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In “normal” times crises can be solved with mana-
gerial tools. Today, however, the established meth-
ods don’t work anymore because we are confronted 
with a complex cluster of simultaneous crises: cli-
mate disruption, the Covid-19 pandemic and its im-
pact, radical right wing populism, polarization, in-
creasing inequality, and massive human rights 
violations. These developments are intertwined and 
generate a comprehensive mega-crisis shaking the 
foundations of western civilization and democracy. 
According to Otto Scharmer and Katrin Kaufer we 
have entered an “Age of Disruption” the root of which 
is a combination of ‘three divides’: the ecological di-
vide, the social divide and the spiritual-cultural di-
vide (Scharmer and Kaufer 2013, 1–4). They are the 
emanation of a triple alienation: being disconnected 
from nature, from others, and from our deeper self.

In what follows I will focus on one crucial com-
ponent of the mega-crisis: the social divide with its 
implications for politics and the ethical-cultural 
sphere. I will do this via a lens provided by Noreena 
Hertz in her “enlightening, engaging and compel-
ling” book: The Lonely Century. Coming Together in 
a World that’s Pulling Apart (2020). Based on con-

vincing empirical evidence Hertz interprets the age 
of disruption as a crisis of loneliness. Starting from 
her analysis of social loneliness and its political con-
sequences, I will focus on the link between the dif-
ferent aspects of loneliness and on how they allow 
extreme right parties to take advantage of the crisis. 
Subsequently I will criticize their use of references 
to ‘Christian culture’ or ‘Christian values’ as lan-
guage of legitimation. Finally, I will suggest how 
Christian churches can and should respond to both 
the crisis of loneliness and the political manipula-
tion of it by extreme right movements.

Social loneliness and its impact on the 
society

Loneliness is not simply an emotional or subjective 
state of mind. According to Hertz it is a collective 
state of being that’s taking “a huge toll on individu-
als and on society” as a whole. It is a phenomenon 
that “(…) poses a potent threat to tolerant and inclu-
sive democracy” (Hertz 2020, 226). Loneliness is not 
only “feeling bereft of love, company or intimacy”, 
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but also feeling “unsupported and uncared for” by 
fellow citizens, employers, community, or govern-
ment. It’s about being “disconnected not only from 
those we are meant to feel intimate with, but also 
from ourselves” (Hertz 2020, 7–9). In other words 
loneliness is “both an internal state and an existen-
tial one—personal, societal, economic and politi-
cal”. It makes people “powerless, invisible and voice-
less”, being “ignored as human beings in need to be 
heard, to be seen, to be cared for, to have agency and 
being treated with respect” (Hertz 2020, 7–9).

The main catalyst of this loneliness is what the 
Flemish psychiatrist Paul Verhaeghe has described 
as neoliberal madness. Hertz narrates how the 
neo-liberal ideology and its practices have domina
ted the world for decades, and replaced communi-
ty-oriented values by individual ones, putting em-
phasis on individual achievements interpreted in a 
meritocratic perspective. In a neoliberal society ev-
eryone has to be his or her own entrepreneur and 
there is no space for mistakes or weakness. One is 
either winner or loser. Individuals are not collabora-
tors any more but competitors, not citizens but con-
sumers, not givers but takers (Hertz 2020, 14). Hertz’ 
critique of meritocracy is not an exception. Several 
scholars have come to a similar conclusion, as, for 
example, Daniel Markovits who, according to Len-
field writes in the “The Meritocracy Trap” that “mer-
itocracy creates an endless, soul-deadening tread-
mill of competition” (Lenfield, 2020). According to 
the same reviewer Michael Sandel calls meritocracy 
a “tyranny threatening the common good”, a tyran-
ny that leads to “cultivating insidious self-satisfac-
tion among the ‘winners’ who believe they fully 
earned the fruits of their work without appreciating 
the luck, circumstances and public goods that allow 
intelligence and hard work to blossom” (Lenfield 
2020). Sandel’s judgment is quite negative: “A per-
fect meritocracy banishes all senses of gift or grace” 
and “it diminishes our capacity to see ourselves as 
sharing a common fate. It leaves little room for the 
solidarity that can arise when we reflect on the con-
tingency of our talents and fortune” (Lenfield 2020). 
Finally Paul Verhaeghe argues that neoliberal meri-
tocracy transforms higher education as much as 
business into a ‘rank and yank’ appraisal system 
(Verhaeghe 2012, 19, 20, 24).

One of the main consequences of neo-liberal 
madness is “a significant rise in income and wealth 
gaps” (Hertz 2020, 12). According to Otto Scharmer 
the “disconnect between the Haves and the Have 
nots…has given rise to an extreme inequity bubble 

in which the richest 1 % of people in the world 
(adults with incomes over US$ 500.000) own 40 % 
of the world’s wealth while half of the world’s popu-
lation own just 1 % of the world’s household wealth” 
(Scharmer and Käufer 2013, 6). Hertz gives as exam-
ple of the earnings of CEOs: “in 1989 CEO’s earned 
on average fifty-eight times the average worker’s sal-
ary, but by 2018 they made 278 times as much” 
(Hertz 2020, 12). The consequence of the increasing 
inequality is that a great number of people feel “left 
behind, branded as losers in a society that has time 
only for winners” (Hertz 2020, 12). Their traditional 
safety nets are eroding and their status in the society 
diminishing.

Another consequence of the neo-liberal madness 
is that the workplace has become a place of discon-
nection. Work conditions change and jobs provide 
diminished social status and standing. The loneli-
ness at the workplace is “not only about feeling dis-
connected from the people we work with, whether 
our colleagues or our boss. It’s also about feeling be-
reft of agency, feeling powerlessness” (Hertz 2020, 
145). This is reinforced by the fact that our lives are 
more and more governed by algorithms and surveil-
lance systems. We live in the “Age of surveillance 
capitalism” (Hertz 2020, 154). We are not only 
watched, but also permanently rated, and this in-
creases the feeling of not being good enough and a 
loss of self-respect (Hertz 2020, 158).

Another catalyst in the production of loneliness 
is the influence of the new social media. We spend 
so much time online that it diminishes opportuni-
ties to meet real people in person: “Every moment in 
which we are on our phones, scrolling, watching 
videos, reading tweets, commenting on pictures, we 
are not present with those around us, depriving our-
selves of the multiple daily social interactions that 
make us feel part of a wider society” (Hertz 2020, 
93). According to Hertz smartphones erode the abil-
ity to feel empathy, fragment our attention, create a 
splintered self. Indeed “our devices estrange us from 
people we already know, including those we love 
and care for” (Hertz 2020, 91).

Hertz further observes that entire cities and 
neighborhoods are invaded by ‘cold anonymity’ 
(2020, 57). “We live and eat in rootless neighbor-
hoods” (Hertz 2020,65). That is not seldom the re-
sult of what she calls “hostile architecture” or “ur-
ban design with a focus on exclusion, especially of 
the poor and homeless” (Hertz 2020, 74, 77). This is 
a dangerous development in the light of the fact that 
it is precisely face-to-face interaction with people 
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different from us “that makes it easier to see what we 
have in common, rather than what sets us apart” 
(Hertz 2020, 80).

But, the most dramatic evolution described by 
Hertz is not economic, technological, nor a matter 
of urbanization, but political. Something really di-
sastrous is happening: “the bonds of connectivity 
break down,” and “a growing number of people feel 
isolated, alienated, disconnected both from their 
fellow citizens and from national governments who, 
they feel, have not been listening to them or looking 
out for their interests” (Hertz 2020, 35). Many peo-
ple experience the system as unfair and they feel 
abandoned. Their loneliness increases anxiety, 
which is both symptom and cause (Hertz 2020, 27).

According to Hertz the situation is so serious 
that it can pave the way to totalitarianism. Her con-
tention is based on Hannah Arendt’s solid analysis 
of “The Origins of Totalitarianism” (1968). Quoting 
Arendt, Hertz writes that “for those who feel they 
have no place in society it is through surrendering 
their individual selves to ideology, that the lonely re-
discover their purpose and self-respect” (Hertz 
2020, 37–38). Still following Arendt, Hertz contin-
ues that “for those who feel that they have no place 
in the world anymore, who feel a lack of belonging 
and absence of solidarity, for those who fear for their 
futures and feel abandoned and alone, hatred of oth-
ers can become as Hannah Arendt saw in Nazi-Ger-
many, a ‘means of self-definition’ that mitigates 
their sense of aloneness and restore[s] some of their 
self-respect… formerly derived from their function 
in society” (Hertz 2020, 54). Even if one would think 
that comparisons between our time and the Nazi era 
are not fully adequate, one must admit that loneli-
ness is an important driver of radical right-wing 
populism, and that there is a correlation between 
social isolation and votes for the far-right (Hertz 
2020, 38–39). To say it metaphorically: “Loneliness 
and right-wing populism are (…) close bedfellows” 
(Hertz 2020, 6).

Radical right-wing propaganda plays with re-
sentment (Todorov 2012, 210) and amplifies the 
populist followers’ feelings of abandonment or mar-
ginalization. Simultaneously it promises change by 
giving people the impression that they can again be-
long to something. Hence permanent referrals to 
words such as ‘people’ and ‘community’. But the 
identity of a community is defined in contrast with 
‘the others’ who do not belong to it (Todorov 2012, 
210). These others are especially the so-called elite 
and the migrants. In fact the discourse of national 

or cultural unity promotes “tribalism against people 
who are different” (Hertz 2020, 50), or, to express it 
with the words of pope Francis, “a culture of walls” 
(Francis 2020, nr. 28). “Blaming and demonizing 
others” becomes a political instrument (Hertz 2020, 
53). In short, Hertz believes that the causes and con-
sequences of loneliness “are right at the heart of the 
biggest political and social questions our society 
faces” (Hertz 2020, 54).

For Christians and their churches this is one of 
the greatest challenges, particularly because radical 
right populism justifies its antagonistic identity dis-
course by way of pretending to defend Christian val-
ues or the Christian identity of the European or 
North American society which creates a dangerous 
confusion. Hence my second point on using Christi-
anity as legitimation.

Christianity as justification of radical 
right populism?

Political scientists argue that one of the most import-
ant components of politics is legitimacy. Democracy 
is indeed not only a matter of winning elections, 
constituting a majority or acting in accordance with 
constitutional law but also a matter of legitimacy, of 
spontaneous moral approval by the citizens. The less 
people approve a policy spontaneously, the more po-
litical leaders need coercive power or violence to stay 
in power. Hence the necessity of a public moral justi-
fication. Even Machiavellian or amoral politicians 
are obliged to justify their policy or decisions in 
moral terms, and radical right populists do not es-
cape from this problem. However, according to 
Todorov, in the case of radical or extreme right-wing 
populism, the discourse of legitimation is not based 
on ethical or reasonable arguments, but on dema-
gogy (2012, 207). Extreme right propaganda speaks a 
language of enmity in the name of defending an 
imaginative uniform and dominant cultural identi-
ty, which Germans call Leitkultur. Radical right pop-
ulists propagate such a Leitkultur as the alternative 
for a multicultural society, which they don’t under-
stand as a reality but, inadequately, as a political pro-
gram of their opponents (Todorov 2012, 220). This 
concerns us directly, particularly as European theo-
logians, because the radical right discourse inter-
prets this Leitkultur as ‘Christian’, or, as based on 
‘Christian values’. Many recent examples confirm 
this. The leader of the radical right Vlaams Belang 
recently mentioned in the same breath that he pre-
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fers a culture based on being “Christian, Flemish and 
white”. The populist Hungarian prime minister Vic-
tor Orban calls himself “the most Christian and thus 
the most European of all Europeans” (Courtois 2021, 
1). In 2018 the German home office minister of Ba-
varia endorsed the presence or placing of crucifixes 
in public buildings as an “expression of the historical 
and cultural character of Bavaria” and as affirmation 
of “a visible engagement with regards to the funda-
mental values of the law and the social order” (Roy 
2020, 152). His argument was sharply criticized by 
Cardinal Marx. In Italy, the leader of the Lega Nord 
appears in public with a rosary. In Austria the FPö 
puts the cross of Christ on propaganda posters with 
anti-migrant slogans. Cardinal Schönborn reacted 
vigorously against it. All these examples show how 
much radical right populism tries to legitimate itself 
as a defender of “the Christian identity of Europe” 
(Roy 2020, 156).

According to Olivier Roy this discourse is a “re-
habilitation of Christian signs … at the expense of 
their religious meaning” (Roy 2020, 152). It leads to 
a “transformation of Christian religious sym-
bols (…) into cultural identity markers alienated 
from the religious practice” (Roy 2020, 148–150). 
And, instead of interpreting Christian values for 
peaceful purposes, the radical populists misuse 
them as means “to suppress the signs associated 
with other religions” (Roy 2020, 152). As such the 
appeal to Christian values and culture becomes a 
“means par excellence to chase the Islamic signs 
away from the public space” (Roy 2020, 153).

Whatever be the case, in right wing populist dis-
course the word “Christian” is nothing else than an 
“identity marker”, or, compared with what has hap-
pened in the Trumpist US, a “bumpersticker” reli-
gion (Courtois 2021, 1). Defending so-called Chris-
tian values serves as an imaginary and ideological 
reconstruction of the antagonistic cultural identity 
of a people. As such identity marker Christianity 
becomes a negation of the genuine values of the 
gospel. It contradicts the biblical call to care for 
strangers. It opposes Pope Francis’ vigorous de-
fense of the dignity and rights of migrants and ref-
ugees. In a certain sense one could say that the pro-
ponents of identity marker Christianity are waging 
an ideological war against a genuine understanding 
of Christian faith.

This has tragic consequences because it leads not 
only to a divisive society, but also to an internal di-
vision in the Christian churches. They are divided 
between open-minded Christians who discern what 

to do in the spirit of the gospel and a significant 
group of conservative Christians and church leaders 
who engage in an alliance with the radical right in 
the hope that this would be the best guarantee for 
the protection of their strict moral convictions with 
regards to gender theory, abortion, and same sex 
marriage. The best example of the internal division 
in the Catholic Church is the conflict between US 
bishops. Many have explicitly supported Trump and 
a majority of bishops have endorsed a rejection of 
communion to Biden. A similar conflict is present 
in the Protestant world: between mainstream 
churches and some conservative evangelical protes-
tants (Rietveld 2021).

I am aware that in a global context other issues 
are probably more urgent than what I have men-
tioned in the first and second section of this chapter, 
especially the increase of human rights violence, 
from violence against African Americans, migrants, 
Uyghurs, Rohingya, and gay people, to the elimina-
tion of journalists and political opponents. In her 
opening of the 47th session of the UN Human Rights 
Council, Michelle Bachelet declared that we experi-
ence today the “most wide-reaching and severe cas-
cade of rights setbacks in our lifetimes” (Bachelet, as 
quoted in The Guardian, 21 June, 2021). At least 
equally worrying is the nuclear proliferation and the 
destabilization of the international order by cyber 
wars. The doomsday clock has moved beyond the 5 
to 12 level and Pope Francis speaks of an already on-
going ‘third world war.’ For the purposes of this 
chapter, I will focus on the question: what should 
Christians and their churches should do in response 
to the crisis?

The Christian response

According to Alicja Gescinska the political and so-
cial crisis described in the previous sections is main-
ly a moral crisis because of “the coarsening of the 
debate, (…) the spreading of fake news”, and “the 
legitimation of the lie”. Such a moral crisis requires 
a philosophical answer, the point of which is open-
ing ourselves to a different hermeneutic horizon, 
leaving the narrow frameworks of interpretation be-
hind, and always keeping in mind what Hans Georg 
Gadamer wrote at the end of his life: “Der Andere 
könnte recht haben” (“The other could be right”) 
(Gescinska 2020, 68) or, as the assassinated bishop 
Claverie said, “j’ai besoin de la verité des autres” (I 
need the truth of the other).
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In Alicja Gescinska’s call for a different herme-
neutics, Einstein’s warning resonates that “we can-
not solve problems with the same kind of thinking 
that created them” (Scharmer and Käufer 2013, 13). 
But thinking and interpreting the world differently 
is not sufficient. We need also action, especially 
community building and restoring the sense of so-
cial cohesion. According to Noreena Hertz: “The an-
tidote to the Lonely Century can ultimately only 
ever be us being there for each other, regardless of 
who the other is” (Hertz 2020, 248). These words 
could have been written by Pope Francis in Fratelli 
tutti. The convergence is striking.

It allows us to conclude that one of the most di-
rect and relevant contributions religions and 
churches can make to a process of change is com-
munity building. But the condition is that they don’t 
absolutize their identity dogmatically and that they 
don’t remain closed for outsiders. Church commu-
nities can contribute to both bonding and bridging 
(Putnam, 2000), by way of creating both an internal 
and inclusive sense of community and a reaching 
out to others. In collaboration with Christian and 
secular civil society movements, churches and indi-
vidual Christians can intensify direct transforma-
tional action via advocacy and critical discussion in 
the public space. They not only can do this, they 
have an obligation to do so, and even to leave their 
comfort zones, because that is a consequence of be-
ing loyal to the spirit of the gospel and of the convic-
tion that “action for justice and participation the 
transformation of the world” are “a constitutive di-
mension” of the evangelization (Synod of Bishops 
1971). Hence the necessity of a church policy that 
doesn’t pay unilateral attention to faith formation, 
liturgy, and management of church property. It re-
quires that churches invest more energy into diako-
nia and into “fully entering into the fabric of the 
society” (Francis, 2013). It implies that church com-
munities take care of local communities and reach 
out to people who feel excluded.

In fact there are three levels of Church action: in-
ternal community building, diakonia or participa-
tion in the civil society, and participation in politi-
cal debates. Claiming the right to participate in 
public debates about political proposals and policies 
and, thus, claiming a public role is in itself already 
an antidote against neo-liberal and hyper secular-
ized thinking that excludes religion from the public 
realm. Even John Rawls, who introduced the ‘meth-
od of avoidance’ in political philosophy, has admit-
ted in his book on Political Liberalism that churches 

can play a public role in view of achieving an over-
lapping consensus about political principles, pro-
vided that they behave as ‘comprehensive doctrines,’ 
in other words, in so far as they translate their con-
viction into reasonable arguments. But this becomes 
problematic when it would imply that they are ex-
pected to “thin out” their convictions. In normal 
times this can sometimes be reasonable and wise, 
but in the context of the groundbreaking crisis we 
have partially described, it would lead to extin-
guishing the critical potential of the gospel. In an 
era in which even mainstream political parties and 
movements, including Christian Democrats, are in-
fluenced by divisive ideas from the radical right, 
thinning out fundamental convictions is not ade-
quate. Especially when the public debates are per-
verted by polarization, fake news, and scapegoating 
migrants, it becomes necessary to take a stand. As 
we have learned from Dietrich Bonhoeffer and po-
litical theology reflecting upon the Nazi regime, the 
privatizing of religion and the public silencing of au-
thentic Christian values leads to eliminating the po-
tential for resistance against social evil. It leads to a 
disconnected life in which Christians’ faith life is 
privatized, while in the public realm they are ex-
pected to be obedient to the state, even when it im-
poses or allows dehumanizing practices. In the time 
of the Nazi’s it has led to becoming guilty bystand-
ers in a process leading to the Shoah, today it leads 
to non-resistance against a policy that sacrifices mi-
grants on the altar of security and national identity 
(Castillo Guerra 2021) and who knows what will 
happen tomorrow. In our context in which even 
‘solidarity’ with undocumented migrants can be-
come a crime, taking a stand is not only a duty for 
church leaders, but also for individual Christians. 
They can be inspired by the words of Noreena Hertz: 
“each of us has a critical role to play in mitigating the 
loneliness crisis,” and “reconnecting society cannot 
only be a top-down initiative driven by govern-
ments, institutions and big business, even if the pro-
cess of disconnecting society largely was1.” (Hertz 
2020, 15).

According to Pope Francis the courage to resist 
any sort of inhumane political practice is rooted in a 
fundamental ‘metanoia,’ an ‘inner shift’ that starts 

1	 Scharmer and Kaufer would agree with this: “A new type 
of awareness-based collective action is emerging … It 
doesn’t use … the old top-down pyramid … In this more 
horizontal model, each individual node is mindful of the 
well-being of others” (o. c., p. 17).
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from integrating “the suffering of crucified people 
into our own suffering”. Only when we “become 
painfully aware” and have the courage “to turn what 
is happening to the world into our personal suffering, 
we will discover what each of us can do about it” 
(Francis 2015, chapter 3). In Fratelli tutti Francis’ 
suggestion is to focus on the vulnerability of people. 
He writes this in the context of his interpretation of 
the parable of the merciful Samaritan. This parable 
not only tells us that we must always become the 
other of our neighbor, who is “a neighbor without 
borders”, but the parable also “shows us by which 
initiatives a community can be build, thanks to men 
and women who open themselves to the vulnerability 
of others”. Taking care of the vulnerability of others 
is the moral basis of transforming the society. It 
leads to an ethics of consideration2, and the creation 
of a system in which everyone’s talents are valued 
and in which everyone takes responsibility in turn 
for the vulnerability of others (Francis 2020, chap-
ter 3). It can lead to a system that restores democra-
cy and ensures participation of all, with inclusion of 
the poor and vulnerable in such a way that it is not 
so much politics for poor people, but with and by 
them (Francis 2020, chapter 3).

In short, more is needed than merely “breathing 
life into a dying system” (Scharmer and Käufer 
2013, 1). We also must heal a wounded world and be 
committed to “reintegrating the suffering person 
and to build a society worthy of this name” (Francis 
2020, nr. 71–72). When Christian churches become 
inclusive communities, when they take their service 
to the world (diakonia) more seriously both in direct 
contact with vulnerable people, and structurally; 
when they take away the loneliness and frustrations 
that are grind on the mill of inhumane ideologies, 
they can become powerful transformative political 
and social actors. Co-creating a society in which 
people can feel again at home and respected, is the 
litmus test of the churches’ credibility.

2	 There is an interesting convergence between what Pope 
Francis proposes and what the French philosopher Co-
rine Pelluchon writes in her Ethique de la consideration, 
a book inspired by Bernard of Clairvaux’ text on consid-
eration. According to Pelluchon the world needs both 
humility and vulnerability. Pelluchon is convinced that, 
when leaders accept with humility to be vulnerable like 
any other fellow human person, they can become capable 
of participating in the “recovery of the [wounded] world” 
(p. 119).
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