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1. Personal Access

What is a vocation? Already as a young girl, I did not consider my faith to be something private. Faith was my way of seeing the world, it was also what showed me my responsibility in and for the world. Ever since I was about 16 years old, it became ever more clear to me that this faith should also become my profession. With that, I made a decision in favor of a public mission where religious matters were concerned.

It is surely no coincidence that at about the same time I began to understand the history of relations between religion and public life that has marked my country. For me, two elements belong to that even to the present day:

1. The denominational wars and the development of the secular State, and hence the awareness that there are good reasons (particularly in a society that is determined by various ideologies) for distinguishing between the political community and the faith community.

2. The total absorption of this “secular” State through a pseudo-religious insane delusion of salvation during the National Socialist period in Germany (and thus the possible reversal of 1.).

While the first element became a kind of foundation for my awareness of the world and of values, the second played a much more explosive role. For of course the reality that had brewed under the heading of this idea of “salvation” reaches deep into my own family. Concretely, it has to do with what I inherited from a deeply loved grandmother. As a young woman, she worked for an Orthodox Jewish family in Frankfurt, and I don’t think she talked about any other period in her life as much as about that one. In particular, she would enthusiastically relate stimulating debates she had with the brothers of this family about religion, politics, and culture.

My grandmother was a political person, even though as a woman living at that time she hardly had the right to show this publicly. She later became very committed to the National Socialist insane delusion of salvation. A dark veil always covered the chasm separating this part of her history from what preceded it. During her lifetime, we were never able to lift this veil.

The first time my grandmother attended a church service over which I presided, she was shaken. During the sermon, I had held a book by Günther Wallraff; it was called Ganz unten (Way down) and described the journalist’s investigations dressed up as a Turk in Germany. For me, his action was an image of discipleship in the sense of Christ’s love and longing for justice. However, her response was brusque: “No book other than the Bible belongs on the pulpit.” For my grandmother, faith was a private matter. It had nothing to do with politics and public life. If I remember correctly, she never came to another service led by me.

For me, faith is always a public mission. As a Christian, I am supposed to witness to my faith through my action and my life, and thus in all areas of life in which I am active: as a citizen, as a family woman, as a friend, a neighbor – and all the more so as a “professional Christian”, and thus as a pastor. However, in the meantime, I experience this mission as something very complex and full of tension. My life is determined by many role changes, and these changes always occur in different combinations in which the fronts and parties are in constant movement. That is why it is not easy for me to answer the question posed: how do I perceive the relationship between religion and politics, religion and public life, and what conflicts of loyalty do I see there?
There is a difference between

· whether I am told within my Church that I am not the right person for a position because it does not lie within the “ecclesial fringe area” assigned me (that is a conflict of loyalties within the Church and a matter concerning internal church politics);

· whether I appear on the scene as an “official representative of the Church” at a Christian, multi-faith or secular conference (then I am an ecclesial representative);

· whether, as pastor, I am a member of an Abrahamic team in a church congregation (“a representative of the foreign office appears at home with guests from the outside”);

· or am in a Muslim congregation (“ambassador to interfaith dialogue”);

· whether, as a white, German, Protestant Christian, I am holding a service together with a multi-national and multi-denominational African congregation (from a Christian point of view, “domestic politics”, from a cultural point of view, “foreign policy”, from a political point of view, “policy of integration”);

· whether I make a religious declaration in a purely secular context (for example as a politician with a religious background or even with theological training).

Each time, the interaction between religion and society is in a unique relationship that is reflected in the person I am.

I believe that one of the most important tasks for future religious education lies in increasing individual people’s awareness of the difference between such roles, such situations of relationships and such forms of publicity. We are not simply Jews, Christians, Muslims facing a general public (and even more so we are not “Judaism”, “Christianity”,  and “Islam”), but rather, we are always each of those things specifically, always in a relationship.

This statement would be simple and is surely most people here accept it. But it becomes complicated when “the public” or “politics” has little knowledge of these differences. The fact that this is the case in Germany is in turn due to the relationship between religion and publicity or politics. My thesis is: until now, large parts of European societies hardly consider religion and ideological orientation to be a necessary element in one’s way of seeing the human person and social welfare. That is why reflection on the interaction between religion and public life continues to be vague und unresolved.

2. Politics of Religion – Religion in Politics – Politics in Religion 

According to my understanding, one must differentiate between the various cases and persons acting in them when defining “politics”.  Classically, there are the three powers of the state, yet this needs to be expanded:

1. The legal system and the values and norms with respect to the relationship between religion and state (judicial)

2. The politicians who in response to particular problems and the public debate surrounding them must make decisions affecting public life (legislative)

3. The bodies who are responsible for carrying out such decisions on the basis of legal and political guidelines (executive);  and decisive as “fourth power of the state”

4. The media which influence and determine public debate and thereby have a strong influence – at least on politics

5. Finally, in my opinion, there is a fifth power or at least a decisively influencing factor which belongs to the determining factors of public order: the economy.  I believe that especially we persons of the religions do not take enough into account the extent to which this factor determines public life.

It is my impression that in the Federal Republic of Germany on levels 2-4 a very convoluted relationship between religion and politics predominates although it is well sorted out by law.  The question as to how the relationship between economics and religion can be described requires its own conference.  The greatest confusion lies in politics and media.  In these two areas, it is my impression that in Germany religion and politics are treated primarily as incompatible contrasts.  One acts as if secularity can only be had “pure” and as though religion were a threat to this secularity.  I see a great danger in this:  the separation between what is “clean” and what is “unclean” (that is behind this division) itself belongs to the realm of the religious.  Thus in this alleged contrast lies once again the potential for a secular doctrine of salvation.

I find the German legal system’s view of the relationship between religion and politics to be astonishingly exemplary.  It assumes that, as a statement of the well-known judge at the constitutional court Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde attests “the state lives on foundations that it is unable to create itself”.  In German (and Dutch) law the way of “positive neutrality” with regard to religion is chosen.  The state behaves in a friendly manner toward religion in that it supports the collection of membership fees for the religious communities, protects Sundays and religious holidays, finances military chaplancies, grants religious groups air time in the public media and funds religious instruction in public schools.  The state itself does not take over these tasks, rather it delegates them to the religious communities.  In doing so, it must pay attention to the equal treatment of the religious communities.

Thus under German law – different from France or Turkey – religion is not declared to be a strictly private matter.  Rather our law assumes that religion can find public expression without threatening the neutrality of the state
.

The two large Christian churches in Germany profit from the religion-friendly German law and can thus have no interest in changing it.  On the other hand they see their supremacy in the state and the related privileges to be majorly threatened by the possible sharing of this right with others.  For if we in the Federal Republic had true equality not only would Islamic religious education in the schools long ago have become matter-of-fact, but likewise the sharing by religious communities and other religious groupings of the privileges in radio, the military, the state support of holidays, and so on.  This would mean an enormous loss of terrain for the churches.  Out of fear of loss of ground, the two big churches currently lurch back and forth between the necessary concession of religious equality on the one hand and the defense against the threatening competition for the cake of religious privileges on the other.  This is not exactly praiseworthy and often not especially Christian, but from the perspective of institutional self-preservation perhaps at least understandable.

As a Protestant pastor who herself through a good salary, a strong institutional background and many more privileges profits from this situation, I do not find it easy to take a position on this matter. I am often in conflict with my church and its institutional egoism.  At the same time I would find it dishonest to act as if I stood outside of the dominant religion of the majority.  For our theme though, another question is even more decisive:  what role does this privileged Christian religion play in the public and in politics?

3. Religion and the Public – a Complicated Relationship 

The secularity and neutrality of the state in Germany are the result of negotiations after bloody denominational wars and/or the power struggle between religious and political institutions. The development of an autonomy of the religious institutions and the autonomy of  the secular institutions that is linked with it (what we call „secularisation“) has especially been promoted by the enlightened Protestant middle class. I assume that this openness to the ideas of the Enlightenment in the Protestant middle class in Germany (and in the Netherlands) led to a rather „religion friendly“ form of a secular constitution. Humanist values like liberty, equality, tolerance and participation were incorporated in it. That is, values that had originally been explained in religious terms. 

The relationship between religion and the public in Germany that is critical of religion goes back, on one hand, to the break with the mixing of religion and public power that had bloody consequences in the age of the religious wars. On the other hand, a typically Protestant religious attitude that promoted the individualisation and privatisation of beliefs (and – not quite unimportant – of economic goods) widely caused the public discourse on religious issues to be put under a taboo. This is also connected to an unenlightened understanding of “Enlightenment” which still haunts our imagery in the secular public. That is to say, in many places there is a tendency to assume something like an „objective reality“ that can be described in rational terms and managed politically in neutralised discourses. The fact that there are different interests within this reality that must be balanced against each other is generally accepted. A lesser part in this interplay of forces is played by the conscious dealing with values, world views and religion as a necessary factor in social relationship. 

Moreover, a heavy lack of religious orientation/socialisation can be observed in a section part of our population, the majority of which was formerly marked by Christianity. The problem is not that the orientation of many people is not Christian any longer but rather that they no longer develop any religious or ideological consciousness at all. They lack, as it were, the “mental tools” to deal with the basic questions of orientation. At the same time they are anything but liberated from existential questions and needs. Ill equipped as they are, the presence of other groups with a consciously religious orientation in the immediate neighbourhood seems, for many, an existential threat. The explosive mixture that arises from this – and that, in my estimation, other religious and cultural groups share, because in other religious groups religious illiteracy is on the increase as well – necessarily leads to a danger of fundamentalism, extremism and the readiness to resort to violence. 

I am a passionate lecturer in the area of religious education myself. Therefore I take this whole complex situation to be a challenge to religious education in the first place – although to a much extended understanding of religious education. It is precisely the question how the religious dimension of being human (that explicitly does include the possibility of a consciously atheist or agnostic way of life) as a decisive aspect of the concept of Man can again become a foundation for public discourses on social and ethical questions. It is a matter of a new perspective regarding the responsibility for religious education in civil society. 

At this point, a very important public and political power comes into play, the “fourth power” in the state: The media. 

In our spheres, THE claim of THE media is critical information. It is therefore the job of good reporting and research to question the self-presentation of other protagonists continually – no matter whether they are in politics, sports, culture or religion. With this critical attitude they represent, at the same time, the claim of being able to shed light on reality and to give it an adequate interpretation. Thus, the media themselves claim – for professional reasons! – to interpret reality, thereby offering orientation. In this they have a quasi-religious claim to power and enter into a competition with other producers of meaning. They do that on the foundation of the aforementioned unenlightened understanding of Enlightenment, assuming that reality can be described in objective terms. 

This is done – and there is the second problem – on the basis of an illiteracy in religious questions that is widespread in this spectrum. There would be lots of examples for that. 

While I was preparing these reflections, one of them appeared on the screen in the shape of the ZDF Auslandsjournal (Foreign Journal) (late February): an edition that dealt almost exclusively with religious subjects. It started with a feature on Shiites and Sunnites. This was followed by a report on the observations by a journalist who took part in a peculiar Japanese men’s ritual and a contribution on Brokeback Mountain, the most recent gay cowboy movie. In the end, the moderator made the following comment: „So we have seen the world today – admittedly an unusual view, but then the world does live on ancient myths and oddities “. Thus for representatives of the media, religion always has something disreputable, slightly uneasy, threatening, possibly exotic or erotic, in any case something „otherworldly“ in a stereotypical sense. 

I state that a new relationship between religion and the public that is to be developed must confront the challenge of consciously shaping the relationship between religion and the media. As yet, the relationship looks as follows:

1. Competition in questions of interpretation with a very high absolute claim or truth from the side of the media;

2. Widespread illiteracy in religious questions in media circles; 

3. (Third problem:) reverse structural principles between the media and religion: While the media live, as it were, on negative interpretation and dismantling, religions live on the search for healing and reconciliation. 

A consequence of this difficult mixture is often a disastrous coverage of anything that is connected with religion and religious phenomena as well as a great lack of ethical consciousness in the media. As I mentioned before: I think that we must be aware of the media as partners much more than before if we want to develop new concepts of religious education with regard to the public
. 

Conflicts are a good point of departure for new concepts on the way to a more conscious relationship between religion and the public. In my opinion, questions of Christian-Muslim coexistence are especially suitable for this. Both the debate on the headscarf and the neighbourhood conflicts around the construction of mosques are, in principle, suited for the discussion of such questions in public, thereby re-determining the relationship between religion and the public. Besides, they serve the necessary social discourse between different backgrounds and patterns of attitudes. I think that we should understand such conflicts as a chance more than we did before. That such a chance was not perceived at all in the case of the conflict about the cartoons is, in my opinion, linked with the fact that here the conflict was created by the media for the media, right from the start with a defaming and discriminating intention. Where the everyday centers of conflict are concerned, the matter is fortunately quite different
. 

Shortly after September 11, 2001, the peace prize of the German booksellers went to a person who said about himself that he is “religiously  unmusical “. Someone who marked the social debates in our country like no other, one of the two most well-known Germans in the world: Jürgen Habermas. In his address on the occasion of the presentation of the prize, he called the representatives of the religions to enlighten society about the religious backgrounds and conditions. He describes secular society as a society that is overtaken by its own  religious conditioning. Articulating the religious and an open discourse about religious matters is necessary in order to counteract this situation. That is why he speaks of an ″unfair exclusion of religion from the public sphere″ that cuts off secular society ″from important resources for producing meaning″
. Secular society must therefore preserve a ″sense for the power of articulation in religious languages″. 

4. Loyalty Conflicts Between my Creed (!) and Society

I am not good at talking about loyalty conflicts between ″my religion″ and society. This is connected with the aforementioned plurality of roles. When I talk about ″my religion″, I can actually only talk about the institution of the  Evangelical Church in Germany. This, however, is in no way identical with my creed because the church is a ″worldly thing″. This statement possibly contains a typically Protestant factor
. 

I therefore talk about my creed, and here there are, of course, lots of loyalty conflicts that, in turn, are linked to the fact that the religious ideals and visions of redemption are really ″not of this world″, that there is always a factor attached to them that transcends reality. I am glad that such factors can still be found even in our phlegmatic and often egoistic institution, e.g. where churches shrug off accepted law for the sake of giving sanctuary or where they stand up for people who are illegal, for those who are marginalized, excluded, defamed. Nor has the commitment to brothers and sisters of other faiths completely vanished. 

Additionally - occasionally - I get into a conflict with the federal agency for internal security when I speak up for an equal participation of Muslim believers in a discourse. A continuous conflict is connected with the distribution of goods, tasks and responsibilities between the sexes. This topic is among those examples in which membership, public expression and dealing with politics must be handled in a much more differentiated way rather than exclusively with reference to a specific religious community
. 

Having experienced myself what it means to belong to a religious and cultural minority (as a Christian and German in Israel), I know that my experiences are nevertheless very clearly marked by belonging to the majority culture. In it I try to do justice to my Christian creed and mission: It shows me Christ on the side of the powerless and excluded. In the image of the crucified one, it reminds me of the failures and crimes that Christian men and women have committed against other human beings. It calls me into discipleship and to testify with words and actions on the side of Christ. Here I consider myself challenged in the first place to take up my responsibility in the field of religious education in and for the public, social services and politics. Education is the key to the future. In order to make it accessible to the public, we need a much better and much hotter line to the media. 
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� Problems arise here in that religious communities, which are in this way meant to be partners of the state, require the status of  “person” in public law.  In order to obtain this status they must meet a number of - let us not hesitate to say “typical German” – institutional conditions, which is difficult for many religious communities.  At the same time persons belonging to religious communities that do not have this status are nonetheless protected by Articles 3 and 4 (religious freedom) and Article 5 (Freedom of opinion).





� The way I see it, this concept is currently most often questioned by those who deny Muslims’ right to share in this right.  I am convinced that in the long run it will not be possible:  either we will have to have a more strict separation of religion and politics or the entitlement of other religious groups to the positive German religious rights will develop over the years.  That we will need a lot of staying power until the latter comes, that is another matter.


� During the 3rd World Parliament of Religions there was an special range of events on ″Media″ in which I became aware that there are already initiatives in many countries to improve the current imbalance. I became acquainted with Simon Cohen, an especially interesting representative of these attempts, a young Briton who puts a complete corporation in service to this goal: �HYPERLINK "http://www.tolerancelimited.com/"��http://www.tolerancelimited.com�. 


� This does not change the fact that, in conflicts like these – as in any conflict in a relationship – a rapprochement can only be achieved if the different perspectives of all parties are perceived and respected. I repeatedly learned especially in inter-religious groups that this is sometimes only possible with the help of trained moderators. 


� In my opinion, the Evangelical Church and its public representatives bear a great deal of the responsibility for this development. Especially since being a Protestant Christian is a matter of individual responsibility in the first place – this is what I stand for, also theologically! – it is difficult for Evangelical theology and practice to join in a public testimony of faith. The power of the Roman curia and the unity of the Catholic testimony in public make it substantially easier for the Catholic Church to present a clear picture in public. Besides, it is still not easy for Evangelical theology or the church today to integrate the entanglement of its own believers and clergy in the secular ″doctrine of salvation″ of National Socialism into a new picture of Evangelical public testimony. Especially the first post-war generation therefore represented a consciously unreligious understanding of faith and passed it on the next generation. In this generation, church – especially in the public sphere! – was understood as a social agency rather than a mediator of religious truths. This is currently changing. Young people long for spirituality and religious orientation. This does not remain hidden in the circles of those who bear responsibility in church. There are some among them – e.g. the Bishop of Hannover Margot Käßmann – who know how to use the opportunity to give an explicit testimony of faith regarding current issues consciously. Especially where religious talk can be formulated in a secular context in a way that addresses the public, I think that such clear words are extremely important. 


� Something that possibly qualifies Protestantism especially for the present


� In the group ″Sarah and Hagar″ we recently published a paper with ideas resulting from long discussions   that shows these interests that the religions have in common: ″Impulses for a Gender-Relevant Social Politics based on Jewish, Christian and Muslim Traditions″ in epd-Dokumentation Nr. 6/31.1.2006. 







