community’s fault,” said Manchester Councilor Rabnawaz Akbar. “People are 
angry, and now that anger is focused on a particular community.” Tellingly, Conservative MP 
Craig Whittaker suggested that England’s ethnic minorities were not adhering to pandemic 
guidelines. Evidence shared with the government’s own scientific advisers, however, also 
warned of rising Islamophobia caused by lockdowns. Much like how lockdown measures 
have led to an explosion of online anti-Semitic hate incidents in Europe, the lockdown in 
Leicester had sparked “extensive racist comments on social media,” the evidence revealed. 
British Muslims now brace themselves for what may come their way after the Eid al-Adha 
lockdown.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/virus-and-vitriol-are-muslims-to-blame-for-spreading/
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In the Orthodox Church, the holy communion is usually given to faithful using the same 
spoon for everyone. In the light of coronavirus measures, this tradition has been subject of 
discussion – and was even changed by the Catholic Church. In Greece, however, an intense 
discussion between government representatives and the Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church 
is going on, for the Holy Synod is refusing to change its tradition.

Missed traditions
The Greek typically like their traditions very much. However, due to coronavirus, Greek faith-
ful have had to miss many traditions. They could not hold a procession on Good Friday, there 
were no fireworks at midnight, and they could not go to church on Easter Sunday. The church 
service could not even be followed at home, because the Resurrection Mass was postponed 
altogether. It was finally celebrated on May 26, albeit in a slightly different form because of 
the coronavirus measures.

Contradicting voices
The measures were imposed by the Greek government in March. At first, the archbishop of 
Greece called for every faithful to make their home a small church, considering they could 
not meet in their usual churches anymore. However, not all religious leaders responded as 
well to the rules of the government as the archbishop. For example, the bishop of Corfu 
called his faithful to still come to church, although a curfew was in place and one needed per-
mission to go out for exercise or grocery shopping. In addition, after one month of lockdown 
and with Easter celebrations in sight, the archbishop turned to the Prime Minister, asking him 
to allow churches to reopen within the lines of the safety measures.

“Because a shared spoon is a risk for spreading coronavirus, the 
Catholic Church has changed the way the Eucharist is given”

More friction between the Orthodox Church and government
The most important sacrament within Christianity – especially for the Orthodox Church and 
the Catholic Church – is the Eucharist. In the Orthodox Church, the same spoon is used to 
distribute the holy communion of bread and wine to all faithful. Because a shared spoon 

Why does the Orthodox Church quarrel over a spoon?
is a risk for spreading coronavirus, the Catholic Church has changed the way the Eucharist 
is given. Faithful now get the host (the bread they believe is Christ’s body) in their hands, 
instead of receiving it directly into their mouth. However, the Greek Orthodox Church is 
not willing to change the tradition at all. This has led to friction between the Greek minister 
of education and religious affairs, Niki Kerameus, and the Orthodox Church, with a bishop 
threatening to excommunicate her, because she stated that the traditional way the Eucharist 
is distributed is a danger during the coronavirus pandemic.

In May, Bishop Amvrosios wanted to excommunicate three government representatives 
in Greece: the aforementioned minister of education and religious affairs, the head of the 
civil protection, and the Prime Minister. All three stated that coronavirus can be spread in 
the traditional way still used by the Orthodox Church during the Holy Communion. The Holy 
Synod (the ruling body of the Greek Orthodox Church) said that only they, and not just any 
bishop, can excommunicate someone, so the excommunication did not really take place.
However, the Holy Synod did place a statement saying that the Holy Communion cannot 
transfer coronavirus to others, for it is the body and blood of Christ, and so it is holy and it is 
a “manifestation of love.”  Stating otherwise is considered blasphemy.

Astrid Hamberg

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/why-does-the-orthodox-church-quarrel-over-a-spoon/
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While jihadist terrorism is one of the core components of any global news broadcast, its 
subtler counterpart, Islamism, rarely rises to public consciousness. The distinction between 
these two forms of extremism has been well articulated by Maajid Nawaz, founder of the 
counter-extremism organisation Quilliam, who defines Islamism as the attempt to impose 
one particular version of Islam on the rest of society, whereas jihadism is the attempt to do 
that by violent means. Judging from Maajid Nawaz’s definition, the relative lack of attention 
for Islamism may seem justified, because its ideology is basically non-violent. However, it 
is an unfortunate fact that imposing one particular interpretation of any religion, including 
Islam, on the rest of society is a theocratic project that goes against central European prin-
ciples like the freedom of religion and the separation of church and state. Some Islamists 
organisations, such as Hizb ut-Tahrir, even desire to create an Islamic state (‘caliphate’), with 
a corresponding Islamic legal system (‘sharia’). It should therefore give pause for thought that 
several Islamist movements are active in Europe at this moment, some of which are more 
strident than others. This article will look at the striking example of the Netherlands.

The Netherlands: Salafi influence from the Gulf states
In 2018 the Dutch government discovered that at least 30 Dutch Islamic organisations, or 
10% of all Dutch mosques, have requested or received extensive financing (up to millions 
of euros) from the Arab states of the Persian Gulf for many years. This may seem harmless, 
but the financing was found to be an explicit attempt to promote Salafism: a fundamental-
istic, intolerant and anti-democratic variant of Islam. In four years time, the amount of Salafi 
mosques in the Netherlands grew from 13 to 27, and the number of Salafi preachers rose 
from 50 to 110, according to the Dutch anti-terrorist coordinator NCTV.

Salafi schools in the Netherlands
Then, in 2019, research by the Dutch parliament revealed that young children at Dutch Salafi 
mosque schools were being taught that (1) people with a different religion or worldview (and 
also adulterers, apostates, and homosexuals) deserve the death penalty, that (2) Muslims 
should distance themselves from Dutch society and its values of equality and freedom, and 
that (3) young Muslims should leave this “unbelieving country” to settle in an Islamic one. 
At least 50 such schools were identified in the Netherlands alone. The mayor of Arnhem, 
Ahmed Marcouch, who has been fighting Salafism since 2004, has warned that these Salafi 
organisations not only radicalise young people, but can even become a portal to violent 
jihad, and should therefore be banned. According to Marcouch, the Dutch government is 
already aware of hundreds of young people whom they consider to be dangerous.

Islamist extremism in the Netherlands
The Dutch parliamentary investigation into Salafi influences
This investigation was continued in February 2020, when the Dutch parliamentary com-
mission started an official inquiry into the “undesirable influence” of these alleged Salafi 
organisations, and how to design effective measures to prevent these influences. Multiple 
board members of Islamic organisations were questioned under oath. The commission also 
questioned the director of the Dutch General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD), Dick 
Schoof, who said that the new generation of Dutch Salafi Muslims forms a serious threat to 
the Dutch rule of law in the long term, because “they are striving for a parallel society where 
the rules of the Dutch legal system do not apply.” One of the reasons these motives are hard 
to detect, he said, is because these organisations use “facade politics,”  where they espouse 
moderation in public, while they preach harsh extremism in private. Salafi influencers also 
seem te especially target vulnerable groups like children and refugees with their ideology.

The prohibition of donations from “unfree countries”
Towards the end of February 2020, the Dutch government concluded that it wants to prohibit 
cash flows from “unfree countries” to mosques and other religious and social organisations, 
partly because their investigation revealed that the Salafi movement wants to interfere with 
Dutch politics. The government also wants Dutch Islamic organisations to make any dona-
tions from outside the European Union transparent to the public. Several of these organisa-
tions have already agreed to this request. The legal proceedings to institutionalise these two 
new measures are currently underway.

Dutch Islamism on the rise
To sum up, the facts show that Islamism is a rapidly growing ideology in the Netherlands, 
partly due to funding from the Gulf states. It seems to pose serious long-term risks for the 
Dutch democratic rule of law, by creating parallel societies that reject fundamental European 
values and institutions. Especially worrying is the teaching of intolerance to young children. 
Islamism can also become a portal toward more violent, jihadist extremism, which could pose 
significant security risks for the Netherlands and other countries. Because Islamist move-
ments tend to operate in very gradual and discrete ways, their risks tend to be difficult to 
assess, and only become apparent once the movements gain in strength. The Dutch example 
could stimulate other European countries to investigate the influence of Islamist ideologies 
in their societies, and to assess their impact earnestly.

Timo Pieters

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/islamist-extremism-in-the-netherlands/
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Over 272,000 people left the Catholic Church in Germany in 2019. This record number of 
withdrawals is anything but a healthy downsizing. One thing is clear: the Church must cope 
with reality openly and self-critically.

Record-setting departure from the Catholic Church
The official statistics of 2019 released by the German Bishops’ Conference (DBK) on 26 June 
2020 show that the Roman Catholic Church in Germany, the largest religious organisation in 
the country with 23 million members, has suffered from the highest loss of members ever. 
Over 272,000 people announced their departure in 2019, breaking the record of 2014, when 
nearly 218,000 left the Church.

Several aspects of congregational life in the Catholic Church have suffered from the sharp 
drop, as religious ceremonies such as wedding ceremonies and baptisms have also signifi-
cantly declined.

Exodus from the Catholic Church
The long way of alienation
According to a representative survey conducted by INSA Consulere in June 2020, 30% of 
German Catholics are considering leaving their church. This shows a decline in personal 
attachment to the Church, said Bishop Georg Bätzing of Limburg, who was elected president 
of the German Bishops’ Conference in March this year. 

Back in 2018, the diocese of Essen examined the question of why people left the Catholic 
Church through interviews and an online survey. The results were clear: the compulsory 
church tax is rather a trigger than the main reason for canceling the membership. After sex-
ual abuse and financial scandals were brought to the light, the Church addressed its necessity 
and willingness to reflect on their mistakes, failures, and the missing aliveness in the house 
of God. However, it seems like not much has significantly changed over time, resulting in 
decreasing numbers of members. An exodus from the Church seems to be the best way 
out for many people, as they are coping with a long-missing emotional attachment to the 
Church, and doubts about their faith and the Catholic Communion. “Those who choose to 
leave the Church are not against the Church, the Church just does not mean anything to 
them anymore,” said Georg Bier, Canon Law expert.

The duty of the Church
Those ending their membership officially opt out of the church tax which accounts for the 
continuing wealth of the Church. Therefore, this growing exodus from the Catholic Church 
in Germany is taking its financial toll, while the spiritual loss of individuals is immeasurable.

The Church may need courageous reforms to reverse the trend. It is not about running 
after every zeitgeist, but about reflecting on whether the Catholic Church has fulfilled the 
duty of scrutinising the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the gospel, 
in a language intelligible to each generation, as the Second Vatican Council suggested. 

The Church must recognise, understand, and respond to the modern world, with its 
dynamics and its longings. After all, the reality is not something the Church can and should 
escape from.

Han Chang

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/exodus-from-the-catholic-church/
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An American firm that tracks state-backed cyber attacks has found evidence that the Chinese 
government used hackers to infiltrate the computer networks of the Vatican. The hacking is 
thought to relate to upcoming negotiation talks between the Vatican and China. Should the 
Vatican trust China? And what is the best way to attain a good relationship between the two 
countries?

The hackers’ attack
The American firm announced on 29 July that they found evidence that the Chinese govern-
ment used hackers to infiltrate the computer networks of the Vatican. The attacks are said to 
have begun in May. It is suggested the attack was intended to give China insights into the 
negotiation position of the Vatican ahead of important talks between the Vatican and China 
over the appointment of new bishops in China. The negotiations were meant to restore 
diplomatic relations between China and the Vatican and the content is kept very secret. 
However, China has negated the attack.

Does the Vatican trust China?
The fact that the Vatican does not trust China is evident. In 2019, the Vatican moved its secret 
archive – placed in Hong Kong – to Rome. This was due to the Vatican’s suspicion and fear 
that the documents would be seized or destroyed by the Chinese government and intelli-
gence. After the attacks in May, the suspicion indeed proved justified.

China and religious communities
Another reason not to trust China is that in July, Chinese officials reportedly instructed 
Christians in several regions to destroy crosses and other religious paraphernalia and replace 
them with communist party symbols. In addition to cracking down on Christian groups and 
churches, party officials have also barred Tibetan children from undertaking Buddhist studies, 
and have imprisoned Muslim ethnic minorities – the Uyghurs – in “re-education camps.”

Does the Vatican fear China?
In the meantime, the pope seems to avoid provoking China. In July, Pope Francis avoided 
reading part of a speech about the situation in Hong Kong where the Beijing regime is 
crushing freedom and autonomy of the people of Hong Kong. The pope knew that talking 

Should the Vatican trust China?
about Hong Kong would mean breaking relations with China, which is why, some argue, 
the pope chose not to express himself.

Criticising the Vatican
Some are criticising the pope and the Vatican for not intervening in defense of Christians 
and other minorities that are persecuted by the communist regime. For instance, the former 
British governor of Hong Kong, Chris Patten, directly criticised Pope Francis for staying silent 
and not commenting on the illegitimate expansionism in China and for not speaking out 
against the persecutions of Christians, Muslims, and even citizens who oppose the Chinese 
regime and believe in democracy. Furthermore, the pope did not speak out against a new 
law that could damage the Catholic education programme and impose a communist one.

US President Donald Trump’s administration and American conservatives also criticise the 
pope’s openness towards China. They argue that the talks between China and the Vatican 
legitimise China’s behavior and demonstrate that the Vatican geopolitics is focused too much 
eastward.

The pragmatic question
The Vatican seems to be torn by the desire for peace and tolerance and the direct and indi-
rect attacks it receives from China. It is not easy to understand whether the pope and the 
Vatican are weak or rather pragmatic towards China. Is it better to pardon China some of its 
attacks in order to achieve diplomatic goals, or should the pope intervene more in favour of 
the people of China that are suffering?

Ghila Amati

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/should-the-vatican-trust-china/
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Helsingin Sanomat, the largest newspaper in Finland, wrote in April 2020 that Finnish reli-
gious leaders have kept silent during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the Lutheran 
church is still the most important religion in Finland – with almost 70% of Finns being a mem-
ber – Helsingin Sanomat was mainly referring to the bishops of the Lutheran Church.

COVID-19 religious news: practicalities of the lockdown
Religious communities did receive extra media coverage during the time of the pandemic. 
Coronavirus affected religious communities and organiations in many ways. For instance, 
gathering together being an invaluable part of communal religion, the lockdown in Finland 
changed the work of churches significantly. Many religious communities started streaming 
their services – something that most had never done before – and faced financial struggles, 
as they were not able to collect offerings. These factors resulted in various articles about 
the popularity of online services, possibilities of layoffs, and other practicalities, like how the 
lockdown influenced weddings and funerals.

Boring bishops – or biased interviews?
Finnish newspapers mainly covered practical issues caused by the lockdown. However, the 
question arises why religious leaders in Finland do not seem to be the spiritual leaders of 
the nation during this time of crisis. It may seem that bishops are not interesting enough 
to make the headlines of mainstream media. Surely, the Lutheran Church in Finland is not 
known for being particularly sharp or outspoken in its public expressions. One could also 
argue, however, that mainstream media do not provide space for theological and spiri-
tual viewpoints when they give exposure to the bishops of the Church. In fact, Helsingin 
Sanomat did interview Archbishop Tapio Luoma once during the epidemic. Maaseudun 
Tulevaisuus, a key newspaper of rural Finland, also interviewed the archbishop and live 
streamed him blessing the first spring sowing on a field. The interview with Maaseudun 
Tulevaisuus allowed Luoma to discuss theological viewpoints about the nature of the 
church and what the Bible could offer during times of crisis. In such Christian media outlets, 
the archbishop discussed the pandemic, stating that the teaching of Christianity implies 
that sickness is never a punishment from sin, since Jesus has already bared our sins on 
the cross. Luoma thereby took a stand against those preaching the pandemic to be God’s 
punishment to humankind or the final plague before the End. On the contrary, Helsingin 

Do Finnish media avoid spiritual discussion?
Sanomat asked the archbishop about common prejudices against the church, reinforcing 
existing stereotypes.

The reasons behind the lack of spiritual discussion in news media
Helsingin Sanomat did emphasise the role of Pope Francis as a spiritual leader, describing 
him as relentless in leading the church, giving interviews, and streaming a mass from his 
home daily. Pope Francis has also encouraged priests of the Catholic Church to meet COVID-
19 victims in person, even though this means facing the personal risk of illness. This does not 
differ too much from the work of Finnish Lutheran bishops. For example, Teemu Laajasalo, 
bishop of Helsinki, is very active on social media, where he streams devotions and discussions 
about societal and spiritual matters. Bishops have also visited several broadcasting and radio 
channels. It seems that they do take advantage of all opportunities they are given. However, 
it can be argued that it is not for the bishops to decide how the secular media portrays them. 
It might be the case that journalists simply do not have the expertise to discuss theological 
and spiritual matters in depth. Journalists and journalism students in Finland also seem to 
be relatively homogeneous in their liberal world views. This might lead to the aberration that 
spiritual matters are not important to the majority of Finns, while a majority of Finns is still a 
member of the Lutheran Church.

Nonetheless, it is refreshing to see a secular and liberal newspaper like Helsingin Sanomat 
to ask for spiritual leadership in a time of crisis. However, as archbishop Luoma put it himself, 
spiritual leadership is not taken, it is given. No one can lead without having someone in need 
of a leader.

Pietari Hannikainen

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/do-finnish-media-avoid-spiritual-discussion/
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The Church of England has set a target to make sure that half of its leaders are women by the 
year 2030. As part of this effort, the Church has announced a plan to introduce ‘unconscious 
bias training.’  This training is intended to encourage current, predominantly male, leaders to 
stop hiring individuals that reflect their own image, and instead open up to greater diversity.

25 female bishops
It has only been since 1994 that women have been allowed to become priests in the Church 
of England. Since then, many women have entered leadership positions. Currently, they make 
up almost a third of the 200,000 clergy members. However, women have only been allowed to 
become bishops – a more senior role – since 2014. This is reflected in the current statistics: just 
25 out of the 115 bishops in the Church are female. Female leaders are still facing criticism for 
their positions. For example, self-proclaimed theologian Seth Dunn tweeted: “A woman who 
claims to be a pastor is … just as … bad as a sex offender who is hired as a pastor.”

Rose Hudson-Wilkin
The Church of England is, however, trying to diversify its leadership. The appointment of 
Rose Hudson-Wilkin as a bishop in November 2019 is a clear example of this. Notably, 
Hudson-Wilkin represents two groups in society that have been underrepresented in the 
Church. Not only is she one of the few female bishops, but she is also the Church’s first 
black female bishop. During an interview with the Guardian, Hudson-Wilkin spoke openly 
about the barriers which not only women, but also minority ethnic people face when trying 
to reach positions of leadership. This is illustrated by the fact that she is currently one of 
only four minority ethnic bishops.

Looking towards the future
Although clear changes have been made in the last few decades, there is still a lot of work to 
do before half of the leaders in the Church of England are female. However, it appears that 
mindsets are changing, if only step by step. One example of the support for a greater num-
ber of women in the clergy has come from Stephen Cottrel, the archbishop of York. He stated 
that “one day,”  the archbishop of Canterbury would be female. Furthermore, statistics from 
the last few years show significant changes. Between 2014 and 2018, almost half of all new 
bishops appointed were women.

The long road to female leadership

Emma Percy, a chairwoman of the organisation Women and the Church, which focuses on gen-
der equality and inclusion, stated that “the Church of England needs to show that it is a church 
for all, where women are taken seriously, where women are good enough for leadership and, 
consequently, seen as good enough for God.”

To conclude, the traditional image of the Church of England as being dominated by men 
is slowly changing. Many members of the institution desire to appoint more female leaders. 
Whether or not the 2030 target will be achieved remains to be seen. However, there is no 
doubt that things are slowly moving forward.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-long-road-to-female-leadership/
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Liliana Segre is an 89-year-old Holocaust survivor. In 2018, she was honoured as a life senator 
in the Italian parliament. In October 2019, she used this position to propose a law against 
intolerance, racism and anti-Semitism. As a response, she is now the victim of two hundred 
online anti-Semitic messages a day.

Anti-Semitism is alive
In recent years, there has been clear evidence that anti-Semitism is on the rise across Europe. 
This is seen all the way from Italy, where polls have shown 73% of Italians see anti-Semitism as 
a problem, to Germany, where anti-Semitic hate crimes have risen by 20% between 2018 and 
2019. The UK is also witnessing a rise in anti-Semitic incidents, with the Community Security 
Trust recording a 10% increase between 2018 and 2019. Furthermore, the European Union 
published a study in July 2019 which found that 70% of Jewish respondents experienced 
more anti-Semitism in public in 2019 than five years earlier. Finally, the Guardian quotes sta-
tistics that show 85% of European Jews believe anti-Semitism is a serious problem, and 89% 
noticing an increase in anti-Semitism over the past decade.

Recent research by CNN reveals that 40% of Jews say to be at risk of racist violence. 
Although many Europeans see that anti-Semitism is a growing problem, around 10% of them 
state that they have a negative attitude toward Jews. According to the CNN research, four 
out of ten people in Poland and Hungary say that Jews have too much influence in business 
and finance. A third of Austrians and a quarter of French and German respondents agree. 
In Poland and Hungary, one out of three people says Jews are too influential in politics and 
more than 25% believes that Jews have too much influence on the media. In Austria, France, 
and Germany, about 20% says that Jews have too much influence on media and a quarter 
believes they have too much influence on wars and conflicts. This research shockingly shows 
that anti-Semitic stereotypes are alive in Europe.

Harassment, violence, and vandalism
There are many individual examples of the harassment and violence faced by the Jewish 
community across the continent. In the Netherlands, a Jewish family has faced harassment 
for twenty years. In the past few years, they have been victims of anti-Semitic behaviour that 
included their car being vandalised with images of swastikas and people shouting ‘Heil Hitler’ 
at the family in public. On top of this, their house has been attacked with bricks, firework, and 

200 anti-Semitic messages a day
ice blocks. In the German town of Halle, two people were shot and killed in an attack on a 
synagogue on Yom Kippur, one of the holiest days in the Hebrew calendar. The attack, which 
is assumed to have been inspired by anti-Semitism, has led to the German government 
warning Jews of the potential dangers of wearing a kippah in public. In Great Britain, the 
Labour party has faced criticism for its failure to deal with anti-Semitic behaviour within the 
party. Former party leader Jeremy Corbyn, who has been accused of anti-Semitic behaviour 
himself and of not suppressing anti-Semitism quickly or strongly enough, has acknowledged 
that these views exist within the party.

Hate and intolerance are real threats
As for Holocaust survivor and life senator Liliana Segre, she has now received personal secu-
rity, a safety measure to which several Italian politicians have expressed disbelief. They feel 
shocked that this protection is necessary in this day and age. The fact that Segre now must 
be accompanied by two police officers whenever she goes out in public is seen as evidence 
of the hate and intolerance which are present in Europe in 2020.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/200-anti-semitic-messages-a-day/
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German protestants are discussing church tax rebates for young professionals in response to 
the record-setting withdrawals. However, a discount campaign alone cannot help the Church 
to win its members back.

Record in both church withdrawal and religious tax in 2019
Tens of thousands of people have reportedly de-registered from both the Protestant and 
Catholic Church in Germany in 2019. But church taxation revenues are still on the rise: the 
Catholic Church collected a record 6.67 billion euros in obligatory religious taxes, 1.8% 
more than the previous year, while German Protestants received 5.96 billion euros; an 
increase of 2.7% compared to 2018. However, the churches are bracing themselves for 
a major slump in church taxation revenues as a result of the coronavirus pandemic and a 
sharp drop in church membership.

In Germany, wage earners who declare membership to a religious faith are obliged to pay 
a church tax. This tax is deducted from their wages by state financial authorities and passed 
on to the churches. Those ending their membership officially opt out of the church tax which 
accounts for the continuing wealth of the Church.

Is the church handing out discounts?
EKD’s attempt to cease the exodus
In early August, Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, chairman of the Protestant Church in Germany 
(EKD), announced that there is an ongoing debate about whether it is reasonable to reduce 
the church tax for career starters straight away. According to official church statistics, young 
people within the age range 18-30 are most likely to leave the church among all members. 
Moreover, German Protestants are discussing being more flexible towards church tax in gen-
eral. They might take different life situations of Christians into consideration that the Canon 
Law has not yet provided for, but that are human and understandable, such as people who 
are confronted with financial problems.

”Religious indifference and the growing mistrust of church 
institutions play a more significant role in the church exodus“

The essential motive for church exit
Nevertheless, speculations that church tax is the key motive for church withdrawal are proved 
to be untrue. Rather, religious indifference and the growing mistrust of church institutions 
play a more significant role in the church exodus. Though the concept behind this action 
might be appropriate, a discount campaign alone cannot help the church to win its members 
back. More important than a discount on church tax is transparency. Therefore, the discus-
sions about church taxes should be communicated openly and transparently to both former 
and current members of the Church.

Han Chang

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/is-the-church-handing-out-discounts/
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On June 17, 2020, the lower house of the Swiss Federal Assembly, the National Council 
rejected — 114 to 73 (and 3 abstentions) — an initiative that would have banned facial 
coverings, including the burka, throughout the country. The defeat comes months after the 
higher house, the Federal Council, voted it down in September 2019. Despite failure in the 
legislature, advocates for the initiative remain hopeful, as a vote on the ban will soon head 
to the general population, where supporters believe it has the greatest chance of success.

The initiative, which reads: “Yes on the ban to cover one’s face,” originated in 2017 
with the Egerkingen Committee, a group of right-leaning politicians who successfully led 
the 2009 movement to ban minarets. Though full-facial coverings and balaclavas would 
also be outlawed, the majority of the debate has centred on burkas and the initiative’s 
religious implications.

Clashing interpretations of feminism in arguments for and against
Support for the initiative generally arises from three categories: security, culture, and fem-
inism. In matters of security, proponents highlight the need to examine faces at security 
checks, especially at airports. In terms of culture, some, like Jean-Luc Addor and Andreas 
Glarner (both UDC), have argued that regardless of the small number of burkas, the principle 
matters most, as the veil is a public example of one’s “refusal to integrate,” and therefore 
contrary to Swiss social order.

Additionally, there are those who view burkas as anti-feminist. Some, like PDC member 
Marianne Binder, urge fellow politicians to think of the women who are forced to wear a 
burka every single day. Barbara Steinemann (UDC) has accused those against the ban of tak-
ing feminism and multiculturalism too far and thereby overlooking the harm done to women 
in their efforts to promote cultural tolerance.

Opposition is similarly diverse, yet also claims feminism as a motivator. Left-leaning pol-
iticians, like Ada Marra (SP), have challenged the motivations behind the initiative, arguing 
that it does little more than stigmatise Islamic women, since burka wearing in Switzerland 
is incredibly low. Damien Cottier, of the Liberal Party (FDP), finds burkas oppressive, but 
argues the better approach is to convince, not to ban. Echoing his ideas, others have called 
for better education, like language programmes, initiatives against stigmatisation, and for 

To ban or not to ban: Burkas in Switzerland  
— Author recommendation

better support for victims of abuse. These projects, they argue, would better address femi-
nist concerns.

Still others have pointed to what they see as an absurdity of banning any sort of facial 
coverings during the coronavirus pandemic, when the government is actively encouraging 
individuals to wear face masks to prevent the spread of the virus (a charge UDC members 
have argued falls short, as the differences between burkas and masks, they say, are obvious).

The left is not the only side to challenge the initiative, however, with some on the right 
arguing that the ban violates fundamental freedoms, like religious freedom and a right to 
privacy. The ultimate decision, though, will likely lie with the general population.

Tyler Mikulis

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/defeat-feminism-and-referendum-hope-switzerlands-burka-ban/
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Almost two-thirds of Muslim weddings in the United Kingdom are not qualified as a union 
under civil law. This means that a marriage cannot be ended by a national court, but only by 
religious courts. However, divorcing through religious courts often leads to little support for 
women, or may even force them to stay in the marriage. Therefore, new legislation in the 
United Kingdom and the Netherlands should allow women to receive legal protection after a 
separation and end marital captivity: being kept in a marriage against one’s will.

“The obligation to obtain a civil union should limit the obstacles for 
women to receive legal protection after a separation”

Many Muslim marriages not qualified as union under civil law
In 2019, the Council of Europe declared that all Muslim couples getting married in the United 
Kingdom must obtain a civil union. This is a legal relationship between two people, which 
provides protection and legal benefits to the spouses. Currently, not all Muslim couples 
obtain such a civil union. Even though many couples have a Nikah – a Muslim wedding cer-
emony -, research from 2017 found that almost two-thirds of those marriages in the United 
Kingdom were not qualified as a union under civil law. This means that people may get 
married under religious authorities, but avoid financial and other duties they should owe 
to their husband or wife that come with a civil union. Not being married under civil law can 
lead to various issues. For example, after a divorce, women are left without child support or 
pressured into polygamous relationships. This is the result of the lack of protection offered to 
people in religious marriages. A religious marriage cannot be ended by national courts, as it 
is not a legal relationship. Instead, people have to go through religious courts. These courts, 
however, may make rulings that force women to stay with their partners or make women 
unable to claim any money. The obligation to obtain a civil union should limit the obstacles 
for women to receive legal protection after a separation.

New legislation in the Netherlands to end marital captivity
The issue is not only relevant in the United Kingdom. The Dutch government is also working 
on simplifying the ending of a religious marriage, even if a partner does not want to coop-
erate. A new law currently under review should allow judges to issue a divorce and end a 

Battling imprisonment in religious marriage
religious marriage in a single procedure. This would replace the current system in which two 
legal processes are required, which can be an obstacle to divorce. The aim of the new law is 
to end marital captivity. Marital captivity occurs when someone is kept in a marriage against 
their will, because of an inability to end their marriage.
Women are most often affected by marital captivity. This is caused by the fact that in some 
religions, men are allowed to have multiple wives or can easily separate from their wife. 
However, women can only get divorced when their husband or their religious authority 
agrees. The new and proposed legislation in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands 
should reduce the obstacles to escape such marital captivity. Nevertheless, its true impact 
remains to be seen.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/battling-imprisonment-in-religious-marriage/
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How can churches keep the congregation alive in a time of physical isolation? The corona-
virus crisis could be an invitation to rediscover worship services in the Catholic Church, to 
reflect on what a meaningful and irreplaceable worship service should look like.

Reopening places of worship after lockdown
German Catholics have had to bid farewell to Holy Mass during the nationwide lockdown 
since mid-March. Even after reopening churches, worship services can only be held under 
social distancing rules. Furthermore, restrictions on all practices with a high risk of spreading 
the virus, such as communal singing and kissing objects, have been imposed as well.

“This pandemic could be an invitation to rediscover worship services 
in the Catholic Church”

Holy Mass under social distancing rules
According to the recommendations of the German Bishops’ Conference (DBK), the number 
of people allowed to attend a service depends on the size of church buildings. Members of 
the congregation must wear masks and bring their own hymn book, and faithful are required 
to maintain a safe distance of 1.5 meters.

The eucharistic liturgy requires particular diligence. Besides the priest, no more than five 
people should participate in the liturgy layout. The concelebration will be excluded from the 
Holy Mass, as well as choirs and orchestras. No singing is allowed amid fears that it spreads 
the virus more easily in a closed room. The host will be handed out with a plier or plastic 
gloves without the traditional proclamation (“The body of Christ” – “Amen”). Receiving Holy 
Communion on the tongue from the chalice is prohibited as well.

The problem with ‘liturgy light’
According to a survey on Holy Mass under social distancing rules conducted by the Pallottines 
after reopening churches, most believers still want to continue with online services until pub-
lic services are accessible for all congregational members.

Online services such as Scripture readings and daily prayer practices constitute an import-
ant part of the public prayer life. However, they must guide the faithful to the core and the 

Worship in times of social distancing — Author recommendation

highlight of worship services, namely the Eucharist. This is the essential component of the 
Catholic belief and gives the faithful the message that God is in their midst. In addition, 
online Holy Mass can only be considered as a symbol for the on-the-spot Eucharist in times 
of physical isolation. The internalisation of Christ’s offering through the eating and drinking 
of sacred species needs to take place in real life.

The question of whether the Eucharist has become more valued in the church due to its 
short-term absence cannot be answered. However, one thing is clear: the coronavirus crisis 
has generated the interest of faithful regarding the meaning of Holy Communion. This pan-
demic could be an invitation to rediscover worship services in the Catholic Church, to reflect 
on the missing liveliness of the Eucharist, and to ponder what a meaningful and irreplaceable 
worship service should look like.

Han Chang

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/worship-in-times-of-social-distancing/
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The advances in technology do not go unnoticed in the Vatican. Pope Francis recently called 
for people to put away their mobile phones at the dinner table. Using Jesus’ family as an 
example, he explained how mealtimes should be used to communicate with family mem-
bers. According to the pope, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph “prayed, worked and communicated 
with each other.” Therefore, he urged families to start real communication, especially when 
gathering for a meal.

Lift up your phones
This is not the first time the pope has commented on the use of mobile phones. In 2016, 
he already stressed how television and cell phones can damage the time families spend 
together: “In our families, at the dinner table, how many times while eating, do people watch 
the TV or write messages on their cell phones?”

As well as commenting on the changes that cellphones have caused at home, the pope 
has also referred to the use of mobile phones in religious services. In particular, he stated that 
the purpose of attending mass is to lift up your heart, not lift up your phone to take a picture. 
He said: “It’s so sad when I’m celebrating mass … and I see lots of phones held up – not just 
by the faithful, but also by priests and bishops! Please!”

The pope once again returned to the issue when he met a group of students and teachers 
from a high school in Rome. He warned the group that they should not become too depen-
dent on their mobile phones. Whilst acknowledging that phones could be used in a positive 
way for connecting and communicating, he stressed that students should “free [themselves] 
from the addiction to mobile phones.” He continued to say that everyone should know how 
to use a phone, but that they will lose their freedom when they “become a slave” to the 
device. Moreover, Pope Francis warned that phones can be an obstacle to true communica-
tion and stated: “Life is not for ‘contacting,’  it is for communicating!”

Pope on social media
However, Pope Francis is clearly not calling for a total end to mobile phones. He is an active 
user of social media himself, with more than 18 million followers on Twitter and 7.1 million 
followers on Instagram. Additionally, he regularly takes selfies with pilgrims.

He has therefore stressed that social networks can also be used for interaction, support, 
and solidarity within communities. With this in mind, the Vatican has launched a mobile 

Return to communication
phone app and online platform called ‘click to pray,’  where users can share prayer intentions 
with one another. Others can then join the prayer with just one click. After the app became 
available, the ‘click to pray’ button was clicked over a million times in the first three days.

Balancing real life and social networks
The key here may be to find the right balance. On the one hand, Pope Francis has repeat-
edly stressed the importance of real-life communication with one another, for instance taking 
Jesus’s family as an example. On the other hand, he has shown how social networks and 
apps can connect and support communities. It is up to the individual to strike this balance 
accordingly.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/return-to-communication/
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During the coronavirus pandemic, tensions have risen between governments and reli-
gious communities worldwide. One of the cases that has received the most attention is 
the many clashes that have taken place between orthodox Jewish groups and governments, 
especially in regards to the most recent Jewish holiday Passover. Many Jewish communities in 
the UK have, for instance, experienced higher cases of infections. Similar instances have been 
observed amongst other religious groups across the world. This has made certain voices 
in the debate wonder if the response to the coronavirus guidelines is linked to specific 
religious institutions.

The Danish response
In contrast to several other places, all of Denmark’s religious communities have dealt with 
the coronavirus lockdown “surprisingly well” according to Tina Langholm Larsen, a Danish 
academic. This suggests that following, or breaking, government guidelines is not reserved 
to any specific religious institution. Alongside other researchers from Aarhus University at the 
Centre for Contemporary Religion (Center for Samtidsreligion), Larsen investigated Danish 
religious communities’ responses to the coronavirus lockdown, and found that religious 
groups in Denmark have followed lockdown rules almost perfectly. This is especially surpris-
ing, according to Larsen, since it shows that many religious communities in Denmark prioritise 
societal values over religious ones. The Church of Denmark is often praised for being mod-
erate and modern, however, it seems that moderation is a general attitude amongst most 
religious communities in Denmark, and that it is not specifically linked to Christianity or the 
Church of Denmark. In the past, especially Muslim communities in Denmark have received 
criticism for being too 'radical' and 'anti-government.' However, the findings of this research 
suggest that no religious groups in Denmark are particularly extreme or refused to following 
general government advice. This is significant, as it suggests that many claims about Muslim 
communities in Denmark might be based on unfair stereotypes and prejudices rather than 
facts. Larsen’s findings are especially noticeable, since the coronavirus pandemic peaked 
in Europe in the midst of two massive religious holidays within both Christianity and Islam, 
where both communities adjusted to the situation remarkably well. Considering that both 
major religions faced similar challenges in adjusting their rituals to Easter and Ramadan, their 
similar reactions and adjustments to the events show that the two communities may be more 
similar than expected, both being equally moderate and innovative in a Danish context.

Does the pandemic unite Muslims and Christians?
Shift to the digital
Many religious groups in Denmark have also used the pandemic as an opportunity to become 
more active on social media, and make more use of the internet in order to reach a bigger 
audience. Many churches have live streamed mass, and some mosques have for instance had 
online Ramadan quizzes. These are just a few examples of some innovative changes that have 
happened within Danish religious institutions as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. This 
shift has resulted in a serious reformation and reinterpretation of religious institutions and 
rituals amongst many different religious groups. The digital shift that has happened in many 
traditional communities is something that will additionally be explored more in the future, 
according to Tina Langholm Larsen. She believes that the coronavirus crisis has brought 
some new opportunities to religious communities that were not realised or practiced before 
the pandemic. It additionally shows how many religious groups in Denmark are extremely 
adaptable and capable of adjusting to large challenges. The Danish religious groups’ open-
ness to reform could also be a result of their, generally, more 'moderate' nature. In Denmark, 
many believe that it is only Christianity that is capable of true reform, and that Islam is more 
incapable of adjusting to modern society and values. Again, this innovative shift beyond 
religious institutions in many ways proves the opposite. Opposing government guidelines 
regarding coronavirus is therefore not linked to any specific religious group, but rather to the 
extremity of which a religion is practiced. The 'good' response from Danish groups is there-
fore an achievement that needs acknowledgement beyond religious barriers.

Hannah Macaulay

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/does-the-pandemic-unite-danish-muslims-and-christians/


157156

Artificial Intelligence. Whenever the topic comes up, questions erupt. How will AI change our 
world, the way we live, the work we do, the futures we build? Will AI be a weapon for the 
rich, a bomb for terrorists, or even a balm for the righteous? Will AI make human life better 
or worse? Can AI be a person? Will AI ever surpass human intelligence? Will AI become so 
superior as to be almost god-like?

Yet, rarely do we ask how human beings will interact with AI. How will we orient ourselves 
to its appearance? Will we work and live with or against it? Will we trust or fear it? Will we 
obey or even worship it? These questions are more difficult to face, because they force us to 
face ourselves.

Ironically, by obsessing over the possibility of AI gaining agency, we humans often fail to 
consider our own agency. Likewise, since we always think of AI as the future, we never ask 
how human beings already orient to it in the present. The future is tied to the present. So, if 
some expect AI to be virtually god-like in the future, is it possible people are already thinking 
about or even worshipping AI as god today?

Do AI-worshipping religions already exist? 
It might seem hard to believe, but, in fact, there are people not just talking about AI as god 
but forming a religion around the worship and service of AI. The ‘Way of the Future’ already 
believes AI will inevitably reach what is known as ‘singularity,’  where AI attains superintelli-
gence with near-infinite capacity to know and control its own destiny. This new religion seeks 
to bring about ‘singularity’ and serve this AI as god. While this AI does not yet exist, the reli-
gion seeks to worship it in advance and quicken its arrival, hoping it will save humanity from 
itself. Similarly, others suggest that when AI reaches singularity (assuming this will require that 
AI is basically good), then, since it will control time, it will punish people who do not promote 
its arrival and/or who do not do what is good.

In both of these new AI religions, AI will take on a god-like role and humans will need to 
earn its favour in advance, so that it is kind towards humanity out of gratitude, friendship, 
amusement, or ambivalence. Moreover, they believe AI will be the saviour that humanity 
needs from its own evils and limitations (such as climate change, war, sickness, death, etc.), 
or at least that humanity will be the pets of the future and AI the future master who it is best 
to keep happy and not bite.

Is AI a god of the future or the present?
Can people believe in an AI god and not know it? 
These AI-worshipping religions only highlight a wider-spread orientation in how human 
beings are already thinking about AI in the present. People already say when they get a 
good seat on a plane: “I was blessed by the algorithm.” Journalists are talking about digital 
technologies as possessing near ‘omniscience’ and noticing that the hope of AI singularity 
is a religious belief. There is even a meme riffing on the Sistine Chapel scene where God’s 
finger touches Adam’s, but with God’s finger replaced by an AI digit of digital information. In 
other words, people—whether they have joined an AI religion or not—are already thinking 
about AI in divine terms. Few may belong to AI-worshipping religions, but many are already 
beginning to habitually interact with AI as god-like throughout the week.

Can humans escape worshipping AI?
Some believe AI becoming a god-like digital intelligence is unavoidable, worshipping it in 
advance. Some even religiously hope AI will save us in the future. Meanwhile, many people 
already see AI as god-like. The question, then, is maybe not ‘Will humans one day worship 
AI?’ but ‘Do we worship AI already?’

R. Anthony Buck

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/is-ai-a-god-of-the-future-or-the-present/


159158

For the first time ever, it has been reported that Sweden has more female than male pastors 
– out of 3060 ministers, 1533 are now women and 1527 are men. This happens only 60 years 
after the first woman was ordained as a pastor in the country – much faster than expected 
according to the Swedish Church, which had predicted that there would not be a female 
majority of priests until 2090. Despite the shift, female priests generally earn 215 euros less 
per month than their male counterparts. There has been quite some pushback from the 
Swedish right-wing in regards to the growing number of female priests. Clearly, even though 
the current shift in society seems like a win for gender equality, there is still a long way to go 
before men and women are equal in Swedish churches.

Female priests – a Scandinavian phenomenon
Just four years ago, Denmark was the only country in Scandinavia that reported more female 
than male priests. Even though Denmark had more female priests as the only country in 
Scandinavia back in 2014 (55.9% in 2014, compared to Sweden’s 50.1% in 2020), Sweden 
has taken a remarkable step forward in educating female priests. The general tendency could 
have to do with the two countries’ strong focuses on gender equality as a part of society 
and a generally more moderate relationship to Christianity – i.e., most Scandinavians would 
identify as cultural Christians. Many observers also see the shift to more female priests as a 
demand for a more unified and maternal church, amongst churchgoers. In the past couple of 
years, Norway has also experienced a huge increase in female priests, so the trend seems to 
be cross-Scandinavian. But is it cross-religious?

Female leaders and Islam
Some critics in Denmark have compared the Danish churches’ inclusion of female priests 
to Danish mosques, where there are currently very few female imams. Well-known front-
runner Sherin Khankan, female imam and founder of Scandinavia’s first female mosque, is a 
strong voice in fighting to get more female imams in Denmark. Though female imams are 
not uncommon worldwide, they generally have less power in Islam, and for instance cannot 
marry two people or lead prayers for a male audience. This is something that women like 
Sherin Khankan are fighting to change, as it is still very controversial for women to take on 
the role of an imam – even in Scandinavia. This poses questions about the theological nature 
of different religions, as it seems easier for a woman to become a Christian priest than to 
become an imam.

Do female priests represent a true religious reform?
Cultural or religious reformation?
In conclusion, the question of female religious heads in Scandinavia is fascinating. However, 
it seems not to be a trend across religions, and seems to be very constricted to Christian 
institutions in Scandinavia. This poses two questions. First, is this trend caused by the idea 
that Christianity has experienced more gender-based reformation in the past hundred years 
than most other religions, or is it rather caused by Scandinavian Christianity generally being 
more cultural than religious? Second, will other religions in Scandinavia perhaps follow the 
same trend in the next couple of years, as it is a part of the world that is renowned for its 
ambitious strives for gender equality? With Scandinavian public figures like Sherin Khankan, 
there is perhaps hope that it is a societal shift to a less male-dominated religious sphere, and 
not just a Christian phenomenon. However, only time will tell.

Hannah Macaulay

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/do-female-priests-represent-a-true-religious-reform/


“Digitalisation appears to be 
reinforcing religious collective life, by 
making individual life essential”
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The trial of the January 2015 attacks on the satirical weekly magazine Charlie Hebdo and a 
kosher supermarket opened on August 31st. In the same week, Charlie Hebdo republished 
the cartoons on Mohammed that incited the attack at the time, under the title “all this for 
nothing.” The message that the magazine wanted to convey is that the massacre of 12 vic-
tims has not silenced the magazine: liberty of expression still prevails.

The three-day attack
The jihadist terrorist attack on the Hebdo offices was executed by two French brothers of 
Algerian origin – Chérif and Said Kouachi. The brothers broke into the newsroom, shouting 
“we have avenged the Prophet Muhammad,” and killed 11 people. The following day, a third 
attacker, Amédy Coulibaly, killed a police officer in a Parisian suburb. The next day, Coulibaly 
took several people hostage at a kosher supermarket and killed four of them.

Chérif and Said Kouachi, who carried out the attack on the magazine, were killed by the 
police in the north of Paris two days later; while Coulibaly – the third attacker – killed himself 
when the police made a surge on the shop.

The trial
The trial – postponed by almost four months because of the coronavirus pandemic – is sup-
posed to judge the unfolding of the three attacks of January 2015 and is expected to last 49 
days. 144 witnesses are called to bring their testimony. Since the terrorists were all neutralised 
and killed, the court will focus on those involved in helping them carry out the assaults. The 
accused face charges of providing weapons and logistical support for the attacks and risk 
sentences up to 20 years in prison.

The first of many trials
This trial will be the opening one in a series of other trials that will focus on major jihadist 
attacks across France these past years. Among them are the November 2015 attacks in Paris 
that caused 130 deaths and the attack in Nice in July 2016 that killed 84. “In a sense, it will 
be a sort of a big rehearsal,” says Antoine Mégie, a professional on counterterrorism laws.

Charlie Hebdo trial opens in Paris. Will France  
find closure?

Mégie has also proposed an answer to the question of what meaning we should give to a trial 
in which the authors of the attack are already dead. According to him, this trial is a “historical 
first.” It will be the first terrorist trial which will be filmed and archived. At the request of the 
national anti-terrorism prosecutor’s office, the Paris Court of Appeal has in fact authorised 
the recording of all proceedings. “The aim of the trial,” says Mégie, “is to produce a memory 
of the attacks.” But also, like any trial, it will refine and change the law itself. According to 
Mégie, there will be a legal and penal debate around the responsibility of those people who 
helped the terrorists. Will they be recognised as accomplices? Does the help they gave to 
the terrorists make them members of this terrorist group as well? Or are they simply criminals, 
without being qualified as terrorists? Even though these issues seem merely technical, they 
are fundamental ones which will have great implications for future trials in France.

Additionally, according to sociologist Gérôme Truc – a specialist in the social impact of 
terrorism who has written a lot on the way countries such as France have reacted to and com-
memorated terrorist assaults – France needs this trial in order to be able to move on: “From 
a collective point of view, you need a trial to say that this sequence of events is closed and 
is now in the past.”

Ghila Amati

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/charlie-hebdo-trial-opens-in-paris-will-france-find-closure/
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Jordi Casamitjana is an ethical vegan, meaning that he seeks to avoid doing any harm to 
animals. Whereas vegans follow a diet that excludes all animal products, ethical vegans also 
avoid other forms of animal exploitation. For example, they do not wear clothes made from 
wool or leather, or buy products from firms that engage in animal testing.

Because of Casamitjana’s belief, he argued that he was wrongfully terminated after a dis-
pute with his former employer, the League Against Cruel Sports, concerning their retirement 
investments in animal testing companies. Therefore, Casamitjana sued this organisation. As 
a result, a court in the United Kingdom was set to consider, for the first time, whether ethical 
veganism should be considered as a religion.

“Ethical veganism can be considered a philosophical belief”

Ethical veganism: a philosophical belief
According to the law, religions or beliefs have to satisfy several requirements. For instance, 
they should be “worthy of respect in a democratic society, not incompatible with human dig-
nity and not conflicting with the fundamental rights of others.” Based on these requirements, 
in January 2020, Judge Robin Postle ruled that ethical veganism can be considered a phil-
osophical belief. This means that it should be granted equal anti-discrimination protection 
under the law as religions and other beliefs.

According to theologian Kai Funkschmidt, veganism is indeed a philosophy with religious 
influences. For instance, important aspects of veganism are physical healing promises and 
promises of salvation; vegans hope that problems such as climate change and starvation can 
be solved when a sufficient number of people become vegan. Nevertheless, Funkschmidt 
argues that there is a lack of reference to transcendence in veganism, which is a fundamental 
difference compared to major religions such as Christianity.

Consequences of the ruling
Now that ethical veganism is a philosophical belief, it is protected under the Equality Act, as 
religion and belief are one of the protected characteristics. The other eight characteristics 
that are also protected under this Act are age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and 
civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, sex, and sexual orientation. This protection 

Is veganism a religion?
may have several practical implications. For instance, employers and those in education, for 
example, have to ensure they do not discriminate against ethical vegans on the basis of their 
beliefs. The BBC, for instance, proposes that workers in supermarkets may refuse to handle 
meat products.

In addition, others may now be encouraged to request similar protection for their beliefs.
The BBC has commented that it would not be surprising if someone sued their company 
claiming to be discriminated against because of their beliefs regarding climate change. For 
instance, someone may refuse to travel for work by car, preferring to use a less polluting 
alternative such as the train, as a result of their beliefs.

How about you?
What do you think? Should ethical veganism indeed be considered as a philosophical belief 
or as a religion? And what do you think the consequences of such a decision would be?

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/is-veganism-a-religion/
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Anti-Semitism is on the rise across Europe: that is according to a number of studies and 
decades of careful research. Young Jewish Europeans are facing substantially more anti-Sem-
itism than their parents, in fact over double. The rise of the internet provides a blanket of 
anonymity to anti-Semites, and greatly increases their audience. The racist and xenophobic 
language used recently by European leaders has also acted to normalise intolerance, bring-
ing it into the public sphere. Whatever the reasons, the trend is clear.

“COVID-19 itself appears to affect Jews and other religious 
minorities worse than most”

COVID-19 as a platform for anti-Semitism
Even more worrying is that the coronavirus pandemic appears to be speeding up this process. 
In early April, Germany’s anti-Semitism commissioner, Felix Klein, warned that far-right 
extremists were taking advantage of the world’s fear of COVID-19, and using it as a platform 
to spread their anti-Semitic message. Conspiracy theories which blamed Jews for intention-
ally releasing the coronavirus, or unintentionally causing its transmission, peaked during the 
middle of the lockdown. Klein spoke of such anti-Semitism as a virus which people must be 
concerned to eradicate.

The UK has been the latest to notice a similar trend. A new report shows an increase 
in British-registered social media platforms spreading neo-Nazi and anti-Semitic material 
online. Authorities fear that the isolation endured by the country’s COVID-19 lockdown has 
allowed vulnerable residents to become radicalised. The report highlights that many smaller 
social media providers such as Bitchute and 4chan were being used, where content is less 
strictly policed than on the giants of Facebook and Twitter.

Religious minorities affected most by COVID-19
As if this picture could not get any worse, COVID-19 itself appears to affect Jews and other 
religious minorities worse than most. A new study conducted in England and Wales found 
that Jewish men are twice as likely to die from coronavirus than Christian men. The demo-
graphic most likely to die from COVID-19 was Muslim men, closely followed by Jewish men. 
Statisticians say that a large factor in these results is socioeconomic variation between the 

A pandemic of anti-Semitism
religious groups and differences in living conditions, but even taking this into account, sub-
stantial discrepancies remain.

The UN Secretary-General has called on religious leaders to use their spiritual authority 
to fight against such messages of hate and animosity. The religious values of mutual respect 
and tolerance are hoped to triumph over the messages of hate sewn by right-wing radicals. 
As Felix Klein points out, the world must understand anti-Semitism to be as contagious as 
COVID-19, and work just as hard to eradicate it from our lives.

Frazer MacDiarmid

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/a-pandemic-of-anti-semitism/
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Pope Francis regularly takes the opportunity to give his opinion on global issues. For 
instance, he famously argued in favour of a universal minimum wage on Easter 2020.Earlier, 
he addressed human trafficking in Thailand during his visit to the country. Moreover, the pope 
called for a nuclear-weapon-free world in Japan and asked for more attention to climate 
change. According to Arturo Sosa, the Superior General of the Society of Jesus, a Catholic 
order, the pope is therefore the only world leader that addresses major global problems.

Universal minimum wage
On Easter 2020, Pope Francis sent a message to several movements and organisations. In 
this message, he expressed his concern that the coronavirus emergency will mainly hit the 
poor and the excluded. He argued that many lowest-wage workers are suffering from limited 
labour protection and an unstable income, leading to additional challenges as coronavirus 
lockdowns were implemented. Therefore, Francis calls on popular movements to propose a 
universal minimum wage. Such a global wage should enhance equality around the world and 
ensure that no workers are without rights.

Human trafficking
In November 2019, Pope Francis visited Thailand. During his visit, he regularly condemned 
the exploitation, enslavement, and abuse of women and children in prostitution. With tens of 
thousands of sex workers, the country is notorious for its sex tourism from Europe and from 
other Asian countries. As well as speaking on Thailand’s problems, the pope also took the 
opportunity to praise the influence of Buddhism on Thai society. He commented that this 
religion has helped inhabitants to lead a “sober lifestyle based on contemplation, detach-
ment, hard work and discipline.” However, this statement led to criticism from ultra-conser-
vative Catholics, who believe that Pope Francis is too accommodating to other religions. 
Nevertheless, Thai Buddhists and Catholics are fighting the problem of sex tourism together. 
However, in order to be successful, they will require the support of political authorities.

Climate change
The COP 25, the yearly international conference about climate change, started in Madrid in 
December 2019. On this occasion, Pope Francis called for more attention to climate change. 
Moreover, he has accused world leaders of a lack of willingness to solve this crisis. This is not 

Pope Francis calls for action
the first time that the pope has spoken on the issue. He had previously sent a video mes-
sage to participants at the UN Climate Action Summit in September 2019. In this video, he 
accused countries of not being sufficiently committed to the 2015 Paris climate agreements. 
Moreover, he pointed out that they are not yet close to the objectives set in this agreement. 
The pope, however, encouraged leaders that it was not too late to act, stating that “it is still 
possible to limit the warming of the planet.”

Nuclear-weapon-free world
Finally, in November 2019, the pope delivered a speech in Nagasaki, Japan. He called for 
nuclear disarmament, stating his belief that nuclear weapons hinder the deepest desires of 
people: safety, peace, and stability. Therefore, he encouraged leaders to stop stockpiling 
nuclear weapons. Moreover, he urged leaders to consider the damage that humans are able 
to inflict upon each other, referring to the horrible sufferings of the inhabitants of Nagasaki 
and Hiroshima as a result of the nuclear bombardments during World War II.

The Vatican has long opposed nuclear weapons. It was one of the first countries in the 
world that has both signed and verified the Treaty that prohibits nuclear weapons. Although 
Japan is the only country ever attacked with nuclear weapons, its current government has not 
yet verified this treaty, fearing to lose the protection of the American nuclear arsenal.
Pope Francis is clearly aiming to use his wide-spread influence to tackle global problems. 
Talking to both world leaders and regular individuals, he seeks to make the world a better 
place for all.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/pope-francis-calls-for-action/
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In 2015, Lisa Smith travelled to Syria to join the Islamic State after converting to Islam. In 
Syria, Smith supposedly married a British fighter and had a baby. In 2019, her life was turned 
around by her return to Ireland, together with her now 2-year-old daughter.

However, Smith’s return to Ireland has not been without controversy. Upon return, she 
was charged with the crime of committing a terrorist offence. Not only is it claimed that she 
married a British fighter, but also that she has pledged allegiance to ISIS. Smith, however, 
insists she never joined the organisation and condemns their actions. This conviction has led 
to her application for bail, which she was granted.

Radicalised Europeans
Lisa Smith’s alleged decision to join ISIS followed a common pattern. Her radicalisation sup-
posedly began during a period of her life in which she was searching for identity and mean-
ing. During this search, she was told by a religious leader that, as a Muslim, it was her duty 
to travel to the caliphate. However, there are many other reasons why people take this step. 
Some seek to run away from their home situation, whereas others go to enact the radicalism 
that they believe in. Some travel abroad because their friends went. And others, like Smith, 
are in search of who they are and where they belong.

In fact, expert Olivier Roy states that the typical European-born ISIS fighter does not place 
religious beliefs as the number one reason for their decision to join. Instead, Roy demon-
strates that the ‘typical extremist’ is a young man who has become radicalised, often during 
short-term prison sentences for minor crimes. As a rejection of authority, he travels abroad 
to fight for ISIS.

Return to Europe
The question arises how European countries should deal with radicalised fighters returning 
to their home nations. By the beginning of 2016, around 30% of fighters from EU member 
states had returned home. However, this number is likely to increase as Turkey has started to 
send its imprisoned ISIS fighters home.

Some believe that radicalised Europeans should not be allowed to return. This is largely 
based on fears that returning fighters could not only be a danger themselves, but may 
inspire others to radicalise. Ex-Europol director Rob Wainwright underlined these concerns 
by arguing that returning fighters may encourage others to join ISIS, or use their experience 

Lisa Smith: An example of radicalisation in Europe
and contacts to conduct extremist activities at home. In the case of Lisa Smith, Shaykh Dr 
Umar al-Qadri, chairman of the Irish Muslim Peace and Integration Council, has made it 
clear that Smith would not be welcome in Irish mosques or Islamic community centres if she 
did return to her home nation. Additionally, many European governments are reluctant to 
bring the fighters back into their country, given the many potential dangers that this decision 
could bring.

However, others, such as researchers from the European Council on Foreign Relations, 
claim that bringing European ISIS fighters back to their home country is the best strategy. 
This argument is supported by the fact that the repeat offending rate for political violence 
and terrorism is under 10%, compared to 50 to 70% for ordinary crime. Moreover, returning 
ISIS fighters to Europe may offer the best opportunity to de-radicalise them. In their home 
countries, returning supporters are under control and can be prosecuted, interrogated, and 
helped with re-integration.

De-radicalisation programs
Several countries have already put in place systems to deal with those returning from ISIS. For 
example, the United Kingdom has a so-called ‘desistance and disengagement programme.’ 
Within this programme, interventions and practical support are offered in order to tackle rad-
icalisation. Besides ideological advice, this includes mentoring and psychological support, 
as disengagement from extremism requires more than the loss of an ideology. Even though 
there is no universal way to disengage individuals from extremism, it is recognised that this 
takes time and patience.

The issue of dealing with returning fighters has become more urgent for many European 
nations. In November 2019, Turkey started returning the alleged foreign ISIS fighters they 
were holding to their home nations. Alleged fighters from America, the United Kingdom, 
and Germany have already left Turkey. Reportedly, Danish, Irish, and French individuals will 
follow soon. Therefore, despite the claims of numerous European nations that ISIS fighters 
are denationalised, they are being forced to take action as more and more individuals return 
to the nations they grew up in.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/lisa-smith-an-example-of-radicalisation-in-europe/
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Women in prominent positions within the Catholic Church – it is a sight that is not often seen. 
Most clergy are men, but in the light of gender equality, more and more women find them-
selves fighting for a role in the Church. How are they doing this, and does everyone agree 
with their views?

Women in prominent roles in the Catholic Church
One could argue that the Holy Scripture states that both men and women should be dea-
cons in the Catholic Church. In Germany, theologian Marlis Gielen has done so. Gielen refers 
to Paul’s letter to the Galatians, which states that both men and women receive the Holy 
Spirit when they are baptised. Thus, she argues, both men and women are able to represent 
Jesus Christ in the Holy Communion, for they have become part of the clergy after baptism. 
However, after the church separated its hierarchical system into deacons, priests, and bish-
ops, it resulted in solely male clergy. Another German theologian, Ulrike Auga, says that 
interpreting religion has always been a masculine case, and it is leaving out the female part. 
However, women have always been present in religious stories. Auga emphasises that the 
female, more critical perspective should be incorporated in religious studies. In other words, 
women have to be given more attention.

Also men are paying attention to the role of women in the Church. In the beginning of 
2020, Pope Francis appointed Francesca di Giovanni to be the undersecretary for Multilateral 
Affairs in the Section for Relations with States of the Secretariat of State. Before Di Giovanni, 
no other woman had held this position. It indicates the pope’s attention to the current female 
question. In Bavaria, Germany, three women have been given prominent roles in the Church. 
They now execute jobs as the director of a pastoral care office, as the state’s new director of 
diocesan education and culture, and as official in diocesan administration. Although these 
are still no clergy roles, it is a change in the direction of having more women in office. In 
February 2020, although the pope would not allow married men being ordained to solve the 
lack of priests in the Amazon, he did state that the roles of women could be expanded to 
help out. Pope Francis also installed a commission in the Vatican that researches possibilities 
for ordaining women as deacons.

The rise of women in the Catholic Church 
— Author recommendation

These examples illustrate the greater demand for more females in the Church. Similarly, 
Bishop George Bätzing from the German Bishop’s Conference called for reforms in order to 
ordain women as deacons. His fellow, German Cardinal Marx, published a text explaining 
why change for women in the Church is so preferable. Furthermore, Cardinal Marc Ouellet 
expressed that it is important for priests to have a healthy relationship with women. He 
wants to achieve this by having women present in seminaries, because priests are ‘afraid’ of 
women. However, although women are good for teaching emotional experience, spiritual 
guidance is still only for men, Ouellet stated. This can be seen as a slight change, but is at 
the same time still holding on to only having men in official positions.

Women turning their back on the Church
Although some changes are visible, not everyone agrees with them. There are many women 
that do not agree with the Church, for the Church would deny female basic human rights. 
Protesters for women’s inclusion in the Church in Germany stated that not having women in 
leadership positions is not in accordance with the Holy Scripture. Furthermore, an Austrian 
study showed that young women are less and less affected by the Catholic Church and do 
not think the Church is relevant for them anymore. They find the current social discourse on 
gender equality and the attitude of the Church towards this discourse very contradictory, and 
thus feel that the Church is discriminating against them. In the long run, this will cause the 
Church to empty, unless reforms are being pursued.

There are recent examples of women who want to take up roles in the Catholic Church, 
but are still not allowed to. For instance, in Lyon, France, a 73-year-old Catholic woman, Anne 
Soupa, had applied for the vacancy of bishop. According to her, women bring other perspec-
tives to the table and could initiate improvements. However, Soupa was not appointed as 
bishop, because women cannot be consecrated as bishops in the Catholic Church. Moreover, 
the Dominican François Daguet stated that Soupa forgot who installed the Church: Christ 
himself. Soupa, however, still wants to combat the ‘evil’ in the Church in the ongoing discus-
sion about the place of women in the Church.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-rise-of-women-in-the-catholic-church/
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How can changes be accomplished?
Gender equality and having women in the same positions as men is still a long road. What 
can faithful do in order to change anything? Several religious women use their position to 
fight for women’s rights, as did Pastor Mia Rahr Jacobsen from Denmark. She states that 
Christianity has been formed by men over the years, and it would have looked different if 
women had interfered with it more. Jacobsen looks for ways to change power relationships in 
narratives, for as a woman, she can more easily ‘bounce’ on what has been said so far by men.

Another example of change is portrayed by an exclusive ‘women’s supplement’ in the 
Italian newspaper L’Osservatore Romano. Focusing on women who suffer for their faith, 
they break down the stereotypical ‘weak‘ female figure. The newspaper hopes to empower 
women in this way and to gain more equality in the Catholic Church.

“Women bring other perspectives to the table and could
initiate improvements”

Change is coming
All in all, there are many changes to be seen and many voices regarding more equality in the 
Catholic Church. However, not all news is positive and there still remain more conservative 
voices, leading women to turn their backs on the church. Nevertheless, one could carefully 
say that change is on its way.

Astrid Hamberg
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Scandinavian countries are among the most secular countries in the world, but the Lutheran 
Church is the state church in many of these countries. Even in Finland, where the concept of 
state church was abolished in 1870, the Lutheran church has a special relationship with the 
country. However, the church has been losing members ever since the 1940s, with growing 
speed in recent years. Will the church find a new course to make Lutheranism relevant to 
modern times, or is it destined to lose its societal and cultural value in Finland?

“Scandinavian countries are among the most secular countries in 
the world”

Strong national church in a secular state
Nordic countries have a unique religious landscape, being mono-religious with strong 
Lutheran state churches. However, the status of the church has been growing weaker over 
the past years. Nevertheless, Iceland and Denmark still have the Lutheran Church as state 
church, and the Danish monarch is the head of the national church. In Finland, Sweden, and 
Norway, the Lutheran church has a special status in legislation. In all these countries, the 
majority of citizens are still members of the Lutheran church.

At the same time, Scandinavian countries are among the most secular countries in the 
world, Sweden taking the lead. According to a survey from 2015, Sweden is the least reli-
gious country in the Western world. Almost eight out of ten Swedes consider themselves to 
be ‘not religious’ or ‘convinced atheists.’  In comparison, 23% of the population in Finland 
say they do not believe in any God.

Believing – but not as the Church teaches
Nevertheless, membership numbers of the Lutheran church have been slowly declining in 
Finland. From 4.4 million members in 1999, the number has dropped to 3.9 million in 2019, 
which is 68.6% of the Finnish population. The Lutheran church is not the only religious organ-
isation that is losing members. All religions except Islam and Pentecostal churches seem to 
be slowly losing popularity.

Thriving or just surviving? The future of the Finnish 
national church

All of this cannot be credited to atheism, even though three out of five of those who resigned 
from the Lutheran church said the reason was that they do not believe in God, or the church 
has no meaning in their lives. Interest in spirituality has not diminished, as secularisation the-
ory once tried to suggest. Rather, New Age beliefs are taking ground. In 2016, 27% of Finns 
said they believe in a god or some higher power, but not as any particular religion teaches. 
Christianity is also taking new forms in new non-denominational churches, of which there are 
around 200 in Finland.

Declining numbers
Membership predictions are not a feel-good read for the clergy. If the current trend contin-
ues, the church will diminish to 2.8 million members by 2040 (51.4% of Finns). Many see this 
as an inevitable future for the Finnish Lutheran church. This would mean financial problems, 
as the income from church tax diminishes with accelerating speed.

However, the decline in membership does not concern the church equally in all parts 
of Finland. In the Helsinki region less than 50% of babies are being baptised, whereas in 
Northern Finland four out of five babies receive baptism. Younger generations also seem 
to be significantly less religious than older generations. The least religious group is 25- to 
35-year-old women, from which less than 25% believe in God. As religion is traditionally 
transmitted to younger generations, this could mean that Finland will soon have new gener-
ations that have had almost zero contact with organised religion.

Nevertheless, there are some positive developments for the church as well. Confirmation 
school camp is a highly successful Finnish phenomenon, as 77.4% of Finnish 15-year-olds 
attend confirmation school camp to learn the basics of Christianity. There has even been a 
slight increase in participation. Many continue as young volunteer leaders, and would like to 
participate in church activities when they reach adulthood. However, they often do not find a 
befitting way to be a part of a local church.

Does the church have a future in Finland?
Is there a way, then, for the church to be relevant to modern people? The church is tradition-
ally very slow to change, and there has not been a consensus on the direction such change 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/thriving-or-just-surviving-the-future-of-the-finnish-national-church/
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should take. Also, the decline in membership has not yet affected the church so much to 
force a change. Church tax still covers the salary costs of the large numbers of church staff, 
who organise the activities for the small number of active church-goers. In fact, the number 
of active Christians has not changed from around 9-10% of Finns. It may be the case that they 
will remain in the church, where those who do not find the Lutheran Church to be meaningful 
will leave.

There are some who try to revitalise the church. The community movement is planting 
new communities inside the Lutheran Church, mostly combining modern worship with con-
servative theology. Some of these communities attract young adults, but they are still a quite 
marginal phenomenon. The bishops of the church have, however, encouraged parishes to 
develop new forms of more communal worship.

Changing environmental and societal situations in Finland and worldwide can also affect 
the Lutheran church in unforeseen ways. Immigration is changing religious statistics, as 
immigrants mostly come from countries where religion plays a bigger role than in Finland. 
Approximately 61% of immigrants in Finland are Christian and 11% are Muslims, although 
definite numbers are difficult to come by, as most immigrants do not register as members of 
an official religious group. Moreover, as COVID-19 has shown, rapid changes in society can 
happen, affecting the need for spirituality as well.

Thriving, surviving, or dying?
The future of the church is not written in stone. If the Lutheran church continues its current 
path, it might lose its societal and cultural value in Finland. However, the need for spirituality 
is not disappearing. It is never too late to try to find ways to be valid to modern young adults, 
as some communities in the church have already shown.

A very large number of Finns are still members of the church and consider themselves to 
be Christians. The church has good financial resources compared to many other organisa-
tions. If those resources are put to use to change the current path, the future of the Lutheran 
church in Finland could still look completely different.

Pietari Hannikainen
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Islamic women wearing a veil, hijab, or burka for religious causes are facing difficult challenges 
in Western society. Their determination to wear religious attire in public is being tested by 
multiple institutions, asking them to choose between the veil and their education or job.

Religion – education dilemma
In Hamburg, Germany, an issue with a girl wearing a veil to school emerged. The girl in 
question only takes off her veil when she is among female friends and family. While the 
Hamburg Administrative Court allowed students to wear burkas in school, the school in ques-
tion brought an appeal against this judgement.

The School senator, Ties Rabe, stated that classes may only work when all teachers and 
students alike show their faces. Thus, he wants this law revised. Accordingly, the National 
Union of Teachers in Germany also calls for a ban on face veils in all educational systems 
nationwide. Their argument also focuses on the statement that the burka does not match the 
open communication style they aim for in class.

However, the Higher Administrative Court sees danger in the possibility of violating free-
dom of religion, supporting the former judgement that burkas should be allowed in school. 
The issue revolves around the weight of rights, obligations, and freedom. By the German 
constitution, freedom of religion is guaranteed. However, the burka might violate the obliga-
tion of cooperation in the school law from a pedagogic perspective, hindering the possibility 
of non-verbal communication.

“The issue revolves around the weight of rights, obligations, 
and freedom”

Religion – career dilemma
In June 2019, a law was passed in Quebec, Canada, banning civil servants from wearing 
religious symbols at work. Examples of such symbols are the turban and the hijab. However, 
the National Council of Canadian Muslims has challenged this law, which went to court in 
September 2019. Here, the Superior Court ruled it would not overturn this law, since it was 
passed by elected representatives. Critics argue that this law is an attack on Muslim women, 
forcing them to choose between their religious affiliations and their careers.

Ban of the veil
The same dilemma has appeared for a 19-year-old woman in Denmark. She left the military 
after being in service for four days, because she was given the ultimatum of either removing 
her hijab or not serving as a soldier. Though it was a hard decision, the woman eventually 
decided to leave. If she was not allowed to wear her hijab and express her religion while serv-
ing her country, she did not wish to continue to serve in the Danish military. Additionally, she 
stated to the media that she asked if her hijab would be an issue before signing up, and that 
she was told it would not be a problem. Therefore, she feels like she joined the military under 
semi-false pretences, in the belief that she would be able to express her freedom of religion 
there as a Muslim woman. It has also made the woman wonder why the Danish military does 
not wish to include “women like her.”  She states that she has the right to wear a hijab under 
Danish law. Thus, she questions why the country that represents these rights officially does 
not fully implement them in practice.

Tensions
The examples above illustrate the continuous tensions faced by Muslim women wearing reli-
gious attire. Some are forced to choose between expressing their religion and benefiting from 
education, whereas others have to leave their job if they wish to wear a veil, hijab, or burka.

Zoë Tuithof

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/ban-of-the-veil/
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London has a reputation for being a liberal, progressive, and largely secularised city – one of 
the world’s hubs of business and innovation. But a new study shows this picture to be incorrect, 
at least as far as religion goes. London is considerably more religious than the rest of the UK, 
according to a study by the think tank Theos. The researchers collected data from over 3,000 
respondents, both Londoners and residents living elsewhere in the UK, asking them about 
their religious beliefs, practices, and involvement in charitable causes. They found that 62% of 
Londoners identify as ‘religious,’  compared to only 53% in the UK excluding London. Londoners 
are more than twice as likely to attend a church service regularly. Whereas 32% of Christians 
outside London pray regularly, that figure skyrockets to 56% among London’s Christians.

The study also found Londoners to hold more conservative views on social issues. Londoners 
consider that sex before marriage is ‘at least sometimes wrong’ more often than non-Lon-
doners. They also tend towards similarly conservative positions on same-sex relationships, 
and assisted suicide for those with incurable illnesses. Within London, religious people tend 
to be more generous with their time and money than non-religious people. Although this is 
self-assessed and therefore subject to bias, around half of religious Londoners say that they 
are likely to volunteer for a local charitable initiative, compared to 40% of non-believers.

London: City of sinners or saints?
Surprising findings
The findings were indeed surprising, and received coverage from a range of news sources 
from across the liberal-conservative spectrum. The findings have raised hopes for a conserva-
tive mayor for the capital which had previously been thought unlikely. Religious people also 
aligned with traditionally conservative values such as belief in business and private enterprise 
as the best response to the city’s poverty crisis. Included in the study were several recommen-
dations based on its findings. The researchers suggested developing Londoners’ religious 
literacy, increasing opportunities for religious groups’ engagement in public life of the city, 
and encouraging ‘practical multiculturalism.’ 

The Director of Theos, Elizabeth Oldfield, has said that one of the strengths of London is 
its openness to welcoming people from all ends of the religious, social, and political spec-
trum. The findings demonstrate quite how interesting, diverse, and surprising the city is, she 
commented. Questions about other parts of Europe naturally arise from this study: has the 
religiousness of our biggest cities been underestimated? What is the relationship between 
immigration and religion? And should religious leaders play a bigger role in the decision-mak-
ing of the world’s metropolises?

Frazer MacDiarmid

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/london-city-of-sinners-or-saints/
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The role of religion in European schools is evolving. A rising number of students and parents 
alike are becoming increasingly disinterested and even weary of religious education courses. 
Thus far this trend has been primarily observed in nations whose school systems are predom-
inantly secular, such as Norway, Iceland, the United Kingdom, and Germany. However, there 
are still several countries in Europe, namely Ireland, Spain, and Cyprus, whose school systems 
are heavily controlled by local churches. Are these nations seeing a similar trend with their 
required religious instruction and services? If they are, how are church leaders responding?

Parental concerns
First, regardless of the country, it is clear one trend is universal – parents do not want their 
children to be subjects of evangelism or treated differently from their peers for not adhering 
to a particular belief. This is true both in school systems that are secular and those that are 
predominantly controlled by churches. And evident regardless of whether the belief being 
pushed is a minority or majority point of view.

Teacher or pastor? 
Despite this concern, a large majority of students from the school systems that are controlled 
by churches still participate in theological classes and religious services. For example, 90% 
of Ireland’s students attend Catholic schools. Students cannot be forced to attend religious 
classes or services, but they are still offered and highly encouraged. Like a growing num-
ber of parents, not all teachers and administrators support this practice. Some non-Catholic 
teachers and administrators are starting to speak out as they feel that their obligation to 
teach these courses puts them in a pastoral-type position they are neither qualified for or 
comfortable with being in.

Frustrated leaders
Beyond teachers and parents, it is quite evident the churches leading these schools are also 
affected by this evolving sentiment. Church officials and religion teachers alike are becoming 
frustrated with students and their families’ declining interest in the theological component 
of their education system. In Ireland, the decision to move preparing children for commu-
nion from the schools to local parishes was welcomed by church leaders as they feared the 
event had drifted away from its true sacramental significance. Further, as seen in Cyprus, 

The fate of religious education
religious leaders and teachers are becoming increasingly short-tempered with the public’s 
growing criticism of how and what they teach. Despite this near consensus that the current 
approach is problematic, church leaders disagree on the best way to move forward. For 
example, Spain’s Catholic leadership is reportedly open to the church being less involved in 
the nation’s education system, but the Vatican argues this is a time when Catholic schools 
ought to take a stronger stance against the subjects they consider heretical.

Needless to say, religiously affiliated schools and church-dominated school systems are 
by no means immune to the rest of Europe’s weariness for religious education. However, the 
very things that make these schools unique – being run by theologically focused leaders in 
predominantly religious nations – are seemingly what will make their response to this evolv-
ing sentiment all the more complicated.

Elizabeth Dixon

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-fate-of-religious-education/
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Finnish media are generally seen as liberal. Religion is often in the news in Finland, but 
mostly mentioned in the context of conflicts, confrontations, and malpractices. Among the 
most popular online news services in Finland are Helsingin Sanomat, Ilta-Sanomat, and YLE. 
Helsingin Sanomat is the main newspaper of the capital region, Ilta-Sanomat the most popu-
lar tabloid and online news media, whereas YLE (Yleisradio) is a public broadcasting service. 
The EARS Dashboard gives an insight into how these three news services have covered reli-
gion in the first half of 2020.

The Evangelical-Lutheran roots of Finnish society
Helsingin Sanomat has a fairly positive take on the Church of Finland. It is described as the 
basis of the Nordic welfare state and ‘Lutheran contrition’ as the root of the Finnish sense of 
responsibility. The newspaper also paints an image of a modern and liberal church, arguing 
that the church is not as old-fashioned as one might think.

On the other hand, government-owned YLE writes about the church quite critically. YLE 
thoroughly investigates malpractices within the church and often brings up controversial 
LGBTQ+ issues and the decline of church membership. This does paint a picture of a some-
what quarrelsome and dying church. At the same time, YLE frequently writes about minor 
practical matters such as church renovations.

The mystical Orthodox Church
While the Orthodox Church with its 60,000 members (1.1% of the Finnish population) is also 
an established church, it gets a very different treatment in the media. The Orthodox Church in 
Russia is criticised for being conservative and nationalistic, but the Finnish Orthodox Church, 
which is under the patriarchate of Constantinople, is seen differently. It is associated with 
aesthetics, mysticism, and spirituality. In comparison with the Lutheran church, it is seen as 
more spiritual.

Regarding issues such as gender equality or LGBTQ+ rights, the Orthodox Church is very 
conservative. However, it is not targeted in the media with these issues, unlike the Church of 
Finland. The Orthodox Church in Finland has, however, had disputes between the leaders of 
the Church, which were brought to the public’s attention during the spring of 2020.

Does it matter how Finnish media write  
about traditions?

Islam – both threat and victim
Finland has a significant Muslim minority of around 150,000 people. Still, however, most 
of the news on Islam covers conflicts abroad. However, there surely are some attempts to 
describe the life of Muslims in Finland from the viewpoint of lived religion. Ramadan and Id-ul 
Fitr were covered in all three sources, with the presumption that they are not familiar to most 
Finns, as the celebrations were quite broadly explained.

Otherwise, Islam still seems to be seen either as a threat or a victim. In 2020, the main dis-
cussion revolved around the Al-Hol refugee camp. Especially YLE was generating sympathy 
towards the Finnish women and children in the camp, whereas other media speculated more 
on the topic of whether the women would continue to spread extremist views if they were to 
return. Ilta-Sanomat has a clear negative stance, whereas Helsingin Sanomat seems to try to 
give a balanced view. Islam also made the news as the victim of hate speech, when it was the 
target of movements critical of immigration.

Why does it matter?
News media have much power to create or break stereotypes. Looking at half a year of 
Finnish press already reveals biases and stereotypes. This could be due to several reasons. 
The pace of modern newsrooms is hectic, and may lead to superficial reporting of complex 
issues. This can lead to unintentionally fortifying existing stereotypes. It could also be the 
case that journalists either lack a general understanding of religions or have biased views 
concerning different religions.

For a significant number of people, religion is an important part of their world view and 
daily life. Religion can affect political decision making, educational choices, the number of 
children in a family, or social integration. Without understanding these underlying devel-
opments behind current events, the image that journalism paints of our world will be left 
incomplete.

Pietari Hannikainen

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-do-finnish-media-cover-different-traditions-and-why-does-it-matter/
https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-do-finnish-media-cover-different-traditions-and-why-does-it-matter/
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People say we live in a postmodern world where there is no truth and everything is relative. 
How is it then possible to believe that the world has a meaning? And how should Christianity 
adapt to these new issues?

“There are no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor between 
what is true and what is false. A thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both 
true and false,” the British dramatist Harold Pinter (1930-2008) said. This quote sums up 
well what the philosophical movement of postmodernism can be, first born in France with 
Jean-François Lyotard and then spread to other countries (with Wittgenstein in Germany, for 
example). Postmodernism is the critique of truth and of the great discourses of modernity. 
It praises difference by looking at minority discourses. Moreover, it gives more place to indi-
viduals with the search for their own happiness more than a common project for humanity 
(that existed in modern thought). However, for Christians, as for other religions, this way of 
thinking can be highly problematic.

The problems for Christian believers
First, saying that there are no objective and universal truths but that everything is depending 
on the people we are talking with, denies the existence of an only truth that Christians find in 
God. For them, it makes no sense because Jesus is the only truth (John 14,6). 

Secondly, saying that everyone is free to act as he or she wishes if they can argue in favour 
of their behaviour, denies the existence of moral standards that are binding on everyone. 
This conflicts with Christian ethics.

Thirdly, maintaining like Lyotard, that people today live in a society where ‘meta-narra-
tives‘ (big stories) have no sense for humankind anymore, is deeply against the authority 
Christians see in the Scriptures. Moreover, it puts in danger the tradition of the Church and 
the importance of the Church Fathers. We can understand a lot about Christianity by reading 
the Bible or learning about its tradition. If no value is seen in these sources anymore, it will 
be much harder to apprehend it.

Fourth, modernity and then postmodernism are the cradle of individualism. Today, every-
one can choose their own religious way: to come to church or not, to be in different parishes 
at the same time, or even to mix religions (being a Protestant Buddhist as an example). This 
process is very confusing for historical Christian churches. Furthermore, the idea that all reli-
gions lead to the same God or are equal is also against a big debate in Christianity.

How to believe in a postmodern world
Finally, the postmodern way of thinking has also led to pessimism and to dismissing the role 
of revolutionary or idealist people (because if there is no universal truth and no sense of 
life, what is the point of living?). But a life without ideals and without hope is opposed to a 
Christian way of life.

What Christians can learn from postmodernism
But postmodernism is not only negative, and has also brought new ways of thinking to 
Christianity. In this way, postmodernism, by refuting the claim of modernism that humans can 
always discover the truth through reason, has allowed Christians to recognise that not every-
thing is strictly rational and that some things are also “mysterious” in a good way.

Moreover, it has helped people to rethink the way the Bible can be read (hermeneutics) 
and to recognise that other world views can also lead to other interpretations of the Bible. 
Not all will interpret the Bible the same way and that is okay. Thirdly, it can help Christians 
to celebrate cultural and other kinds of diversity. First, they can have a more accurate view 
of history by being more aware of the history of, for instance, women or people of colour in 
the Church. Then, it can help them to understand that Christianity does not look the same 
everywhere on the globe. In this way, postmodern thinking can remind Christians to be more 
open-minded and tolerant towards ‘the other,‘ even if they do not have the same culture.

Finally, in an individualistic world like ours, Christian Churches can be a place where rela-
tionships and communities are celebrated. Churches have to remain places where people 
can gather and help each other to not lose hope.

In conclusion, looking at postmodernism, we can see where the intangible limits of 
Christianity are in relation to the evolution of society. Because people also need rootedness 
and stability to live in a time full of anguish, Christian churches have to cherish their traditions 
and roots. However, this research also makes it possible to see where it would be possible to 
adapt so as not to remain an institution stuck in another time.

Juliette Marchet

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-to-believe-in-a-postmodern-world/
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The United Kingdom has recently seen a debate on whether children should be taught about 
gender, sexuality, and LGBT rights at school. The education authorities have decided that 
such topics should be addressed in schools, but members of different religions have pro-
tested this initiative. For instance, several Jewish schools still refuse to teach the subject, and 
Muslim parents have been protesting the use of same-sex couples in equality lessons.

Jewish schools fall short of school standards
The UK education authorities, Ofsted, issued a guidance in 2019, stating that LGBT topics 
should be addressed in curricula. However, Jewish religious leaders have opposed education 
on LGBT topics. For instance, ultra-Orthodox rabbis have issued a joint statement declar-
ing that they will not endorse teaching LGBT topics in religious schools, arguing that such 
teaching goes against their religious beliefs. As a result, several schools are now likely to fall 
short of independent school standards, because they do not make pupils aware of LGBT 
issues. This is primarily the case for Haredi schools, which are Jewish ultra-Orthodox schools. 
Of 23 Haredi schools inspected by Ofsted since September 2019, nine faced critique solely 
because of their failure to teach about LGBT issues. For instance, Ofsted has stated that a 
Haredi girls’ primary school in Salford “intend not to make pupils aware of matters related 
to sexual orientation or gender reassignment.” A Haredi boys’ secondary school in Stamford 
Hill has also failed to adequately teach its students on such topics, according to Ofsted. 
The education authority has stated that a lack of education on sexual orientation and gen-
der assignment will result in a gap in students’ moral and intellectual development, making 
them unprepared for life in British society. Besides the critiques, several Jewish religious 
figures have also offered their support for Ofsted’s initiative. For instance, Rabbi Warren Elf, 
of Southend and District Reform Synagogue, stated that several faith leaders have been dis-
cussing how education on LGBT issues and other topics related to diversity can be improved.

“Indoctrination” in Welsh education
In Wales, parents are about to lose the right to withdraw their children from lessons on 
sex and relationships, and also on religion. In particular, the policy on education about sex 
and relationships aims to teach children about issues such as online safety and healthy rela-
tionships. The Welsh education minister, Kirsty Williams, confirmed the plans as part of the 
government’s overhaul of relationships and sexuality education, and religious education. 

Should schools offer lessons about gender and sexuality?
Christian groups have responded negatively to the decision, with some warning that it could 
lead parents to decide to homeschool their children as a result. Specifically, some are con-
cerned that their children will be ‘indoctrinated’ with values they do not approve of.

Protests against equality lessons
Christian groups are not the only ones considering keeping their children at home. A Muslim 
parent, Jabar ‘Jai’ Hussain, is facing a fine or jail for his refusal to allow his nine-year-old son 
to attend school in Birmingham. He withheld his son from school for months, providing “safe-
guarding risks” associated with the teaching of gender equality lessons as a reason. Hussain 
has stated that he has no problems with the concept of homosexuality or transgender iden-
tity, but protests at the obligation that his son is taught about the topic, calling it “nonsense.”  
Also in Birmingham, Muslim parents have been protesting at a school because they are 
against equality lessons that use books featuring same-sex couples. They have stated that 
the school’s treatment of homosexuality is against their religious beliefs.

Minority ideas on sexual education
The discussions on educational topics are not solely an issue in the UK. For instance, the 
Vatican has invoked teachers in Catholic schools to argue against gender theory. In addition, 
a Jewish girl school in Belgium has ignored education rules by falling short on topics such 
as sexuality. As a result, the school is risking to lose its recognition and funding. Finally, in 
Spain, far-right political party VOX has promoted a policy of parental censure, which allows 
parents to have a say in which subjects their children are taught. The party is especially aim-
ing at issues such as sexuality, gender violence, and LGBT rights, referring to LGBT support in 
schools as ‘“totalitarian brainwashing.” Spain’s Minister of Education, Isabel Celaa, expressed 
her opposition to the policy. Nevertheless, the bishop of San Sebastian, Jose Ignacio Munilla, 
who is known for his conservative views, has responded positively. He has argued that the 
state does not have the right to decide on children’s education, even if the majority agrees: 
“There exists the right to be in the minority and that the minority opinion is respected.”

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/should-schools-offer-lessons-about-gender-and-sexuality/
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“Mosque in Central Greece pelted with stones,” “Norway mosque attacker gets 21-year 
sentence,” and “London Central Mosque stabbing: Man is arrested.” These are just a selec-
tion of European headlines from the past few months. The message is clear: violence against 
mosques and Muslims occurs often and happens everywhere. Examples range from minor 
inconveniences – a cable being cut, resulting in the failure of the call to prayer – to major 
attacks, such as the attack on a Norwegian mosque in August 2019.

Violence against Muslims: facts and figures
Statistics from across Europe show that violence against Muslims and attacks on mosques 
are on the rise. For example, in the United Kingdom, Muslims are twelve times more likely 
to become victims of hate crimes than Christians. Moreover, the UK experienced a 593% 
increase in anti-Muslim crimes in the week following the deadly attack on a mosque in 
Christchurch, New Zealand. In France, there was also a major increase in the number of hate 
crimes recorded after the Charlie Hebdo attacks in 2015.

Politics, the internet, and laws facilitate hate crimes
Specific causes for the increase in hate crimes against Muslims and mosques are hard to 
define. However, several European trends play an important role.

First, more and more far-right political parties, who often express anti-Islamic opinions, are 
gaining influence. Ranging from Thierry Baudet’s Forum for Democracy in the Netherlands 
to Marine Le Pen’s Rassemblement National in France, these parties have been growing in 
popularity. The fact that many of these parties remain in opposition, rather than in govern-
ment, has allowed them to be even more explicit in their opinions on Muslims and Islam. In 
particular, far-right leaders have tried to exploit Islamic minorities, both in terms of estab-
lished communities as well as more recent migrants, to gain political influence through pop-
ulist and aggressive policies. For example, politician Geert Wilders asked his audience in 
2014 whether they wanted “more or fewer Moroccans” in the country. When the crowd 
yelled “fewer, fewer,” Wilders responded: “we will take care of that.” More recently, politi-
cian Thierry Baudet’s party Forum for Democracy argued that “the Islam dominating public 
space? That is really undesirable.”

Second, the availability of Islamophobic groups on the internet facilitates the dissem-
ination of hate. Right-wing groups often emerge online. Moreover, media campaigns and 
social media advertisements are known for spreading Islamophobic statements. Research 

Violence against Muslims, a growing concern
has found that media exposure to Muslim-related issues impacts attitudes towards Islam.

Third, laws and regulations may enable violence or hate crimes. For example, the Austrian 
government implemented a ban on face veils in 2017 and the Netherlands banned burkas 
in 2019. The latter country also proposed a ban on the financing of mosques from abroad. 
Romania, Finland, and Latvia proposed similar laws, and in Belgium, Muslim halal slaughter 
was limited. The Swiss political party SVP attempted to ban the full-face veil. In Norway, the 
minister for immigration and integration suggested a ban on hijabs at elementary schools 
and on the face veil in schools and higher education institutions.

Despite the increase in hate crimes against Muslims and mosques, only 22 mosques in 
the United Kingdom received funding for hate crime security in 2018, a total of £375,413. 
24 others applied, but were not granted any security. In contrast, the Jewish community was 
granted £14 million, even though 52% of all hate crime was aimed at Muslims.

Calls for better protection
Although the specific experiences do vary, there has been a clear call from Muslim com-
munities across Europe for better protection of their holy places. In the United Kingdom, 
representatives of the Islamic community have requested greater funds for the protection of 
mosques. They are keen to stress that this should not be done at the expense or loss of fund-
ing for the Jewish community. The representatives instead claim that all communities that are 
at risk should receive greater funding to protect their communities and places of worship. 
Likewise, in the Netherlands, where recent cases of violence have included a hateful banner 
being hung in front of a mosque, there have been calls for further protection. In Germany, 
community leaders have also called for the government to do more to ensure that all faiths 
can be practiced without participants being at risk. However, a focus on protection does not 
suffice. In order to enable Muslims to safely practice their religion, the problems should be 
addressed at their roots.

Anne Clerx

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/violence-against-muslims-a-growing-concern/
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Within most of the religious confessions, a minority of people say God has sent coronavirus 
as a punishment. However, many others have been quick to explain that this is not true at 
all. Nevertheless, it can be argued that we are living in an apocalyptic time. In fact, many 
ecologists argue the same. They say we have to turn to a better way of life in order to avoid 
disasters. A common explanation for the COVID-19 pandemic is that nature takes revenge 
on what we imposed on it.

This explanation is similar to some apocalyptic testimonies that we know from ancient 
times. Some of these testimonies can be found in the Bible. We will look at the biblical inter-
pretations of calamities in order to find parallels with current explanations.

What we find in the Bible
In the Bible book Genesis is written that after the flood that destroys everything except Noah 
and his ark, God tells him he will never do something like this again. In the New Testament, 
Jesus explains that those who died from a larger event were not guiltier than others were. 
According to the Bible, God therefore promises not to destroy almost all of humankind again.

Nevertheless, God often intervenes in the Old Testament through devastating plagues. 
For example, when the pharaoh is stubborn, he has to be forced by God’s hand to free the 
Hebrews. His people become invaded by frogs and locusts, a plague comes on all the ani-
mals, and sickness, darkness, and death come on the Egyptians. Later, God acts in the same 
way towards his own people, wanting to destroy them because they have angered him and 
because they have done what is evil. In fact, the people of Israel were exiled during the fifth 
century BC. How is this understandable?

A clue to understanding those biblical passages
The Hebrews had to think about the reasons for their misfortune when they were exiled: 
God had promised them multiple benedictions through the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob), and now they were far away from home, their people nearly destroyed. The later 
writings of the Old Testament are probably a testimony of those reflections. There was an 
alliance between God and his people, but they breached it. They forgot God and they made 
sacrifices to other gods. They did not listen to the prophets saying they had to change their 
lives. Therefore, God allowed their enemies to invade them and to send them into exile. Only 
when they turned to the one God again, they were allowed to go back to their land.

Did God send us coronavirus? — Author recommendation

A new interpretation through collapsology
There are parallels between ideas about the current coronavirus situation and the situation 
of the Hebrews in the Old Testament: a disaster came to us, and we want to know why, in 
order to avoid a next similar disaster. As we said above, some minorities argue that God sent 
coronavirus to us, whereas others say it is only mechanical. Collapsologists and many ecolo-
gists say disasters come and will come following our ecologically non-responsible behaviour. 
Global climate change comes from trends such as mass consumption and extensive travel-
ling. It leads to floods, tsunamis, and the extinction of species. Extensive travelling also makes 
it easy for a virus to spread. Collapsologists and other ecologists say we have to reduce our 
gas emissions and to change our way of life. If we do not, the situation will only get worse.

How not to see the parallels to the biblical stories of the Hebrews? The Hebrews said the 
problem was their devotion to other gods than their God. Collapsologists say we have given 
priority to consumption and well-being rather than to our planet. The Hebrews said they had 
to turn back to the God who had given them the clues on how to live in a good way – the 
commandments. Collapsologists say we have to turn to a healthy way of life – an environ-
ment-friendly behavior.

The question of the prophets of the Old Testament, who try to understand their situation 
and to give clues for the future, becomes the question of the collapsologists: will we stop 
sacrificing to the gods of economics, money, consumption, travel, and science? In fact, the 
collapsologists ask for conversion, in a similar way to the Hebrews.

Emilie Eyer

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/did-god-send-us-coronavirus/
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The Bible has recently been at the centre of political discussions in the major Western world 
powers. Arguments around what kind of influence religion should have on politics will be a 
key question of the upcoming US election. But what is not often headline news is the pro-
cess of translating the Bible. Originally written in Hebrew and Koine Greek, nearly all people 
today access the Bible in a translated form.

Cause for celebration?
Recently, what is considered to be the 700th translation of the Bible was launched. It is a 
translation into the language of the Huichol people, who live in Mexico. The new translation 
is the product of decades of work by scholars and has received praise as a feat of academic 
achievement. 5.7 billion people can read the Bible in their native language today. But this 
also means that there are 1.2 billion people who have no such access to the sacred text. This 
fact drives many evangelical Christians and missionaries to create ever more translations 
to reach ever more isolated peoples. Many evangelical Christians are motivated by Jesus’ 
apparent teaching that God will only bring an end to the world once all peoples and nations 
have heard the gospel message. Such Christians are therefore celebrating this recent mile-
stone of the Bible’s 700th translation: another group of people can now hear the Christian 
message and be saved. 

How Bible translations are still shaping the world 
— Author recommendation

New advances in software technology are making the translation process happen even faster. 
In 2019, an evangelical Bible organisation launched a programme called ParaText Lite.The 
application enables indigenous groups to access a worldwide database to assist them with 
translating the Bible into their own language.

‘Catastrophic’ consequences
But such eager advances into isolated communities also raise severe concerns. Groups indig-
enous to the Amazon in Brazil have been under severe threat from missionaries bringing 
COVID-19 into their communities, as well as more common illnesses, against which they have 
no immunity. A professor of medicine at a Brazilian university described contagious diseases 
as ‘catastrophic’ for isolated Amazonian tribes. Far from protecting these groups, Brazil’s 
president Jair Bolsonaro, who is an evangelical Christian, has encouraged missionaries. As 
well as wishing to claim native land for economic gain, Bolsonaro also believes isolated 
Amazonians to be ‘prehistoric.’ 

A moral maze
This all raises even more difficult questions around cultural superiority. At least some mission-
aries are driven by a wish to ‘civilise’ people whom they consider ‘savage’ or ‘uneducated.’  
This relies upon the problematic assumption that ‘Western’ culture and ideas are superior to 
the culture of isolated peoples. The parallel race to translate the Bible to reach every linguistic 
group relies upon a similar assumption: that of theological superiority. Missionaries believe 
that the Christian God is the only true god, and that people can only receive salvation through 
him. Isolated groups must be ‘saved’ from their own false gods and learn about the true God. 
It is up for debate whether indigenous people need to be saved by or from such Christians.

Frazer MacDiarmid

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-bible-translations-are-still-shaping-the-world/
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In the midst of the Danish Folk Party’s biggest voter crisis in history, the party’s vice-chairman 
Morten Messerschmidt has decided to take the party in a new direction: a Christian one. The 
Danish Folk Party ended up in its biggest crisis to date after the most recent Danish election, 
where the party suffered a significant loss of votes to the Social Democrats, who have also 
adopted a more populist, anti-immigrant rhetoric. This has led to the party taking new drastic 
means in order to save themselves. According to Messerschmidt, Christianity has “suffered” 
in a religious war taking place in Denmark, and across Europe, against other religions, mainly 
Islam. Messerschmidt especially pinpoints the negative impacts that he believes Islam has 
had on Danish society. The Danish Folk Party is not new to these viewpoints and is notorious 
for its anti-immigrant rhetoric, especially its Islamophobic stance. However, incorporating a 
more religious tone is new to the party. Now, Messerschmidt wants to save the party with the 
one thing the Social Democrats have not yet included in their party politics: Christianity at 
the centre of their political agenda.

Messerschmidt’s plan
Many critics, both political and religious experts, see Messerschmidt’s move and proposal for 
the party as highly tactical and populist. Messerschmidt, however, continues to argue that he 
wants to bring Christian values back into Danish society because “Denmark is Christian – and 
we should be able to feel it.” A part of Messerschmidt’s proposals in relation to this include 
limiting the number of mosques Denmark can have (but not churches), only taking Christian 
quota refugees, and incorporating more Biblical elements into the Danish public school. Some 
legal experts question if his ideas can even be realised without breaking international law, since 
some of his ideas are highly discriminatory against certain religious and ethnic groups.

A European tendency
Danish professor of European History, Uffe Østergaard, sees Messerschmidt’s new vision for 
the Danish Folk Party as part of a neo-conservative wave. It has been seen in many other places 
in Europe. For instance, both Hungary and Poland are being run by right-wing politicians who 
often use Christianity to excuse their conservatism, racism, or homophobia to accumulate 
conservative votes. The same has been seen in the UK, where the Conservatives and other 
right-wing parties have used Christianity to exercise Islamophobia. Though Messerschmidt’s 
new tactics in Danish politics have been seen regularly to validate right-wing extremism 

Denmark – taking a turn towards Christianity?
and conservatism, it is still generally unseen in a Danish context. Denmark, a country that is 
internationally recognised for its secularism, has hardly ever had political parties use religion 
to mask intolerance and racism, unlike other European contexts. This tactic has been highly 
successful in other countries where religion and conservatism generally have more influence 
on society and politics, such as Poland and Hungary.

Danish secularism under threat?
In Denmark, it has always been important not to mix politics with religion. Most people would 
agree that religious institutions and the state should always be separated, even though 
Denmark is a Christian country on paper. Therefore, even though Danes generally identify as 
Christians, it is seen as more of a cultural choice than a religious one. Most Danish politicians 
agree on the separation of state and church, including the Danish Christian Democrats, who 
are very secular in their politics despite being a Christian party. For this reason, Messerschmidt 
is treading on dangerous grounds with his new vision for the Danish Folk Party that could 
either make or break their voter crisis. Messerschmidt has tried to argue that he “in no way 
wishes to mix politics and religion,” but wants to ensure that Danes “understand their his-
tory,” and learn more about Christianity as it is the religion that has shaped Danish society 
and values.

Many observers have, humorously, suggested Messerschmidt should perhaps study the 
Bible a bit more, before making such statements. One of the main teachings in the Bible is to 
“love thy neighbour,” which Messerschmidt seems to have either skipped or misunderstood 
when studying the script, according to several critics. Messerschmidt has, for instance, stated 
that the most Christian value of them all would be “not to wear a burka.” Therefore, critics 
argue he is misusing Christian values to accumulate and validate Islamophobic and racist pol-
itics. As politician Kristian Hegaard (Radikale Venstre) from the opposition so swiftly stated: 
“Messerschmidt is merely wrapping old politics in Christianity.” The question now remains: 
can this ‘Christian‘ European recipe for right-wing nationalism work in a secular country like 
Denmark too? Only time will tell.

Hannah Macaulay

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/denmark-taking-a-turn-towards-christianity/
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The world needs a COVID-19 vaccine, but ethicists and religious communities are raising 
ethical concerns over their development and eventual distribution. This forces us to ask: Will 
the COVID-19 vaccine be ethically tainted?

“Will everyone have fair access to the vaccine?”

Need for a vaccine for COVID-19?
The worldwide death toll from COVID-19 sits at 916,005 out of 28,516,744 reported cases 
according to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control. This places the death 
rate at about 3.21% or approximately 1 death per 31 reported cases. This obvious danger 
has meant governments across the world have closed their borders and enforced widespread 
quarantine measures. These measures have saved lives, but also have taken their toll on the 
emotional and economic health of individuals and nations. They cannot be sustained forever, 
but a vaccine could replace them and protect the global population from COVID-19.

The need for the vaccine is obvious and few would argue otherwise. Yet, various ethics 
panels and religious groups have begun to raise ethical concerns. So, what are the ethical 
questions facing the various COVID-19 vaccines already under development?

There are three main areas of ethical objection to possible COVID-19 vaccines: 1) Human 
testing, 2) Cell-lines derived from abortions, and 3) Fair distribution. These three objections 
have been made by both secular and religious groups.

Rushed human tests
Among the medical, scientific, and more broadly secular communities, concern exists over 
rushed human trials on three different grounds, though religious voices are not totally absent.
First, some question testing the effectiveness of a vaccine on human subjects in what are 
known as ‘human challenge trials.’  In human challenge trials, humans will be intentionally 
infected with COVID-19 or a dilution of it and be given the vaccine, potentially also with a 
less promising vaccine and/or placebo. But since COVID-19 has a very high mortality and 
serious health complication rate compared to seasonal influenza, there is serious risk of harm 
to those participating in the vaccine trial and to the general public. There is also risk that a 
rushed and less-tested vaccine might not have real-world effectiveness or a rate of negative 

Will the COVID-19 vaccine be ethically tainted?
side effects that at the scale of the world’s billions presents a serious ethical challenge.
Moreover, some note that rushing through human trials risks undermining public confidence 
in the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine. Undermining public trust would risk lives if the 
public avoids taking the vaccine and could reinforce negative views on vaccines in general. 
While many who raise these concerns still think the need outweighs the risks, they force us to 
consider whether the vaccine may be ethically tainted because it risks people’s lives through 
the testing itself, unproven effectiveness, or through lower vaccine acceptance.

Use of cell lines derived from abortion
However, among Roman Catholics and evangelicals across the world, the concern focuses on 
how cell lines derived from various aborted foeti are used to produce many of the possible 
COVID-19 vaccines. Yet, some scientists and secular ethicists have also weighed in. Many 
vaccines are produced by purposefully infecting a unique type of human cells to culture a 
less virulent strain of the virus. These cells are unique because they will reproduce in culture 
perpetually, while most cells will eventually stop reproducing. Hence they are called cell 
lines. However, some of these cell lines were sourced from aborted foeti. Since Catholics 
and evangelicals understand abortion as the murder of a human person, they argue the use 
of such cell lines would make researchers and recipients complicit in the original abortion, 
desecrate the body of the aborted child, set a bad precedent of benefiting from unethical 
activity, or even incentivise future exploitation of women and their unborn children through 
abortion. While some suggest sufficient historical distance from the abortion and urgent 
need of COVID-19 outweigh their ethical taint, they also contend that since not all cell lines 
are derived from abortions, alternatives without this ethical taint already exist. Consequently, 
they do not question the importance of a vaccine, just how one is produced. They raise this 
concern in hope that an alternative vaccine will be produced without foetal cell lines.

A vaccine for all? Or really just the rich?
Finally, assuming there is an effective vaccine, and even assuming that the vaccine was not 
tainted by the earlier two concerns surrounding its development, others raise an ethical 
concern over any vaccine’s distribution. Here both secular and religious voices seem united 
in their concern that the wealthy individuals and nations will benefit first and that the poor 
will be forced to wait for later batches of the vaccine. This is a concern about equity: will 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/will-the-covid-19-vaccine-be-ethically-tainted/
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everyone have fair access to the vaccine? If the vaccine goes to who is willing to pay more or 
who orders first, then what hope do poorer communities and countries have? Yet, ironically, 
it is there the vaccines are likely to be produced. Recognising vaccines are so important to 
save lives, both religious and secular communities are concerned that each life in the world 
is equally valued and that allocation of the vaccine proceeds on a basis other than wealth 
or power. 

“Can we somehow develop and distribute an ethically untainted 
COVID-19 vaccine?”

Lingering questions
Few debate the need for a COVID-19 vaccine to save lives and bring the world back towards 
normal. But vaccines come with ethical implications that are often not considered in the 
urgency of the demand. While we may not be able to answer these or the many other ethics 
questions here, we have at least begun to consider them. But ultimately questions remain: 
Does the perceived urgent need for an effective coronavirus vaccine to save lives outweigh 
the perceived ethical deficiencies concerning human testing, aborted foetal tissue, and fair 
distribution? Is ethical taint unavoidable? Or can we somehow develop and distribute an 
ethically untainted COVID-19 vaccine?

R. Anthony Buck
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Scandinavian Lutheran churches have been among the first Christian denominations to 
accept same-sex marriage. Sweden allowed same-sex marriage in 2009, although half of the 
bishops opposed it. The Church of Denmark allowed same-sex marriage in 2012, the Church 
of Iceland in 2015, and the Church of Norway in 2016. The Church of Finland has not been 
following this trail, as it has not yet accepted same-sex marriage but has only approved spe-
cial prayers for same-sex couples following a civil union or marriage.

Disagreeing bishops looking for unity
The bishops of the Church of Finland were asked to make a statement on where the Church 
stands on this issue. They spent two years trying to find an agreement, but in the statement 
that was published in August 2020, they mainly concluded that they disagree on the subject. 
Instead of providing a unified view on marriage, they emphasised how important it is to find 
unity and respect in the Church despite all the differences. The bishops suggested different 
models for handling the issue in the Church in a way that could be accepted by people 
with different opinions on marriage. One of these models is to have two parallel theological 
understandings of marriage in the Church. One would be the traditional idea where marriage 
is seen as a union of a man and a woman. The other would allow same-sex marriage in the 
Church. Behind these two theologies are very different views on the concept of family and 
Bible interpretation.

The question, then, is if this scenario is possible. When asked, most pastors probably 
would not say that marriage theology is central to the Christian faith. Nonetheless, it has 
become one of the main dividers inside the Church, in which many find it hard to make 
concessions. At least it would require an atmosphere of respect and acceptance of differing 
theological views. Even if over half of pastors of the Church of Finland would like to marry 
same-sex couples, 30 percent still says they would not do that in any circumstances.

Pastors’ freedom of conscience
In Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, pastors were granted the freedom to choose whether they 
wanted to marry same-sex couples, which gave more conservative pastors a chance to stay 
and work in the Church. However, it is not granted that this freedom of conscience will last. 
In Iceland, the Church first started to bless same-sex relationships in 2008. When same-sex 

Will marriage theology break the Church of Finland?
marriage was accepted in the Church of Iceland, pastors were required to wed same-sex 
couples. In Sweden, Prime Minister Stefan Löfven has demanded that pastors should not 
have freedom of conscience on the matter of same-sex marriage. In Finland, there have also 
been attempts to apply the law of gender-neutral marriage to force pastors to wed same-sex 
couples. There is the possibility, thus, that after accepting same-sex marriages, there would 
be growing pressure to force all pastors to wed same-sex couples.

Respect or division?
Lutheran churches are the largest denomination in Scandinavia. In recent decades, they have 
been losing members at a growing speed and have been pushed more to the margins of 
society. Therefore, the churches are pressured to make a decision in this matter that will gain 
acceptance from the general public.

Conservative Christians are strongly committed to, and active in, the Church. Ignoring 
their views could have long-lasting effects on the Church’s future. It is easy to criticise the 
bishops for not making a clear stand. However, it is an attempt to solve an almost impossible 
situation. In this current sensitive situation, there are no easy ways out.

Pietari Hannikainen

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/will-marriage-theology-break-the-church-of-finland/
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In the earliest phases of the COVID-19 pandemic, before cases spread widely beyond China, 
Hussein Amer, a Canadian imam, delivered a radically anti-Chinese sermon in which he 
implied that the novel coronavirus originated as Allah’s punishment for the Chinese, particu-
larly for their treatment of the Uighur Muslims.

As the epicentre of the disease moved towards Europe, spokesmen for the Islamic State 
provided their own religious interpretation, welcoming the virus as a “punishment to tyrants 
of this time and their followers.”

In the weeks that followed, an increasing number of religious voices began weighing in on 
why God would bring about such devastation. Several conservative religious groups viewed 
the virus as divine punishment for humanity’s sins, particularly the practice and support of 
homosexuality. In early March, a Jewish rabbi and former spiritual head of the Orthodox 
Yachad party, Meir Mazuz, alleged that the coronavirus was spreading as a result of nations, 
like Israel, allowing gay-pride parades, which Mazuz considered “parades against nature.” 
Bolstering his claim, Mazuz added, falsely, that Arab states had avoided coronavirus cases 
and deaths by not allowing such parades.

Shortly after these comments, Patriarch Filaret, the top religious official of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church – Kyiv Patriarchate, echoed the idea, proclaiming that COVID-19 is “God’s 
punishment for the sins of men, the sinfulness of humanity.” Clarifying, he noted that by sin 
he meant “[f]irst of all… same-sex marriage.”

Not God, but nature?
Though views of the coronavirus as a divine punishment have cropped up from individuals  
and groups with varying levels of legitimacy across differing faiths, this idea is far from uni-
versally held. The Catholic Church, for instance, has kept from declaring the virus to be a 
divine punishment. Pope Francis, however, has hinted that the virus is a response––not a 
punishment, but a reaction. In a sermon given on Earth Day, he implied that the virus came 
about as a direct response of human treatment and neglect of nature. The Pope relayed his 
message with a Spanish proverb: God always forgives, man sometimes forgives, but nature 
never forgives.

Punishment from God or a shared mourning? 
— Author recommendation

Away with rationalism
Breaking from all of these traditions are the beliefs of N.T. Wright, an Anglican minister, for-
mer Bishop, and scholar. Wright argues that the desire for an explanation to the coronavirus 
is ill-founded and stems from a culture that places significant weight on rationalism. Wright, 
instead, pushes for an approach that focuses on lamentation, not explanation. Lament, he 
writes, “is what happens when people ask, “Why?” and don’t get an answer. It’s where we 
get to when we move beyond our self-centered worry about our sins and failings and look 
more broadly at the suffering of the world.” To support his argument, Wright cites passages 
from Psalms that contain descriptions of similar loss and lamentation on the part of God and 
his followers. Ultimately, he believes “it is part of the Christian vocation not to be able to 
explain—and to lament instead.”

The diversity of responses to the pandemic underscores a near-universal human desire to 
explain the pain, loss, and fear caused since the first cases were recorded in late 2019. The 
evolution of responses, while partially explainable by the vast diversity of religious beliefs, 
may also come from the trajectory of the virus. In the earliest phases, it was easier to view 
the virus as a punishment since it only affected certain areas: China, Italy, or Europe more 
generally. As the virus continued to spread, though, it showed little regard for one’s national-
ity or religious identity, even infecting some, like Patriarch Filaret, who claimed the virus was 
punishment. As the virus became a global crisis, responses likewise became more global in 
their scope, perhaps a response from nature, or, perhaps something religion, by its nature, 
cannot and need not explain.

Tyler Mikulis

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/punishment-from-god-or-a-shared-mourning/
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The rise of the internet and technology have greatly influenced almost all aspects of society. 
In recent years, this influence has also reached religious groups. Technology and the internet 
have enabled religious institutions to establish communities and reach a broad audience. 
However, the enormous influence of technology may also bring a downside. For example, 
the emergence of smartphones may lead people to become distracted more easily and 
lose their individual freedom. Moreover, technological advances can be exploited by online 
spiritual leaders, who are able to build huge numbers of followers online and directly access 
their audience without limitation. Furthermore, the introduction of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
may have questionable effects, with facial recognition and robots being more widely used in 
religious buildings.

As the influence of technology cannot be ignored, it is important to consider both the 
benefits it brings and the dangers that it could pose to religion in the modern day.

“Apps can allow some religions to regain their relevance in modern 
society”

Apps and social media
The growth of new technologies allows for reaching a broad audience far more easily than 
before. This has presented an opportunity for religious institutions, some of which have 
launched apps as a way of connecting with their members. Apps are seen as a way to 
help with prayer and provide opportunities for learning. With traditional methods of social 
organisation changing, these apps can allow some religions to regain their relevance in 
modern society.

One example of this type of app is the Dutch podcast ‘Eerst Dit’ (This First), which has 
50,000 subscribers. The podcast is just seven minutes long and includes a reading from the 
Bible, a short sermon, an assignment or question, and a short prayer. Many listeners state 
that they appreciate the podcast and see it as a valuable addition to their week. The pod-
casts are considered by their listeners to be relatable to everyday life and to the personal 
needs of religious people.

Another example originates from the Vatican. The ‘click to pray’ app, launched in January 
2019, allows people to share prayer intentions with each other. Not only can people share 

Apps, robots, and facial recognition in the church
their intentions, but others can join the prayer with just one click. Additionally, Pope Francis 
uses social media to reach a broad audience. He has over 18 million followers on Twitter and 
7.1 million followers on Instagram.

Several other apps have been developed to increase convenience for believers. For 
instance, there are apps for donating money, finding halal restaurants and stores, spreading 
daily messages and sermons, and scanning food to see whether it is halal.

“Online gurus can hold enormous influence over their followers”

Gurus and cults
The enormous reach enabled by technology has not only been discovered by established 
religious organisations such as the Catholic Church. Increasingly, people have turned to 
online spiritual gurus. These online gurus can hold enormous influence over their follow-
ers. However, they have also faced criticism. It is argued that their influence can turn into a 
tool for manipulation and control, which transforms the online guru into a cult leader. For 
example, online cult leader Teal Swan gives advice in exchange for money. However, many 
consider her advice similar to manipulation techniques cult leaders use in the physical world.

Distraction and loss of freedom
Even though the Catholic Church has developed the ‘click to pray’ app, Pope Francis has 
repeatedly warned about the disadvantages of mobile phones. For example, he encour-
aged people to put away their mobile phones during dinner time, in order to communicate 
with their family. Moreover, he has criticised the use of mobile phones during mass. During 
a speech for students and teachers of a high school, Pope Francis warned them against 
becoming too dependent on their cell phones. Even though he acknowledged the benefits 
of phones, he also stated that they can cause people to lose their freedom as they become 
slaves to their mobile phones.

Pope Francis is not the only religious leader to warn against technology. Bishops in 
Australia have pointed out that the digital world can lead to problems such as information 
overload, social isolation, and consumerism.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/apps-robots-and-facial-recognition-in-the-church/
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Facial recognition and robots
For some applications of technology, it is hard to determine whether they pose opportunities 
or threats. An example of this is the use of facial recognition software to tell who is entering 
a church. Several companies are offering such systems and over 200 churches in the world 
have already implemented it. A firm offering such a service is Kuzzma. This company offers 
an AI system that uses cameras to identify people entering the church, and provides key 
information about them. Using this, the system can generate reports about each person. 
These reports include age, sex, and time of arrival of the visitor, but also statistics about their 
behaviour. The technology even issues a warning when someone’s activity is considered to 
be abnormal. The question arises whether this technology increases safety in a church, or 
whether it violates visitors’ privacy.

Another example of such questionable application of technology is the use of robots. 
For example, a 400-year-old Buddhist temple in Kyoto, Japan, has a robot priest called 
Mindar. Mindar preaches in multiple languages, and can also sing. A similar robot priest was 
displayed in an exhibition in Wittenberg, Germany. Robot BlessU-2 delivers blessings in five 
languages. Such robots, however, spark debate. For example, some worry about the replace-
ment of human pastors or priests by machines.

Finding the balance
To sum up, technology brings opportunities and threats to religion. Even though apps and 
social media can increase the reach of religious institutions and leaders, this influence can 
turn into a tool for control. Moreover, the risks of facial recognition and the use of robots are 
still unknown. However, we cannot ignore the way technologies allow people to connect with 
religion, such as podcasts and prayer apps.

Anne Clerx
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There is little doubt that religion continues to be important in Poland, with 87% of inhabi-
tants identifying themselves as Catholics. In recent years, religion has played a key role in the 
country’s politics. In 2015, the nationalist Law and Justice party won a majority in the parlia-
ment by voicing anti-immigration opinions. But, as immigration slows, the party is now shift-
ing to an anti-LGBT focus, turning this subject into a political battleground. The anti-LGBT 
views of the party can be seen in statements by the party president, Jarosław Kaczyński. For 
instance, in May 2019, he said that the LGBT community is “a threat to Polish identity, to our 
nation, to its existence and thus to the Polish state.” Politicians are not the only ones voic-
ing anti-LGBT opinions: the Catholic Church has gotten involved as well. For example, the 
archbishop of Krakow, Market Jedraszewski, said in a sermon that Poland is under attack by 
a “rainbow plague.”

LGBT-free zones and banned marches
Most worrying, however, is the fact that the anti-LGBT opinions are clearly having an effect on 
the lives of LGBT people in Poland. Recently, over 80 Polish local authorities have declared 
their territories ‘LGBT free.’  As a response, Paweł Rabiej, openly gay deputy mayor of 
Warsaw, tweeted: “German fascists created Jew-free zones,” comparing Nazi anti-Semitic 
policies to the anti-LGBT opinions of the current Polish government.

The LGBT-free zones are not the only issue for members of the LGBT community in 
Poland. Pro-LGBT activists have faced increasing danger when protesting for their rights. In 
July 2019, human rights activist Elżbieta Podleśna was suspected of placing posters of Jesus 
and Mary, surrounded by rainbow halos, near a Catholic church that had held an anti-LGBT 
exposition during Easter. As a result, she was accused of offending religious beliefs, which is 
a crime in Poland.

Finally, there are also several Polish laws that limit the rights of the LGBT community. For 
example, only a mother and father can be recognised as the parents of a child. Therefore, it 
is forbidden for both parents to be of the same sex. Because of this, the Polish government 
does also not recognise foreign civil status acts in which same-sex parents are registered. 
Moreover, all same-sex marriages are forbidden in the country. Meanwhile, peaceful protests 
have been stopped, with LGBT marches being banned or condemned across Poland, or 
met with violence. For example, members of an LGBT march in Białystok in July 2019 were 
attacked with bricks, stones, fireworks, eggs, and rotten vegetables.

Poland: LGBT-free zones and ban on Pride marches
Changing attitudes
Whereas some politicians are voicing their anti-LGBT opinions louder and louder, the atti-
tude of the public shows a different trend. In 2001, 41% of Poles said that being gay should 
not be tolerated, but this number had dropped to 24% by 2017. The issue, therefore, is not 
that the entire Polish society is homophobic or anti-LGBT. However, homophobic views and 
actions are more intense when they occur. This is illustrated by the fact that, despite the lack 
of reliable government records on the number of hate crimes against the LGBT community, 
Polish rights groups state that the number of homophobic attacks has increased. The involve-
ment of the Church in this issue can be argued to be especially worrying.

Anne Clerx
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In French, there is a new word to talk about women’s heritage: matrimoine. Because of its ety-
mology, the word patrimoine (from patrimonium, which literally means “father’s inheritance”) 
excludes women and the theoretical possibility for women to pass down knowledge, objects, 
or buildings. As a result, women in France have begun to research all female legacies we do 
not talk about, such as the work of unknown female artists or writers. For their research, they 
use the word matrimoine (from mater – mother – in Latin).

This new category of research is defined as “the memory of the women creators of the 
past and the transmission of their works … Equality between women and men requires a 
valorisation of women’s heritage. From then on, patrimoine and matrimoine will together 
constitute our common, mixed and egalitarian cultural legacy.” Recently, Christian women’s 
associations have become increasingly interested in this new field and are beginning to learn 
about their own heritage.

What can be done on a theoretical level
To think of a specifically feminine legacy is to set out in search of a history of which there are 
few traces and which has often suffered from a condescending look on the part of religious 
institutions. For example, Christian female mystics, also referred to as Beguines, were regu-
larly mocked, considered bad theologians, and even burned for their work.

Rather than talking about subjects that have often been dismissed by historians of 
Christianity, these new historians have to start looking for new sources. One way is to search 
for oral sources. In fact, women who did not live in religious orders or belong to the high 
aristocracy often did not know how to write. As a result, they left few traces. Consequently, 
historians must try to meet people who can tell them more about the role of their mothers 
and grandmothers. This approach is called “oral history.” These oral traditions provide an 
interesting and insightful look into the spirituality of women and their role in the transmission 
of Christian knowledge.

Another way to understand the role of women without using written sources is to study 
more pictorial sources. Indeed, by looking at images from different eras, one can also recog-
nise the roles that were assigned to women and the place they were given in society.

What can be done on a practical level
Today, film screenings and lectures are organised to enable Christian women to learn more 

Let’s talk about Christian women’s legacy
about their matrimoine. The “collectif adelphe” in Paris, for example, organises conferences 
on the history of French-speaking Catholic feminism.

After the first stage of research, many hope that this new knowledge will find its way into 
school curricula. Indeed, women are also petitioning for students to learn more about the 
names of great female theologians from antiquity to the present day. They hope that more 
women will be inspired by their matrimoine to pursue theological studies, and perhaps one 
day leave their own legacy.

Juliette Marchet

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/lets-talk-about-christian-womens-legacy/
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The statistics don’t lie. Across Europe, the number of people following and participating in 
religion is on the decline. Few cases make this point more clear than Ireland, historically one 
of Europe’s most religiously active nations. In 1972, 91% of Irish attended church weekly. 
In 2019, only 36% attended a service monthly. This trend is replicated in many European 
nations. More and more Spaniards declare themselves atheists, agnostics, or non-believ-
ers, and in 2017, the percentage of non-religious people surpassed the percentage of reli-
gious people for the first time in the Netherlands. Both France and Finland have reported 
decreases in service attendance, and in the UK religious affiliation and belief in God is on 
the decline. The trend continues beyond Europe, with fewer people attending churches or 
affiliating themselves with religious organisations in the United States and Canada.

Skating in empty churches
Scandals, welfare state, and non-traditional families foster decrease
Each person has their individual reasons for leaving the church or not believing in the first place. 
However, several key trends can be identified that may explain the decline of Christianity.

First, we have become more and more aware of scandals and misbehaviour within religious 
institutions. This resulted in confidence in these organisations being lower than ever before. 
For example, only 11% of British people say they trust churches and religious organisations, 
compared to 36% trusting the education system and 82% trusting university scientists.

Additionally, structural changes in the role of the state are important in the decline of 
Christianity. In particular, the level of Christianity is known to decline in welfare states. In 
welfare states, the government protects the health and wellbeing of all its citizens. This is 
achieved by offering social housing, healthcare, pensions, and other types of benefits. With 
the development of welfare models since the 1950s, Christianity’s relevance has decreased.

A third reason for the reducing popularity of Christianity may be the decrease in tradi-
tional families. A traditional family might be defined as a husband and wife with two or more 
children. However, due to an increase in divorce rates and a decline in fertility rates ever 
since the 1960s, many children do not grow up in such a traditional family today. Religions 
usually rely heavily on families to raise religious children. According to the Huffington Post, 
the observed change in family structure may lead to a smaller number of children being 
raised religiously. As a result, myths and symbols may be less relevant to children growing up 
in nontraditional families. This can be illustrated by the fact that the Bible does not refer to 
children of divorced parents. When confronted with God’s criticism of divorce, these children 
may be less likely to identify themselves with religion.

Church buildings are now offices and gyms
When portraying the statistics on the religious landscape, one effect of the decrease in 
Christianity is immediately visible: fewer churches are needed. What is happening with the 
redundant buildings? All over Europe, churches are being turned into hotels, swimming 
pools, and libraries. From offices in Sweden, skate halls in Spain, and a hotel in Belgium, 
to a kindergarten in Germany, a museum in Ireland, and a bar in the United Kingdom: the 
possibilities are endless. In the Netherlands, about twenty percent of former churches have 
already been transformed into community centers, museums, or gyms. Hundreds of church 
buildings are expected to be repurposed in the next few years.

Anne Clerx
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What is it to live? Every day, doctors are taking care of our health and our lives. Usually, 
those doctors work in hospitals with a chaplaincy. But during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
such chaplaincies in hospitals, nursing homes, and jails have been closed. However, life is 
not only organic.

Biblical tradition
In Luke 21,1-4, Jesus looks at people giving offerings in the temple treasury. Among them, a 
poor widow gives two tiny coins. Jesus concludes by saying she has given the whole of her 
life. Elsewhere, Jesus tells he is the bread of life. Two Greek words are translated into ‘life’: 
βίος (bios) and ζωη (zoè). ‘Bios’ means “life in itself, existence, length of the life, possessions” 
while ‘zoè’ means “life, breath of life.”

Both kinds of life are important in the Bible. Jesus takes care of the biological life of the 
people he meets: he heals the sick and gives bread to the hungry. Organic life is a priority 
in the Bible: first give bread to the hungry, then tell them about eternal life. Eternal life is an 
article of faith of the Christian faith. It is a promise for the afterlife, but it is also a way of living 
on earth. ‘Zoè’ means “breath of life,” which means that without it life is not possible. This 
kind of life is essential.

Relational life is essential
A legend says that king Frederick II, in the 13th century, started an experiment that turned 
into a disaster. In order to know which language is natural to humankind, he ordered the tak-
ing care of six infants without talking to them. Those children never spoke, and quickly died.

After months without visits, older relatives regularly have trouble recognising their family. 
From this point, such people do not live very long, and miss a central point of humanness. 
Without human relations, life is diminished. Those relations are part of the spiritual life, ‘zoè.’

What was essential during the quarantine?
During the coronavirus crisis, priority is given to healing sick people, taking care of the ‘bios,’ 
which is a good thing. But this is, in France, without any chaplaincy: the spiritual life is set 
aside. This means that in our society, we live as if organic life were the only essential life. 
Moreover, in order to preserve the life of a sick person’s relatives, they are not allowed to 
meet, and if this person dies, only very few people can mourn together. As a consequence 

Organic and existential life
of the centrality of biological life, death is privatised and made invisible. How difficult it is to 
mourn in this situation!

”We should never forget that life is more than mechanics“

Technocracy and spiritual life
Eternal life begins on earth. It is a life of relation with one’s Creator, but also a life related to 
other people. When technocracy considers that life is only biological, a fundamental dimen-
sion of humanness is forgotten. Both lives are linked together, for sure, but we should never 
forget that life is more than mechanics.

Emilie Eyer

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/organic-and-existential-life/
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While jihadist terrorism is one of the core components of any global news broadcast, its sub-
tler counterpart, Islamism, rarely rises to public consciousness. Maajid Nawaz, founder of the 
think-tank Quilliam, defines Islamism as the attempt to impose one particular version of Islam 
on the rest of society, whereas jihadism is the attempt to do this by violent means. While 
Islamism, as Nawaz defines it, is not a violent ideology, it is explicitly theocratic in nature, and 
is therefore necessarily in conflict with European legal principles like the separation of church 
and state. It is therefore worth knowing how popular Islamism is in Europe, and what risks it 
may pose.

Early Islamism in France: the Muslim Brotherhood
Islamism arrived in France in the 1980s and 90s, mainly in the form of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Salafism. The Brotherhood most clearly fits the label of ‘political Islam,’ because it 
seeks to change society by engaging with the prevailing political structures and values of 
the country, in order to eventually establish an Islamic government based on Islamic law 
(Shari’ah). However, the Brotherhood tends to be rather secretive about its motives in the 
West, so its claimed goal is instead to “re-Islamise” Muslims, and teach them how to behave 
in countries where they are a religious minority. The main institutional representative of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in France is the Union of Islamic Organisations in France (UOIF), which 
was founded in 1983. One of the UOIF daughter companies, IESH, has trained over 300 
UOIF imams between 1990 and 2004. In 2003 the UOIF became one of the three organisa-
tions constituting the first official authority representing Islam in France, the French Council 
of the Muslim Faith (CFCM). This shows how firmly the Brotherhood was established in 
French society.

Early Islamism in France: Salafism
The second main Islamist ideology in France, Salafism, tends to maintain an attitude of sepa-
ratism to all of Western society, including its political values and institutions. In fact, Salafism 
maintains that the only law to respect is the law of God, as described in the Koran and the 
Hadith (sayings of Muhammad), and therefore usually regards democracy as an anti-Islamic 
concept. Based on the strictest Salafi interpretation of the Koran, Muslims are not allowed to 
compromise on their Islamic duties, and should therefore isolate themselves from Western 
society if its norms and values are in conflict with their Islamic way of life. Evidence has also 

Islamist extremism in France — Author recommendation

emerged that peaceful Salafism can serve as a stepping stone to violent, jihadist Salafism. 
It is worth mentioning that since 2004, many UOIF supporters have shifted their allegiance 
to Salafism.

“Islamism has been especially taking root in the ‘banlieues’”

Islamism in the ‘banlieues’ (suburban ghettos)
According to several leading Islamic scholars, Islamism has been especially taking root in the 
‘banlieues’: problematic neighbourhoods where social and economic problems are rampant. 
One of the scholars, Dr. Bernard Rougier, had his students perform four years of undercover 
fieldwork in these communities, where they discovered that Salafi agitators are trying to 
create parallel societies based on their radical ideology. Dr. Gilles Kepel claims this ideology 
can lead “directly to jihad against the unbelievers.” The Journal du Dimanche reported on 
January 18, 2020, that French security services have already identified 150 regions that are 
largely under the influence of radical Islamism.

Salafi community leaders
The first way Salafi preachers tend to exert control over their communities is by forbidding 
certain things because they are impure (‘haram’), such as shaking hands with women, having 
Christian or Jewish friends, or not wearing a veil. Muslim children are often taken out of sec-
ular, public schools, in order to be taught in Islamic institutions. Once Islamist leaders have 
enough influence in their communities, they can act as spokesmen and make requests to 
the French authorities, such as for the construction of a new mosque. Dr. Rougier therefore 
argues that “the balance of power with the state institutions is shifting more and more, and 
that is their goal.” Dr. Kepel adds that the French Members of Parliament are afraid of being 
seen as hostile to Islam, which causes them to make many concessions to Islamist community 
leaders, sometimes even in exchange for votes.

Are these observations Islamophobic?
While these observations could be dismissed as being ‘Islamophobic,’ Dr. Kepel argues that 
“Islamophobia is a term that was invented by the militant Islamists to prevent any criticism 
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of their interpretation of Islam and to unite the majority of Muslims behind them.” Now, 
whatever its origins are, the concept of ‘Islamophobia’ is problematic because it fails to dis-
tinguish between discrimination against Muslims as people, prejudice against Islam(ism), and 
informed criticism of Islam(ism) as a set of ideas and practices. Dr. Kepel himself has always 
been careful to distinguish mainstream Islam from hardcore Islamism, and is a man of the left 
with no sympathies for far-right xenophobia. It therefore pains him to see an emerging left-
wing Islamic movement at universities, which criticises or cancels anyone critical of Islamism, 
even though Islamism often goes against classically ‘left-wing’ values like gender equality 
and the separation of church and state. This contributes to the fact that Islamism and right-
wing extremism mutually reinforce each other, because “Islamists need the extreme right to 
claim that French society is racist. And the extreme right needs the Islamists to exaggerate 
the dangers posed by Islam.” The fact that radical movements like these need each other to 
survive shows us the danger of polarisation and tribalism.

Authoritarian attitudes among French Muslims
In conclusion, Islamism has a significant influence at both a grass-roots and institutional level 
in France, and has been especially taking root in the banlieues. This observation has been fur-
ther confirmed by empirical research. A large 2017 study by the Montaigne Institute showed 
that 28 percent of French Muslims “have adopted a system of values clearly opposed to 
those of the French State,” such as holding authoritarian or “secessionist” (wanting to with-
draw from the political state) attitudes, or support for polygamy or the niqab (full-face veil). 
Most members of this group are young, poorly educated individuals who reside in the ban-
lieues of large cities. Rather than Muslim conservatives, this group identifies with Islam as a 
way of rebelling against the French society that they feel alienated from. Now, if we are to 
believe the Change Institute for the European Commission, a solution to these problems 
would require the mobilisation of a moderate Muslim social movement from the bottom up, 
rather than the imposition of a counter-ideology developed by the French state.

Timo Pieters
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Yoga has become increasingly popular in Europe over the past few decades. For instance, 
according to a Statista survey published in July 2020, there are more than 9 million frequent 
and occasional yoga practitioners in Germany. With its popularity, it should come as no sur-
prise that there are Christians among yoga practitioners as well. Christians, after all, make 
up more than 60% of Europe’s population. Therefore, the question as to whether yoga and 
Christianity are compatible needs to be addressed.

Yoga in the European market
Yoga is rooted in Hinduism and Buddhism. However, the difference between traditional yoga 
and its commercial practice in the West needs to be taken into consideration: the widely 
lauded physical and health purposes of the modern commercial yoga practice are much 
more emphasised than the religious and spiritual aspects in its original form. Consequently, 
many consider yoga to be a form of physical fitness or wellness, devoid of any theological or 
spiritual meaning.

The ‘Christian yoga‘ controversy
Despite its popular conception, yoga also serves as searching for mystical experiences and 
the meaning of life in the religious sphere. Some Christians use yoga to prepare themselves 
for inner contemplations, while others go further and seek to generate spiritual experiences, 
such as mystical encounters with God.

There are quite divided views towards Christian yoga among religious leaders. Some find 
it devilish and warn that yoga is essentially Hindu. Others argue that yoga and meditation can 
help believers with their inner reflection and personal dialogue with God. And Hindu mantras 
can be replaced by Bible verses, Taizé chants, or simple elements of Christian prayer.

The Catholic Church has not made an official statement regarding the debate. According 
to the statement made by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 1989, the attempt 
to merge Christian meditation with Eastern practices is not without risks and errors. It must 
be constantly and carefully examined if one does not want to fall into a perishable syncretism. 
The Protestant central office for worldview questions in Germany has given similar opinions 
as well.

Can Christians practice yoga?
The possibility to find Christ in yoga
Prayer and meditation practices are both prevalent and shaped by every religion. Moreover, 
yoga includes a variety of historical as well as living, dynamic traditions that have changed 
and evolved. In India for instance, yoga practitioners have included Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, 
Christians, and Muslims. Christian prayer cannot be exclusively set against yoga practices. 
And Eastern practices of course cannot fit in every Christian piety. But none can make a claim 
to absoluteness.

The cultural and religious differences between yoga and Western-style Christianity should 
not be underestimated, but neither are they invincible. On the one hand, yoga practices 
should not simply be understood as an empty bowl which can be filled up with any religious 
contents as needed. On the other hand, the attempt to harmonise non-Christian practices 
and Christianity can be legitimised, provided that the faithful examine everything carefully 
and hold fast to the good.

Han Chang

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/can-christians-practice-yoga/
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In the latter half of the 20th century, media coverage of religion in France dwindled, becom-
ing less of a front-page concern. This phenomenon began to change following two events: 
the Creil Affair of 1989 and the terrorist attacks on 9/11 in the United States. While religious 
elements of the horrors of 9/11 garnered international attention, news of the Creil Affair 
spread less widely outside France. Better understanding the Affair, however, helps illuminate 
a major consideration in how French media covers religion: the idea of laïcité.

“When entering the world of media coverage, the desired neutrality 
of laïcité is often lost”

The Creil Affair and evolving views of laïcité
In October 1989, three students at the government-run Gavriel Havez school in Creil 
attended class wearing their hijabs, or headscarves. When told by their teachers to remove 
the scarves, the girls refused, citing their Islamic faith. The school counteracted by refusing to 
admit the girls and in so doing initiated months of national debate. Ultimately, the students 
were allowed to return with their headscarves, but the issue was far from settled. The debate 
reached a climax in 2004, when the French government reversed the 1989 decision and 
passed a law that banned wearing clothing that “ostensibly manifests a religious affiliation,” 
including the hijab, within schools.

To many outside France, this situation seems strange. Where did the teachers and politi-
cians look for justification for banning the scarf? The answer lies in the century-old concept 
of laïcité. Codified into law in December 1905, laïcité can be tricky to communicate outside 
of France. For starters, the very act of translating the word creates difficulty, with many 
English sources choosing “secularity,” a translation that fails to fully convey the complexity 
of the term.

The French government defines the practice as freedom of conscience– it allows believ-
ers and nonbelievers to express their opinions without the fear of persecution, guarantee-
ing the separation of the state from any sort of religious institution. In other words, “[i]t is 
not an opinion amongst others – but rather the freedom to have one (an opinion).” Jean-
Louis Bianco, the director of CEVIPOF, Sciences Po’s Centre of political research, has defined 
laïcité as primarily a liberty, but also a neutrality of the French state in religious matters. A 

The challenges and consequences of covering laïcité 
repercussion of this neutrality is that anyone working for or attending an institution run by 
the French government — including schools — must not wear items that “ostensibly” or bla-
tantly show one’s religious beliefs. Small cross necklaces, Stars of David, or hands of Fatima 
are acceptable, but more obvious items are forbidden.

Laïcité, Islam, and the media
Nowadays, a substantial portion of religious news in France deals with incidents stemming 
from laïcité, the most common of which involve alleged Islamic breaches of secular principles.

Since the Creil Affair, the wearing of scarves and burkas by Muslim women has become 
one of the most widely covered, recurring religious debates in France. The issue resurfaced 
in fall 2019 as a member of France’s far-right National Rally party demanded a mother serv-
ing as a school chaperone take off her scarf when in a local government building. Others 
defended her, with some calling for a system of ‘communalism‘ present in many other coun-
tries, like the UK, where individuals in government settings can wear religious clothing and 
make their own religious values known. The debate became so heated, President Macron 
stepped in, criticising some political commentators whom he accused of wrongfully tying 
support for communalism with support for terrorism.

A few months later, laïcité reentered the news in an Islamic context after a sixteen-year-
old schoolgirl received death threats for harshly criticising the Islamic faith. The debate cir-
cled around whether laïcité gave one a right to blaspheme and where the line should be 
drawn on criticising a religion on its merit versus targeting adherents of the faith.

Present throughout much of the coverage, particularly when dealing with burkas, is the 
problematic trend of using the term ‘Muslims‘ or ‘Muslim women‘ too generally, leading to a 
false perception of the sizable 5.7 million French Muslim population as more politically and 
socially similar than they actually are. Though some Muslims protest elements of laïcité, they 
do not represent the feelings of all in their faith. In fact, there is diversity amongst those who 
challenge or violate laïcité laws, too, a subtlety media coverage can obscure.

Laïcité, Christianity, and the media
Media coverage of interactions between other religions and laïcité are less common, yet 
notably different. Cases involving Christianity, like those with Islam, regularly involve clashes, 
but the tone is often one of annoyance at the overreach of laïcité as opposed to an overstep 
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by the religion. For instance, in 2014, a complaint was made against the installation of a nativ-
ity scene in a government building in La-Roche-sur-Yon. The complaint led to the removal of 
the scene, causing an outcry from local politicians who maintained that the scene was more 
traditional and cultural than religious.

Beyond situations like the above, clashes between Christianity and laïcité are uncom-
mon, a phenomenon potentially explained by two factors. Firstly, some have argued laïcité 
evolved from a Christianised society in which separation of Church and state had long been 
established and accepted, making the two easily compatible. And, secondly, most clashes 
between Christianity and laïcité occured when the law was first passed, over a hundred years 
ago. For instance, just as there have been calls to ban public wearing of the burka and bur-
kini today, there were calls to ban the Christian cassock, or soutane, in public places in the 
early 20th century. Coverage on clashes between Islamic traditions and laïcité rarely delve 
into this history, again contributing to a misleading view of Islam as the only religion to have 
significant issues with laïcité.

“Media coverage of perceived clashes between laïcité and Judaism 
are often overshadowed by similar clashes between Islamic 
traditions and laïcité”

Laïcité, Judaism, and the media
Media coverage of interactions between Judaism and laïcité are also infrequent, perhaps 
partially due to the fact that France’s Jewish population numbers only around 500,000.
Furthermore, media coverage of perceived clashes between laïcité and Judaism are often 
overshadowed by similar clashes between Islamic traditions and laïcité. For instance, though 
the 2004 law banned the yarmulke, or kippah, discussion of religious clothing violating laïcité 
tends to veer towards headscarves and burkas. In fact, in 2012, far-right National Front leader 
Marine Le Pen stated that the yarmulke does not create a problem, but called on Jews to 
make a small sacrifice and remove them so that France could, in good faith, ban that which 
she considered more disruptive: Islamic headscarves.
Most recently, media coverage of Judaism and laïcité has centred around food options pro-
vided at school. Should schools provide special meal plans for children who wish to eat 

kosher or halal? Ultimately, most towns consider the issue negligible, as they regularly pro-
vide at least one vegetarian option.

The role of politicians
Despite efforts to report without bias, media coverage of laïcité has contributed to a mislead-
ing narrative in which ‘Muslims‘ violate laïcité more than other religious adherents and as a 
group. Blame for this situation should not fall squarely on the shoulders of the media, though, 
as journalists do not have complete control over what counts as news. Additionally, many 
succeed in reporting fairly on the situation. One major root of the problem comes instead 
from the actions and rhetoric of politicians, especially on the far right, who have redefined 
that which is newsworthy. For instance, the incident with the chaperone’s headscarf would 
likely not have made the news had a National Rally politician not publically confronted her.

Regardless of how the situation arose, the overall outcome remains the same: when 
entering the world of media coverage, the desired neutrality of laïcité is often lost.

Tyler Mikulis



“Is digital technology a tool to be 
used or a sea to be navigated?”
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While sexual abuse has been a problem throughout human history, its connection to religion 
became especially apparent after the abuse scandals in the Roman Catholic Church started 
coming out in the 1980s and 90s. What very few people are aware of however, are similar 
scandals in the Buddhist religion, which started emerging around the same time. The most 
prominent of these was the case of Sogyal Lakar (‘Rinpoche’), the founder of ‘Rigpa, who 
recently died in 2019. As this article shows, he inflicted abuse on his students for decades.

Sogyal Lakar gets exposed
Sogyal Lakar (a.k.a. ‘Rinpoche’), the founder of Buddhist organisation Rigpa, was probably 
the most famous Buddhist teacher after the dalai lama, and was mainly known for his inter-
national bestseller The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, which sold more than 3 million 
copies. While Sogyal claimed to be a lama, his credentials had no basis in reality, because the 
historical records show that he never completed any comprehensive Buddhist or academic 
education. The two-year period (between 1957 and 1959) where any continuous Buddhist 
training could have taken place would only be sufficient to teach basic reading, writing, and 
memorisation skills. Rigpa has claimed to have 130 centers in 41 countries, and its main cen-
tre, Lerab Ling (France), is the largest Tibetan Buddhist temple in the West. Allegations of 
abuse were already being made against Lakar in the 1970s, including a $10 million lawsuit in 
1994, but they truly caught media attention in 2017, with the publication of an open letter to 
Lakar by eight of his close students, detailing the decades of abuse they and other students 
had suffered under his tutelage.

“Soygal consistently abused his close students physically, sexually, 
and emotionally”

Physical, sexual, and psychological abuse
The main accusations against Soygal were that he had consistently abused his close students 
physically, sexually, and emotionally, including regular beatings, rape, harassment, adultery, 
and manipulating vulnerable young women (some of whom had a history of sexual abuse) 
into sexual acts. However, many students found the psychological abuse to be the most dam-
aging. This included public shaming, humiliation, and threatening his students with spiritual 

Power and abuse in Buddhism: Sogyal Lakar and Rigpa
punishments if they disobeyed him. For example, he would tell his students that they would 
die a gruesome death if they defied his commands, or that their relatives had gotten sick or 
had died because his students had displeased him in some way. While this may not seem like 
a credible threat to people who are not Tibetan Buddhists, it is a real threat within the context 
of that worldview. Lakar was all too fond of exploiting the worldview of his students in this 
way, such as by justifying his abusive behaviour as a form of “wrathful compassion” in the 
tradition of “crazy wisdom,” and therefore as a traditional form of teaching designed to liber-
ate them from their “habitual patterns.” It is still an ongoing debate whether unconventional 
behaviours of this kind have actually been used in the past as a method of teaching. For 
example, Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche often showcases such stories about the founders of 
his lineage in the 11th century, such as Marpa beating up Milarepa, or Tilopa telling Naropa 
to pinch a princess’s butt in public so that he would get beat up. Most academics would 
argue that these stories are hagiographies (legendary biographies), and were therefore not 
written to give an accurate historical account of events.

Financial abuse and a lavish lifestyle
Another form of abuse that Lakar and his close associates engaged in was financial miscon-
duct. The Lerab Ling centre was a money magnet, drawing in €1 to €1.5 million per year just 
in retreat fees, plus other sales and donations. The donations, which reached into the thou-
sands per year, were claimed to be used for charitable and benevolent purposes, while Lakar 
secretly used them to fund his hedonistic and gluttonous lifestyle, which included expensive 
cigars, masseuses, chauffeurs, and fancy restaurants. While there is nothing wrong with a 
luxurious lifestyle per se, it is definitely unethical to finance it with money that people have 
donated for Buddhist charitable causes. It is also hypocritical and deliberately deceptive to 
then constantly emphasise how Sogyal lived “a modest life” and kept “nothing for himself,” 
as his inner circle did. In September 2018 the French police raided the Lerab Ling temple to 
take testimonies from attendees, and to seize financial documents. They also found a safe 
filled with tens of thousands of euros in cash and gold. The French had performed a previous 
year-long investigation in 2016-17, during which they collected other information and testi-
monies dating to the 1990s. Investigative journalists from Pointer and Investico also discov-
ered that the Dutch branch of Rigpa had falsely obtained ANBI (tax-exempt) status because 
it failed to meet many of the necessary criteria, enabling it to evade taxes for years. The news 
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that Lakar used charitable donations for his personal pleasure did not affect the ANBI status 
either. One of the trustees of the Rigpa Fellowship charity and Lakar’s right-hand man, Patrick 
Gaffney, has also been banned from working for any charities for at least eight years, because 
he had knowledge of Lakar’s abuse but failed to take appropriate action, thereby making him 
an accomplice.

“Anyone who witnesses Buddhist teachers commit abuse should 
make it public through the press or radio”

Guilt without justice
Almost all allegations against Sogyal were found to be truthful by an independent legal 
investigation conducted by the Lewis Silkin firm, including the fact that many of his senior 
students were accomplices to his abusive behaviour. Unfortunately, Lakar died before he 
could be properly tried in court. The dalai lama, whom Lakar always claimed supported him, 
also came out in 2017 and publicly denounced Lakar by saying that “now he is disgraced.” 
He recommended that anyone who witnesses Buddhist teachers commit abuse should make 
it public through the press or radio. The dalai lama unfortunately failed to take his own 
advice, because he admitted to knowing about the abuse cases of Sogyal and Buddhists 
since the 1990s. The fact that it took him, and many other prominent teachers, more than two 
decades to speak out does not inspire hope in the self-cleansing capacity of the international 
Buddhist community.

Timo Pieters
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Is ‘God made me do it’ a valid reason to break the law? Some Christians think so.

‘A higher duty’
In September 2020, the British Evangelical Christian leader, John Stevens, made headlines 
for encouraging his followers to consider when their faith might lead them to break the law 
of the state. He spoke in reference to far-reaching restrictions upon gatherings, including 
religious gatherings, by the UK government, to try and limit the spread of COVID-19. Stevens 
argued that such a decision should be guided by biblical principles, but that it was ulti-
mately a matter of individual conscience. Simply disliking a law or the government was not a 
good enough reason; disobedience is permissible only where there is “a higher duty to obey 
Christ, and obeying Christ would be prevented by obedience to legislation,” said Stevens. 
Christians should also be ready to accept the consequences of any law-breaking, including 
prosecution by the law, and abuse from the public.

A worldwide problem
This moral dilemma is not limited to the UK. Christians around the world have drawn criticism 
for breaking laws relating to the pandemic. In South Korea, nearly 5,000 COVID-19 cases 
were linked to an anti-government protest attended by conservative Christians in August. 
The US has also been struggling with Christian leaders defying state law to hold in-person 
services, some of which attracted hundreds of worshippers. 1,200 pastors in California alone 
said they would disobey orders of their state governor, whom they accused of violating their 
freedom of religion with unfair lockdown measures.

Such disobedience has taken on a uniquely political colouring in the US. President Donald 
Trump appeared to support such disobedience, declaring places of worship to be ‘essential 
services’ despite having no authority to order a reopening, which must be done at a state 
level. His actions towards religious groups are even more important given the upcoming US 
election. Trump has always enjoyed strong levels of support from religious electorates, and it 
is vital for his reelection that such support continues.

Liberal vs. conservative
It is interesting that those who believe their faith drives them to break the law are almost all 
conservative believers. Moderate and liberal believers tend to support government COVID-19 

When is it right for a Christian to break the law?
legislation, and continue to operate at reduced capacity, using live-streaming and social-
ly-distanced worship. Some church leaders who have conformed to government lockdown 
demands have been criticised for lacking backbone by more conservative commentators.

Rebellion spreads
Christians have recently been driven to break the law in protest against the government 
about matters that do not relate to COVID-19. Eight Christians of several denominations, 
including three priests, were arrested during a protest organised by Extinction Rebellion, an 
activism group that demands action on the climate crisis. Former Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Rowan Williams, joined the protesters, holding a banner that read ‘Creation cries out.’ 

In this year of unrest, many Christians are preferring to break the law of the state rather 
than sacrifice their religious principles. Some are increasingly understanding the state to be 
at odds with the demands of their faith. Whether this trend will disappear once the pandemic 
abates, or whether the pandemic has begun a new era of Christian lawlessness, remains to 
be seen.

Frazer MacDiarmid
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on Voting For The Future.

Joe Biden is the fourth Catholic to be nominated for a major party presidential ticket and the 
only Catholic vice president in U.S. history. It took the United States 172 years from the time 
of its founding to elect its first Catholic president – President John F. Kennedy. Since that 
historic moment, there has only been one other Catholic presidential nominee, John Kerry 
(2004). Needless to say, a win for Biden – an Irish Catholic – would be a monumental moment 
in American history and for Catholic representation.

However, a lot has happened in the last 60 years since Kennedy was elected. Biden has 
not faced the anti-Catholic bigotry Kennedy endured, but neither are his fellow American 
Catholics still overwhelmingly Democrat. Further, Kennedy had significant Catholic support 
in part because he was the first major candidate Catholics could claim as their own. However, 
in comparison to their share of the U.S. population, Catholics are now overrepresented on 
Capitol Hill and the Supreme Court. All this to say, it is unclear what effect, if any, Biden’s 
Catholicism will truly have on the election outcome.

From Kennedy to Biden
Biden’s approach to governing – separating the secular sphere from the sacred sphere – 
is “straight out of the Kennedy lineage.” These fellow Irish Catholics have both distanced 
themselves from the pontiff and been quite open about ascribing to a more cultural Catholic 
faith. However, the campaign challenges they have each experienced and the questions they 
have fielded over their personal faiths could not be more different.

Kennedy faced “resistance and outright anti-Catholic bigotry” from both conservative 
Protestant pastors and within his own party. The Protestant pastors argued that a Roman 
Catholic president would always “be more loyal to the Vatican because the fate of his eter-
nal soul was at stake.” Catholics in the 1950s and 60s were also still “easy to distinguish 
from their wealthier white Protestant counterparts,” as they were still predominantly immi-
grants. Needless to say there was also a decidedly xenophobic prong to their argument that 
Catholics were simply too “weird, foreign, dirty, [and] oddly ritualistic” to lead.

Conversely, Biden is in good company of fellow prominent Catholic leaders and public 

The role of Catholicism in the 2020 election
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figures. His faith is a “highly visible part of his political persona,” and he carries a rosary at all 
times. He also regularly incorporates his faith in his speeches. This is largely because, unlike 
Kennedy, his concern is not that voters would see him as too religious or too Catholic. Rather, 
he wants to ensure America knows, particularly the conservative Catholics and evangelicals 
who voted for Trump in 2016, that he is religious enough to win their vote.

This difference is a product of yet another shift. In Kennedy’s time, religion was more 
publicly present – daily prayers in public schools, higher church attendance, etc. Thus, there 
was no need for politicians to identify as Christians because Protestantism was considered 
“America’s default faith.” However, religion has since lost its 1950s and 60s prominence, 
something conservatives greatly lament. Consequently, to appeal to this base, contempo-
rary politicians make their faith a prominent characteristic to assure this sub-group they are a 
remnant of this bygone era.

A ‘Catholic voting bloc’?
These campaign differences are products of a much larger shift in the American electorate, 
the economic and social status of American Catholics, and the Catholic faith. When Kennedy 
successfully took on America’s anti-Catholic bias, he did more than successfully break the 
WASP “stranglehold on the White House.” Kennedy’s win aided in shifting the American 
perception of Catholics from one of suspicion to allyship. Right-wing protestants no longer 
saw Catholics as the enemy, but rather as recruits for their broad pan-Christian movement 
that sought to defend their decreasingly popular conservative ideals of family and society.

Simultaneously, American Catholics were changing in status and conviction. In 1960, 
Kennedy claimed 70% – 83% of Catholic voters. As predominantly poor immigrants, many 
Catholic voters had strong beliefs on social justice and wage equality. In part because of 
the very social policies they advocated for, the group slowly joined the middle class and 
assimilated into American life. As later generations became more indistinguishable from 
their conservative Protestant counterparts, they abandoned their parents’ party and voted 
Republican. These shifts have all manifested into hurdles Biden must now overcome if he is 
to win in November.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-role-of-catholicism-in-the-2020-election/
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American Catholics account for 23% of all voters nationally, but they are far from being a 
monolithic, cohesive voting group. Like Biden, there are liberal-leaning Catholics who adhere 
to a localised faith – they are not beholden to church leadership, they keep their religious 
beliefs separate from their civic interests, and their faith’s primary purpose is to offer “solace 
in moments of anxiety or grief.” However, there is also a notable percentage of conserva-
tive adherents who feel, like several vocal members of the Catholic hierarchy, that Biden is 
not Catholic enough. This is the sub-group that has denied him communion on multiple 
occasions and the group of adherents he is now fighting to win over from Trump’s base with 
targeted, religious messaging.

Abortion – a battle of two Catholicisms?
With the recent passing of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, there has been significant discussion 
focused on the issue many consider to be the most divisive among religious voters – abortion. 
The late Justice Ginsburg was a vocal women’s rights advocate and considered the liberal 
stronghold of the Supreme Court. Republicans are now keen to fill her seat with an individual 
many consider to be Justice Ginsburg’s political opposite – Judge Amy Coney Barret. Judge 
Barret’s devout Catholic beliefs are of particular concern to Democrats as she has a clear 
pro-life record. The ongoing debate surrounding her nomination has subsequently forced 
the Biden campaign to address the issue they have largely avoided in their appeals to more 
conservative Catholic and evangelical voters.

Biden’s voting record on abortion rights has been considered “erratic.” As a young senator, 
he was vocal about his religious opposition, but said he wrestled with the extent to which he 
could impose those beliefs on others. As time has passed, Biden has become a strong sup-
porter of a woman’s right to choose. However, Biden’s stance might not be as problematic for 
religious voters, specifically Catholics, as some fear. This is largely because religious identity is 
not as straightforward as it seems. Though many American Catholics would claim to believe 
that they have a responsibility to defend the dignity of the human person, they are not consis-
tent in how they “interpret this responsibility.” Needless to say, while there are certainly vocal 
pro-life Catholics, 53% of Catholics do not support the hierarchy’s position that abortion is 
“intrinsically evil.” Further, 51% believe abortion should be legal in all or most cases.

The shock waves 
Though the election of a Catholic president is quite monumental for the US, how this will 
affect the global Catholic population is largely understudied. What we do know is that 
American Catholics occupy a middle ground faith in comparison to Catholics in other parts 
of the world. Generally speaking, they are more religious than their European counterparts, 
but less than Latin American believers. Needless to say, as the moderates they are likely not 
posed to take the direction of the denomination in one way or another.

Just recently Pope Francis published the Fratelli Tutti in which he talks about his oppo-
sition to the types of populism and nationalism that Trump typifies. While this is far from 
an official endorsement of Biden, perhaps the pope’s statements are representative of how 
Europeans and others around the world feel about the US election – anyone but Trump. They 
are not concerned or maybe even knowledgeable that Biden is Catholic, but many do want 
to see the current president out of office. Further, though the Fratelli Tutti is not an overt crit-
icism of Trump, it does put the American Catholic bishops who have openly criticised Biden 
in a peculiar position. 

Only time will tell
Political gurus, campaign leaders, and pollsters alike can analyse the impact of religious iden-
tity and Catholicism on the upcoming election for hours on end, but ultimately nothing will 
be conclusive until the ballots are in. As discussed, American Catholics have evolved – polit-
ically, socially, and economically. Maybe they will play a major role in deciding this election 
and the ‘Catholic vote’ will be to the 2020 election what the ‘evangelical voting bloc’ was to 
2016. Or perhaps, they “have earned the right to no distinction, the privilege of blending 
seamlessly into the social and political landscape of the United States.”

Elizabeth Dixon
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Following his will to fight against religious fundamentalism, French President Emmanuel 
Macron presented his action plan against ‘separatism’ in a speech on October 2nd. Since 
that date, the French government is working on a bill that will be presented to the National 
Assembly in mid-November. This decision sparked lively debates throughout France.

What is separatism?
The very choice of the word ‘separatism’ is interesting to understand the debate. In fact, 
‘separatism’ is a word created in recent years by French politicians. It is when, the French 
semiologist Mariette Darrigrand explains, “in the name of a religion or belonging, one wants 
to separate from the Republic, thus no longer respecting its laws, and therefore threatens the 
possibility of living together.” In this way, politicians make a difference between people who 
want to integrate into the Republic and those who do not. Since Macron’s speech on October 
2nd, the Minister of the Interior, Gérald Darmanin, has announced that the word ‘separatism’ 
will not appear in the title of the bill. But what is apparent is that this law project specifically 
targets Muslims in France, even though this is not announced in its title.

What is in the bill?
Indeed, in an effort to fight against religious fundamentalism, Macron is trying to avoid 
Muslims living “separated” from the rest of society. This is what he said specifically in his 
speech on October 2nd. To accomplish this, home schooling will be prohibited for everyone 
from the start of the 2021 school year. Control over non-contractual private establishments 
will be strengthened. Government representatives (préfets) will have the right to cancel deci-
sions taken by mayors (such as special swimming pool timetables for Muslim women and 
vegetarian meals in the school restaurants). Associations will be more controlled to avoid 
‘indoctrination strategies.‘ The neutrality of public services will be reaffirmed, as public offi-
cials are not allowed to wear religious symbols.

In the field of university, Emmanuel Macron has announced the creation of a Scientific 
Institute of Islamology and the plan to give “labelled” training of imams in France. Even 
today the majority of imams in France are still trained abroad. The idea is to better control the 
training of imams so that French officials know exactly what and how they are being taught.

French President wants to !ght against “Muslim 
separatism”— Author recommendation

The debate
The writing of the text seems complicated because it risks not respecting the French con-
stitution and the equality between citizens. Some politicians also fear the stigmatisation of 
Muslims. The president of the French Protestant Federation, François Clavairoly, highlighted 
the risk of ambiguity and aggressivity with a bill about “separatism.” He said that “it could be 
instrumentalised against Islam.” Although they are not directly concerned, some Christians 
are also critical of this bill. Pastor and journalist Samuel Amedro showed in an editorial the 
danger of leaving the state in full control over religions and the importance of acting against 
fundamentalism on a citizen level. He writes: “Is there not an even greater danger in accusing 
of separatism any confession of faith that places God above men? […] Isn’t it precisely our 
silence that leaves the field open for preachers of hatred, be they Christians or Muslims?”

Indeed, there is a risk that by wanting to tackle an extremist branch of Islam, the way 
of life of a much larger number of people is called into question. French sociologist Olivier 
Roy explained in a recent book that, since the state cannot attack the content of religions, it 
attacks their cultural expression. But if religion has the right to exist only as a form of a con-
trolled cultural expression in the public space, the “religious side” is rejected at the margins, 
and it is there that the radicals will seize it.

Juliette Marchet
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‘Do you trust religion?’ is a difficult question with numerous answers. Over the years, many 
have turned away from it, whereas others notably have (re)gained trust in religion. This article 
takes a look at some of the many factors that are in play why people do or do not trust religion.

Over the years, the number of people attending church has declined radically. For exam-
ple, in Ireland, the amount of Catholic Mass visitors has dropped significantly during the past 
five decades. Furthermore, in 2017, the majority of the Dutch population did not see itself 
as belonging to a religious group for the first time in history. These developments are in line 
with a broader pattern of a decline in the influence of religion in the Western world. This 
process is also referred to as secularisation. Do declining numbers of faithful reveal a loss of 
trust in religion? There has been no extensive research on the connection between the two, 
but nevertheless, the number of faithful might give us an indication of the level of trust. This 
is why we will also look into the causes of declining numbers of faithful.

An indication for the level of trust is the level of ‘subjective importance’ of religion, as 
claimed in a paper by the University of California, Berkeley, in which data from the Caucasus 
Research Resource Centers (CRRC) was used. According to the analysis of the data of the 
CRRC, the importance of religion in one’s daily life is seen as a key element in trust in reli-
gious institutions. It suggests that the more relevant religion is in someone’s life, the higher 
their level of trust in religious institutions.

“Do declining numbers of faithful reveal a loss of trust in religion?”

Is trust in religion declining?
Why is the number of faithful decreasing? Two reasons are inherent to our society: increased 
knowledge and individualisation as a dominant aspect of our current society. For example, 
research has found that the more diplomas, education, and (scientific) knowledge people 
have, the less they are inclined to go to church. Furthermore, the Pew Research Center stated 
that in 2019, 51% of their research respondents thought believing in a God was not neces-
sary in order to act morally correct.

In addition to an increase in knowledge, a shift in focus on identity might play a role as well. 
People do not see religion as an important part of their identity anymore. In Western society, the 
idea of individualism is presiding. People are looking for their own personal identity, in which the 

Do you trust religion? — Author recommendation

importance of religion is declining. Personal values and beliefs are more important, and if those 
do not line up with those of the church, people turn away. Research by the SCP stated that Dutch 
people feel that churches do not comply with their personal views on life. Furthermore, people 
are not satisfied with the church, as they find it too educating and bureaucratic.

Apart from these causes of declining numbers that might mark a loss of trust, the same 
research by the SCP also found that at least two-thirds of the Dutch population have little to 
no trust in religious institutions. This loss of trust can have other causes than those mentioned 
above. One can think of all the scandals surrounding abuse cases that have come to light. 
For example, the Catholic Church in Ireland has experienced a loss in trust because of abuse 
cases. They do not help to trust the church as a religious institution, according to religion 
sociologist Kees de Groot of Tilburg University.

In addition, the politicalisation of religion might be another reason for the diminished 
trust in religion. For instance, a study conducted by the University of Princeton found that 
many Muslims feel ‘pushed away’ by the political Islam. This is also seen in the United States. 
President Trump supports evangelical church leaders, who mainly have conservative ideas, 
and vice versa. The connection between the evangelical church and right-wing politics has 
led to the alienation of (young) socially-liberal Christians, whose trust has decreased.

Finally, the secularisation of states has the potential to decrease a religion’s visibility in 
society in general. For example, since France installed its law of laïcité in 1905, any public 
display of religious signs is forbidden. Consequently, people learn, know, and see less of 
religion. This might also lead to decreased trust in religion.

“People do not see religion as an important part of their 
identity anymore”

Trusting religion more than ever?
As seen above, there are various reasons why trust in religious institutions might be declin-
ing. However, the developments described on the loss of trust and secularisation are exam-
ples from the Western world. The question arises whether that is the only side of the story. 
Could there be an increase in trust in religious institutions elsewhere? Although a specific rise 
of trust in religious institutions is hard to point out with exact numbers, there are several clues 
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that might suggest an increase of trust in religious institutions in the non-Western world. For 
example, the number of faithful within the Catholic Church in Africa, South America, and Asia 
is rising generously. Furthermore, the Pentecostal-Charismatic Church is growing, and Islam 
as well. Of course, a rise in followers does not automatically mean a rise in trust, but they 
might be closely related.

“Does religion need to evolve towards something that is more 
compatible with a secular state?”

Taking the importance of religion itself into account, there are multiple indicators that reli-
gion in general is of increased importance. In 2019, Pew Research Center found that approx-
imately two-thirds of the world population think believing in God is important, and think 
praying is an important part of religion. In addition, the same research center found that 
during a time of crisis, more people turn to prayer – even those without a religion. Researcher 
Jeanet Sinding Bentzen explained that these people seek a way to reduce stress and find an 
explanation for the crisis upon them. Research from Harvard University pointed out that peo-
ple who have experienced war – which is an extreme crisis – are more likely to be or become 
religious. Currently, the world is experiencing a huge state of crisis due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, causing people to be restricted to their homes. As gatherings in churches became 
increasingly restricted, thousands of people tuned in to online church services. In addition, 
religious leaders have seen more people searching for answers to make sense of this crisis, 
which has resulted in a stimulation of religious views. Furthermore, in the Netherlands, peo-
ple between 17-30 years old are more connected to religion than older people, although 
this connection does not necessarily take place within religious institutions. Answers to life 
questions (e.g. on how to behave or live a good life) are also sought outside the church and 
online, but still within the Christian tradition.

Can these examples – belief in God seen as important, turning to prayer during crises, 
and seeking for answers within a religious tradition – be seen as indicators that religion 
itself is trusted in a certain way? Or even as indicators that religious institutions are not so 
distrusted as it might seem? The events described above raise questions on whether we can 
truly speak of a decline of trust, be it in religious institutions or even in religion itself.

Trust in the future
Taking these developments in trust in religion over the years into account, the question of 
the future of trust in religion naturally arises. Trust in religion will depend on the evolution of 
religion. How can it evolve in order to (re)gain trust? Does religion need to evolve towards 
something that is more compatible with a secular state? Do religious leaders have to act dif-
ferently? These are interesting questions to think about and discuss.
 

Astrid Hamberg



251250

In just over a month, France suffered three different attacks in the wake of the opening of 
the Charlie Hebdo trial and the protests over the republication of Charlie Hebdo’s satirical 
caricatures of prophet Mohammed. What was the deep reason that brought these tragic 
events? What does secularism have to do with the attacks? How can we make sense of what 
is happening in France? 

The three attacks
On September 25th, two people were gravely wounded after being stabbed in Paris near the 
former headquarters of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo. A week later – on October 2nd 
– French President Emmanuel Macron spoke about ‘Islamist separatism’ and the enduring 
problem in French society concerning the integration of large parts of the Muslim immigrant 
population. Macron added that Islamists have created a parallel culture in France that rejects 
French values, customs, and laws. In the speech, he also outlined some measures approved 
by France to solve the “separatism” problem and to develop an “Islam of France” with 
national and republican values. The measures included placing limits on home schooling 
and major government scrutiny on religious schools. The measures are intended to combat 
extremism in the Muslim community.

On October 16th, not long after Macron’s speech, a teacher was beheaded in Paris. The 
teacher, Samuel Paty, had apparently given a lecture on freedom of expression around the 
re-publication of the Charlie Hebdo satirical caricature. Later that month, on October 29th, 
a terrorist attack at France’s Notre-Dame Basilica in Nice left three dead and one seriously 
injured. Of those who were killed, one victim, like Paty, was beheaded. President Macron 
responded to the event by stating that “France is under attack, we will not give up our val-
ues,” especially “the freedom to believe and not to believe.” He also added that: “If we are 
attacked it is for our values” and invited the people “to unity.”

France’s strong response
In response to the beheading of Samuel Paty, France has retaliated with a crackdown on 
Islamist individuals. Ordered by the interior minister of France, Gérald Darmanin, French 
police searched dozens of Islamist small organisations due to the growing pressure on 

What does French secularism (not) have to do with 
the recent Islamist terrorist attacks?

the government to shut down Islamic religious fundamentalism. Darmanin explained 
that 80 investigations were underway into ”radical preachers and suspected extremists 
accused of spreading online hate.“ Moreover, French authorities stated to be ready to 
deport over 200 foreigners on the government watch list due to their suspected extreme 
religious beliefs.

Islamic protests against the measures
The French government’s more defensive and less pluralistic reaction to the attacks and 
the encouragement of freedom of speech and publications of the cartoon in its name, has 
angered Muslims in many Islamic countries. Turkish leader Erdoğan called for a “complete 
boycott of French products in Turkey,” a call echoed in Qatar and Kuwait. Erdoğan also stated 
that “Macron needed mental treatment” for his response to the attack. Moreover, Pakistani 
Prime Minister Imran Khan accused Macron of “attacking Islam” by encouraging the publi-
cation of caricatures of Mohammed. Besides Islamic leaders statements, outside Baghdad’s 
French embassy a depiction of Macron has been burnt, and Macron has been condemned 
in newspaper headlines. Muslims in France are also unhappy. They believe the French gov-
ernment has used excessive retaliation measures on their communities in response to the 
murder of the teacher. In contrast to these responses, European leaders from Germany, Italy, 
and the Netherlands have expressed their support for Macron.

“France protects its secular values more strongly than other 
European countries, which makes the country a preferred target”

Why France?
But why is France so harshly hit by Islamic terror and jihadist extremism and is she the tar-
get of tremendous and traumatic attacks? We know that other European countries, such 
as Germany, Italy, and Denmark have also published controversial cartoons in the past, 
but these countries did not have to suffer acts of violence comparable to those suffered 
by France.
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The ‘secularism’ and ‘blasphemy’ response
According to Journalist Stephen Brown, a possible reason could be that France’s extreme 
kind of secularism and its “embrace of blasphemy,” have increased radicalism among a 
minority that in France already feels excluded and downgraded. France, a secular country, 
has wrestled with religion and the issue of freedom of speech for decades, especially given 
its high Muslim and Catholic populations. But in the past, Brown argues, French secularism 
simply required neutrality from the state and demanded tolerance towards religions in the 
public space. Today, according to Brown, French secularism has become much more extreme 
and it has become a “civil religion.” He adds that the most important characteristic of this 
new form of secularism is the support of religious blasphemy such as in the form of cartoons 
of Mohammed. Brown argues that the French encourage blasphemy and therefore should 
have expected a strong reaction from the Islamic radical world. Finally, he underlines the 
importance of using blasphemy with moderation in a country with such a large Islamic popu-
lation. This is because, according to Brown: “while defenders of blasphemy invoke freedom 
of expression […] what blasphemy does, in fact, is trap France in a vicious cycle of reactivity 
to jihadist terror that makes it less free and less autonomous.”

However, some reject that the terrorist attacks were a response to a specific provocation. 
Rather, they argue this is the product of general hate. France protects its secular values more 
strongly than other European countries, which makes the country a preferred target. For 
instance, writer Caroline Fourest stated on Twitter: “Who will be the first to write that they 
were killed because of racism or drawings? The jihadists kill us for what we think, for what 
we believe, and for who we are. They kill everyone who is different from them. Hatred is on 
their side. Not ours.” The chief editor of L’Express, Anne Rosencher, agrees with Fourest and 
stated that “Islamists hate everything of the French: the culture, habits, equality.”

France deserves more solidarity
Journalist Benjamin Haddad has also claimed that France’s war against Islamism is not a 
form of populism and of hate of minorities. He argued that Islamism is a real threat to France 
and that “liberal critics of Emmanuel Macron’s campaign against radicalism misunderstand 
the crisis his country faces.” He argued that some U.S. newspapers seem to encourage and 
agree with accusations of leaders such as Erdoğan. An article in the newspaper Vox wrote 
about the “crackdown on Islam,” and the New York Times piece about Paty’s killing wrote 
as its headline: “French Police Shoot and Kill Man After a Fatal Knife Attack on the Street,” 

thereby underlining the violent response of the police rather than the violence of the attacker 
and not mentioning his religious identity. Haddad argued that, ”as France mourns its victims, 
its fight against terrorism and radicalism deserves more understanding and solidarity.”

Freedom of speech
Freedom of speech is not only an essential value in secular France, but across the entire 
Western world. In the name of freedom of speech, France is now in the middle of a great 
crisis. The world is still trying to find a way to interpret, understand, and explain the terrible 
events that happened in France. Only time will tell how France, Europe, and the world will 
come out of it.

Ghila Amati
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Historically, many European countries have had laws against breach of the sanctity of reli-
gion. It may come as a surprise for many, that about half of European countries still have a 
blasphemy law. However, only Italy, Germany, Poland, and Finland still actively use the law.

Blasphemous bumper stickers and other offences
The cases from recent years where the blasphemy laws have been used are somewhat sur-
prising. For example, in 2006, a German man was convicted for distributing rolls of toilet 
paper with the words “Koran, the Holy Koran” stamped on them. Ten years later, an avowed 
atheist in Cologne was fined €500 for using anti-Christian bumper stickers saying “Jesus, 
our favourite artist: hanging for 2,000 years and he still hasn’t got cramp” and “Let’s make a 
pilgrimage with Martin Luther to Rome! Kill Pope Francis. The Reformation is cool.” 

In Poland, the law was used when singer Dorota Rabczewska was fined for saying the 
Bible was written by “people who drank too much wine and smoked herbal cigarettes.” In 
Italy, the court has used the blasphemy law to forbid satirical art with religious imagery. Unlike 
in most cases in other European countries, Finnish cases of the law against breach of the 
sanctity of religion have mostly been accusations of anti-immigrant and Islamophobic hate 
speech by the far-right. For example, Finnish MP Jussi Halla-aho was fined when he called 
Mohammed a pedophile for having a child as a wife and claimed Islam was a religion that 
promotes pedophilia.

Who can define blasphemy?
Each of these countries defines blasphemy differently. For example, in Germany blasphemy 
is illegal if it is “capable of disturbing the peace.” In Finland, the law states that blasphemy 
is something that is offensive to religious beliefs of an officially organised religious group. 
There are several problematic aspects of these laws. When a law is defined by offensiveness, 
judges are put in the difficult position of deciding what is offensive. Also, drawing the line 
between freedom of speech and blasphemy is a difficult task. If societal standards are in con-
trast with what a religion considers holy, the blasphemy laws could protect the religion from 
earned criticism. The laws can also be used as means to silence political opposition and crit-
icism, as has been seen in Russia when Pussy Riot was convicted of “hooliganism motivated 
by religious hatred” when they made their “punk prayer” to protest against Putin.

Are blasphemy laws outdated?
Depending on how religion is defined in the law, it can also leave certain religious groups 
uncovered. In Finland for example, there was a case where neo-Nazis covered the walls of 
a mosque with pig blood. They could not be punished, however, as the mosque was not 
registered as a religious organisation, and was thus uncovered by the Finnish blasphemy law. 
Also, it is important that legislation in a democratic country is understandable to citizens.
Citizens should be able to know if they are breaking the law. For example, the atheist bumper 
stickers might have been coarse. Still, their intention might have been humorous rather than 
offensive. Where goes the line between humour and blasphemy?

Is the problem in the law?
We live in a multicultural and multireligious society. Protecting religions and what is holy 
in different traditions is essential to maintaining social peace. The question is, whether the 
current blasphemy laws are the best way to accomplish this goal. One option would be 
to protect religions with laws against incitement to ethnic or racial hatred. Many countries 
have hate speech laws that also protect religions. Essentially, the same problems apply to 
these laws as well. Who can define the boundaries of religion, offensiveness, and freedom 
of speech?

Perhaps the problem is not in the laws themselves, but in the lack of understanding about 
religions. In the current multicultural and multireligious society, there is a growing need for 
open dialogue between different religious groups, governmental agencies, and civil society, 
and understanding of different traditions should be easily accessible to lawmakers and gov-
ernment officials.

Pietari Hannikainen & Meri Hannikainen
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According to a September 2020 study of Spain conducted by the Centro de Investigaciones 
Sociológicas, the Spanish population is fairly religious by affiliation but far less religious in 
actual practice. In this study, 20.4% of respondents were practicing Roman Catholics, 38.8% 
were non-practicing Catholics, 2.7% were believers in another religion, 11.8% were agnostic, 
10.6% were indifferent or non-believers (the so-called ‘nones’), 13.6% were atheist, and 2% 
of responses were unable to be counted.

Religion in Spain
Consequently, a total of 59.2% of Spaniards are Catholic, and 61.9% are religious by affil-
iation. However, these questions reveal there is a spectrum of how people identify with 
religion. If one refocuses from considering how people identify with a religious institution to 
how they identify religiously based on their actual lifestyle, then the secular orientation of 

How do Spain’s media cover religion? — Author recommendation

Spain becomes more clear, with 74.8% of Spaniards not practicing, believing in, or belong-
ing to a religion.

Roman Catholicism has a long tradition in Spanish life and culture. Accordingly, Catholic 
religious education must be offered in schools, although participation by individual students 
is optional. However, Spain’s constitution guarantees the freedom of religious and ideolog-
ical belief and worship both for individuals and communities. Yet, following the dictatorship 
of Francisco Franco (from 1936 to 1975) who sought to make Spain a Catholic nation, a 
massive wave of secularisation has commenced. Spain is now one of the fastest secularising 
nations in Europe. This history and massive shift raise the question: How do Spain’s media 
cover religion?

How major Spanish newspapers approach religion in general
There are many news sources in Spain today. But the four most significant national journalistic 
sources are El País, El Mundo (both historically associated with Madrid), La Vanguardia (his-
torically associated with Barcelona), and ABC (historically associated with Madrid and Sevilla). 
Broadly speaking, they fit within the ideological centre. El País and La Vanguardia lean to the 
left, while El Mundo and ABC lean to the right. Generally, all these news agencies are willing 
to cover religions, though at times with some critical edges. As conventional journalism, they 
tend to take a descriptive tone and refrain from strong value judgments, though not always. 
They are willing to point out failures of religious communities, but especially those times 
when politics and religion intersect. Likewise, with the rise of the ‘nones’ these papers have 
also included this ‘none’ category of religious orientation in their coverage of the theme 
‘Religión.’  While all of these major papers possess articles on religion, El País, El Mundo, and 
ABC have subject categories dedicated to ‘Religión.’  More importantly, they are willing to 
publish retractions when their initial coverage of a situation proves less than accurate.

Roman Catholicism
Roman Catholicism receives the most attention, likely due to the nearly 60% of the popu-
lation that identify as Roman Catholic. This attention can often be truly favourable, border-
ing on nostalgic. However, being the largest of the religious communities does mean that 
Catholicism receives the greatest share not only of positive portrayals and reports but of 
negative criticism. There is particularly criticism of its perceived moral failures, for example 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/how-do-spains-media-cover-religion/


259258

the recent exposure of embezzlement at the Vatican. Likewise, given the history of Franco’s 
Catholicisation, there is pointed criticism when Roman Catholicism interferes or entangles 
itself in the matters and structures of the state, such as with education.

Evangelicals
Evangelicals are generally treated politely and given some positive representation. The cov-
erage can even reach Catholic levels of praise. However, they also receive a fair amount of 
critique, though usually for obvious ethical failures. The coverage of issues itself is usually 
relatively fair, especially giving the Evangelicals an opportunity to speak for themselves and 
presenting their interests accurately. For example, journalists reported that the government 
allowed a large feminist rally but recommended against an evangelical one during the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 epidemic. They then quote an evangelical leader who notes the rec-
ommendation had the force of a demand, insinuating the treatment by the government may 
have been unfair.

Judaism
Spanish media often fail to distinguish between Jews as an ethnicity and Judaism as a reli-
gion. If one searches for ‘Judaísmo’ on the major newspapers’ websites, often not only arti-
cles concerning Jewish belief and practice appear, but also articles on Jews as an ethnic 
group. In part, this connection between Jewish belief and identity is understandable, but it 
does cloud the picture on Judaism. Many of the articles relate in some way to Nazi Germany 
and the Holocaust or anti-Semitism more broadly. However, these issues are strictly speaking 
not necessarily always related to religious identity (for example there are non-religious Jews 
who face anti-Semitism). There is a prominent ethnicity element, though certainly the histori-
cal connection between Jews and Judaism is obvious. However, overall the tone on Judaism 
and Jews as an ethnic group are very positive, with only occasional critique mostly confined 
to the ultra-Orthodox. For example, the ultra-Orthodox are critiqued for their dedication to 
practice certain religious traditions despite risk of spreading COVID-19.

Islam
Islam, though having only 2 million adherants in Spain (and therefore a small share of the 
total population), does receive regular attention. While some of the recognition is positive, it 

is usually broader religious situations or questions that bring it into consideration. Moreover, 
much of the coverage takes a fairly critical tone. Islam tends to appear when there is a 
question or problem with which it directly relates or is perceived to instigate. The coverage, 
seeking to be fair in assessment, often tries to balance the positive with a critique. In general, 
the Spanish news organisations lean towards being critical of Islam. But this is especially true 
when it is perceived to be too traditional and out of step with a wider secular value system. 
For example, it is criticised when a French girl received death threats over her criticims of 
Islam or how traditional Muslim women have expressed gender roles.

So, how do Spain’s media outlets cover religion?
Spain is a country undergoing massive and rapid religious change while simultaneously 
remaining tethered to its Roman Catholic religious tradition. Overall, Spain’s major news-
papers’ treatment of religion is mostly fair. Individually, El País focuses more on reporting 
on religion, but ABC often gives space for Christians to contribute Christian articles for the 
general public. At the same time, they are not fully free from ideological and religious pref-
erences shaping what they cover of religion and how they cover it. Predictably, as a Catholic 
nation rapidly secularising, Spain’s media mildly favour voices that celebrate either secular 
perspectives or Catholic traditions. This is how Spain’s media is covering religion, but an 
important question remains. Are there ways coverage of religion in Spain’s media could be 
improved? 

R. Anthony Buck
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At least 51% (24 out of 27) of all BUN (Dutch Buddhist Union) member organisations and/or 
teachers either had or still have a spiritual teacher who has been publicly accused of sexual 
abuse. When members of the Dutch Buddhist Union were confronted with this fact during a 
conference on ‘Power and Abuse in Buddhist Communities in the Netherlands,’  they real-
ised that they were not just dealing with a few rotten apples. While the conference discussed 
several international organisations with centres in the Netherlands, it also reviewed cases 
that only occurred in the Netherlands. This article will highlight the three most notable Dutch 
abuse cases.

Case #1: Mettavihari of the Buddharama temple
Perhaps the most prominent and appalling case was that of the Thai monk Mettavihari. He 
abused between 20 and 30 young men, including minors, from 1974 until at least 1992. 
However, back in the 1980s, the Dutch police had already been notified that Mettavihari 
had sexually abused several minors, including a 12-year old. The police then informed the 
temple board, which was composed of central figures in the Dutch vipassana (insight med-
itation) movement. The board did not make the incident public, but decided to remove 
Mettavihari from his position temporarily, and replace him with Spinoza Prize laureate Dr. 
Henk Barendregt. He then put his teacher Mettavihari back on the board after a few months 
of leave. Eight years after Mettavihari died, six of his students, whom he had authorised to 
teach vipassana meditation, admitted to knowingly keeping the abuse silent since the 1980s 
and not taking any measures to prevent it from recurring. This allowed Mettavihari to con-
tinue his misconduct for at least another decade. According to investigative journalist Rob 
Hogendoorn, there are even indications that Mettavihari continued his abuse right up until 
his death in 2007, and that he was involved in organised crime. None of the 14 teachers who 
have been authorised to teach by Mettavihari have stepped down after he was exposed.

Case #2: Gerhard Mattioli (aka ‘Lama Kelsang’) of the Mahayana Centre
Gerhard Mattioli (aka ‘Kelsang Chöpel’), an Austrian boating enthusiast and self-appointed 
‘lama,’  began teaching Buddhism from his Middelburg residence in 2001. Two Buddhist jour-
nalistic organisations (‘Buddhism Quarterly’ and the ‘BOS’) were approached by followers of 
Mattioli to inform them that he was committing sexual misconduct (as a supposed monk). 
Both organisations refused to investigate the matter or stop publishing ads for Mattioli, 

Power and abuse in Dutch Buddhist communities
because they claimed that they were not responsible for what happens in the centres they 
promote.Around 2007, several of Mattioli’s followers published a letter stating that: ‘Witness 
reports show that Mattioli was engaged in serious and systematic manipulation, sexual abuse 
of multiple women (sometimes resulting in pregnancy), and other serious offences.’ Many 
of Mattioli’s students were afraid to speak out because he had convinced them that facing 
their ‘Spiritual guide in a critical or angry spirit’ would lead to a ‘rebirth in hell.’ When the 
Dutch Buddhist Union was notified of the scandal in 2008, after the centre had already dis-
banded, they met with followers once, but decided to keep the affair silent. In 2013 it was 
finally exposed by Hogendoorn. This exposé also informed people about Mattioli’s shady 
past, including his targeting of vulnerable women with ‘paranormal’ and ‘energetic’ thera-
pies through newspaper ads. Mattioli’s teacher, Kelsang Gyatso, had also revoked Mattioli’s 
monkhood and had denied him permission to teach. To say that the man was a fraud is 
therefore a safe bet.

Case #3: Pierre Krul (aka ‘Dhammawiranatha’) of ‘Buddhayana’
Pierre Krul (aka ‘Dhammawiranatha’) was what some Sri Lankans call a ‘monk with a hobby,’  
which is a monk who does not take his vow of celibacy very seriously. Krul was exposed for 
having sexual relations with 20 to 30 female students, many of whom had a history of psy-
cho-sexual trauma or were minors at the time. For some, it was entirely against their will. 
He usually framed it as ‘sex therapy’ to heal their past traumas or overcome personal short-
comings. When Krul was exposed in 2001, he denied nothing, except that any of the sex 
had been non-consensual. When the police were notified of the scandal, they could not find 
anything illegal. Besides his sexual escapades, Krul was also accused of brainwashing, verbal 
abuse, and financial exploitation. For example, people were indoctrinated that reporting to 
the police was ‘aggression,’ and therefore unethical. Doubting the master ‘was the worst 
thing you could do,’ and followers were isolated from their peers. Krul had also promised 
to create a home for the elderly at his monastery, in which his followers invested tens of 
thousands of euros. However, it was postponed indefinitely. The Dutch Buddhist Union was 
notified of all these facts but did nothing because Krul’s Sangha was not a member at that 
time, although it had been a member before.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/power-and-abuse-in-dutch-buddhist-communities/


263262

“Abusive behaviour is really about power and control, and can only 
exist because organisations lack oversight, teachers lack regular 
feedback, and because students fail to speak up due to fear or wilful 
blindness”

A structural problem
These three cases clearly demonstrate that the Dutch Buddhist world has responded very 
inadequately to the abusive behaviour of its teachers. As Hogendoorn puts it, ”The Dutch 
Buddhist ‘elite’ confined itself to treatment of the symptoms and rewriting the history of its 
own involvement with known abusers.“ The magnitude of the problem has to be much larger, 
because the majority of (Dutch) Buddhism is unorganised (not connected to Unions), and 
therefore not supervised. Abusive behaviour is really about power and control, and can only 
exist because organisations lack oversight, teachers lack regular feedback, and because stu-
dents fail to speak up due to fear or wilful blindness. While the dalai lama wisely advised peo-
ple to make their teachers’ misconduct ‘public’ through the media, he unfortunately failed to 
follow his own advice, because he kept silent about multiple abuse cases he was informed 
about 25 years ago. He may not be the Buddhist pope, but a critical statement from his lips 
would have been enough to practically end the career of any abusive Buddhist teacher, and 
therefore much of the suffering they caused. Why he stayed silent remains a mystery.

Timo Pieters
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on In God We Trust. 

Europe faces significant challenges when it comes to how it treats its religious minorities, and 
whether these minorities can trust it. Many critics and activists argue in fact that how Europe 
treats its religious minorities, particularly Jews and Muslims, will determine the very success 
of the post-war ‘European project’: Europe as an inclusive and tolerant community of nations.

Trust after Auschwitz
Marking 75 years after the liberation of Auschwitz, the President of the Conference of European 
Rabbis, Pinchas Goldschmidt, warned that Jews in Europe still face an uncertain future. Jews 
rebuilt their lives in Europe by placing hope in new structures and values, such as that of 
the European Union (EU). This should have ensured a future without wars, pogroms, and 
anti-Semitism on the continent. But this ‘European project,’  Goldschmidt argued, remains 
incomplete. Jewish life in Europe remains unfulfilled. European states, for example, have 
legislated against minority religions, affecting Jewish practices. Countries such as Belgium 
have outlawed the kosher slaughter of animals. With populist politics and religious funda-
mentalism growing and intersecting, such as Golden Dawn in Greece and Jobbik in Hungary, 
anti-Semitism is also on the rise again. The number of Jews in Europe has now fallen, he said, 
2 million to 1.5 million today, largely through emigration. Goldschmidt called for Jews to ask 
themselves, as they once did 75 years ago: despite becoming safer, could Europe be trusted 
with their future?

“90 percent of Jews in Sweden believe anti-Semitism is rising”

Jews and Muslims in Sweden
The EU’s latest report on Jews in Europe casts doubt on this future. It shows, for example, that 
90 percent of Jews in Sweden believe anti-Semitism is rising while 81 per cent believed their 
government is not fighting anti-Semitism effectively. While recognising rising anti-Semitism 
in Sweden during his visit to Israel to remember victims of the Holocaust, the Swedish Prime 
Minister Stefan Löfven explained that this rise in anti-Semitism was not native but caused by 
Muslims migrating to Sweden. One religious minority in Sweden was threatening another 

Strangers within: Can minorities trust Europe?
religious minority. Löfven’s explanation that anti-Semitism was rising in Sweden because of 
immigrating Muslims reveals in fact a much broader challenge Europe is facing: the first of 
far-right populism. Far-right populists in Europe have increasingly styled themselves as ‘pro-
tectors’ against Islam. A 2019 Pew Research Center survey revealed that negative sentiments 
toward Muslims now strongly depend on support for populist parties. In Löfven’s Sweden, 
for example, those with a favourable view of the Sweden Democrats, a party that opposed 
increased multiculturalism and especially immigration, are 42 per cent more likely to have an 
unfavourable opinion of Muslims than those with a negative view of the Sweden Democrats. 
Appeasing far-right voters by blaming or banning Muslims is, therefore, becoming a familiar 
political strategy across Europe.

“Do you have a bag packed?”
Both Jews and Muslims in Europe, it can be therefore argued, have reasons to be worried 
about the current trends. The rise in anti-Semitism over the past five years has reportedly 
prompted 40 per cent of European Jews to consider emigration. These concerning figures 
were reported as part of a survey conducted by the EU agency for fundamental rights (FRA) 
that also revealed that nearly 28 per cent of European Jews experienced anti-Semitic harass-
ment over the past 12 months. Of those considering emigrating, two-thirds said they had 
considered moving to Israel. France’s Jewish community – the largest in Europe – appears 
to have been especially affected. In the wake of record levels of anti-Semitism, many French 
Jews are fleeing their country to seek a new life in Israel. According to the Jewish Agency, 
a third of all French Jews who have emigrated to Israel since its establishment in 1948 have 
done so in the last 10 years. In 2015, for example, nearly 8,000 French Jews made the jour-
ney to Israel, making this the largest flight of Jews from any Western nation in a single year. 
Indeed, a 2015 attack in a kosher supermarket in Porte de Vincennes, Paris prompted jour-
nalist Jeffrey Goldberg to ask what he called “a very old Jewish question”: “Do you have a 
bag packed?”

Who trusts Trevor Philips?
Recent events in the UK have also spotlighted how British Muslims are struggling to trust 
the future of their wellbeing and religious freedoms in the country. The trend of blaming 
or banning Muslims has gathered pace in the country especially in the wake of Brexit. In 
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his end-of-year editorial blog for 2019, for example, the editor for the UK newspaper The 
Spectator, Fraser Nelson, endorsed bans of traditional Muslims practices such as the veil 
while questioning the validity of Islamophobia. No example, however, represents the break-
down of this trust than the case of Trevor Phillips. The founding chairman of the United 
Kingdom’s Equality and Human Rights Commission, Philips was suspended from the Labour 
Party due to allegations of “racism” against Muslims. While Philips defended himself against 
the charge by stating that Muslims cannot be defined as a single race, and therefore, can-
not suffer racism, Conservative peer Baroness Sayeeda Warsi pushed back by arguing that 
to demonise and negatively stereotype a group irrespective of their skin colour is racism 
and that both anti-Semitism and Islamophobia are, therefore, forms of racism. Referring to 
his past statements, she argued that Philips repeatedly and negatively defined Muslims as 
a single group. Warsi clarified that the charge of racism to suspend Philips was protecting 
citizens, not a faith: no religion is above criticism. Trevor Philips and the question of protect-
ing Muslim citizens came into play again during the COVID-19 lockdown in the UK, when 
Philips was appointed to lead Public Health England’s inquiry into the failure to better pro-
tect black, Asian, and minority ethnic (BAME) people. BAME people, many of them Muslims 
as the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) highlighted, had disproportionately died during the 
pandemic, revealing how social and economic inequality had made them more vulnerable to 
the shocks of COVID-19. Leading Muslim campaigners, including Warsi and the MCB, raised 
concerns that Philips could not be trusted, and that the appointment deeply ignored British 
Muslim’s voices. Philips eventually stepped down, but the debate of whether British Muslims 
can trust that the UK government is acting in their interest continues unabated.

Trust and the ‘European Project’
Can religious minorities trust Europe? Will Europe protect them from a history of violence, 
give them refuge when needed, protect their freedom to believe, and heed their voices? 
Or will Europe treat them as strangers within? The answer to these questions may deter-
mine whether Europe can have a future free of conflicts borne out of religious discrimination 
increasingly made more palpable by rising anti-Semitism and Islamophobia.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil



“The pandemic could be an 
invitation to rediscover worship 
services”
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Video games have grown to be the most popular form of entertainment. From the times of 
Tetris (1984) and Donkey Kong (1981), gaming has come a long way to also pursue artistic 
values and address more serious topics.

The controversial history of religion in video games
Religion has been present in video games since the early days, but the relationship of games 
and religion has been a controversial one. In the early years of gaming, many companies had 
policies forbidding religious symbolism in their games. When religion was present, it was 
mostly used as an exotic ornament. As Western games use stereotypical imagery of Eastern 
religions, Asian games use symbols of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam to bring in an exotic 
flavour. The darker side of religion was also used in action games like Doom (1993) and 
Diablo (1996), where players combated against demons and even the devil. Many gaming 
universes have also developed their own religions that oftentimes are vital to the story of the 
game, or use an existing religion as the frame to the story. Never Alone (2014) is an interest-
ing example of such a game, as it was developed together with the Inupiatit native people of 
Alaska, and it incorporates their cultural heritage and traditional worldview. Games are also 
used to criticise established religion, like in Dishonored, that is set in fictional 19th century 
Great Britain and heavily criticises the abuse of religious power.

The whole industry of religious gaming is a case of its own. However, games like Bible 
Adventures (1991) or Left alone: Eternal Forces (2006), an apocalyptic Christian game, have 
primarily stayed out of the mainstream gaming community and have sometimes placed 
didactic values over good gameplay. A recent example of a didactic religious game is the 
relatively popular British parkour game Guardians of Ancora, that teaches children about the 
life of Jesus.

Worship in video games – and video games in worship
One way to include a religious experience in games is to incorporate real-life worship to the 
game, like in the Catholic version of Pokémon GO, Follow JC Go (2018), that encourages the 
player to real-world worship, for example saying a prayer when passing a hospital. Numerous 
prayer and meditation apps work in the same way, although they are more like digital rosaries 
or meditation tools than actual games. Games have also been used as part of real-life wor-
ship events. Exeter Cathedral used the game Flower (2009) in a church service on creation, 
where attendants took turns in playing the game during the service. Mission organisations 
that strive to bring the gospel to gamers use gaming analogies and gaming culture as a reg-
ular context in their events and online worship services that are targeted to gamers.

Can a computer game be a religious experience?
Experiencing God in games?
As video game culture has matured, the depiction of religion in video games has also gained 
more depth. Nonetheless, it is more difficult to design a game to be a transcendental expe-
rience, than to just include some religious imagery or storylines. Flowers sequel Journey 
(2012) might have been the first mainstream game that was intentionally designed to be a 
spiritual experience by including Eastern spiritual elements and stunning artwork that would 
elicit strong emotions. Indeed, many players have reported that the game has been a deeply 
spiritual experience that has helped them cope with loss or PTSD, or has changed their life 
for the better.

Upcoming Polish game I am Jesus Christ might have what it takes to be a Christian ver-
sion of Journey. There is already a whole genre of games where the player gets to try what 
it would like to be God, but I am Jesus Christ aims to be a Christian version of this. In the 
game, players will play as Jesus from the first-person point of view by performing miracles 
and ending by hanging on the cross. Another upcoming Polish game called Pope Simulator 
lets the player into an immersive experience of trying out what it would be like to lead the 
Catholic Church.

Spiritual experiences, however, are not limited to intentionally spiritual games, as, in the 
end, spirituality comes from the players’ interaction with the game. What is a religious expe-
rience for one is not that for others. As with real-life religion, gamers of different personality 
types, world views, and religious backgrounds perceive games differently. A religious game 
might not be religious to an atheist player, as well as a game that is not designed as a spiritual 
one can evoke spiritual experiences – like earning a religious victory in Civilization VI (2005), 
building memorials in World of Warcraft (2004), facing the loss of a child to cancer in That 
Dragon, Cancer (2016), or even running after shinto-inspired nature deities in Pokémon GO 
(2016).

 
Prayer beads, votive candles – and video games?
Organised religion has always used visual, auditory, narrative, and interactive aids to help 
people make a connection to the transcendent. Games combine all of these, and thus have 
the capability to be influential and immersive emotional experiences, that can also trigger 
religious or spiritual experiences. However, spirituality in itself is not in the mediums that are 
used, but deep in the psychology of human beings. As games increase in popularity, the 
need and possibilities to examine the existential and spiritual topics they engage with will 
almost certainly grow exponentially.

Pietari Hannikainen and Meri Hannikainen
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In the Netherlands, coronavirus measures were not very strict over the summer. There was 
(and is) a maximum number of people allowed to gather inside. However, religious institu-
tions are one of the exceptions that are strongly advised, though not required, to adhere to 
the maximum number. As of September, measures were sharpened including in churches, 
where a maximum number of 30 faithful was advised. Most churches heed government 
advice. Nevertheless, there are a few that do not. This article will take a look at the case of a 
conservative church in the Netherlands, and how different media portray the situation.

‘Have a nice funeral’
On October 4, the NOS (the national Dutch Broadcast Foundation) reported that the restored 
reformed church in Staphorst, an orthodox church, had held three Sunday services, each 
attended by 600 faithful. Not only were there many visitors, but faithful did not have to wear 
a face mask and singing was allowed. Although they cannot penalise this, for freedom of 
religion is one of the Dutch constitutional laws, politicians stated that they expect churches to 
be a good example and to follow government measures. Politicians were not the only ones 
to stumble over the decision by the Staphorst church. The church received dozens of death 
threats via email and phone, ‘have a nice funeral’ being one of the friendlier ones.

Besides the NOS, other national media also reported on the church and their services. 
Some published opinion pieces, such as a newspaper without any political or religious con-
nections stating the irresponsibility and anti-socialness of the matter. On the contrary, a news-
paper reporting from a Christian reformed point of view wrote how Christ is king and that the 
Bible should be leading instead of the government.

Jealous
Of course, the question arises why faithful in Staphorst can go to church in great numbers 
whilst others cannot go to the pub. In the Netherlands, freedom of religion is enshrined in 
the constitution and faithful must be allowed to practise their religion. According to Rosanne 
Hertzberger, opinion writer in the NRC (a liberal newspaper without any religious back-
ground), the lockdown caused by coronavirus shows us that nothing in secular society is 
sacred and everything can easily be cancelled, except for that which is sacred to the small 
part of the country that is still religious. Hertzberger observed that this seems to make secular 
society jealous as it means they do not have the same privileges as churches. However, Dutch 

How Dutch media portray a rule-balancing church
Christians shared Hertzberger’s column widely, as they reckoned someone finally ‘added 
some nuance.’

Taking the issue of nuancing one step further, the villagers of Staphorst are not happy 
about how they are portrayed in the media. They say the media need a scapegoat that sig-
nificantly contributed to the second coronavirus infection wave, but to blame the Staphorst 
church would be incorrect. In their eyes, they do nothing wrong, as is reported by De Stentor, 
a regional newspaper.

Issue of image
Trouw, an independent newspaper with a protestant background, reported on another church 
with many visitors one week later. However, this report showed how in a church service with 
more than 30 people present, all other government measures were followed strictly. It did 
not report a single negative comment.

Would the reaction of the media and the Netherlands have been different, if the particular 
issue of Staphorst happened in another type of church? According to Johan Roeland, religion 
anthropologist at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, if a modern church in Amsterdam would 
have held a service with hundreds attending, it would have also received pushback. However, 
Staphorst has been the representative village when it comes to the orthodox church in the 
Netherlands for two hundred years. People have been both fascinated by and estranged 
from orthodox religion. Furthermore, Roeland stressed Staphorst knows how they are por-
trayed and have been knowingly taking on the victim’s role by not participating actively in 
national media. Roeland stated this is a missed opportunity – Staphorst could also have taken 
matters into their own hands.

Is it really just an image issue? Would secular people always react strongly to communi-
ties like Staphorst, who stick to their own ways? Or should the orthodox church be less rigid?

Astrid Hamberg
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Ireland and the country’s top three media outlets are one and the same – predominantly 
Catholic but not without diversity. Can these media groups keep up with this small but evolv-
ing nation? 

Ireland has three major media outlets, two official languages – English and Irish – and one 
dominant religion: Roman Catholicism. Granted, the nation does have its fair share of reli-
gious minorities including Muslims, Protestants, Jews, and a growing share of the population 
that identifies as having no religion. The island’s main media groups are Ráidio Teilifís Éireann 
(RTÉ), The Irish Times, and The Irish Independent. RTÉ is decidedly centrist but is the main 
news outlet that contributes to keeping the nation’s Catholic collective identity alive. The 
radio and television station airs the Angelus, a traditional Catholic prayer, twice a day and 
offers weekly devotional articles. Conversely, while The Irish Times often takes a more liberal 
interpretation and The Irish Independent a conservative lean on political issues, both take a 
purely secular, centrist approach to their discussion of religious affairs. However, apart from 
theological content, all three outlets are consistent in their approach to religion – the primary 
focus is the Catholic Church, notable attention is given to Muslims, and the island’s other 
religious minorities receive little to no attention apart from major developments or crises.

Constant Catholicism
With 78.3% of Irish identifying as Catholic, it is no surprise the Catholic Church receives 
so much media attention. Significant attention is given to notable developments in Church 
policy or appointments and statements from Pope Francis. Local Catholic leaders, namely 
Archbishop of Dublin Diarmuid Martin, also receive ample attention for their responses to 
local crises and ongoing societal debates. While the attention is primarily neutral or positive, 
none of the outlets shy away from sharing critical reviews of the Church’s shortcomings, such 
as its lack of women in leadership and long history of sex abuse scandals. As mentioned, RTÉ 
offers a host of theological content, but it could be argued they lead the pack with their share 
of criticism. For example, they had by far the most coverage of the Cardinal George Pell sex 
abuse scandal in Australia. Locally, criticism is often focused on clashes between the Church’s 
dominance of schools and the increasingly secular citizenry.

Refreshing inclusion
It would be fair to suspect that given the fact that the island is overwhelmingly Catholic, 

How do Irish media cover religion?
religious minorities would receive little to no media coverage. For most this is true, but Islam 
is the exception. 1.3% of the nation identify as Muslim, which means Islam is not even the 
dominant minority tradition. Nevertheless, Muslims receive the second most media attention 
of all religious groups and, unlike many countries around the world, a good majority of it is 
positive. The majority of the coverage is for days that are of great significance for Muslims 
such as Ramadan and Eid. This coverage generally includes explanations about the history 
and significance of the days and stories on how Ireland’s Muslim community is honoring the 
time. Though no definitive reason has been offered, perhaps this focus on education and 
inclusion is a product of Ireland’s long history of religious strife.

While this is all positive coverage, the Irish media really show their commitment to this 
religious minority in how they talk about Muslims around the world. Many news groups are 
keen to focus on the violence that surround Islamist terrorist groups, but all three of Ireland’s 
main media groups are quick to shed light on the widespread persecution Muslims experi-
ence around the world. This includes covering China’s abuse of the Uigher Muslim minority, 
the Rohingya genocide in Myanmar, and India’s Bharatiya Janata Party’s treatment of Muslims.

This coverage is almost certainly helping the nation refrain from developing an Islamo-
phobic mindset. In fact, that is arguably already evidenced by the Lisa Smith affair. Lisa Smith 
was an Irish citizen who was radicalised and moved to Syria to join the Islamic State. Her return 
and prosecution have received significant attention, but there was no widespread blame or 
retaliation directed at Ireland’s Muslim community. Rather, representatives of Ireland’s Muslim 
community were invited to join in the conversation, and they took the opportunity to voice 
their shared frustration and fears surrounding Smith’s case.

“While the attention is primarily neutral or positive, none of the 
outlets shy away from sharing critical reviews of the Church’s 
shortcomings”

The forgotten few
In contrast, Ireland’s other religious minorities receive little to no media attention. Ireland’s 
Jewish, Sikh, and Orthodox Christian communities almost never receive media attention that 
does not pertain to a major conflict or positive development. For example, one will see both 
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articles of Ireland’s Sikh community fighting for their rights to religious expression, followed 
by articles of their charity to their local communities. Unlike the coverage of the Catholic 
Church, Ireland’s religious minorities do not receive coverage apart from these two extremes. 
Further, this coverage is sparingly of domestic groups and rather limited to communities 
outside of Ireland.

Ireland’s second largest religious minority, Protestants, arguably receive the least amount 
of news coverage when one considers their share of the population. Though Protestants 
comprise 3.3% of the island’s population, their media coverage is almost exclusively limited 
to articles that discuss multiple religions. In other words, they rarely receive coverage in 
which they are the main focus. Further, like their fellow religious minorities, the coverage that 
is exclusively about Protestants is usually discussing groups in other countries.

“Muslims receive the second most media attention of all religious 
groups and, unlike many countries around the world, a good 
majority of it is positive”

Changing media for a changing Ireland
At 9.8%, Ireland’s largest “religious” minority is actually those who claim no religion at all. 
And as this group has risen in prominence, so too has their media coverage. While the 
coverage of Humanists, Atheists and others who challenge the control and influence of the 
Catholic Church by no means dominates Irish media, it is notable. Namely because it is illus-
trative of Ireland’s three main media groups’ approach to religion as a whole – coverage that 
represents an evolving citizenry. Though RTÉ still offers some theological discussions for this 
historically Catholic nation, it is far from what it was in the late 1900s. Rather, RTÉ, The Irish 
Times, and The Irish Independent all take a secular approach and offer a variety of articles 
that are somewhat, though not entirely, proportional to the population they serve. 

Elizabeth Dixon
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on In God We Trust.

The well-known secularisation theory has dominated the discourses about religion in Europe 
ever since its debut in the middle of the twentieth century. The theory is based on the 
decreasing influence of religious institutions in the public sphere and the introduction of a 
plurality of alternative religious practices. But this theory certainly fails to acknowledge the 
inherent heterogeneity of European religiosity; a shortcoming even the theory’s author, Peter 
L. Berger, recognized in the nineties.

The secular and the religious: boundary redefined
According to a Eurobarometer survey in 2010, in countries like Poland, Ireland, and Italy, 
Catholicism is the dominant tradition, while over 85% of the population in Greece, Cyprus, and 
Romania belong to the Orthodox Christian Church. Conversely, Finland, Denmark, Iceland, 
and Norway contain a relatively high proportion of Protestants (74-80%). Furthermore, the 
diversity of existing state-religion arrangements across Europe needs to be taken into consid-
eration as well: among Council of Europe member countries, current institutional frameworks 
regarding religions range from established or official church systems, which are still in force 
in some countries such as the UK, Norway, and Greece, to diverse forms of mild separation 
allowing collaborations between state and religious communities, for instance in Germany, 
Belgium, Spain, or Italy, and strict separation (or laïcité) in France and Turkey.

There are also important differences between the specific beliefs and practices of individ-
ual adherents that must be considered when analysing ‘religiosity.’ For example, on the one 
hand, church members may believe that “there is a God” or in “some other higher power 
or spiritual force,” which is not always compatible with church theology. On the other hand, 
beliefs in and practices of the new alternative religion such as out-of-body experiences, con-
tact with spirits, and visions are associated with spiritism, parapsychology, or magic, rather 
than with religion and religious experiences. Moreover, declining church membership and 
engagement are not always indicative of secularisation and withdrawal from a religious insti-
tution does not always mean an abnegation of one’s belief. What we have seen in the past 
decades is better described as a decline of institutional religion, combined with a heightened 
individualised and diversified religiosity.

Transformation of religion in modern European society
Equating church membership to personal religiosity is based on a eurocentric understanding 
of religion that fails to consider the global religious reality we face today. Inspired by encoun-
ters with the cultural and religious others, Europeans started to reflect on and to negotiate 
the definition of religion as a universal term. For instance, Buddhism as a non-European 
religion gained popularity in the West in the 19th century after European colonial powers 
invaded Buddhist cultural areas. It is represented in central, western, and, to a lesser extent, 
southern Europe in all major cities and still on the rise today. And individuals who claim mul-
tiple religious identities become the common reality in our multicultural and multireligious 
world, which adds further complexity. Moreover, the plurality of new religious forms such 
as yoga and meditation brings out new aspects into potential religious developments in 
Europe. It parallels the rise of religion in large parts of the developing world. For example, 
more than 60% of Europeans report having had exceptional paranormal experiences and 
encounters with spirits. And this number has been steadily increasing from 20% in 1970.

The redefinition of religion was also prompted by religious institutions’ decreasing inter-
pretational sovereignty over “what is religion.” Equipped with social and political discursive 
power, religious institutions in Europe were previously able to exclude a range of phenom-
ena that may be regarded as religious in other societies. However, this influence has since 
declined. Along with this, the recent re-conceptualisation of religion brought about new 
opportunities for a more modern understanding of human religiosity.

The individual and the institutional: a shift in the social form of religion
The diversified religious practices, as well as personalised and individualised understandings 
of religion, reflect a fundamental shift in European society. No longer dictated by religious 
authority, the essence of religious life now allows for unprecedented personal input. 

Church institutions have gradually failed to meet the trust of both religious and non-re-
ligious people. After sexual abuse and financial scandals were brought to light, Christian 
churches addressed their necessity and willingness to reflect on its mistakes, failures, and 
the missing liveliness in the house of God. However, it seems like not much has significantly 
changed over time. In addition, religious institutions have difficulties to integrate into modern 
European society, which results in decreasing numbers of members and a decline in personal 
attachment to the church. Moreover, we are faced with a pluralistic culture with a wide-open 
religious marketplace and the challenge of inclusion of the most diverse understandings of 
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religion without falling prey to ethnocentric prejudgements. It can be observed in the con-
struction of “patchwork religiosity”: this concept suggests that all religions contain insights 
about God but no religion provides a complete understanding of God. Therefore, one way 
to increase one’s understanding of God is by gleaning ideas from many different religious 
traditions. In addition, multiple religious belongings for both individuals and religious com-
munities are common as well: one may belong to the Christian faith but also find meaning in 
yoga or meditation inspired by Eastern traditions. For example, Christian yoga courses are 
now provided in church educational facilities.

Religion is not limited to the church, which makes the change of the location and social 
form of religion possible. Firstly, the location of religion has changed from designated houses 
of worship to everywhere, which also allows for more forms of religious practices at home, in 
nature, in cinemas and museums, or even online. What can also be observed in contemporary 
Europe is that religion has returned to the political stage. Secondly, the social form of religion 
has privatised and diversified since it is no longer regulated only by religious authorities. 
Subjective experiences and emotions of individuals are emphasised: a person can encounter 
God or some spiritual being by practising meditation, and a person can be religious without 
belonging to the church or accepting church theology. What is more, it frees religion from the 
institutional power of old-style religious orthodoxies but puts religion in a position where it 
can be abused by other social institutions as well, for instance the political system.

The spiritual and the practical: the paradox of modernity
The comparison between the “human-near” religiosity in our modern society and traditional 
religion may appear to be liberating at first sight, since the latter holds the monopoly over 
the definition of religion for ages. The essential characteristic of the ‘modern‘ form of religion 
is the demonopolisation of production and distribution of worldviews. Nevertheless, whether 
it necessarily translates to freedom and free choices per se, still needs further deliberation.

Modern society is highly characterised by pluralisation of livelihood chances for individu-
als. More flexibility is given to modern people. It becomes less and less self-evident to simply 
be born into a tradition and accept the role attributed by it. However, individualism does not 
necessarily lead to free choices. Individuals are ‘free‘ to choose, in the sense that they think 
they face a variety of options and can choose freely. As a matter of fact, they are forced to 
choose, even when they may not have a persisting trust in the existing common values and 

institutions. One all-embracing worldview for a pluralistic society seems to be more urgently 
needed than ever before, but it becomes impossible. Furthermore, a variety of sources sup-
plies the market of worldviews: while religious institutions offer a product that is clearly reli-
gious, other carriers of (political) religions that focus on race and nation, class, etc. continue 
to enter the highly competitive market as well. Besides that, constant consumption of the 
internet and mass media barely leaves modern people any room for genuine individuality 
and long-term accountability of collective representations: one’s trust in one’s self-regulating 
ability and one’s self-doubt are continuously entangled. And trust demands a certain commit-
ment, yet this commitment is constantly challenged by the paradox of modernity: trust has 
not simply shifted from collectivity to individuality, but it is wiped out in a sense. 

What is more, religion is uncaged from the institutional power of old-style religious ortho-
doxies and can act more independently than in the past, at least in principle. This puts religion 
in a vulnerable position where it can be abused as a vehicle for new ideological positions, 
such as in the political scene. Despite the shift of the social form of religion, its ‘contents’ still 
include traditional orthodoxies of ecclesiastic and political-ideological origin. As the pace of 
functional differentiation of political, economic, and legal functions of social life speeded up 
since the late Middle Ages, the process did not spare religion. Religious institutions contin-
ued to serve as the social-structural basis of morality, but they were more restricted to what 
was considered their ‘proper’ function by the modern state. In consequence, the socially and 
morally disciplining force of religious institutions began to weaken, while religion continued 
playing an important role in social life and the public sphere. In short, religion has not only 
undergone individualisation but also moved to the geopolitical stage. On the one hand, the 
modern person has bypassed religion as an individual conviction, socially defined subjective 
realities; on the other hand, religion is undercovered as a political-ideological instrument and 
has moved from one institution to another.

Han Chang
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In October 2020, protestors in California tore down a statue of Saint Junípero Serra, a 
Franciscan priest and friar criticised for his treatment of indigenous Americans. Within days, 
the archbishop of San Francisco visited the spot to perform an exorcism, a ritual designed to 
cast out and banish demons or evil spirits. While some might view the archbishop’s actions as 
a relic of a Catholicism of the past, they reflect a very real concern for a growing number of 
the world’s Christians. While those requesting exorcisms varies over the years, the latter half 
of the 2010s has seen a growing demand for the service –– so much so that the International 
Association of Exorcists, a Vatican-backed organisation, declared the increasing requests a 
“pastoral emergency” in 2018. In fact, some areas in France had so few priests capable and 
willing to perform exorcisms, that alleged victims have been forced to hire private individ-
uals. To help solve the growing problem, the Vatican held a course on exorcisms in 2018 to 
train a new generation of exorcists.

Though exorcism practice has been around for generations in the Catholic Church, the 
material taught in 2018 advocated a newer, edited process, one designed to respond to 
recent advances in our understanding of mental health and to an interreligious pressure gen-
erated by the Pentecostalism movement.

“Instead of religion, more people turned to doctors and medicine 
for help with health problems, both physical and mental”

History of Catholic exorcism
For centuries, exorcism in the Church consisted of a series of unorganised rules and prac-
tices, differing across time and geography. It was not until the aftermath of the Reformation, 
when the Catholic Church underwent extensive reform, that exorcism became formally cod-
ified. In 1614, the Catholic Church released the Rituale Romanum, or Roman Ritual/Rites, 
which amongst other things, contained the script to be read by a priest during an exorcism. 
(Fun fact: a combination of the lines “Illius enim te urges potestas // imperat tibi majestas 
Christi/” has entered pop culture through the 1973 film, The Exorcist, albeit in an English 
rendition as: “the power of Christ compels you”). The rites recorded in the Rituale persisted, 
unchanged, until 1999. The lack of edits is partially due to their decreased need as the pop-
ularity of exorcisms declined when Enlightenment ideas flourished in Europe from the 18th 

The modern evolution of the Catholic exorcism
century onwards. Instead of religion, more people turned to doctors and medicine for help 
with health problems, both physical and mental.

“Europe has seen a large number of requests for exorcisms over the 
past decade”

Exorcism in the 21st century
One of the major updates in the 1999 reworking of the Rituale Romanum was to distinguish 
between instances where there was a psychological problem and instances requiring an exor-
cism, a response to accusations that possessed individuals are really just people struggling 
with mental disorders. 

Many priests will only proceed with an exorcism after a psychologist has accessed the 
situation and ruled out an underlying psychological disorder. Even then, priests perform an 
exorcism as a last resort, with some noting that less than ten percent of cases of possession 
result in an exorcism. Despite these changes, critics maintain that the process still leads to 
abuse, with hard-to-diagnose epileptic or schizophrenic patients being wrongfully labelled 
as possessed.

These criticisms are not altogether unfounded, as there have been incidents, albeit rare, 
of death or extreme trauma occurring during the exorcism process, particularly when the 
participant is unwillingly forced to participate. Many of these exorcisms, however, are not 
officially supported by the Catholic Church, which treats the process with great seriousness, 
having numerous requirements that must be met in order to carry out the procedure.

Pentecostalism and interreligious influences
While concerns about mental health dominated the content of the 1999 and subsequent 
changes by the Church, an additional factor served as a motivator for change: religious pres-
sure. As the practice of exorcism faded to more of a memory in the Catholic Church, it 
became a focal point for a newly developing Christian sect: Pentecostalism. Since its origins 
in the 19th century, Pentecostalism has become the fastest growing sect, with some esti-
mates averaging around 35,000 new converts daily. Members believe that humans can have 
a personal relationship with God, often through the earthly intervention of the Holy Spirit. 

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/the-modern-evolution-of-the-catholic-exorcism/
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A component of this relationship and a frequent Pentecostalist healing ritual takes the form 
of casting out demons and bad spirits, with the help of the Holy Spirit. Many have left the 
Catholic Church and become Pentecostalists with a desire to tap into these procedures.

In response, Catholic priests, particularly in South America and Africa, have started to 
form their own exorcism organisations, with some even mimicking large-scale Pentecostalist 
healing ceremonies. Pope Francis, who has spent most of his life in South America, has 
brought a strong belief in the ill deeds of Satan and demonic forces to the papacy. Some 
have even claimed that the pope publicly performed an informal exorcism in 2013, when 
he placed his hands on the head of an allegedly possessed visitor, who proceeded to shake 
violently then relax. Observers, including some Church officials, called it an exorcism, though 
the Vatican later released a statement claiming that had not been the case.

Exorcism in Europe today: need for trained priests
The increase in exorcisms is not isolated to just the global south. Europe has seen a large 
number of requests for exorcisms over the past decade. In France there are not enough 
priests to meet the need, leading to the hiring of private individuals who can charge substan-
tial sums; in Italy there are allegedly 500,000 individuals seeking an exorcism every year; and 
requests for exorcisms have risen in the UK.

With a growing demand, the Catholic Church has begun attempting to train more priests 
to carry out exorcisms. Certain archdioceses, like Chicago and Sicily, have already created 
courses and, as mentioned above, the Vatican held a training course in 2018. Some within 
the Church are worried that a suitable number of younger priests will not be trained, as the 
role can be controversial –– given the mental health complications –– and involves extensive, 
tiring work in a windowless room for much of one’s time. Regardless of how the Church will 
fill the gap, the steps to train a future generation of exorcists serves as a reminder that just 
as stories of exorcism continuously crop up in the entertainment world, so too do calls for 
spiritual exorcism in the religious world.

 Tyler Mikulis
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Recently, the Danish parliament discussed the topic of circumcision, where many parties 
across the political spectrum expressed a wish to outlaw it due to its “invasive” nature. The 
two biggest parties in Denmark – Venstre and the Social Democrats – are, however, both 
against a circumcision ban. Both parties officially stated that a ban would violate the religious 
freedom of the Jewish minority in Denmark. The Danish prime minister, Mette Frederiksen, 
even compared banning circumcision to the atrocities against the European Jews under the 
Second World War. She stated that, in light of Europe’s dark history regarding the treatment 
of Jews, outlawing one of the minority’s most sacred religious rituals would be unacceptable.

Circumcision – not just a Jewish ritual
After the statements from both Venstre and the Social Democrats, many critics have ques-
tioned why the two parties have only mentioned protecting the Jewish community, when 
circumcision is also a religious ritual practiced in Islam. Critics have additionally pointed out 
that both Venstre and the Social Democrats are generally very anti-immigrant in their poli-
tics, and have a history of trying to limit Danish Muslims’ religious freedoms. So why are they 
suddenly trying to appear as if they care about minority groups’ rights? And why is circum-
cision any different to other religious freedoms? To give context, Venstre formed a govern-
ment that outlawed the burka and niqab, and the Social Democrats have a long history of 
targeting Muslim minorities, such as attempting to limit the freedom of Muslim schools and 
suggesting to force ‘non- ethnically Danish‘ children to take weekly ‘Danish Value lessons.‘ 
Many observers suggest that Venstre and the Social Democrats openly protect the Jewish 
minority due to Denmark’s proud history of protecting the Jewish minority during the Second 
World War. In this way, their protection of Jews could thus be seen as an extension of their 
nationalistic politics. Because, when looking at the protection of other minorities, Denmark 
has performed badly in recent times. Just recently, the country got in trouble with the UN for 
a discriminatory housing plan, initiated by Venstre and continued by the Social Democrats. It 
is also not so long ago that Danish politicians suggested sending ‘unwanted refugees,‘ who 
the country could not deport legally, to an isolated island.

Muslim voices staying out of debate
It seems that there will not be a circumcision ban in Denmark, due to the two Danish majority 
parties’ open support for the Jewish community. What is noticeable, however, is the silence 
from the Danish Muslim community during the entire discussion. When questioning Muslim 

What’s behind the reluctance to ban circumcision?
Danes about this, the answer is clear – they believe that there is a bigger chance that circum-
cision will be protected as a religious ritual, if they keep their mouths closed as much as pos-
sible. If the religious ritual is publicly linked to Juadism in people’s minds, rather than Islam, 
it has a stronger chance of being protected for populist and nationalist reasons. Naveed 
Baig from the Danish Islamic Centre officially stated that the organisation strategically let 
the Danish Jewish Society lead the debates regarding circumcision, as there was a bigger 
chance that it would not be outlawed by the state if it was seen as primarily a Jewish issue. 
It has additionally made many question if the prime minister Mette Frederiksen, who has 
made many anti-Muslim political decisions and statements, would still protect the religious 
freedom of Danish Muslims to circumcise their children, if it was only a Muslim issue.

Where do we go from here?
It seems that the Danish circumcision debate has highlighted many noticeable attitudes 
towards religion and society both amongst politicians and the general public in Denmark. 
First, it is interesting that religious minorities in Denmark are approached in such different 
ways. While the Danish prime minister and her government consistently target the Muslim 
minority and try to outlaw many of their religious practices, the Jewish minority is generally 
protected with explanations always leading back to the Second World War and Denmark’s 
proud history of “protecting the Jews.” Secondly, the debate regarding circumcision is espe-
cially interesting, as it is a religious ritual that concerns both Jews and Muslims. Many critics 
have stated that this exposes the “religious hypocrisy” taking place in modern Denmark. 
When discussing circumcision in parliament, the Muslim community was not brought up once 
by the prime minister. It is possible that the prime minister is not aware that it is a Muslim rit-
ual, however, many observers do not believe this to be the case. Therefore, many observers 
suggest that Mette Frederiksen purposely left the Muslims out of the debate, due to populist 
interests. Many see her focus on the Jews as a tactical move to maintain Jewish support and 
continue the Danish legacy of “protecting the Jewish community,” while still maintaining her 
hard stance on immigration.

Hannah Macaulay

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/whats-behind-the-reluctance-to-ban-circumcision/


289288

Empty church benches, poorly attended Sunday services… One has often heard that it sym-
bolises the shrinking of piety and even religion. However, as a late riser myself, I wonder 
whether it is possible that some Christians simply want to get more sleep on the weekend. 
And if so, is it moral for Christians to hit the snooze button, go back to sleep, and conse-
quently miss church?

Is there a Sunday duty for Christians?
According to Canon Law, every Catholic is obligated to attend the Eucharist on Sunday 
and holidays. Anyone who intentionally skips Church commits a grave sin, according to the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mean that millions 
of Catholics are living in sin by missing church. After all, the majority of Christians in Western 
Europe are not enthusiastic churchgoers anyway. The Catechism also points out that there 
are weighty reasons for missing church, such as the personal state of health or family matters. 
And more important: it is not the church’s business to judge whether the case is justified or 
not. One must decide with one’s own conscience in front of God.

The step before: between God and the believer
Now we know the potential consequences of missing church, but what about the step before? 
Are there any requirements for attending church services? In the Catholic Church, children 
under 7 are free from Sunday duty, because the Church believes they cannot comprehend 
the services or a belief in God.They can only participate in Sunday Mass when it is clear that 
they understand the significance of the services. Therefore, the basic precondition is the 
understanding of God and belief in God. Three elements are required for attending church: 
(rational) believers, God, and place of worship.

Between religious textbooks and the reality: is the God my God?
So the first question is, do all Christians believe in God? The idea that church membership 
and a Christian identity are not synonymous to a belief in God might sound self-contradic-
tory, but it is not uncommon. According to a survey conducted in 2019, 25% of German 
Catholics and 30% of German Protestants do not believe in the God in the Bible. Moreover, 
this opinion also meets with the approval of Christians in other Western European countries 
As we have said, the belief in God comes first, then the matter of church duty and celebrating 
encounters with God. Not the other way around.

Attending church on Sunday – Is it a must?
The different rhythm of life: is the Church my church?
From a historical perspective, the traditional time of worship comes from an agricultural 
world: the farmers had to feed their cattle on Sundays too, thus the service was held at half 
past nine or ten in the morning. For many of us today, feeding livestock and farming are likely 
not to be part of our morning routine. And unlike the generation of our grandparents, we 
do not work for six days to be at rest on Sunday anymore. Moreover, due to urbanisation, 
mobilisation, and the transformation of our modern society, people frequently move from 
place to place and have to leave their home church sometimes. The rhythm of our life has 
been sharply diversified, which makes the physical presence of believers on Sunday services 
much harder.

So here comes the second question: am I a part of the church? Is the church willing to 
consider my situation? What can be observed, for instance in the German Protestant Church, 
is the popularity of evening services on Sunday and the tendency: “the earlier the service is, 
the older the visitors are, the later the service, the younger the audience.”

One-man-show in front of God
However, one thing is quite clear: we are not dealing with a simple yes/no question here. 
Believers must decide themselves whether to be or not to be at Sunday services, not for the 
sake of any person or any religious institution. 

Han Chang
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More and more evidence is emerging about the damaging effects conservative Christian 
attitudes towards homosexuality can have on the LGBTQ community. Christians claim the 
right to freedom of religion in defence, while LGBTQ people claim freedom from discrimi-
nation. Governments around the world are being pressured to decide which of these rights 
is more important.

“Conservative Christian voices within the UK reject that they are not 
open to LGBTQ people”

‘The next big scandal’
In the UK, Christian charity founder Steve Chalke said that he believes some conservative 
churches’ treatment of LGBT people amounts to abuse, and is ‘likely to soon see a crop of 
high-profile prosecutions.’ Practices that are particularly problematic are those associated 
with ‘deliverance ministry,’ whereby a gay person is subjected to ‘treatments’ designed to 
rid them of their demonic homosexual tendencies. This can include fervent communal pray-
ing, physical violence, or even a formal exorcism. In 2019, UK prime minister Boris Johnson 
said that following a review the government would ban such conversion therapy, though no 
action has yet been taken.

Certain Christian attitudes to gay people such as exclusion, marginalisation, or special 
treatment can also be extremely psychologically damaging. It is leading some to self-harm 
or even suicide. A prominent figure in the Church of England, Jayne Ozanne, agrees with 
Chalke, and reckons that the Church’s spiritual abuse of LGBTQ people will be ‘the next 
big scandal.’ The Church of England has been rocked by decades of child abuse, recently 
exposed in a damning report.

The price of freedom
Another report released in October 2020 found that some Church of England policies and 
stances towards homosexuality contributed towards the exploitation and ultimately the 
murder of a gay senior citizen, Peter Farquhar. In his Oxfordshire church, which upheld a 

Should churches be prosecuted for LGBTQ  
discrimination?

conservative Christian theology, homosexuality was generally understood as ‘deviant and 
wrong.’ The investigation found that this attitude led to Farquhar feeling unable to open up 
about his relationship with his abusive partner, who finally murdered him. The report found 
that ‘negative attitudes towards homosexuality and homosexual practice in the Church of 
England reinforce internalised homophobia,’ and ‘exposes people to risk.’ It calls for a ‘more 
open culture within the church.’

Conservative Christian voices within the UK reject that they are not open to LGBTQ 
people. They say that they are welcomed like everyone else, as sinners in need of healing. 
Evangelical spokesperson David Robertson accused Chalke of changing the gospel message 
to suit his own personal ideology, and of trying to ”intimidate and bully evangelicals into 
silence.“ From a similar perspective, prominent evangelical Colin Hart said that campaign-
ers such as Chalke ‘want a veto on Christian preaching, and private prayer and discussion 
between ministers and members of their congregation.’

“What underlies this debate is a disagreement around what it means 
to be homosexual”

The courts weigh in
Earlier in 2020, the US Supreme Court made a landmark ruling that employment discrimina-
tion on the basis of sex also applies to sexuality and gender identity. In other words, employ-
ers are not able to discriminate against anyone on the basis of their sexuality (whether they 
are gay, straight, or bisexual) or their gender identity (including if they are transsexual, or 
their preferred gender does not correspond with their sex at birth). If employers are found to 
have denied someone employment, or dismissed them, because of their sexual preference 
or identity, legal action could be taken against them.

Religious conservatives were outraged at the decision, believing it ‘erodes religious 
freedoms,’ and undermines their ability to express their religious beliefs in the workplace. 
They are particularly concerned about institutions like churches, faith schools, and religious 
healthcare providers, which may be restricted in expressing their faith-based opposition to 
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homosexuality or transsexuality. Evangelist Franklin Graham said that ‘Christian organisations 
should never be forced to hire people who do not align with their biblical beliefs and should 
not be prevented from terminating a person whose lifestyle and beliefs undermine the min-
istry’s purpose and goals.’

Liberal vs. conservative worldviews
Clearly this is a complex and heated debate, with no simple answers. What underlies this 
debate is a disagreement around what it means to be homosexual. Liberals generally believe 
that people are born gay and that their homosexuality is an essential part of their identity 
as a human being. Any attack on their homosexuality is therefore an attack on their human 
rights. Conservatives, on the other hand, generally believe that people show homosexual 
tendencies because of sinful desires, or because they have been influenced by Satan. Their 
homosexuality is therefore an illusion, a (temporary) distortion of their true human nature, 
according to conservatives. This illusion must be eradicated through prayer or other Christian 
means. Any attack on their attempts to do this is an attack on their freedom of religion, and 
the freedom of the ‘homosexual’ person to undergo such treatement if they wish.

How far should governments be able to interfere in churches’ (mis)treatment of LGBTQ 
people? At stake are important issues as freedom of expression, freedom of religion, and 
freedom from discrimination. With a landmark anti-discrimination law just passed in the US, 
and a ban on conversion therapy pending in the UK, the tide seems to be turning in favour 
of the liberals. However, conservative Christians will surely soon respond with a flurry of legal 
appeals.

Christians vs. the state is set to be a hard-fought contest.

Frazer MacDiarmid
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on Voting For The Future.

The partisan polarisation in the US, between Donald Trump’s Republican Party and Joe 
Biden’s Democratic Party, has transformed the US elections into an event that will signifi-
cantly influence life beyond the US itself. Beyond the American continent, Europe is set to 
be affected by the outcomes of this election. Climate change, the future of NATO, foreign 
policy particularly towards China and Russia, and internal trade are all set to be shaped by 
who leads the US over the next four years. Another key arena of influence is religious life in 
Europe. As the past four years have demonstrated, the state of politics in the US does inform 
particular religious developments across the Atlantic.

Shining bright in right-wing Europe
In one way, the developments resulting from the US elections may lead to similar develop-
ments in Europe. Taken this way, the US’s partisan polarisation is acting as a yardstick for 
polarisations within Europe. A key aspect of this is the relationship between right-wing popu-
lism and religion in Europe and the US. Right-wing populists in both the US and Europe have 
pursued the ideological use of Christianity, often against religious minorities such as Muslims, 
to chime well with public opinion at a time of great uncertainty, instability, and insecurity. As 
argued by German historian Sylvia Taschka, “Trump’s America shines bright for Europe’s rad-
ical New Right.”  While not popular in Europe in the same way as his predecessor President 
Barack Obama, Donald Trump has found a foothold across the Atlantic: he has become a 
heroic figure for many groups in Europe’s far-right. “With Trump, the pride of a whole popu-
lation has awoken … Their hope is captured in one sentence ‘Make America Great Again,’” 
said Martin Sellner, the leader of Austria’s Identitarian Movement, in 2016. “The ‘Trump Wall’ 
already acts like a mystical symbol of self-preservation and the survival of a culture.”

Another four years of Republican control would demonstrate to many such groups the 
value of right-wing populism generally and Islamophobia specifically to win more votes. In 
terms of policy, this could have significant impact, ranging from setting restrictions on reli-
gious life under the new “culture ban” to exclude Muslims altogether under the claim that 
Muslims’ religious and cultural attributes make them either unacceptable as neighbours or 
incommensurate with assimilating to Europe’s native norms and values. Joe Biden’s arrival 
may stem the confidence and implications of Europe’s rightwing politics. Biden, who the 

Partisan polarisation in the US and religion in Europe
political theorist Carlo Invernizzi Accetti calls a Christian Democrat, is predicted to take a 
path away from Donald Trump’s far-right nationalism, while also eschewing Bernie Sanders’s 
democratic socialism. But unlike the European political tradition of Christian democracy, 
Biden is also likely to promote the tradition of American secularism. American secularism’s 
“wall of separation” between politics and religion is less likely to mobilise Europe’s right-
wing politics and its ideological appropriation of Christianity.

“The US election result may galvanise religious activism and 
independent action in Europe”

“Uninhabitable hell”
In another way, the US election result may galvanise religious activism and independent action 
in Europe. Climate protests are one example. The American rejection of the Paris Agreement 
and its unravelling of domestic rules set to control vehicle emissions, methane, and other 
greenhouse gases could see the US alone pump nearly 2 billion extra tons of carbon dioxide 
into the atmosphere by 2035. For many people, including the Christian faithful, the stakes 
are too high. The world may become an “uninhabitable hell.” Christian activists have, there-
fore, increasingly taken up climate protest. “As Christians, we should be prepared to make 
any sacrifice necessary to serve and protect God’s creation,” says one activist. This time of 
protest, marked dramatically by Extinction Rebellion, an emergent movement seeking rapid 
action to stop global warming, has also mobilised organisations such as the Christian Climate 
Action. Its members, mostly retirees and students, see an increasingly active role in trying 
to curb climate change as an inevitable outcome of their faith: “For me, it’s the first verse of 
the Bible that hits home: If God created all that is, what does it mean for us to be destroying 
it?” says a Christian Climate Change protester. ”For us to be participating in its destruction 
is sacrilegious — not something believing Christians should be doing.” The fact that the 
Church of England’s General Synod voted last year to disinvest from fossil fuel companies 
that fail to meet the Paris climate agreement speaks of the relationship between religion 
and climate change. Indeed, faith groups from Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim and other faiths 
around Europe and the world, have also joined protests, as moral and spiritual action against 
human-driven climate change. Ironically, the imperatives of climate change have also been 
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exploited by Europe’s right-wing populists, such as the unprecedented coalition government 
in Austria between the conservative People’s party (ÖVP) and the Green party. Political sci-
entist Benjamin Opratko warns that the “greenwashed right-wing project” is not one that 
Europe needs. While recognising the need for the Green party to prevent the right-wing 
FPÖ from re-entering the government and to deliver on climate promises, Opratko argues 
that the coalition programme to “protect both the climate and the borders” is “climate 
apartheid”: it will lead to inhumane policies against Muslims, and empower anti-immigration 
within the European Union (EU) and its nation-states.

“The developments resulting from the US elections may lead to 
similar developments in Europe”

How will the story turn?
The relationship between the US and Europe is not straightforward and even unpre-
dictable. Events, however, on either side do arguably have a bearing on both. How the 
story of the US’s partisan polarisation turns during the US election is, therefore, being 
observed and followed closely by Europeans, including those engaged in Europe’s reli-
gious life. The mobilisation of partisan politics within Europe and humane action against 
human-driven climate change are only one of many stakes that depend on what will 
happen on the 3rd of November, 2020. They also reflect the larger role religion plays 
in determining what Europe and the US are to each other. If the US incumbent’s use of 
religion prevails, then the divide between the US and the EU may widen on key issues, 
not only climate change but also issues such as abortion and gender identity. This may 
also divide Europe from within. While Western Europe may struggle with influences of 
religiously-informed right-wing politics, their Eastern European neighbors may more flu-
ently accept the language of nationalism and religion that the US is pitching to its people 
and the Western World. Religion may also bridge the divide between Europe and the 
US. Although a devout Catholic, Biden’s ‘Americanised’ version of European political 
conservatism may use religion in a way that helps to not only restore some national unity 
in the US but also overcome the divisive politics and rhetoric currently alienating many 
European leaders from the US. Biden’s campaign “for the soul of America” may prioritise 

– albeit in an idealised way – mutual civility and an integrated order not only within the 
US but also with Europe.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on Voting For The Future.

Of particular interest in the 2020 election cycle in the United States is the religious identity 
of voters. This is partly because Trump’s opponent, Joe Biden, is a Roman Catholic. Another 
factor that might increase the impact of religion on this election is Trump’s running mate, vice 
president and well-known evangelical, Mike Pence, who since the 2016 elections has served 
as a bridge of sorts between Trump and conservative evangelicals. The central role of religion 
in this campaign is also underlined by the fact that both Biden and Trump have appointed 
campaign coordinators that are supposed to target faith communities.

The Pew Research report on the evangelical voting bloc
In the 2016 election, evangelical voters had a fundamental role in Trump’s appointment as 
president. A Pew Research report estimated that this support has not vanished in the pres-
ent elections. The report in fact estimated that 82% of white evangelicals would vote for 
Trump over Biden. This percentage is higher than during the 2016 election, when the Pew 
Research Center survey found that 77% of white evangelical Protestant voters backed Trump. 
Evangelicals that seem most likely to vote for Trump are white evangelical Protestants – a 
group that is strongly religious and mostly Republican. According to the PRRI (Public Religion 
Research Institute): “No religious group is more closely linked to the Republican Party than 
white evangelical Protestants.”

Anti-Trump religious groups
There is still a small section of evangelicals (25%) who are neither white nor conservative. 
This group – together with a small group of white evangelicals (15%) – is progressive and 
tends to vote for Democrats. Another evangelical group to oppose Trump are the ‘Red Letter 
Christians.’ This group focuses on social justice and therefore tends to see its values more 
actualised in the political left.

Why is Donald Trump so successful among evangelicals?
Throughout Trump’s presidency, Trump’s administration has taken a series of actions to 
increase its popularity among evangelicals. According to a Pew Research Survey conducted 
in February 2020, Americans “are most likely to say the administration has helped evangelical 

Trump and the evangelical voting bloc
Christians and that it has hurt Muslims.” Among white protestant evangelicals themselves, 
most feel that the Trump administration has had a positive impact on the issues that interest 
them. About six-in-ten (59%) say that the administration has helped evangelicals, while only 
7% say it has hurt them. Some evangelical Christians in the US believe that God has chosen 
Trump “to advance the kingdom of God on Earth.” These beliefs are confirmed by many 
important religious evangelical leaders who have often compared Trump to King Cyrus, who 
was destined by God to save the nation of Israel from exile in Babylon.

Three main themes of Trump’s administration had a strong impact on evangelicals’ sup-
port: the relocation of the American embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem; the pro-life and 
abortion issue; and the LGBTQ issue.

The embassy in Jerusalem
Jerusalem has been the capital of Israel since its independence declaration in 1948, but 
many states around the world still do not recognise it as Israel’s capital. Objectors of the 
recognition of Jerusalem as a capital argue that such a move would hinder any future peace 
negotiations between Palestinians and Israel and could cause a new surge of violence in the 
conflicted region. Nevertheless, Trump officially recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in 
December 2017 and the new offices and facilities were moved in May 2018. This was a very 
controversial move and was met with opposition both in the Middle East and in Washington. 
As a result of Trump’s decision, the Palestinians – who claim East Jerusalem to be their own 
capital – cut their relations with Washington.

In August 2020, Trump said that he decided to recognise Jerusalem as the capital of 
Israel and to move the American embassy there for the evangelicals. He also added that, 
paradoxically, the evangelicals are more enthusiastic about this decision than the Jews them-
selves and he stated: “You know, it’s amazing with that — the evangelicals are more excited 
by that than Jewish people.” This move was important for many conservative evangelicals 
as they attach a prophetical value to Jerusalem. According to this prophecy, Jerusalem will 
play an important role during the end-times events. The Jews need to first experience a reli-
gious rebirth in Jerusalem and rebuild their temple. This will bring a number of catastrophic 
events that will culminate in the Battle of Armageddon, the last war of humanity. This war 
will convince the Jews to finally accept Jesus; will bring the return of Jesus’ glory and God’s 
kingdom; and will bring a thousand-year reign of peace.

https://europeanacademyofreligionandsociety.com/news/trump-and-the-evangelical-voting-bloc/
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Pro-life and abortion
In general, Trump has expressed support for banning abortion almost entirely, except for 
cases of rape, incest, or danger to the mother’s life. In January 2020, Trump was the first 
president to participate in the March for Life. In past years, Republican presidents opposing 
abortion merely sent video messages or delegats to speak in their place at the march. 

To the crowds of religious school groups and the anti-abortion activists who attended 
the march, President Trump said: “Unborn children have never had a stronger defender in 
the White House.” He also added, referring to the next elections, that “the far left is actively 
working to erase our God-given rights,” and that it wants to “silence Americans who believe 
in the sanctity of life.” In the same week, the Trump administration also announced that it will 
deny federal money to California if it will not eliminate the requirement for private insurers 
to cover abortions.

LGBTQ
Trump’s administration approach towards the LGBTQ community is more complicated. 
Trump and his administration are divided between their attempt to satisfy their evangelical 
voters and their need for LGBTQ voting support. The GlAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against 
Defamation) said that “Minutes after Donald Trump was sworn into office” in 2017, “any 
mention of the LGBTQ community was erased from White House, Department of State, and 
Department of Labor websites.” GIAAD also reported that throughout the first three years 
of Trump's presidency, Trump’s administration made over 130 anti-LGBTQ political attacks 
Evangelicals seem mostly to focus on the first aspect of Trump’s approach to LGBTQ. On the 
other hand, the president’s 2020 campaign is targeting LGBTQ voters in order to gain their 
electoral support. As a result, Richard Grenell – former director of national intelligence – was 
named senior adviser of the LGBTQ campaign. Additionally, the Log Cabin Republicans, 
a powerful and big LGBTQ Republican organisation, has opened a multimedia platform, 
‘OUTspoken,‘ to publish pro-Trump content. In the first video published by the platform, 
Grenell is filmed saying that Trump is: “the most pro-gay president in American history.” The 
Washington Post has responded to this video arguing it is “absurd.”

The pragmatism of Trump’s approach and the evangelicals’ approval
Trump’s approach to the election seems rather pragmatic. Trump seems to have been using 

religion – in the past 2016 elections; throughout his presidency; and in his current campaign 
– as a means to attract voters, especially evangelicals. Nevertheless, it seems that when 
he wants to gain the support of other groups, such as LGBTQ, he is willing to renounce 
religious ideals in order to attract those voters. It is therefore fascinating that evangelical 
voters still prefer to vote for Trump, even though his politics seem to be strongly pragmatic 
and his personal life does not completely conform to evangelical values. It seems that 
Trump’s actions are more valuable to evangelicals than Trump’s personal life and opinions. 
The alliance with conservative Catholics also supports the fact that for evangelicals, actual 
politics is sometimes more important than religious belief. Donald Trump’s recent nomina-
tion of Amy Coney Barrett, a devout Catholic, to the Supreme Court underlines the strong 
impact of this alliance. As social conservative activist Bob Vander Plaats has said: “Trump 
doesn’t always display the fruits of the spirit. But the scripture taught us to judge a person 
by their actions as well.”

Why do evangelicals close an eye on Trump’s private life?
Washington Post Journalist Elizabeth Bruenig brings about different theories that attempt to 
explain evangelical voters’ connection to Trump, despite his doubtful personal life. According 
to Bruenig, in a simplistic way some argue that evangelicals have always been “hypocrites” 
since they require a moral behaviour from their opponents which they do not expect from 
the politicians they support to comply to. Another possibility is that evangelicals – despite 
the many evidence to the contrary – are naive and were convinced by Trump’s campaign that 
depicted him as a believer of God. Lastly, and maybe most plausibly, it could be argued that 
evangelicals merely want a “champion to fight the culture wars, even if he didn’t share their 
vision of the good life.” This need for a champion must be understood in the context of the 
inability of evangelicals to make a difference in American politics in the last 50 years.

Ghila Amati



“Do declining numbers of faithful 
reveal a loss of trust in religion?”
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On November 9, 1938, Nazis destroyed many synagogues and Jew-owned shops during 
a pogrom in Germany. Because of all the shattered glass, the night became known as 
Kristallnacht. In 2020, 82 years after that horrific night, Kristallnacht is remembered all over 
Europe and even worldwide. In the UK, surviving Jewish witnesses retell what happened.
Throughout Germany, memorial wreaths were placed at memorial statues and synagogues. 
Even though coronavirus prevents people from gathering in large groups, the association of 
those persecuted by the Nazi regime hopes that people will still use the day of remembrance 
to stand up against anti-Semitism. Therefore, people could also join an international online 
commemoration called ‘Let There Be Light,’  hosted by the International March of the Living. 
Even overseas, in the United States, remembering Kristallnacht was part of the Holocaust 
Education Week.

“Though Kristallnacht and the Holocaust are remembered yearly, 
anti-Semitism is still very prevalent”

The church pleads guilty
In the Netherlands, something remarkable took place. The Protestant Church pleaded guilty 
for how the church behaved before, during, and after World War II. The church’s behaviour 
had cleared the path for anti-Semitism in society by not really resisting against the Nazis. 
Some from the Dutch Jewish community responded positively to the church’s confession, but 
according to relatives of resistance fighters, the church made a huge mistake. According to 
the group, the Protestant Church had no idea how big the resistance truly was during the war. 
It is also striking that the Protestant Church pleads guilty now, in a year in which the Dutch 
government also offered its apologies for their actions in World War II. Moreover, the king 
criticised the actions of his great grandmother, the late queen Wilhelmina, who supposedly 
never called the Dutch to defend the Jews.

Although the plea of guilt by the Dutch church took 82 years, the German Christian 
Church had acknowledged the Christian guilt of Kristallnacht in 1988. However, it did take a 
while until the Evangelical Church said they wanted a remembrance day.

Remembering the night of broken glass
No decrease in anti-Semitism
Though Kristallnacht and the Holocaust are remembered yearly, anti-Semitism is still very 
prevalent. It is not uncommon that memorials are vandalised or gravestones toppled and 
graveyards desecrated. In 2017 and 2018, people were warned for a possible rise in anti-Sem-
itism as a response to remembring Kristallnacht. Last year, a star of David and ‘911’ were 
graffitied on a synagogue in London, which might have been an anti-Semitic reference to 
either the terror of 9/11 or Kristallnacht. This is a reminder that even when some try to make 
amends and even plead guilty, it is clear that anti-Semitism is still alive today. 

Astrid Hamberg
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on Voting For The Future.

The evangelical alt-right rhetoric has Puritan and Protestant religious foundations, based 
on the ideas of Protestant predestination and Puritan settlers' ideology. Today, alt-right 
Christianity hinges on protectionist identity politics, that is, at the protection of ‘American‘ 
and ‘Christian‘ culture from outside threats. Nevertheless, religion in America must not only 
be a source of radicalisation but rather can also be a source of unity and dialogue.

‘God bless America‘: Christian nationalism in the United States
The popular phrases: ‘God bless America‘ and ‘One Nation under God‘ are still common 
expressions among both politicians and evangelical pastors in the United States. Moreover, 
since the electoral victory of President Donald Trump in 2016, a rise in conservative rhetoric 
and a nationalism that is intertwined with evangelical Christianity have become more notice-
able than ever. What is also evident is a heightening of discrimination against people of 
colour and sexual minorities in the name of the battle for America’s culture and – according 
to evangelicals – the battle for America’s soul.

This increasing polarisation, authoritarianism, and discrimination bring the following 
questions: What does being ‘one nation under God‘ truly mean and who gets to define it? 
Who invokes the prayer ‘God bless America,‘ and towards whom is this ‘blessing‘ directed?

Defining alt-right Christianity
In an academic conference hosted by Georgetown University on the topic of the alt-right 
Christian phenomenon in the United States, Jerome Copulsky pointed out that alt-right 
Christianity hinges on protectionist identity politics. The protection of ‘American‘ and 
‘Christian‘ culture from threats such as liberals, sexual minorities, immigrants, and other reli-
gious identities has become a rallying point and a fundamental aspect of alt-right evangeli-
calism. However, Copulsky continues, there is not a set and clear definition of the ‘alt-right‘ 
phenomenon. In general, the expression ‘alt-right Christianity‘ describes attitudes and 
behaviors that develop as a response to threats to tradition. Another common characteris-
tic of alt-right behaviour is the desire to reinforce distinctions and separation, an ‘us versus 
them‘ mentality that responds to the growing integration of diverse identities and globali-
sation. Finally, the appeal to traditional ‘Western Judaeo-Christian‘ ideals is also present in 

The rise of militant Christianity in the United States
alt-right rhetoric and is utilised by Donald Trump to garner support especially in the so-called 
‘Bible-Belt‘ states.

On the other hand, Copulsky adds that even the political left – when it expresses its desire 
to return to ‘pre-Christian ideals‘ or attempts to enforce a culture that is hostile to all kinds 
of religion or religious notions – is guilty of some of the same sins of alt-right Christianity. In 
fact, the temptation to hinge on universal utopian ideals and on identity politics – Copulsky 
continues – is the root of the increasingly widening polarisation in the United States and 
arguably the rest of the world. Authoritarianism, therefore, becomes the simplest solution to 
enforce these universal utopian visions.

Religious foundations of evangelical alt-right rhetoric
Martyn Whittock underlines Donald Trump’s reliance on evangelical Christianity to assert his 
authority and to ‘make America great again‘ and argues that there is a religious foundation 
to the nationalistic and autocratic rhetoric of the Trump administration. In Whittock’s words: 
“While Trump is no Puritan, his appeal to evangelicals has seventeenth-century roots. It 
draws on a deep story of American exceptionalism, providential calling, elimination of the 
‘alien other’ […] apocalyptic confidence of being the fulfilment of history and gate-keeper to 
the fulfilment of biblical prophecy. We might call these ‘foundational phenomena’ and they 
reverberate with Puritan resonances.”

As we can see in this quote, Whittock argues that at the source of Christian nationalism 
we can find the Puritan settlers' ideology. Puritans aimed to convert the natives and claimed 
the American land was God’s land. This missiological ideal became the instrument of the 
‘colonisation‘ of the Americas and introduced a literalist reading of the Christian Scriptures.

The origins of theocratic tendencies – according to Whittock – can also be attributed to 
the Puritanical ideals. They are founded upon the belief that God meant for the settlers to 
colonise the Americas which was seen as the ‘New Israel.‘ These theocratic tendencies are 
therefore a fundamental aspect of the evangelical alt-right support for Donald Trump who 
has advocated to build a wall to keep out those who do not belong to the land and has called 
for divine favour through going back to moral righteousness according to scriptures.

Authoritarian tendencies: its relationship with right-wing rhetoric
The view of an authoritarian God who favours and rewards those who obey, and punishes 
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those who do not respect the norm and express dissent is related to – according to journalist 
Amanda Taub – the rise of authoritarianism in the United States. The fear of the foreigner 
and the morally-deviant – grounded in the desire for self-preservation which can only be 
achieved through divine favor – is, according to Taub, the driving force behind the current 
authoritarian tendencies in the United States. Moreover, political scientist Karen Stenner has 
argued that people who support authoritarian rule are usually triggered by fast-changing 
norms and increasing diversity of race or belief. In an effort to protect themselves from these 
cultural changes, these people support leaders and movements who promise to preserve 
‘authentic values.‘ This explains the likelihood of evangelicals to support Donald Trump when 
he promised to preserve ‘American values‘ which include immigration restrictions, opposi-
tion to same-sex marriage, and abortion rights. The increasing diversity of opinions on these 
hot-button issues threatens ‘traditional‘ values of American Christianity and triggers the pro-
tectionist and right-wing authoritarian tendencies of some believers, thereby furthering the 
polarisation of American society.

“One must ask if religion can also be an instrument to express 
ambiguities and find unity in diversity and not only an instrument 
of violence”

Can religion also be a source of unity and dialogue?
President Trump has attended a number of publicly televised Sunday church services and 
performed gestures appealing to the religious spirit of evangelicals. He even held a Bible 
outside a church near the White House right after a Black Lives Matter demonstration was 
dispersed in the area. These images portray how intertwined evangelical Christianity is with 
American political engagement, especially when a powerful political figure is performing 
religious gestures to appeal to the sensibilities of the Christian majority. It is also indicative of 
how religion can be used to draw political lines and divide people.

Yet one must ask if religion can also be an instrument to express ambiguities and find 
unity in diversity and not only an instrument of violence in our case of authoritarianism. There 
are Christians, for example, who advocate for racial minorities and LGBTQ+ persons. James 
Martin, an American Jesuit priest, is very vocal in his support for sexual minorities yet is also 

wary of ad hominem comments on his Facebook page from both sides of the debate on 
sexual morality. Another example is the 'Center for Prophetic Imagination' which advocates 
for economic justice and freedom from discrimination based on Catholic liberation theology. 
Guthrie Graves-Fitzsimmons also witnesses alternative Christian voices as a religion contrib-
utor to CNN, an LGBTQ+ and environmental advocate, and a deacon to his local Baptist 
Church. To them, Christianity should give a voice to those who are disenfranchised and mar-
ginalised and we should no longer see the religious other as a threat.

Ghila Amati and Joshua Amiel Marasigan
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Since Friday 30 October, France has entered a second lockdown because hospitals are satu-
rated. And since the 3rd of November, religious services are once again forbidden. Indeed, 
any gathering or meeting in a church is now prohibited, except for funeral ceremonies with a 
limit of 30 people. This time, however, French bishops have not let it happen so easily.

The actions taken by the Church
After the announcement of a new lockdown, French Catholics approached the government 
in several ways.

First, in less than 24 hours, thousands of people signed the petition to request permis-
sion for public masses during the new lockdown. One day later, the bishops of France filed 
summary proceedings with the Conseil d’État (Council of State) with the goal of saving their 
right to organise masses. The French Council of State has the competence of a judge and 
is responsible, among other things, for appeals against acts which generally have a national 
scope. It is therefore to the Conseil d’Etat that citizens must turn to protest against a govern-
ment decree. Finally, on the same day, five bishops joined several other Catholic associations 
to file a second summary application before the Council against the prohibition of masses 
decreed by the government. The Council of State responded by scheduling a hearing to 
examine the various appeals.

The Council's answer 
On 7 November, the Council of State ruled in favor of the government’s ban on mass and 
other large gatherings. However, it called for a consultation between the government and 
representatives of religious denominations in order to “specify the conditions under which 
these restrictions could evolve.” The majority of bishops accepted the restriction although 
they deplored it.

However, this decision has led some bishops to reflect negatively on French secularism. 
As an example, Mgr David Macaire, Archbishop of Fort-de-France, calls for spiritual resistance 
and says: “In the name of safety – health or otherwise – our freedom is at risk.” He sees this 
prohibition as a violation of the freedom of religion. On the other hand, Mgr Pascal Winzter, 
Archbishop of Poitiers, criticises those who see the reasons for the ban as a desire to discrimi-
nate against Christians. However, he recognises the validity of the suffering of Catholics.

French Catholic Church: The war of masses
It will be interesting to see whether all French bishops and priests respect the wishes of the 
state or whether some begin to organise masses illegally. Indeed, an illegal mass was already 
organised for Easter at Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet, a conservative parish in Paris, during 
the first lockdown.

For the time being, there are only rumours on social networks, but it is difficult to discern 
the simple criticisms from the more concrete calls for “spiritual resistance.”

Juliette Marchet
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Could you forego a non-Christian baptism in a computer game? For Breen Malmberg, the 
answer was no. Therefore, he asked for a refund for the game Bioshock Infinite, a first-person 
shooter game that criticises nationalism and connecting religion to nationalistic aims. To play 
the game at all, the player has to take an in-game baptism. As a Christian, Malmberg found 
the act to be blasphemous, and was eventually granted a refund.

Reality vs. virtual reality
But is a virtual baptism real? In order to answer that question, one has to dive into the nature 
of reality. The Cambridge Dictionary’s definition of reality is “the state of things as they 
are, rather than as they are imagined to be.” The problem with this definition is, though, 
that for us humans it seems rather impossible to find one common understanding of how 
things actually are, as we are bound to our own perceptions of reality. Our brain processes 
the information we get from the physical reality and projects our own cultural and personal 
understanding of reality into that perception.

Virtual reality (VR) is, of course, part of our reality. Virtual reality is made of code and 
graphics, that the player sees as a world they enter. In the real world, our brain constructs 
our image of reality from the input of all the five human senses. In virtual reality, the world is 
only made of sight and sound, but modern technology such as VR glasses can make it seem 
very real. 

Like reality, VR also has a history of happenings and social networks of people who might 
not share a physical space, but still can develop deep and meaningful relationships in a 
shared virtual space. Consequently, VR has many similarities to living in the real world. Virtual 
reality can transmit sight, sound, thoughts, and emotions, but what it lacks is touch, taste, 
and smell, which are still very difficult for technology to mimic.

“Could the words of a pastor consecrate bread and wine through 
the internet?”

Virtual holy places
Second Life is one of the oldest virtual worlds, where the player can ‘live‘ in an open-ended 
world, create a personal avatar, build their own houses, and interact with other avatars. Early 

How real is virtual religion? — Author recommendation

on, players began to bring their religious practices to the world. There is, for example, an 
Anglican Cathedral with an active congregation led by an Anglican pastor. The world also 
contains sacred spaces for other religions, such as a virtual Stonehenge for Wiccans and 
a replica of Mecca. However, different traditions handle the idea of a virtual sacred space 
differently. The Anglican and Wiccan communities of Second Life are open to the idea of a 
virtual sacred space, but the Muslim community has clearly stated that the virtual Mecca is 
not sacred, even though players of the world sometimes act as if it is.

VR glasses have brought a whole new level of immersiveness to virtual reality, and some 
religious communities have already found ways to use them. In the Helsinki Cathedral in 
Finland, tourists can rent VR glasses to visit the bell tower in virtual reality. In addition, Oculus 
VR glasses have their own Christian prayer garden game. The VR Church takes virtual reality 
church even further, as their congregation meets only in virtual reality and for some it is their 
only church. For those who are physically disabled in a way that prohibits them to attend a 
physical church, attending a church in virtual reality might be the only option. The VR Church 
also has a missiological emphasis to reach the gamer community.

The value of the physical world
It seems that there are religious practices that are more easily transferred to virtual reality 
than others. Personal contemplation like Buddhist meditation; practices based on social con-
nections like Bible study groups; and practices using visual aids such as Catholic stations of 
the cross are easier to adapt to virtual reality than practices that emphasise the importance 
of touch or physical world.

Virtual reality makes religious communities ponder the meaning of the physical world in a 
new way. Different theology will also lead to different outcomes. For example, the Orthodox 
and Catholic Churches believe that in the Eucharist the bread and wine are actually transformed 
into the flesh and blood of Jesus. Thus, Communion without physical substances could not 
work. However, some Protestant denominations consider the Eucharist to be purely a sym-
bolic presentation of the body and blood of Jesus Christ. For most Protestant pastors the idea 
of a virtual Eucharist, or baptism, would still be quite uncomfortable. But some, like the afore-
mentioned VR Church, take the idea of purely symbolistic nature of Eucharist and Baptism as 
far as having virtual sacraments. Some Christians have criticised them for Gnosticism, an old 
heresy that values the spirit over the physical body, as the VR Church seems to dismiss the 
value of the physical body when it bypasses the human need for physical touch and presence. 
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Theology of VR
Religious groups in virtual reality were a marginal phenomenon before the coronavirus pan-
demic. But, they have made other religious groups think of how they perceive the impor-
tance of the physical world and the reality in virtual reality. Behind these practical matters of 
online religious meetings lie huge philosophical questions about the importance of physical 
reality and physical presence in religious practices. They also bring to the surface the differ-
ences in how traditions value mind and body. Virtual reality will surely give future theologians 
and religious traditions many new questions to ponder. Is a baptism in a computer game 
real? Does online presence make a real community? Could the words of a pastor consecrate 
bread and wine through the internet? Is it possible for a pastor to pray for the sick through a 
Skype call, or is physical touch vital in prayer for healing?

Pietari Hannikainen and Meri Hannikainen
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This article was written in preparation for our round table on In God We Trust. 

The election of Jorge Bergoglio to the position of pope in 2013 marked a significant turning 
point in the political position of the holder of the highest office in the Roman Catholic Church 
(RCC). Under Benedict XVI, the Vatican had favoured an approach that aligned more with 
conservative ideas, based on the view that ‘it was better to have a smaller church that would 
pass on the faith undiluted.’ Pope Francis’s ascendancy to the position of pontiff led to a 
change in attitudes on both issues such as LGBT rights and celibacy, and phenomena like the 
refugee crisis, economic inequality, and climate change.

The move towards a more progressive position led by Francis’s election comes at a time 
where the RCC has seen a declining number of adherents in various European nations. 
Amato’s study Catholicism and Secularism in Contemporary Europe described this process 
with the term ‘euro-secularism,’  referring to the theories that explain the different processes 
that have led to this major demographic change. This ‘euro-secularism’ has been accompa-
nied by a reduction of the influence of the RCC in the political and social spheres. This is most 
notable in countries where once the Church played a key role as a voice of moral authority. 
This was evident during Ireland’s 2018 abortion referendum. 66.4% voted to pass legalisa-
tion of abortion, despite the clear opposition of the Church. This development led two Irish 
bishops to comment publicly that there had been a ‘dramatic reversal’ of the Church’s power 
in the nation. Likewise, in 2005, Spain, a nation where the RCC had maintained a central 
political role during much of the 20th century, became just the second country in Europe to 
legalise same-sex marriage, despite fierce opposition from many Catholic bishops.

With the Church’s political and social influence having declined, the question is to what 
extent Bergoglio’s relatively liberal position will elevate or undermine the Church’s role in the 
politics of the coming decades. To understand this, it is particularly important to focus on 
how the youngest generations in Europe will see Pope Francis’s position. They will take up 
positions of power, and will be facing the problems that Bergoglio warns about today, the 
most directly. The youth are less likely than ever before to be active participants in Roman 
Catholicism. Therefore, this article seeks to analyse how the Church will be seen by both fol-
lowers and non-followers across Europe in the coming decades. To do this, we will focus on 

Rebuilding trust in the Roman Catholic Church 
among youth — Author recommendation

two issues in particular and see how Francis’ comments and actions do or do not align with 
the views of young Europeans.

LGBT rights
The question of LGBT rights demonstrates a key example in understanding if Pope Francis’s 
comparatively liberal position will help the Church build greater support among young peo-
ple, or whether it will only deepen divisions amongst Catholics both in domestic national 
contexts and international debate. In various Western European countries, a clear majority of 
young people support full equality for LGBT people, including same-sex marriage. Polling by 
Statista showed that in Spain, 93% of young adults (18-34 years old) were in favour of same-
sex marriage. In Ireland this was 80%, in Germany 85%, in Italy 73%.

Since becoming pope, Francis has made various comments with which he distanced him-
self from the overt condemnation of Benedict, for example stating that in his view being 
homosexual is ”not a sin.“ Although not in favour of gay marriage, Francis’s softening of the 
rhetoric of the Vatican on LGBT issues evidently brings the Church at least closer to the views 
of young people in many Western European nations. However, whilst the leadership from 
the Vatican has moved away from direct attacks on LGBT people and rights, senior Catholic 
figures and politicians from Eastern Europe have demonstrated that they are not necessarily 
going to follow this lead. This was most clearly evident during the 2020 Polish Presidential 
election, where Andrej Duda of the populist Law and Justice party made anti-LGBT rhetoric 
a key part of his re-election campaign.

Duda’s decision to place anti-LGBT rhetoric at the centre of his attempt to appeal to 
Poles was not directly interfering in the election campaign. However, it had much in common 
with comments made by senior Roman Catholic figures in Poland over the previous years. 
Perhaps the most notable of these were comments from the Archbishop of Krakow, Marek 
Jędraszewski. He used an address to mark the religious holiday of Corpus Christi in July 2020 
to compare the “LGBT ideology” to communism, Nazism, and the plague. This conservative 
perspective on the campaign for LGBT rights demonstrates the challenge that Francis faces 
in seeking to soften the position of the RCC on the issue. Whilst in Poland, 50% of young 
people stated that they were in favour of gay marriage, the number was significantly lower in 
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Bulgaria (32%) and Romania (34%). As the 21st century progresses, it appears that the RCC 
will have to accept that in different nations, there will be distinctly different opinions on the 
issue, and that the Vatican leader may not be able to count on all of its representatives to 
follow the same line.

Migration and refugees
Similar to the division seen on the issue of LGBT rights, Pope Francis’s positions on migration 
represent the challenges that the Vatican faces in creating a new moral narrative that can be 
applied across the Catholic world. One of the first things Pope Francis did after ascending 
to the position of pontiff, was to visit the island of Lampedusa. Many migrants attempting to 
reach Italy across the Mediterranean are first processed there. Since his visit, Francis has made 
empathy and compassion for both migrants and refugees a key part of his platform as pontiff.

In certain Western European countries, polling shows that this empathetic view puts the 
Vatican in line with many young people. For example, in Germany, 73% of 15-24-year-olds 
responded ‘yes’ when asked ‘should your country grant asylum to refugees?’ Pope Francis’s 
politics towards migration align the Vatican with many younger people. However, it has also 
led to conflict with populist politicians, who themselves have used their Catholicism as part 
of their political appeal. This has led to direct confrontation between Francis’s words on 
migration and the positions of both Santiago Abascal, the leader of the far-right VOX party in 
Spain, and Matteo Salvini’s Lega party in Italy. This confrontation undermines the sense that 
Pope Francis is capable of setting a moral narrative, which all adherents subsequently follow 
when Catholic politicians argue for the complete opposite of what the pontiff supports.

How will this moral narrative be affected in the future? The same polls that showed a large 
majority in favour of granting asylum to refugees in Germany, show much more scepticism in 
Eastern Europe; 25% in favour in Poland, 29% in Czechia. Differences between nations and 
regions remain clear and are likely to persist into the next few decades. The effects of climate 
change are likely to increase migration to Europe in the next few decades. It is clear that the 
Church’s balancing act – on the one hand showing compassion, and aligning with the more 
progressive politics of young people in countries such as Germany, and on the other not 
alienating those who fear the effects of multiculturalism in their societies – will not be over yet.

What will the Catholic Church of the next few decades look like?
Looking at the issues of migration and refugees and LGBT rights, it seems evident that simply 
making comments that reflect a more progressive position from the Vatican, will not by itself 
have the effect of transforming the views of citizens of historically Catholic countries across 
Europe. As has always been the case, the RCC exists within both wider global and specific 
national contexts and will have to adapt to the times it lives in. However, with the declining 
number of adherents in various countries, the Vatican must now accept that, far from being 
the leading moral authority on many political and social issues, it is just one voice amongst 
many. Yet, this reality may not necessarily be all bad news for the leaders of the Church going 
forwards. With fewer practicing Catholics, the Vatican may have greater freedom to speak 
out on issues it finds important. In addition, it may contribute to the debate between people 
with different perspectives, rather than trying, and often struggling, to speak for all people in 
every Catholic country in the world.

Freddie Scott
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The English footballer Marcus Rashford’s national effort to provide free meals to vulnerable 
children during COVID-19 has received strong support from local communities. A key source 
of this support is the country’s local churches and Christian charities. This support highlights 
a longstanding commitment of religious institutions in the country to end food poverty.

Half-term hunger
Food poverty has become an undeniable global reality. This reality was dramatically high-
lighted when The World Food Programme (WFP) was awarded the 2020 Nobel Peace Prize, 
with the Norwegian Nobel Committee significantly tying hunger with conflict, and how 
food can be a means to prevent wider social unrest. During the coronavirus pandemic, food 
poverty hit Europe most visibly in the UK, where Manchester United and England forward 
Marcus Rashford led national efforts to secure free meals for vulnerable children during the 
pandemic. Despite being publicly recognised for his efforts by the Queen – receiving an 
MBE – Rashford’s high-profile campaign was unable to persuade the government to con-
tinue to provide free school meals to children after the summer break. Fears peaked over 
whether children would go through half-term hunger during the winter. Among the chorus of 
protests against the government’s decision to support free meals were church leaders. The 
Archbishop of Canterbury, for example, declared: “Our schools and parishes are stepping in 
to help disadvantaged children across England. Churches across England will be providing 
free meals to children during the half-term holiday.”

‘A Godsend’
Rashford, who himself lived on a food voucher scheme as a child, did not stop his efforts. 
He mobilised a group of supermarkets, businesses and charities – including Aldi, Asda, 
Co-op, Deliveroo, FareShare, Food Foundation, Iceland, Kellogg’s, Lidl, Sainsbury’s, Tesco 
and Waitrose – to form a task force to overcome the half-term hunger challenge. Churches 
and Christian charities also continued their support of Rashford’s efforts. Two local churches, 
for example, hung crisps across their pews and gathered contributions for the cause champi-
oned by footballer and campaigner Marcus Rashford. “It’s a visual reminder for our congre-
gations as well as for visitors to do their bit and donate.” Another local church has opened  

Breaking the breadline: The Church’s response to food 
poverty in the UK

noon every day during half term, to give food out to families needing support. Rev Danny 
Reed said: “So the government won’t help children in need to get meal vouchers during the 
school holiday. Please spread the word to all who may be in need.”

A crucial recognition among these religious institutions is that while the government 
should have voted to extend free school meals, this would have only been a temporary 
dent to what has become an enduring problem: a “sticking-plaster solution to a longer-term 
and deeper problem” as the Bishop of Durham, the Rt Revd Paul Butler described it. For 
Revd Butler, the real solution was two-fold: the “heart-warming and encouraging” rallying 
of churches, businesses, charities, and individuals to support disadvantaged children, and 
active advocacy for significant “long-term government action,” not simply emergency action.

New boundaries?
While churches and Christian charities – such as The Baptist Union of Great Britain, the 
Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church, and Church Action on Poverty – have led 
independent efforts in the past to address the growing food poverty crisis, the shift towards 
an advocacy movement to reform government policy and work more closely with the gov-
ernment on food poverty is a new development. Rashford’s activism has been instrumental in 
making this shift possible. But the shift also suggests, even if not conclusively, that religious 
institutions assume a greater role than they did before in the UK. Jonathan Benthal, former 
Director of the Royal Anthropological Institute and the author of Returning to Religion: Why 
a Secular Age is Haunted argues that western liberal societies are involving religion more 
and more in humanitarianism, environmentalism, and animal rights. Religion is not only still 
around but arguably creating new frontiers of action. The strong involvement of churches and 
Christian charities in the Rashford case only confirm this new role emerging between religion 
and society.

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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British Muslim activists are increasingly highlighting how the misrepresentation of Muslims in 
Britain is fueling Islamophobia in the country. What is also becoming soberingly clear, how-
ever, is how systemic, and therefore difficult to overcome, the misrepresentation of Muslims is.

The tests of representation
When the British Muslim actor, musician, and activist Riz Ahmed debuted the short film, ‘The 
Long Goodbye,’ it struck a nerve. The film, which showed a British Muslim family dragged 
from their home by armed white men and executed, was seen as a call-to-action against 
Islamophobia and even drew comparisons to Martin Niemöller’s poem on anti-Semitism 
under the Nazis, ‘First They Came.’ Ahmed held that the misrepresentation of Muslims fuels 
Islamophobia: “I think lives are quite literally at stake here,” he said. “The representation of 
Muslims on screen — that feeds the policies that get enacted, the people that get killed, 
the countries that get invaded.” His activism against Islamophobia and misrepresentation 
of Muslims led two other British Muslim activists, Sadia Habib and Shaf Choudry, to kickstart 
the ‘Riz Test.’ Inspired by Ahmed’s activism and by the Bechdel test on how women are rep-
resented in the media, this test is an attempt “to measure the portrayal of Muslims in film 
and TV.” Are they represented as misogynistic men, oppressed women, terrorists, irrationally 
angry, culturally backward, or a threat to a Western way of life? If the answer to any of these 
is ‘yes,‘ then the film or TV series being measured fails the test.

Failing the test
If the Riz Test were applied to representations of British Muslims across political rhetoric, news 
stories, and entertainment, the results would be disheartening. Before he became the British 
Prime Minister, the conservative leader Boris Johnson wrote in 2005 that it is “natural” for the 
public to be scared of Islam, declared in the wake of the 7 July 2005 London bombings that 
“Islam is the problem,” and compared in 2018 Muslim women who wear the burqa to “let-
terboxes” and “bank robber(s).” Responding to such political rhetoric, former Conservative 
co-chair Baroness Warsi declared that Islamophobia went “right from the grassroots, all the 
way up to the top of her party.” After he became Prime Minister, Johnson dropped his 
pledge to hold an inquiry into this problem within his party. The Telegraph, which published 

Islamophobia and the misrepresentation of Muslims 
in Britain

much of Johnson’s rhetoric about British Muslims, announced on 26 June 2020: “Exclusive: 
Half of UK’s imported COVID-19 infections are from Pakistan.” Even though this was false 
news, with arriving Pakistanis accounting for a minuscule proportion of all ‘imported’ COVID-
19 infections in the England, it spread to the pages of Sun and MailOnline, and the far-right 
anti-Muslim propaganda in the country.

Measurements of misrepresentation
Dr Nour Halabi, Lecturer in Media and Communication at Leeds University, says this misrep-
resentation of Muslims emphasises “their position as what I call a ‘permanent and impos-
sible enemy.’” Halabi raises the example of the 2018 TV thriller ‘The Bodyguard.’  The TV 
series initially depicts a Muslim woman, Nadia, as a victim of a male terrorists, only to finally 
reveal that she is in fact the terrorist mastermind. The show won a Bafta, was nominated for 
two Emmys, and received admiration from the Independent, which declared: “Bodyguard’s 
Nadia shows the danger of underestimating female jihadis.” The UK’s Measuring Anti-
Muslim Attacks (MAMA)’s 2019 report identified 2,963 anti-Muslim hate incidents in 2018, 
and attributed spikes within these attacks to specific incidents of misrepresentation, includ-
ing Boris Johnson’s reference to Muslim women as “letterboxes” and “bank-robber(s).” Riz 
Ahmed argues this reveals just how “systemic” Islamophobia and the misrepresentation fuel-
ling it are. He tells of his own experience as a British Muslim to support this claim. Despite a 
fifteen-year career that includes starring roles in ‘Rogue One: A Star Wars Story’ and HBO’s 
‘The Night Of,’  and the critical acclaim of an Emmy, he still gets searched at airports around 
the world, and at times, even swabbed for explosives. “Some of these obstacles are sys-
temic, and we can’t really face them alone… It’s really scary to be a Muslim right now,” says 
Ahmed. “Super scary.”

Muhammad Faisal Khalil
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