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Abstract

In this thesis I explore what was at stake for church actors as the demand and desire to respond to
climate change travelled in and through the Danish People’s Church in the years 2020 to 2022.
This thesis depicts a period in the life of this national church in which the problem of climate
change became a shared matter of concern. What kind of matter it was, however, was disputed and
in the thesis, I describe some of the efforts church actors made to define as well as respond to it.
Based on material collected through ethnographic fieldwork conducted intermittently between
February 2020 and September 2022, I describe the practices of various actors in the church —
pastors, deans, gardeners, project managers, and energy consultants — as they engage in “greening”
the Church. I show how grappling with the problem of climate crisis actualized other, already
established problems within the Church and in Christianity — such as that of an unresolved state-
church relation, a distant God, and an ambivalent Protestant relationship to the material - and
revealed the tensions within them. I argue that engaging with climate change incites church actors
to question, undo, but also retain some of the key distinctions that are understood to organize the
Church. As such, I show how distinctions such as those between religion and politics, the material
and the immaterial, the human and the non-human, and God and the world, are questioned,
negotiated, and the relation between them potentially reconfigured. In order to describe the
particular dynamics of relating and separating, retaining unity and difference, within this process of
reconfiguration - this undoing and redrawing of boundaries that I argue takes place in the various

greening efforts within the Church - I evoke the concept of counterpoint.



Resumé

I denne athandling undersoger jeg hvad der skete, da et onske - og et krav - om at den danske
folkekirke skulle forholde sig til klimaproblematikken tiltog i styrke i arene 2020 — 2022.
Athandlingen skildrer en periode i folkekirkens liv, hvor klima kom pad den fzlles dagsorden, men
hvor der endnu ikke var enighed om, hvilken slags problem klima var og burde vaere — eller ikke
vare — for kirken. Baseret pd materiale indsamlet gennem etnografisk feltarbejde udfert i perioden
februar 2020 til september 2022, beskriver jeg nogle af de bestrxbelser, kirkelige aktorer gjorde for
at definere og respondere pa klima som et relevant, kirkeligt problem. Jeg beskriver hvordan
klimaproblematikken blev til noget forskelligt i heenderne pa forskellige aktorer i kirken — prester,
provster, gartnere, projektledere, og energikonsulenter — og hvordan deres svar derfor tog sig
forskelligt ud. Jeg viser derudover, hvordan handteringen af klimaproblematikken aktualiserede
andre underliggende problemer i kirken og i kristendommen — saisom et uafklaret stat-kirkeforhold,
en fjern Gud, og et ambivalent protestantisk forhold til materialitet — og fremviste de iboende
spendinger 1 dem. Jeg hevder, at en rakke centrale distinktioner gores relevante og potentielt abne
for forandring, idet kirkeaktorer begynder at forholde sig til klima. Saledes viser jeg, hvordan
forholdet mellem religion og politik, det materielle og det immaterielle, det menneskelige og det
ikke-menneskelige, og Gud og verden, gores til genstand for refleksion og forhandling og at
forholdet mellem dem potentielt re-konfigureres. For at beskrive denne ophavelse og gentegning
af graenser, som jeg haevder finder sted i de forskellige gronne indsatser i kirken, benytter jeg mig
af en figur fra musikalsk komposition, nemlig kontrapunkt. Jeg havder at arbejdet med klima 1
kirken, savel som kirken selv, bedst kan beskrives som kontrapunktisk, idet det er preget af

flerstemmighed, konflikt, og en steerk vagtning af enhed.
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Prelude: Spruce Complications

I get into the backseat of the black Ford Mondeo. Louise' and Camilla are already in the front seat,
chatting and laughing. Two other gardeners, Susie and Randi, are driving in front of us with Seren,
the churchyard manager, in his red Tesla. I hardly recognize them all as they have exchanged their
usual dark green work clothes and practical braids with flowery blouses, bright jeans and sandals.
Today we are doing a very different kind of work than weeding burial plots and cutting hedges into
shape: we are going on an inspirational tour to three so-called ‘forest cemeteries’ in the east of
Zealand so that the gardeners can be inspired in their efforts to establish such a section in a corner
of their own, more traditional churchyard. As Seren had explained to me, burial sites with a more
‘natural’ look are popping up everywhere due to popular demand. People no longer identify with
the hedges and white gravel of the traditional cemeteries, he said. Rather, as a response to climate
change - he reckoned - people want more ‘wild nature’ and are therefore requesting to be buried
among trees. But this tale is actually 707 about such new trends at the cemetery, but about something
Louise is about to tell me as we drive through the landscape and pass an old medieval church:

“In there I won the championship in spruce decorations a few years back,” she says and
points out the window to the small churchyard surrounding the church. “They had arranged a

fantastic spruce day (grandag),” she says to Camilla. “Spruce day?” I ask, intrigued. Louise explains

T have provided most people who appear in this thesis with names of my own making. Although it might be easy to
identify individuals for people who are familiar with Danish church life, the anonymization will at least give people the
benefit of doubt.
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that a spruce day is when one churchyard invites employees from other churchyards to make spruce
decorations with them so that they may inspire each other. “It makes sense,” she says, “as we are
all doing the same thing year after year, but in slightly different ways. It is inspiring to see the
variations and share new methods or styles with each other.” A few gardeners had mentioned
spruce to me in my first week of fieldwork at the churchyard: “You must come back when we make
spruce decorations,” they said. This would be in November; we were currently in June. I had thus
understood that decorating with spruce for the Christmas season was important for the gardeners,
but I had not yet realized the scope of the practice. I now realized what many Danish citizens
perhaps already know: decorating graves with spruce is something that takes place at a// Danish
cemeteries, every year. “It is tradition,” Louise says, as she realizes my lack of knowledge. In their
team, she says, 24 gardeners spend two months and 23 tons of spruce every year to cover the five
churchyards they tend. They begin right after the autumn break in order to be done on the first
Sunday of Advent, which is the unofficial national deadline for spruce decorations.

Embarrassed by my lack of cultural intimacy with an apparently important tradition around
how we treat the dead in my own native country, I want to learn more. “Where does this tradition
come from?” I ask. Louise hesitates and says: “Well, I think it has just always been like that...” She
looks at Camilla, her senior, for help. Camilla explains that originally, spruce was put on the grave
sites to protect fragile flowers. According to her understanding, priests were ahead of their time in
terms of importing exotic botanicals, which had a hard time surviving the Scandinavian winters.
However, by now, she says, the plants have adapted to the Danish climate and the tradition is solely
aesthetic. Camilla appreciates the spruce covering on her mother’s grave, as it would otherwise
look quite barren in the winter; covering the graves with thick spruce, she says, gives the impression
of protecting the dead from the cold.

“But I'm actually really tired of that spruce,” Camilla suddenly says after we have been
passing through the rural landscape in silence for a few minutes. “I have done it so many times
now. And if you want to talk about climate change, well, then spruce is some of the worst! It is
sprayed with huge amounts of pesticides and must emit tons of carbon.” This is the first time any
of the gardeners have raised the issue of climate change without encouragement from me, and 1
take out my notebook, implicitly encouraging the conversation to go on so that I might finally get
some input for answering the question from my university colleagues about how the green
transition of the Danish People’s Church is going. But, despite the spruce-related carbon emission,
Camilla and Louise agree, spruce will probably not be phased out in the near future: “It is such an
important thing for the grave owners. It is what we get the most comments about,” Louise says.

She describes how grave site owners are quick to complain if the decorations “are not as they

11



should be”. Perhaps they have received too little spruce this year compared to last year or to the
neighbor — they do after all pay for it - or they are unhappy that spruce has not arrived at their
grave site yet. “And then you have to explain to them that it is because that beech tree near their
grave site - which quite well could have been the reason why they chose that spot in the first place
- is still shedding its leaves and that you have to wait until they are gone before you can put the
decorations.” In fact, another gardener told me while we were brushing brown leaves off the grave
sites later that autumn, it has become quite complicated with the spruce as seasons shift due to
climate change. Often, not all the leaves have fallen off the trees by the time the gardeners should
begin spruce decorating, which results in an unpleasant mix of spruce and decaying leaves on the
sites. And on the other side of Christmas, the spruce turns brown quickly with the rise in

temperature, even in the winter. We laugh a little over all the spruce complications.

“It will take a long, long time with the green transformation in the Church,” Camilla then says,
steering smoothly out of a roundabout. Many of the parish council members are very conservative
(“and old, haha”), she says, and imitates them with a stern tone of voice and a lifted finger: “We
must do as we usually do.” I have heard this issue raised in other contexts as well: change in the
church is slow, because the church is managed by parish councils, which consist of voluntary
laypeople; the citizens with the time to engage in this work are often retired and therefore from
older generations.

But then, after a short pause, Camilla adds: “But this reluctance toward change can also in
a way be justified.” She takes another thoughtful pause before speaking again. “Because when
people are in grief, they request that things are done in the way they usually are. In such a situation

people want rituals and traditions.” Like many other gardeners I have talked to, she explains that

12



many people visit the graves of their loved ones right around Christmas. Spruce marks this as a
special time when we remember our dead. Louise, who feels invited to think further on the subject
of spruce, says: “Tradition is in a way also what legitimizes the Church, and what the Church should
safeguard. It is about things being repeated every year and having rituals in place when someone
dies or when someone gets married. This is something people can lean into if they experience tragic
events — they need to have something to lean into, something steadfast,” she says. It has suddenly
become a very setious and existential conversation. Louise shrugs. “So, it's a heavy boat to turn!
But if the grave site owners become very climate-conscious, then it might be over with spruce.”
She jokingly adds: “We could put up these small signs on the grave sites declaring how much
carbon they have emitted.” We all laugh at what seems a ridiculous suggestion.

Camilla has been a little quiet. She says that she likes the spruce season, because it entails a
different kind of work and rhythm at the cemetery than usual. It represents, well, just such a little
"something else”. When they are done with the decorations, they usually celebrate it with open
sandwiches. And then, she adds, as we drive into the parking lot at our first stop, it is also important
that they are guaranteed work in the winter. Otherwise, there is a risk that gardeners will be hired
for the season only, and she certainly cannot afford that. Spruce provides income for the cemetery
and work for the staff. And perhaps this is another true source of the tradition: according to a
landscape architect who specializes in cemeteries and whom I speak to later in my fieldwork, the
encompassing spruce covering of Danish cemeteries was in fact invented to employ people during

the Second World War, so that they would not be forced to work for the Nazis.
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Introduction

In January 2020, the ten bishops of the Danish People’s Church (Fo/kekirken) stated in the minutes
from their tri-annual meeting that, being a public institution, the People’s Church should support
the Danish government’s goal to reduce Denmark’s carbon emissions with 70% by 2030. The then-
social-democratic national government was in the process of passing a ‘climate law’ in which they
committed themselves to reach this goal as a way of manifesting their commitment to an
‘ambitious’ green politics®. The Church is not mentioned in this law, but it is nonetheless noted in
the bishops’ minutes that if the goal is to be reached, the Church ought - in their opinion — to do
its part.

This, however, was according to #hem. Because, as a former Minister of Ecclesial Affairs
stated in response to a bishop’s engagement with the matter on an earlier occasion: “What ten
bishops say in chorus is equal to the chorus of ten greengrocers” (Renn Hornbech 2019).
Hornbech’s statement captures a common understanding of the People’s Church as not being built
around hierarchical authority but rather as being a ‘well-ordered anarchy’. The Church, I was told
by my interlocutors in the Church, is not organized in a way that allows any one person, office, or
organ to make decisions on behalf of the whole. Decision-making, like resources, is distributed
through a decentralized structure along several different institutional axes organized around
parishes, deaneries, and dioceses (S. Andersen et al. 2012). Hornbech’s statement summarizes the
gist of the critique that was leveled at the bishops from many quarters within the Church after their
announcement: namely that, as the People’s Church is not hierarchically organized, the bishops
should not be considered as holding the authority to speak on behalf of the entire Church. In fact,

as I would learn as the controversy around the bishops evolved, 7o one should.

2 https:/ /www.retsinformation.dk/eli/Ita/2020/965
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Besides the issue of authority, the bishops’ statement also created controversy because
climate change up until very recently had been considered a po/itical issue in Denmark; an issue that
would mobilize and divide political parties. Most people with an opinion about the Church in
Denmark do not want the Church to be political in the sense of being involved with party politics.
As the Church is supposedly for the entire Danish people it should not create divisions among its
members by making political statements or alliances. It should preach the Gospel. Thus, by evoking
the Church as an actor in the fight against climate change, the bishops were unrightly ‘hitching the
church to a political wagon’. By doing this, some argued, they risked sacrificing the Church on the
‘bonfire of climate politics’ (klimapolitikkens bil)’.

Environmentally concerned theologians and pastors — among them proponents of the
network called Green Church (Gron Kirke) - argued that the issue was not first and foremost
political, but #heological: God gave humans the responsibility of taking care of Creation (Skabelsen)
and enact Christian stewardship (forvalterskab) .* The Church should do so practically — sorting
waste, planting trees, and so on — but it should also play a role in inspiring people to rethink their
relation to nature and their fellow non-human beings, to encourage care, wonder, and appreciation
of the material world. To this came a counter-theological attack: The bishops and other actors who
were perceived to ‘preach’ green transitioning were criticized for promoting ustification-by-works’
(gerningsretfardighed),’ for pointing fingers at others’ sinfulness, and believing that they could do good
deeds to redeem their own. That is an ‘un-Lutheran’ approach to Christianity, these critics argued.
Christianity offers no prescriptions for how to act or how to organize society, and sorting waste
must never be framed in a particularly Christian register.

Finally, there were those who placed the matter within the institutional structure of the
Church: If the government decides that the Danish State has a certain goal that all public
institutions should partake in reaching, this obviously includes the Church. It is not a political or
theological matter, but a matter of being part (in lack of a better wording) of the state. This,
however, is continuously discussed within the Church, as a principled agreement has never been

reached on the constitution of the Church and its relation to the State (Christoffersen 2012). The

3 Hogh, Marie. 2020. “At fedte kirken ind i klimapolitik er ren og sker gerningsretferdighed ved hejlys dag”. Jyllands-
Posten. 21. januar 2020. https://jyllands-posten.dk/debat/kommentar/ECFE11891029 /at-fedte-kirken-ind-i-
klimapolitik-er-ren-og-skaer-gerningsretfaerdighed-ved-hoejlys-dag/.Bramming, Torben. 2020. “Sogneprast: Kast
ikke folkekirken pa klimapolitikkens bal”. Kristeligt Dagblad. 14. januar 2020. https://www.kristeligt-
dagblad.dk/debatindlacg/sognepraest-kast-ikke-folkekirken-paa-klimapolitikkens-baal.

4 Gjerris, Mickey. 2020. “Biskoppers klimamal — symbolpolitik eller fyrtirnsteologi?” Kristeligt Dagblad. 20. januar
2020. https://www.kristeligt-dagblad.dk /kommentar/biskoppers-klimamaal-symbolpolitik-eller-fyrtaarnsteologi.
Fischer-Moller, Biskop Peter. 2020. “Vi skal passe pa Guds skabervark”. roskildestift.dk. 21. januar 2020.
https://roskildestift.dk/nyheder/nyheder/arkiv-2020/vi-skal-passe-paa-guds-skabervaerk.

5 Hogh, Marie. 2020. “At fedte kirken ind i klimapolitik er ren og sker gerningsretferdighed ved hejlys dag”. Jyllands-
Posten. 21. januar 2020. https://jvllands-posten.dk/debat/kommentar/FECFE11891029 /at-fedte-kirken-ind-i-
klimapolitik-er-ren-og-skaer-gerningsretfaerdighed-ved-hoejlys-dag/.
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Danish People’s Church is the established church of Denmark, it is financially supported by the
State and supports the state administration by for example being in charge of civil registration; its
pastors are employed by the state, and it is mandatory for the monarch to be a member. But it is
not defined as a ‘state church’, but rather as ‘the Pegple’s Church’. That the Church is naturally
included in the government’s political goals, is thus also a controversial view - even if this argument
was put to depoliticize the issue. Hence, when a particularly outspoken bishop was interviewed
about the whole affair by the newspaper The Christian Daily (Kristeligt Dagblad)’, he did indeed also
assert that there had been a misunderstanding: the bishops had not demanded anything specific of
anyone. It was not that the Church z#e/f should has a goal of reducing its emissions by 70%, but
simply that the bishops thought that the Church should support the Government’s goal of doing so.

It is certainly not about top-down management, he assured the readers of the Christian Daily.

The controversy around the bishops’ announcement marked the beginning of my fieldwork in the
Danish People’s Church. It marked it not only in the calendar, but also made its mark on how this
fieldwork would turn out to be and what it would be about. Because the controversy indicated that
things were about to change in the Church with respect to engaging with the problem of climate
change — the issue that I had sat out to study. As the short description of some positions above
conveys, it was no straight forward thing for the Danish Church to engage with — or even define -
the problem of climate change in 2020. Much was at stake for church actors — the globe, the
Church, and even Christianity - in defining and delimiting the problem in specific ways so that a
response could be formulated in an appropriate register. The bishops were not the only, nor the
first, church actors who found it necessary to address the problem of climate change on behalf of
the Church — the organization Green Church (of which we will hear more about) predates them
by a decade - but their announcement introduced and enforced the issue as one of concern for the
entire Church organization, animating what church actors themselves call the ‘well-ordered
anarchy’ in all its unity and diversity.

In this thesis, I explore the tensions and the transformations of churchly engagements with
the issue of green transitioning as it played out in the years 2020 - 2022. I explore what was at stake
for various church actors as the demand and desire to respond to climate change travelled in and

through the Church’ in these years where such demands and desires intensified and made green

¢ Skov Hansen, Mette. 2020. “Biskop foler sig misforstiet: Vi har ikke et klimamal for folkekirken”. Kristeligt Dagblad.
18.  januar  2020.  https://www.kristeligt-dagblad.dk/kirke-tro /biskop-beklager-misforstaaelse-vi-har-ikke-et-
klimamaal-folkekirken.

7 Throughout the thesis I shift between addressing the Danish People’s Church as “the Danish People’s Church”, “the
Danish Church”, and simply “the Church” depending on context. However, it is the same church institution that I
refer to by those names. When I write “church” without a capital C, it refers to parish churches or churches in general.
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transitioning a shared ‘matter of concern’ (Latour 2004) for the Church. I had initially set out to
study how knowledge about climate change was interpreted in the Danish People’s Church, and
how it was translated into ethical reflection and, ultimately, action. Climate change, 1 had
hypothesized, raises pressing questions for humanity about how to inhabit their natural
environment and propetly care for their resources, their fellow human beings, other species, and
the future. Christian traditions have a long history of foregrounding and engaging with such
questions, which, ultimately, are questions about how to live an ethical life. Furthermore, Protestant
traditions - such as that of the Danish Church - are characterized by an ambivalent relationship to
the material, the fleshy and the worldly, making the question of how to live ethically in the material
world ever-present (Keane 2007; M. E. Engelke 2007; Opas and Haapalainen 2017; Bielo 2018).
As such, a Lutheran Evangelical church that strives to become more environmentally sustainable,
seemed to offer a privileged ethnographic gateway for studying how people engage with the ethical
questions raised by climate change. How, I asked, is awareness about human induced climate
change translated into action among actors within the Danish People’s Church?

I have explored this question through ethnographic fieldwork in stretches of varying
intensity in the period between February 2020 and July 2022.* My fieldwork spans a period in the
life of the Church in which green transitioning has, in fact, become a matter of shared concern that
has both stirred up all the different - and differentiating - positions within the Church, and has
assembled new alliances and collective projects. Because if the controversy around the bishops at
the outset of my fieldwork had made it seem impossible for the Church to ever formulate a unified
response to climate change, my fieldwork came to an end on quite a different note: in early 2022,
a formal project called “The Green Transitioning of the Danish People’s Church” was launched as
a means of facilitating a green transition of the Church as a unified institution. Something had
indeed changed — the bishops, for example, went from being accused of sacrificing the Church on
the political bonfire of climate change politics, to be part of the steering board in the national
project, seemingly now without any accusations of politicizing.

In my account of the efforts of various actors within the Church - pastors, deans, project
managers, and engineers — to ‘green’ the Church, ranging from wilding the cemetery lawns, to
replacing oil burners, commissioning carbon mappings, and rethinking the scope of the incarnation
of Jesus Christ, I pay particular attention to how such projects evoke and trouble a number of key

organizing distinctions in the Church and in Christianity at large and reveal the tensions and

8 As I will explicate further in a later section, my fieldwork was to a large degree marked and shaped by the covid-
pandemic. My fieldwork primarily took place between February and November 2020. I was then on maternity leave
between December 2020 and October 2021 but checked in regularly with some of my key intetlocutors and kept an
eye on the various social media and news sites related to Danish church life. Between November 2021 and September
2022 T continued making field visits and interviews, but not full-time.
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potentials for transformation within them. I show how tensions between #radition and continuity,
materiality and immateriality, religion and politics, some of the key binaries at work in Danish Christianity
and church-life were evoked and challenged as church actor grappled with the issue of climate
change in the years 2020-2022.

The distinctions I here point out, are similar to those that in various ways and by various
scholars have been delineated as typical of modern, Euro-American societies (Latour 1993; Law
1993). They are close to those dualisms of nature and culture, religion and science, human and
non-human, and the secular and the religious, that Bruno Latour has argued constitute the ‘modern
constitution’ (1993). I evoke them here foremost as ez, rather than analytical distinctions. It was
through fieldwork that I saw distinctions being evoked between politics and theology, the material
objects and the immaterial symbolic meanings attached to them, the wild nature and the cultivated
garden, and how they were brought forth in the context of discussing the possible ways in which
the Church could respond to the problem of climate change. The people I met in the Church —
whether that be theologians, engineers, or gardeners — themselves talked about the relationship
between culture and nature, religion and science, theology and politics, and so on, and
problematized and reflected on the way such distinctions organized their Church and society more
broadly. They were keenly aware of such ‘modern’ orders, sometimes celebrating them, sometimes
troubling them.

In this thesis I show how awareness of climate change in the Church magnifies and
potentially disturbs such distinctions. I argue that the climate crisis brings to the fore the tensions
inherent to these binaries by exhibiting how the supposedly separated domains are not as separate,
nor as pure, as they are evoked to be. This, I argue, leads to different efforts within the Church:
that of reinforcing them, ushering things into their proper domains and that of making active efforts
to destabilize them, pushing for a thorough mixing of what was thought of as separate. Hence,
what I describe throughout the chapters in this thesis is how the relation between different domains
is negotiated, and how they in the period of my fieldwork underwent re-configurations. I observed
such re-configurations in-the-making, and the best images I have been able to draw of them,
resemble those of contrapuntal compositions.

Counterpoint is a compositional technique used in polyphonic music that is characterized
by involving several, self-sustaining and concurrent melodic lines. In contrapuntal compositions
the various voices oscillate between “moments of resonance and harmonization as well as
dissonance and incommensurability” (Reinhardt 2015). That is, in counterpoint, voices perform

and respond to each other with both pleasant and jarring effects. In social terms one might say that
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they both agree and disagree - and agree to disagree (Heywood 2015). Composer David Matthews

(2000) renders counterpoint as almost a kind of democratic practice:

[Counterpoint] is conversation: it acknowledges the presence and participation
of the other. Two independent voices may be played by the same musician, on a
keyboard for instance, but they are more often given to two players, who must
listen to each other. It is significant that counterpoint grew to maturity in Europe

where the concept of democracy was born. (Matthews 2006)

In this oscillation between harmony and dissonance, repetition and inversions, each voice
contributes to a whole and vice versa. Each listen to the others, continuing its own passage without
ever leaving the others alone. In musical theory the way in which the individual melodic lines
respond to each other is described as “answers” that takes the form of imitation, echoes, and
inversions. Inversion is, literally, the turning upside down of a melodic line. This implies that the
variations in, and differences between, the voices are not sought connected by way of
synchronizing them, but by way of clever counterpoint that follow strict compositional rules
devised to maintain a careful balance between harmony and dissonance.

I am not very knowledgeable in the field of music and to consider my use of counterpoint
as frivolous would be no understatement. However, contrapuntal composition evokes a structural
figure that draws our attention to diversity azd unity, disagreement and agreement, separation and
relation, self-sufficiency and dialogue — oppositional pairs that nonetheless co-exist. The different
voices within such a composition enter into various kinds of relations - inversions, imitation,
alternations - much like what the actors that this thesis is concerned with do, but also like the terms
— the before mentioned distinctions - with which church actors themselves are concerned. In the
account, I offer you on the coming pages, such counterpoints — divergences, inversions, and
dynamics of part-whole relations - take center stage, as I describe how church actors grapple with
an issue that seems to overflow the domains and categories usually organizing the modern, and
even to a high degree secular (Iversen 2019), church institution.

This point is important for the overall argument of this thesis, which is that when church
actors navigate the terrains of climate change mitigation, they do so by a set of coordinates that,
on the one hand, organizes their efforts, but on the other hand are revealed as being precarious
and open to change. In the thesis I show how the organizing distinctions between religion and
politics, the material and the immaterial, the human and the nonhuman, God and the World, are
magnified, negotiated, and their boundaries potentially decentered as church actors grapple with

the acknowledgement of human induced climate change.
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In what follows, I describe the research design and process that this thesis is the result of. This
includes accounting for the fieldwork the thesis is based on, and for how I came to define the field
in which it took place. I then delineate the analytical contexts and what has informed the questions

and argument outlined in this opening section. Lastly, I provide an outline of the thesis.

20



The Field: The Danish People’s Church and its Multiple Crises

The Evangelical Lutheran Church is the established church of Denmark. This implies that it is
written into the constitution as one of four pillars of Danish society, the others being the monarchy,
the government and the courts of justice. The Church is made up of 2200 parishes, which are
organized in administrative units called

deaneries, and beyond those, in the eleven

»{65&90@?1

dioceses (see map). The parishes are managed
by elected members of the congregation who
make up the parish councils of which the
parish pastor is also a member. By January
2024, 71.4% of the Danish citizens were
members of the Church, and it is their
membership taxes — which is collected by the
municipalities — that primarily funds parish life
and buildings’. Clergy, however, are employed
and paid by the state, and are also overseers of
administrative  tasks for the national
government.

In chapter 1-3 we will learn much more about the organization of the Church, its history,
and its relation to the state, as these are all matters that came to matter as the Church grappled with
how to respond to climate change during the period that my research spans. Because even if the
Church is written into the constitution and that many Danes are members of it, there is a lot of
different interpretations of what its role and nature is — both among members, employees and in
the general population. This has to do with diverging opinions on theology and church-state
relations, but it also has to do with a degree of opacity around how the Church is in fact organized
and governed. As mentioned in the above, a constitution for the Church has never been made
(Christoffersen 2012), and while formal arrangements have been made in a number of separate
laws, it is hard for most people to obtain an overview and overall reasoning of the church
otganization. That this is the case was for example conveyed to me by a dean' when I interviewed
him - for the second time - about the organizational structure of the Church by the end of my

fieldwork:

9 Membership tax rates vary between 0.5 and 1.5% depending on which parish one belongs to.
10°A dean is a pastor who has taken up an administrative position as the superintendent of a deanery and undertakes
this task in collaboration with the deanery committee that consists of democratically elected parish council members.
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Katinka: The last time I was here, I obviously did not know very much about
how the Church was organized. I have now had it explained a bunch of times,

but I am still a bit confused
Dean: [laughing] Then you’ve gotten it completely right.

During my fieldwork I received a lot of different and conflicting explanations of how the economy,
hierarchy, and decision-making processes worked from actors related to the church (parish council
members, church tenders, gardeners, church consultants, etc.). Hence, while it is useful to have a
few facts about the formal organization of the Church, its size and structure, to get a general idea
of its scope and formal position in Danish society, in this thesis I explore how the Church was in
fact explained and enacted in various ways in situations where the issue of climate change was made
relevant. I had a lot to learn myself, as I was not very knowledgeable about the Church — of which
I am in fact myself a (passive) member — and to conjure it up as an ethnographic object proved

difficult in itself.

Finding and Constructing a Presumably Empty Field

In the very eatly stages of my project, I visited an associate professor of theology in her office at
the University of Copenhagen. I had been put in contact with her by my supervisor, who had asked
a contact of his at the Faculty of Theology whether someone in the department worked with the
topic of ‘green churches’ and would be willing to have a chat with me about it. An associate
professor, Marie, volunteered, stating in the e-mail that she had just come back from an event,
where she had debated — and critiqued — such churchly initiatives. As I walked over to her office
at the University of Copenhagen — located in a building only 200 metres from my own university
— I was still undecided on whether I should put my audio recorder to use as I would in a regular
ethnographic interview. Was I about to interview an interlocutor? On the one hand I expected
Marie — a trained theologian - to be someone who had an opinion on how Christians and/or the
Church ought to deal with the question of climate change based on her presumed dedication to
Christianity. As someone who had stakes in conveying to me how the Church could or ought to
deal with green transitioning, I regarded her as an informant; as someone who was part of what I
studied. In that case it was of utmost importance that I recorded what could turn out to be vital
information. But on the other hand, it could also be that I was rather about to visit a kind of
secondary supervisor for my thesis, i.e. an academic co-observer of the phenomenon I was setting
out to study. In that case, it would be rather inappropriate asking for permission to record our

convetrsation.

22



These reflections reveal that I was not so sure about what kind of meeting I was preparing
for and that this had to do with my yet unclear understanding of how my field was in fact bounded.
I was not acquainted with church life in Denmark, and as I was setting out to make it a field for
ethnographic exploration, I thought of it as having a kind of border I could cross. I imagined
‘church life’ to be a kind of separate realm within society, even if I knew that its inhabitants were
also part of society. I thought I was somehow on the outside, poking on its edges to find a way in.
I found myself in the position of wanting to enter into the field, but not really knowing where it
began or ended.

This is obviously a common problem in all anthropological fieldwork: how do we bound
and perform our field (Marcus 1995; Coleman and Collins 2006; Candea 2007)? But even if it is a
common problem, it is also always unique to the place and problem one is working with. In my
case, I had set out to study distinctively Christian approaches to the climate crisis in the Evangelical
Lutheran Church of Denmark — what difference, I had asked, does Christianity make (i.e. Cannell
2004) in engagements with climate change mitigation? I therefore considered the problem of
delimiting my field to be bound up with the problem of discerning the boundary between ‘the
secular’ and ‘the religious’. This made me confused about Marie and The Faculty of Theology,
which is seemingly bozh — and both so institutionally and epistemologically. The Faculty of Theology
at the University of Copenhagen is the oldest of the University’s six faculties. It is located at a large
campus that it shares with the Faculty of Humanities and the Faculty of Law. As part of the
University of Copenhagen, it is state-funded and provides free education for Danish and EU
citizens. In its own words, it emphasises ‘basic research’, academic freedom for its scientific staff,
and has as its aim to provide “the general public and academics with an enlightened, critical and
creative basis for reflection on fundamental and topical questions concerning religion, existence
and ethics™."" Its aims are thus not the production of normative, religious claims about the world,
but of scientific accounts within the Enlightenment tradition that assumes objectivity to be a
scientific ideal. From a modern, common-sense perspective, the Faculty of Theology is, as such, a
secular and scientific institution, not a religious one.

However, it is also the Faculty of Theology that educates those who go on to become
pastors in the Danish People’s Church. A degree in theology from one of the two faculties of
theology at Danish public universities (or an equivalent academic institution) is a prerequisite for
entering into the Danish Church’s pastoral seminary where the practical aspects of priesthood are
taught. The Faculty of Theology at the University of Copenhagen is thus regarded as the supplier

of religious expertise and leadership for the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark. When there

11 https://teol.ku.dk/english/research/research-strategy-2020-2023
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is currently a lack of pastors in the Church, church actors are lobbying to make the national
government increase — and thus allocate funds for - the number of students admitted to the public
university programmes in theology. Furthermore, when theologians-turned-pastors take office in a
parish within the Danish Church, they are employed and paid by the Danish state. Hence, even if
the Faculty of Theology is not, as such, a part of the Church, it is closely tied to it and many of its
students consider one a natural prolongation of the other. This relation that both separates and
conjoins - the Church and the university - is emblematic for the complex relations between Church
and state, the religious and the secular, in Danish society, as will become evident throughout the
course of this thesis.

In my attempt to delimit my field as a distinctively Christian field, I was confused about the
theologians at the university due to my own attempts at parcelling the Church out from other,
presumably secular, spheres of society. I was performing what Bruno Latour would call the ‘work
of purification’ that characterizes the moderns (Latour 1993): separating the religious from the
scientific, the Church from the secular university. This rendered theologians as ‘hybrids’ (ibid.), a
mix of the two. From this perspective, Marie was both a co-observer of the phenomenon —
Christian approaches to climate change - and a part of it. Where did that leave my recorder?

Things were not cleared up by my meeting with Marie. Quite the opposite. The first thing
she said to me after she had welcomed me in her bright, spacious office, displaying books from
floor to ceiling, was that my project was, really, a thoroughly #heological project.”” In my e-mail to
her prior to our meeting I had explained that I had set out to understand Christian perceptions of
‘nature’, and how perceptions of human and divine agency and responsibility influenced
interpretations of climate change in the Danish Church. Reading aloud from my e-mail, Marie said
that these questions about the agency of God and humans, the nature of materiality, and the place
of humans in relationship to both, were some of the most fundamental questions within theology.

Furthermore, she made me aware of an assumption she saw as underpinning my questions:
I seemed to presume that something like a shared conception of the problem of climate change
could be identified within the Danish Church. As though my research could provide me with one
answer to the question of how God’s place and agency in relation to the material world was
conceived of. As she saw it, she explained, there is as broad a spectrum of different conceptions
of that as well as of the climate crisis among Christians in the Danish People’s Church as there is

in society at large. There is no causal link between being a member of the Church and the way one

12 In fact, such interesting overlaps between theological and anthropological projects and concepts are the topic of a
flourishing and sometimes ‘awkward’ (Robbins 2006) conversation between anthropologists and theologians (Robbins
20205 J. D. Lemons 2018; Tomlinson and Kabutaulaka 2020; D. Lemons et al. 2022). In some of the chapters of this
thesis I - albeit indirectly — contribute to this, see especially chapter 4 and 5.
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perceives the environmental crisis. Furthermore, Marie said, neither is there one perception of what
Christianity is within the Church.

I must have looked a little dumb founded, trying to accommodate this realization of an
imploded object: If I had approached the Danish Church as a site where I could undertake a study
of how the climate crisis is interpreted and acted upon from a Christian perspective, then a church
that did not agree with itself about what Christianity is or how to approach climate change would
indeed be a difficult place to find an answer. Marie suggested that I should consider getting a
theologian on board as a co-supervisor, and for the duration of our meeting she took on this role
(and one might say subjecting me to the position of a theology student). She explained to me that
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark have a shared confessional foundation," but that
because the Danish Church is not fundamentalist in the way it approaches the Bible
(tekstfundamentalistisk), nor its confession (bekendelsesfundamentalistisk), this foundation is made up
solely of texts in need of interpretation. While this corpus does seemingly point out some
fundamental truths — such as Jesus being the son of God and so on — much can be disagreed upon
(such as for example whether marriage is in fact a Christian sacrament or whether or not an infant
is saved only after being baptised, which is something that the Church is currently debating within
itself without ever expecting to come to agreement about).

Ethnographic studies of the Danish Church confirms that church life is characterized by a
variety of not always reconcilable interpretations of Christian doctrine. Based on her ethnographic
studies of ritual practice and religiosity in the Danish Church, Rubow (2000) suggests that the
Danish Church is one field, but that this field “is not at one with itself” (ibid.15). By this she means
that the Church encompasses a diverse array of perceptions of Christianity and even of the Church
itself various. Rubow tries to bring order to this variety by delineating two models of religiosity:
one with an inclination to a literal interpretation of the Bible and one more inclined to a symbolic
interpretation centring on narrative (ibid.). However, she also points out how most people she
interviewed — pastors as well as lay members - move in an out of these models and seem to inhabit
both of them simultaneously. They may ascribe to literal azd symbolic interpretations and ways of
believing simultaneously or slide between them throughout their life course — or simply throughout
the week, she writes (ibid.175). Based on interviews with pastors in the Danish Church, Rubow
argues together with theologian Anita Engdahl-Hansen that Christianity seems to be “enacted in
diverse ways within the single religious institution of the Danish People’s Church” (Rubow and

Engdahl-Hansen 2015, 72)., Rubow and Engdahl-Hansen suggests so based on their analysis of

13 The creeds are the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, the Athanasian Creed, the Augsburg Confession, and Luthet’s
small catechism (Folkekirken.dk 2024)
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how pastors sometimes and sometimes not — and for very different reasons — will allow the pre-
Christian practice of placing horseshoes in the church during wedding rituals as bringers of luck.
The authors state that although their particular analysis focuses on the horseshoe, they could have
chosen a wide range of other objects — candles, music, the eucharist, God, even - that would also
have displayed a “multiplicity of christianities” within the single institutional setting of the Danish

Church.

What we cannot show, but nevertheless want to claim, is that this shoe at the
threshold of the church is, in fact, continuing all the way to the altar. Take God,
the Bible, the afterlife and therefore also Christ himself, and you will get
entangled in strife, disturbance and controversy. Thus, rationalizations are
continuously questioned, and few agree about what religion is, what Christianity

does, and whether magic and religion are entangled in ritual practice. (ibid.74)

Besides there being several christianities within the church they also suggest that there might even
be multiple Danish People’s Churches!

Returning us to Marie’s office, she tried to calm me, stating that the lack of an unequivocal
confessional foundation does not imply that everything is ‘chaos’ there is actually quite a lot of
system to it, she said, if one begins to discern the way people — pastors, theologians, church
members - distribute themselves in the theological landscape. Marie then went on to draw up what
she suggested I could consider a compass for me to navigate by, delineating two main coordinates,
that of ‘immanence’ and ‘transcendence’. Theological positions within the Danish Church, she said,
emphasise one or the other in relation to different questions, and theological conflicts often evolve
around their specific configuration. I will get back to the distribution of such different theological
positions later on in the thesis (especially in chapter 2 and 5). There is also a strong will, she said,
to retain the Church as a unity so that it indeed can remain the established church of Denmark.
Cecilie Rubow (2007; 2011b) seconds this, as she writes that despite fundamental disagreements
about Christianity and the nature of the Church diplomacy and mediating forces are equally

dominant:

When one church appears to be of such decisive value - a church defined by the
most dominant parties as 'spacious' - diplomacy and amicable solutions are
immediately sought, and self-restraint is called for as soon as conflicts have
broken out. Admittedly, these strategies do not imply that attitudes change for
that reason or that opinions are reshaped by each other. Rather, it is at the more
structural and organizational level that diplomacy is often exercised, i.e. with

arrangements and processes that make it possible to reorganize while retaining
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exactly the same oppositions and disagreements as before. (Rubow 2007)

[authot’s translation]

Hence, it may be that the Church is not a homzogenous unity, but it is nonetheless a unity that is highly
cherished and sought to be protected by those who have stakes in it — despite their disagreements.
And, in fact, also because of them. Because Rubow highlights that since the Church’s establishment
as the People’s Church, it has been an ideal that it should encompass and accommodate the various
Christian convictions held by the people; it ought to be ‘spacious’ as Rubow state in the above
quote. (I will attend to this term and its status as a paramount value in the church organization in
chapter 2.)

While it seems self-evident to me now (and perhaps it has done so to the reader all along)
that the Danish Church is not made up of one Christian perspective or conviction, Marie’s
comment nonetheless came as a kind of devastating surprise to me. Her comment implied that
there was no such thing as a particular Christian way of approaching climate change, nor
Christianity itself, within the Danish People’s Church. Although I was aware of the anthropological
proposition that one ought to speak of christianities rather than Christianity (Robbins 2003, 193), 1
had nonetheless thought that I could approach the Danish Church as a community subscribing to
a particular kind of Christianity, which furthermore, would entail a particular approach to climate
change. I had approached it as though the Danish Church was similar to the conservative
Evangelical youth ministries I had studied in the United States in connection with my master’s
thesis where many practices evolved around hamnonizing one’s convictions with those of others
(Schyberg 2014). Or perhaps as a church similar to those described by anthropologists around the
wortld where Christianity can be said to be realized in particular kinds of ways (S. F. Harding 2001;
Robbins 2004; M. E. Engelke 2007; Keane 2007; Mayblin 2010; Bielo 2011; Webster Joseph 2013;
Haynes 2017) and where fundamental disagreements easily leads to denominational schisms
(Bialecki 2014; Handman and Opas 2019). However, the Danish Church is of a particular kind due
to its close connection to the Danish state and its aspiration to be the church for the entire Danish
people. This entails that it since its establishment has held an ideal of being able to encompass the
broad spectrum of theologies and Christian beliefs held be Danish citizens (more on this in chapter
3). This organizational — indeed national - ethos matters a great deal, as we shall come to see, for
how the Church can deal with something like the climate issue. When this issue travels into the
Church, in other words, it stumbles not only into a religious worldview but also an organization

with its particular history and national imaginary.
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I have offered you this account of my meeting with Marie, because it says much about the
kind of object I understand this thesis to be about, namely a national Church marked by
heterogeneity and national unity — by anarchy and order — and in which one answer to a question
is never enough, because one always will be able to find the opposite viewpoint within the fold. It
is an object that one pastor suggested to me must be ‘an empty object’ seen from an anthropological
perspective, seeing that there is, as he wrote, not in fact “a religious community” to study, but only
an institutional frame for practicing one’s faith. After my encounter with Marie, I began formulating
my project as being about the different approaches to nature and to climate change mitigation within
the Danish Church. My object had gone from being about @ Christian approach to climate to the
different approaches within the church snstitution. Early on, then, Marie attuned me to the differences
rather than the commonalities within my field. It is, of course, not enough simply to point out
heterogeneities - as Anne-Marie Mol and John Law reminds us (Law and Mol 2002) - we must take
a step further and probe into how such complexity and variation is enacted in practice and how
variation is dealt with. That I will also attend to the on the coming pages.

I also invited you to the meeting with Marie to give you a glimpse of the steep learning
curve that the research for this Ph.D. has entailed - even if it has been undertaken by someone who
is close to being native to the field, yet who is still so far from it. This thesis is a story about how I
worked my way through the National Church of my own native country: through the well-ordered
anarchys, its history and people, and found quite the opposite of what the beforementioned pastor
had suggested was ‘an empty object’ namely a constantly overflowing field that it was impossible

to ever really exhaust or sum up.

What is the status of the Church in Denmark today?

This question was actualized during my fieldwork as an effect of the covid pandemic, which in
Denmark went under the name ‘the corona crisis’. Because when the Danish prime minister
ordered a society-wide lockdown on March 10" 2020, was the Church included? Should and could
baptisms be cancelled? Funerals? Could society make do without such existentially important rituals
for a while? Even if this question was raised in a specific and limited state of exemption, people
could not help but to raise it up to be a larger question of the general status of the Church in Danish
society. How necessary was the Church really? When the Church increased its transmissions of
services on national radio and when parishes began to stream not only services but also other types
of churchly activities, people argued that this also counted as collective religiosity and that the

churches did not need to be opened, risking that they could harbor so-called high-contagious
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events. The Church should by no means be where a deadly disease was spread."* Others were
furious when, at first, the Christmas services were cancelled. What kind of society kept its
supermarkets open but closed the churches? Surely a society without spirit, a society of ‘consumers’
not of human beings; a society that had lost its spirit."

The various comparisons between the Church and other institutions are revealing of how
differently the Church is perceived by Danes both within and outside the Church. In her
comparison between the Church and supermarkets, the pastor cast the Church as special due to its
spiritual dimension, something that no other societal institutions can offer. But then some argued
that theaters and museum also cater to the spiritual, existential, aspects of human life and that if
the Church were to be kept open when other places were closed down, then theatres and museums
should as well. In a recent book, a group of established church scholars do indeed compare the
Church to other ‘cultural institutions’ in Denmark in order to argue that such institutions offer
society what “money can’t buy” and should therefore be preserved as important pillars of society
(Iversen et al. 2019).

Such comparisons between the Church and other institutions in society serve to highlight
the relevance of a church that has been said to be in ‘a crisis of relevance’ (S. M. Rasmussen 2010).
What does the Church offer, it is asked? What difference does Christianity make (to awkwardly
paraphrase one guiding question for the anthropology of Christianity, ie. Cannell 2004)? The
Danish Church is slowly bleeding members, and many churches are so empty on Sundays that mass
is cancelled, and churches are renamed as “event churches” (ljlighedskirker) — churches without
congregations and regular gatherings. As legal church scholar Lisbet Christoffersen (2012) notes,
the Danish constitution establishes the Lutheran-Evangelical Church as the official church of the
Danish people premised on the status of it being the majority church (ibid.241).'® When the
constitutional act was made in 1849 the Evangelical Lutheran Church was indeed the majority
church, seeing that in the period of absolute monarchy - which the constitutional act replaced — it
was mandatory for all Danish citizens to be members of the King’s church in order to have civic

rights. The constitutional act turned this relation on its head, so to speak, as it stated that the

14 “Ansatte i kirker frygter smittespredning til jul: Opfordrer til at aflyse gudstjenester.” 2020. DR. December 18, 2020.
https://www.dr.dk/nvheder/politik /ansatte-i-kirker-frygter-smittespredning-til-jul-opfordrer-til-aflyse-gudstjenester.
15 Danish Broadcasting Corporation. 2020. “Serine Gotfredsen advarer mod at lukke kirker til jul: ‘Du kan ikke
sammenligne kirker med fitnesscentre og Roverkeob.”” DR.dk. December 18, 2020.

https://www.dr.dk/nyvheder/indland/soerine-gotfredsen-advarer-mod-lukke-kirker-til-jul-du-kan-ikke-sammenligne-

kirker.

16 The Evangelical-Lutheran Church is established as such in the fourth amendment of constitutional act of 1849: §4
The Evangelical Lutheran Church shall be the established church of Denmark, and as such shall be supported by the
state. According to Christoffersen in the initial draft of the constitution from 1849, there was an additional sentence
in the amendment stating that it was the Evangelical-Lutheran Church “as the church to which the majority of the
people belong” that was to be the established church of Denmark (ibid).
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Evangelical Lutheran Church was no longer the monarch’s church - a state church, that the
monarch could use as a political instrument - but #he Pegple’s Church. From then on, it was the
monarch that was required to be a member of the church of the people'” and not vice versa,
deeming the monarch to in fact be the only citizen of Denmark without religious freedom. But
that it is specifically the Evangelical-Lutheran Church that the monarch has be a member of, and
that the state supports economically as well as symbolically, is premised on the fact that it is in fact
the majority church (ibid.240).

However, since the 1970ies membership rates have been steadily decreasing - in 1990, 89
% of Danish citizens were members of the Church, and by January 2024, the number was 71.4%
(Poulsen et al. 2021a). In recent years the number of people who consider themselves irreligious
or agnostic, or to adhere to other religions than Christianity, have been growing steadily (ibid.). In
some big cities, less than 50% of infants are baptized, and as Christoffersen points out, there is a
limit to how long that can be outweighed by the 90% in the Northern part of Jutland (ibid.). Every
so often the question arises whether Denmark should at all have an established national church
that is privileged over other religious communities. The Church is, in other words, in ‘a crisis of
relevance’ (S. M. Rasmussen 2010). Even if Christianity is still perceived by many Danes to be the
natural backdrop for Danish society (Poulsen et al. 2021a), it is not quite as naturalized and invisible
as it was before. It is in competition with other worldviews and religions, and as more and more

people leave the Church, it is becoming imaginable it might disappear one day.

A Church in and Outside of Time

When the climate crisis became a shared public matter of concern in late 2019, it came to intersect
with the crisis of relevance. Because according to some church actors — some of whom this thesis
is about - the two crises combined, makes a situation in which the Church has a chance to once
again make itself relevant: by addressing the climate crisis, changing itself in the face of it and aiding
all those who are trying to do the same, the Church has something relevant to offer contemporary
people and Danish society at large. Prior to the intense secularizing efforts of the 20™ century, it
used to be so that the Church influenced, contributed to, and organized societal matters such as
education, charity and health services. Before the welfare state institutionalized such things up
through the early 20™ century, it was to a large extent the Church that took responsibility for them.
It is often argued that the Danish welfare system was in fact built on Christian values and especially
on the parable of the good Samaritan: society ought to take care of those in need. The climate crisis

— according to some of my intetlocutors — requires a similar Christian approach and this implies

174§6 The King must belong to the Evangelical-Lutheran Church”
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that the Church ought to regain its societal engagements and make itself relevant in contemporary
attempts to reformulate what ‘the good life’ and society ought to be, now that a new consciousness
about the environmental impact of current ways of life has emerged.

Others argue that those who think this way are the very reason for the risk of the Church
outdating itself. Society has always changed, and the legitimacy of the Church is precisely its stability
and its commitment to something that is ‘outside of time’, they argue. Commenting on the recent
abdication of Queen Margrethe the Second, the editor in chief of Kirke.dk, raised this point as he
compared the monarchy with the Church: both of these institutions, he posited, are “hopelessly
archaic” and “no one in their right mind would suggest establishing them today”. Nonetheless, he
continued, 70% of the Danish population support the monarchy, and the same goes for the
Church: 70.4 % of Danish citizens rezzain members. The reason, he argued, is that such institutions
offer a refuge from ‘the modern’ — “a counter-culture to development, performance, self-
determination, innovation, and digitalization” (Gade 2024b). Gade concluded that there is no
rational or principled arguments for maintaining neither the monarchy nor the Church, because
“the whole point of them is that they represent something that is the antithesis to the rational and
principled: tradition, faith and spirit” (Gade 2024b). From this follows that if the Church wants to
keep its relevance it ought to highlight its #niversal relevance - its Christian messages about the
universal fundamentals in human life - rather than attending to those matters dictated by the tide
of the time and by political battles (O. Jensen 2020). It is exactly by 7oz changing that the Church
can remain relevant in all times — also in the context of climate change where the Gospel itself may
inspire even if it does not directly address the climate issue (ibid.). It is, in other words, sustainable
to remain the same."

This tension between embracing and resisting culture has been a recurring one in the
history of Christian churches (Lardy 2021). In her anthropological study of Catholic engagements
with environmentalism, Camille Lardy (2021) describes how the Catholic Church in France has
always experienced a contradictory ‘double demand’ to both be ‘of its time’ and to ‘combat this
time’ (ibid. 15). The climate crisis can be said to represent a similar kind of ‘double demand’ for
the Danish Church as it incited church actors to ask: what difference does and ought Christianity
and the Church make in Danish society in a time of climate crisis?

This question is in fact very close to the one Fenella Cannell (2006) opens one of the

foundational texts for the establishment of an anthropology of Christianity with, as she asks: “What

18 Jt is not that anyone — to my knowledge — reject that climate change is a real problem, but many actors within the
Church see it as a contemporary societal and political matter and not a churchly one. All church actors I met agreed
that it was a good idea to try to reduce the climate impact of church life, but to do was simply a part of being a
responsible citizen or public institution and should not be articulated as part of any particular religious conviction.
More on this in chapter 2.
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difference does Christianity make?” (ibid.1). Cannell posed this question as kind of disciplinary
conversation-starter at a time where it had for long been custom for anthropologists to simply see
Christianity as a “secondary phenomenon or top-coat that has been applied by external forces to
the cultures they are studying” (ibid.12). However, Cannell encouraged a head-on engagement with
what Christianity is and, importantly, with all the very many things it is. She suggested that one of
the questions anthropologists ought to ask was “what, in any situation is Christianity, and how can
one possibly discern its lineaments from that of the social context in which it lives” (ibid.14)?
Cannell, in other words, encouraged anthropologists to attend to what might characterize
Christianity — the religion that most anthropologists, according to Cannell, simply took for granted
that they knew what was (ibid.3). However, Cannell’s question about what difference Christianity
makes, does, as Tomlinson points out, have some limitations: when an anthropologist asks about
the difference Christianity makes, she renders Christianity as something that comes “from the
outside, as it were, and reshape things” (Tomlinson 2017, 2). If Christianity is “a difference maker”
as Tomlinson writes, “then it cannot be the grounding text” (ibid). Tomlinson points out that from
a theological point of view, Christian cosmology is, however, the grounding text, and ‘culture’ is
what is understood to be able to make different differences (ibid.).

I would add, that in the context of studying a country that has had a national church for
centuries and in which most citizens acknowledge their ‘culture’ to be built implicitly on Christian
values, it also seems difficult to answer the question of what difference Christianity makes. Because
how would one know what Denmark would be like without it? However, what I found during the
course of fieldwork was that my interlocutors were in fact themselves very preoccupied with this
very question: What difference, they asked, can and ought Christianity make? And, furthermore, what
difference can and should — or should not - #he Church make? When the Church was confronted
with a demand to engage with the issue of climate change, such questions became key points of
contestation - as also outlined in the opening section of this introduction. In what way was the
Church supposed to make itself relevant in the context of Denmark’s green transitioning? Hence,
rather than it being me, who in this thesis pursue the question of what difference Christianity
makes, I trace church actors” own discussions of this very question.

My ftieldwork, then, came to be about how the Church tackles the dual crises it is
experiencing: that of the climate crisis and that of being relevant to the society in which it is located.

A third crisis, that of covid-19, brought this to the fore.
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Fieldwork and Research Design

Before embarking on fieldwork in the Danish People’s Church I did not know very much about it
despite the fact that I am, at least formally, a member, and often has gone to mass on Christmas
day, occasionally for funerals, weddings and baptisms. I have been brought up in rather agnostic,
if not straight forward atheist, families and milieus, and in the liberal-cum-leftist private schools I
went to as a child and teenager the otherwise mandatory curriculum in Christianity had been
substituted by readings of Norse mythology and the subject ‘cultural history’. Hence, I knew little
of the Church’s teachings and nothing of its organizational structures.”” I had no map on which I
could draw out a well-planned itinerary, and so, in order to pursue my interest in how the Church
dealt with green transitioning, I looked for a way to contact it. This was when it started to dawn on
me that the Church was much different than I had expected. I had naively thought that I could
contact something like a main office and ask where and how the issue of climate change was being
dealt with within the Church. But the Danish Church cannot be approached as an institution in
which someone has an overview of what is going on. On the contrary, one of the main tenets of
the Church seems to be that no one should be able to know (and thus control) what is going on in
the 2.200 parishes of the country. It is part of the organizational ethos of the Church that all parish
churches are locally and (almost) independently run (see chapter 3). There is no head office and no
grand overview. Hence, early on I learned that the Danish Church is very decentralized and that
few people know what others are doing within it.

I then sought out practices, peoples, places, and texts that in one way or the other could
qualify as having to do with churchly and/or Christian ideas of, and practices in relation to, climate
change. I employed what is in popular parlance called the ‘snowball-method”: starting in one place
and letting who and what I encountered lead me further on. This included for example participating
in a conference about sustainability on cemeteries, a parish debate night about the UN development
goals, a presentation by a pastor on the Church’s (benign) reception of Darwin (and why she found
that it was wrong), a two-day seminar (and annual social event for the congregation) about
Christianity and Science, and the quarterly meetings in the Green Church board. This was also
when my meeting with Marie took place (as described earlier) and I realized that not only does no
one know what goes on in the Church in terms of engagement with climate change, such
engagements may also be very different in terms of their (more or less - and differently -
theologically informed) aims and reasons. Hence, I threw myself into a myriad of situations, people,

and places that I understood to be more or less explicitly engaging with questions about Christianity

19 This, I should add, is a rather common Danish expetience — even to those who are members of the Church.
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and climate change within the Danish People’s Church. I thought this would be the beginning, and
that after a month or two, I would be able to design a more focused fieldwork. Five weeks later,

the Danish Prime Minister ordered the first covid lockdown.

Lockdowns and Openings: Fieldwork during a Pandemic

By now, most of us have probably forgotten what it was like living through the covid pandemic.
At the time I am writing this, covid has been normalized, tamed, in Danish society. Most people
have been vaccinated several times, and there are no requirements of being tested or of isolating
oneself with a cold. But in the first year of the pandemic, which was also the year I did fieldwork,
society as we knew it changed completely from one day to the other, changing the rules of most
games. We stayed inside our homes, doors locked, bikes parked. We experienced and participated
in the world through our media platforms more intensely than ever before in my lifetime. We saw
footage of the empty streets outside; of foxes and squirrels in the big intersections of Paris; of other
people caught in their homes and different circumstances, like us. For a moment we did not
recognize our world. This also meant that although I was doing fieldwork in my own country, ‘at
home’, many things were strange and unfamiliar to me — as were they to others. We all became
aware of the traces we leave in the world and the potential consequences they may have for others
(Schultz 2023). To care and relate entailed keeping a distance and we learned how to ‘be together
apart’. To meet other people once that became possible was not just business as usual: everyone
had to tune into each other and to learn how to be together again. In that sense, doing anthropology
at home was - in certain ways - marked by a sense of unfamiliarity.

The conditions for undertaking fieldwork were also changed radically from one day to the
other. Anthropology is indeed, as Marilyn Strathern (2020) has noted, a discipline whose
knowledge-production takes place through forging not only epistemological but also interpersonal
relations. Lockdowns and social distancing, obviously, made this difficult and sometimes even
unethical to do. I had not managed yet to establish close enough ties with anyone in the Church to
be naturally included in anything and there were few opportunities to meet new people with whom
to establish relations with. One of the things I have marked down in my fieldwork-diary is that I
found it impossible to plan anything. Nobody wanted to promise that anything would indeed
happen, and if they dared to, things got consecutively cancelled. Organizers of events in the Church
kept the number of participants to a minimum, and if you were a stranger, you were unlikely to be
invited in. Many parish council members and volunteers in the Church were considered as being
at risk due to their age, which meant that many employees — including pastors — in the Church had

to be extra careful. The anthropologist too.
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The lockdown and the following year of ever-changing guidelines and restrictions made it
difficult to plan things in a more systematic fashion. Any hope that I had had of becoming able to
make a well-thought-out research design, or even just a plan, was eliminated by the pandemic and
the lockdowns it effected. As anthropologist Andrea Ballestero said in an online Ph.D. course, 1
participated in during the lockdown about how to carry on with one’s research during the
pandemic, to experience change and disturbances is part of any fieldwork, and doing fieldwork
might in its very essence be defined as the “art of moving with the changes and constantly re-
finding one’s path” (Ballestero et al. 2020). Many researchers found their path online, moving
relations, research questions, and methods into the digital sphere. So did I - to a certain extent. I
made frequent use of the Facebook profile I had established for the purpose of research and
followed the debates around how the Church should navigate the pandemic on that platform as
well as on other media sites such as Kirke.dk and the Christian Daily. I also made extensive use of
the online media archive of Danish media publications, where I was able to trace earlier debates
about the Church’s engagement with what had been considered political and/or controversial
issues, in order to better understand the positions evoked in the context of the climate issue. Hence,
a lot of the material for this thesis is in fact media material, which I in my analyses treat as voices
from the field.

However, even if Daniel Miller (2020) argued in an inspirational video for Ph.D. students
that doing fieldwork online is the same as fieldwork in any other place in the sense that it is equally
about spending enough time with people to make it possible to see recurrences and patterns, I did
not move my entire fieldwork online. While I agree that fieldwork online is as za/id as any other
kind of fieldwork, online fieldwork would in the context of my research project provide me very
different answers to my questions about the Church and climate change than fieldwork away-from-
the-keyboard. This is especially so because the Danish Church remains one of the least digitalized
public institutions in Denmark. Hence, even if some churches began experimenting with online
services and inspirational videos from pastors preaching by the sea or in their gardens, fiddling
with strange camera angles and dealing differently with the doctrinal quandary over whether digital
communion qualifies as a sacrament or not (a study worth pursuing on its own, but more so to
learn about digital transitions than green ones), most other activities — such as meetings in various
green church groups that I had planned to participate in — were not moved online but simply
cancelled.

Hence, instead of moving my fieldwork online altogether and, consequently, change my
research questions, I decided to continue being an opportunist and simply participate in whatever

it was possible to participate in away-from-the-keyboard. In the before mentioned course, the
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anthropologist Anand Pandian encouraged us to recompose the problem we were facing to be:
“What can be done now, under these conditions? And with whom?”. The conditions enabled, 1
gathered, co-presence with people outdoors. In the Church, such people could be found at the
cemeteries. The cemeteries were never under lockdown due to their importance during a pandemic
that no one knew how lethal would be. The cemetery tenders kept working and they were even
quite busy due to the prospect of potentially having to handle more burials - and because we had
just entered the spring where everything starts to bloom and therefore according to Danish
cemetery aesthetics needs thorough cutting and straightening. I had on an earlier occasion met a
gardener who managed a large cemetery and who I knew had an ambition to create a so-called
‘forest cemetery’ to accommodate a new desire in the Danish population to be buried ‘closer to
nature’. He agreed to let me take part in his and his employees work for a few months (1,5 to be
precise) in the role of gardener, which included weeding and decorating burial sites and urn holes,
as well as participating in meetings and inspirational trips to cemeteries with the aim of establishing
burial areas with a more ‘natural look’.

While the part of my fieldwork that I spend at the cemeteries has unfortunately not made
it very much into this thesis, it had a decisive effect on what the thesis came to be about. Because
to spend time with the gardeners weeding, decorating, cutting, gossiping about the leadership of
the churches and attending parish council meetings to argue for the right to proper working
conditions, provided me with insights into the Church that I had not originally searched for.
Besides learning about various practices, dilemmas, and visions pertaining to green transitioning in
cemeteries, my encounter with the cemetery tenders made me realize all the professional and
practical work that goes on within and participates in shaping the Church institution. I was
introduced, in other words, to what might be called the ‘professional’ Church and its population
of not only gardeners, but also engineers, project managers, architects, historians, custodians, and
communication employees. The Danish Church is a workplace with many different professions
and where people are occupied with as diverse activities as the cutting of hedges, installments of
heat pumps, budgeting, organ maintenance, and with the crafting of sermons. This great variety of
professions and tasks is reflected in two recruitment campaigns from 2018 and 2020: "The People’s
Church — a down to earth-workplace" (accompanied by an image of a gardener in the cemetery),
and "The People’s Church — a workplace with high ceilings" (accompanied by a picture of the
inside of a large cathedral). These two campaigns capture very well the span of my field: it
encompasses both practical tasks, dirt, carbon date, and high-brow theological thinking.

However, that I have studied the professional Church also implies that I have paid attention

to everything besides what we commonly associate with church life, namely the religious practices
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undertaken by church members, individually as well as collectively. The congregation and its lay
members are conspicuously absent from my account of the how the Church engage with climate
change. This might seem paradoxical, seeing that in the self-understanding of the Danish Church,
it is exactly the people, the congregation, that makes up the Church. But given the pandemic
conditions that marked the beginning of my fieldwork, congregational life was hard to enter (as
described in the above), and I had to find other paths. The opportunism prompted by the pandemic
led me into domains of church life that I had initially not given much thought, and which came to
shape what this thesis is about, namely just how many things the climate crisis touches upon in the
Church and how it does not only influence explicitly religious practices and worldviews, but also the
(religiously informed) organizational logics and practices of maintenance that uphold the Church
as an institution. What I describe in this thesis is thus to a large extent that which takes place
‘behind’ what is usually at the center of studies of religious communities — its institutional
infrastructures (ie. Handman and Opas 2019), so to speak. And this is in fact something that has
recently been called for within the anthropology and Christianity.

In their introduction to a recent special issue on Christian institutions and denominational
infrastructures, Courtney Handman and Minna Opas (2019) argue that such infrastructural aspects
of Christian communities have been largely neglected in the anthropological literature on
Christianity where questions of religious subjectivity, ethics, and mediation have attracted much
more attention (ibid. 1001). In a somewhat ironic tone, they suggest that this omission might be
due to the ovetly material nature of institutions and infrastructures. The irony is derived from the
fact that much anthropological work on Christianity is concerned with how Protestants #hemselves
have an ambivalent relationship with materiality (Keane 2007; M. E. Engelke 2007; Bielo 2018;
Opas and Haapalainen 2017). Handman and Opas implicitly suggest that anthropologist have
adopted their interlocutors downplaying of materiality and therefore disregarded the institutional
and denominational infrastructures of Christian communities. However, Handman and Opas argue
that institutional structures, material infrastructures, and denominational differences often matter
very much for the Christians who engage with them — even when they sometimes tend to downplay
it - and that by attending to such infrastructural tensions anthropologists may learn much about
what matters to Christians and about how Christianity matters in the socio-cultural contexts of
which it is a part (ibid. 1011).

To conclude, my fieldwork and the field it can be said to have taken place within took on
its particular form for two different reasons: 1) the covid-19 pandemic, and 2) the Church's own
decentralized but highly organized institutional structures, and the multiplicity of actors and

perspectives it encompasses.
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Listening to a Rush of Stories

If my first step in fieldwork had been to try to map out Christian engagements with climate change
in the Danish Church, the second step was to let go of the idea of a comprehensive map (which, if
one reads the anthropological literature (Candea 2007; Fortun 2009) is in any case a hopeless
effort). In doing so, I have been inspired by Anna Tsing’s method of listening to “a rush of stories”
(Tsing 2015, 38). Tsing proposes this method based on her own acknowledgment of — or
proposition about - the current state of the world. The world is fragile, precarious, unforeseeable,
she argues. It cannot be summed up neatly, but appears, instead, “patchy”, as she writes. This
patchiness is revealed as the simplifying narratives that have kept it in order — those “handrails of
modern stories that tell where everyone is going and, also, why” (ibid.2) - have been destabilized
by the environmental, political and economic crises. This world, Tsing writes, cannot be grasped
with any of the well-established, modern narratives at hand because such narratives are built on
presumptions of progress. The kind of twentieth-century scholarship that advanced modernity’s
story of progress, Tsing contends, “conspired against our ability to notice the divergent, layered,
and conjoined projects that make up worlds” (ibid.22). In her search for ways of stretching the

imagination so as to be able grasp the world anew, Tsing points to polyphonic music:

Polyphony is music in which autonomous melodies intertwine. In Western
music, the madrigal and the fugue are examples of polyphony. These forms seem
archaic and strange to many modern listeners because they were superseded by
music in which a unified rhythm and melody holds the composition together. In
the classical music that displaced baroque, unity was the goal; this was “progress”
in just the meaning I have been discussing: a unified coordination of time. In
twentieth-century rock-and-roll, this unity takes the form of a strong beat,
suggestive of the listener’s heart; we are used to hearing music with a single
perspective. When I first learned polyphony, it was a revelation in listening; I was
forced to pick out separate, simultaneous melodies and to listen for the moments
of harmony and dissonance they created together. This kind of noticing is just
what is needed to appreciate the multiple temporal thythms and trajectories of

the assemblage. (T'sing 2015, 24)

To listen to polyphonic compositions requires, as Tsing writes, that one does not only listen for a
main melody, one main narrative, but pays attention to several melodies of equal importance that
are played simultaneously. To conceive of the world as polyphony entails attending to diversity

rather than to search for simplicity, for a hero, a villain, or any other one explanation. To capture
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a world that cannot be neatly summed up, Tsing invents this method, a form, that does not aspire
to any totalities.

The idea that listening to and telling a rush of stories can be conceived of as a method; and
a method that is particularly well-suited to convey a situation or a world that can be conceived of
as “polyphonic”. As sites and venues for fieldwork were closed down and I had to find other paths,
I came to include more and more surprising things in what I called my field. My material is, indeed,
made up of a “rush of stories” from a diverse array of locations as I was not able to stay for very
long in any one place but had to continuously move around. The stories I have constructed out of
interviews and interactions with church actors are not grounded in the same practices, nor in the
same view of the Church, climate change, or Christianity. Each of the chapters attend to very
different aspects of church life. However, there is a point in having them side by side. The point
of having them side by side is to show that the climate crisis touches on so many different things
in the Church and that it, as such, overflows what is usually kept aside in studies of religious
communities. Furthermore, when attending to climate change in this way — as something that
overflows - the Church also shows itself to do so: by approaching the study of a church with an
attention to climate change, the Church comes into view as a site of various types of engagements,
practices and perspectives. Besides being caused by the pandemic, the patchy polyphonic — and
indeed contrapuntal - nature of my fieldwork and the material it produced, is also an effect of the
nature of the Danish Church itself. The Danish Church is — as discussed in the above - a place with
no central organization and thus a lot of freedom for its constituent part to make choices for
themselves. I became interested in describing the diversity that this kind of church organization
entails - to stay with the Church as indeed a polyphony of christianities, practices, perceptions, and
places. Hence the material I have gathered for this thesis does indeed seem “polyphonic.” This is
due both to the way I have conducted fieldwork (during a pandemic) and to the way the Danish
Church is organized and conceived of (i.e. as a well-ordered anarchy).

Besides the two months of intense participant observation at the cemetery, and a five-day
long course on eco-theology at the Centre for Continuing Education for Pastors within the Danish
Church that took place at a refugium in the countryside of Jutland, I did not spend time on a day-
to-day basis in any particular locality. As described in the above, the covid lockdowns initially made
this impossible, but it was also that I along the way picked up an interest in the heterogeneity of
the Danish Church. Rather than being interested in how a single congregation or organization dealt
with green transition, I became interested in how the issue of climate change was diffracted as it
travelled through the Church and how it took on very different meanings and had very different

implications at various sites within the organization. I, in other words, came to ‘perform’ my field
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(Coleman and Collins 2000) differently, so that it was not defined by place and locality, but rather
by the institutional borders of the Church and the internal contestations over its core that the
climate issue incited. There were, however, recurring activities that I took part in, of which I will
list a few: I took part in four quadrennial meeting in the steering group of the organization Green
Church and meetings in two other local Green Church groups learning about the visions and the
vistas for green transitioning within the churches; I went on about 20 visits with energy consultants
who had been hired by deaneries to asses and optimize the energy use in specific parish churches
and buildings (and a single crematorium) around the country; I participated twice in the annual,
professional-cum-academic conference on Danish cemeteries, listening to presentations about
biodiversity in church dykes and the recycling of grave monuments and also offering a presentation
myself on the tension between continuity and change in decoration practices; I took part in five
meetings in a local parish reading group dedicated to the subject of “nature” and long confusing
discussions about the aesthetics of religious experience; I attended a Green Church conference
gathering various representatives from Green Churches who aired different opinions about what
that at all meant; a seminar on ‘public theology’ that also gathered church actors with different
opinions on what #hat meant; a week-long course for pastors about eco-theology that touched upon
pilgrimage, Hartmut Rosa, and the crafting of sermons; and in many more activities that will appear
in the stories I will tell throughout the thesis. Furthermore, I have undertaken 37 formal, semi
structured interviews with 7 pastors; 4 deans; 1 bishop; 2 energy consultants; 2 cemetery gardeners;
2 diocesan administrators; 1 expert on church legislation; 1 project manager for project The Green
Transitioning of the People’s Church (FGO); 1 secretary of Green Church; 1 board member and
1 political strategist from the National Association of Parish Councils (Landsforeningen af
Menighedsrid), 2 trained architects who served as official cemetery consultants, and 1 historian, who
served as the official church consultant from the National Museum. Several of them I interviewed
twice in sessions ranging from one to three hours of length. And then, of course, I had innumerable
conversation with people in the context of events such as the ones listed above.

As this list displays, I sought out people who took up quite different positions in the Church
and who held different kinds of expertise and knowledge, as well as stakes in how the churches
would go about their engagements with climate change mitigation. However, I did not give equal
weight to everyone in the Church. As I became interested in how the Church organized the issue
of Green Transitioning — theologically as well as institutionally — I primarily followed actors who
engaged explicitly and actively with this very issue. The voices who are critical of environmental
initiatives within the Church are not as well represented as others but appear mainly through the

depictions those I have talked to have provided me with and materials from the public debate —
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opinion pieces, media appearances and other publications. While I sought them out with different
objectives in mind, I presented my overall ambition to them in a similar way: namely, that what I
wanted to learn about how the Church responded to the problem of climate change. As such 1
might have transferred my own interest in ambivalence and dilemmas to my interlocutors. At least,
in all the conversations I had, people seemed to make a virtue out of always being able to argue for
the opposite position of the one they were just defending. If they took a stance on something, they
were keen on also rendering the opposite position plausible. This is where the polyphony showed
to be, in fact, a complicated contrapuntal composition.

I have come to see my fieldwork as pursuing a number of parallel and interconnected paths
in a topographically irregular landscape: One path is populated by various Green Church-working
groups and their promotion of a holistic and explicitly Christian approach to climate change (see
especially chapter 2); one by debaters and political controversies in the Christian public (defined
loosely as discussions taking place in The Christian Daily, on Facebook, at public seminars and
conferences, and at kirke.dk) (chapter 1, 2, 3 and 5); one by energy consultants, heating pumps,
and others engaged in energy optimization projects within a Church where the materiality of church
objects must never outdo the immaterial meanings they are supposed to carry (chapter 4); and,
finally, one by pastors and their attempts to articulate an eco-theology fit for a time of climate crisis
(chapter 5). Hence, my field is not defined as one locality, nor one group of people united by a one
point of view, but spans a wide range of people, practices, and points of views. What brings them
together in this thesis, is that they explicitly engage with how to continue and potentially change
church life in the context of climate change. As such, what this thesis presents is a study of a
polyphony of different people, perceptions, practices, and positions that exist in the Danish
People’s Church when it comes to the issue of climate change.

In the next part of this introduction, I describe what I mean when I suggest that this
can best described with a particular concept derived from the composition of polyphonic music,

namely counterpoint.

Analytical Contexts and the Research Imagination

As Kirsten Hastrup (2003) writes, the empirical world that one encounters as an anthropologist
does not lend itself easily to delimitation (ibid.15). People and ideas move and change, and new
connections can always be forged (ibid.). Thus, Hastrup states, it is only by delimiting the empirical
that one can obtain some kind of cohesion in one’s project. In order to see something clearly, in

other words, one has to cut some things away and cultivate a more intense attentiveness to others.
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One way of delimiting one’s attention is to place one’s project in relation to current or ongoing
discussions within the existing literature (Gammeltoft and Bundgaard 2018, 28). To contextualize,
in other words (ibid.) This is what I set out to do in the next four sections, where I delineate various
discussions pertaining to climate change and Christianity that frame my own engagements with the
Danish Church and the issue of climate change.

However, before delving into these thematical and analytical discussions, I would like to
briefly explicate how I understand the work such a move is performing. Contextualization is, of
course a staple in anthropological analysis (Dilley 1999) and is generally understood to be the act
of interpreting an empirical object by drawing connections between it and its surroundings,
thematically and regionally (ibid.), or, in the traditional anthropological monograph, between the
various institutions and logics within a given culture (Strathern 2020, 10). To trace connections —
to undertake ‘contextualizing moves’ as Roy Dilley calls it - entails drawing forth certain aspects of
the object one wants to know about; to ‘delimit’ it, as I quoted Hastrup for calling it in the above.
However, as Dilley also draws attention to, even if contexts are often treated as given or as self-
evident constructs, which connections are made is a matter of interpretative choice. In other words,
to contextualize is not a matter of pointing to already existing contexts, but of performing them - and
of doing so with certain interpretive goals in mind (ibid.). Marilyn Strathern describes this slightly
differently as she suggests that it is not even only that a certain ethnographic object of study is
interpreted through certain contextualizing moves, but that such objects emerge through them. By this
she means that the anthropological entities described in the work of anthropologists are not
something that is already there, waiting to be discovered, but that they only appear in the presence
of the ‘specifying apparatus’ of the anthropologist herself (Strathern 2020, p18). In evoking this
term — ‘specifying apparatus’ - Strathern is drawing on (but not synchronizing herself with) Barad’s
argument about phenomena and apparatuses, and how the latter in fact produce the former (Barad
2007). Barad draws this conclusion from her elucidation of Niels Boht’s experiments that revealed
how light can appear as either waves or particles depending on which experimental apparatus it is
diffracted through. This implies, according to Barad, that phenomena (light-as-particles or light-as-
waves) are not mediated through apparatuses but have in fact no existence without them (Strathern
2020, p18). As such, phenomena are, according to Barad, the effect of “intra-acting agencies” (ibid).
Taking off from this, Strathern suggests that making an ethnographic object conjures up an
anthropological entity that can be compared to what Barad calls a phenomenon (Strathern 2020,

17).*’ That is, when anthropologists provide descriptions of phenomena in the wotld — Melanesian

20 The ‘specifying apparatus’ that Strathern is concerned with in the context of making this argument is the
anthropological concept of ‘relations’ and the way it conjures up the anthropological entity per excellence: namely
‘social relations’ (ibid ref). Hence, while Barad’s project is distinctively anti-discursive and entails a rejection of
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gift economies or the moral torment of newly converted Christians, for example — such
descriptions can be conceived of as the effect of ‘intra-acting agencies™ of the encounter between
the anthropologist’s perceptual tools and those of culture she is confronted with and the way in
which these come to intra-act and extend each other (Strathern 1991, 55). In Partial Connections
(1991), Strathern evoked the image of a cyborg to describe a similar conception of how the
anthropological account and the anthropologist herself is a “integrated circuit between parts that

work as extensions of another” %

(ibid.55). Anthropological writings, as I understand Strathern
here, are the effect of multiple (contrapuntal) conversations happening at the same time — between
anthropologist and field, and within the anthropologist herself and the various perceptual tools she
holds.

Casper Bruun Jensen (2021) makes what Strathern writes slightly more concrete as he
suggests that the accounts provided by anthropologists and STS scholars like himself, are the result
of a cross-reading of ‘sets of materials’, of which some are ‘data’ and some are ‘theory’. According
to him, the ethnographic research process consists in having various encounters with other people’s
ways of “giving shape to the world” (ibid.125) — and such people, he argues, are both those one
meets in the field and in the readings undertaken at the desk. Hence, inspired by Strathern, Jensen
suggests that we perceive the problems and views articulated by people in the field and by the
authors of academic texts to be on the same level, so to speak, in the sense that one is not supposed
to explain the other, but that each of them can extend one another in the researcher’s imagination.
He suggests describing the author, who eventually produces the text, as writing from a particular
‘research imagination’ (ibid.129), which describes the particular way of giving shape to the world
that has taken shape through the process of performing such cross-readings. In this way of
understanding analysis, what is context and what is contextualized, what is foreground and
background, becomes less clear. As Strathern (2020) writes, it is widely acknowledged in
anthropology “that what gets reported as analytical frameworks (method and theorizing implied)

invariably contextualize what gets reported in the first place—we can call them analytical contexts”

(ibid.18).

“concept” as an overly human-based notion, Strathern exclaims that she has “work for the concept” (ibid. 17). In
Strathern’s view, concepts are apparatuses - in Barad’s sense - as they can be considered devices “through which people
organize their thoughts and give accounts of a world populated by other thinkers and speakers” (ibid.17). As such,
Strathern positions concepts (in not only a discursive form) at the heart of what makes up people’s wotlds — including
those of anthropologists themselves.

21 “The anthropologist’s writings form a kind of integrated circuit between parts that work as extensions of another.
As a field of extensions, the cyborg moves without travelling, as one might imagine the effect of jumping in one’s
thoughts from one Highland society to another or from one aspect of social life to another. The circuit still seems
centered, however, on the perceptual tools of the anthropologists™ (ibid.55).
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When I in the following sections outline the analytical contexts for the description of the
Church and its climate engagements that I offer in this thesis, I understand this as a way of
conveying to you how I have come to arrive at just this description. The literatures I delineate, and
their way of giving shape to the world, have informed how I have come to understand what I
learned about the Church through fieldwork. This also worked in the opposite direction: what I
encountered in the field, extended the readings I was undertaking. This process produced a research
imagination — a way of giving shape to the sets of materials explored in the process of research —
that is attentive to contrapuntal dynamics. Hence, after having delineated the analytical contexts in the
next four sections, I proceed to outline what has come to be the guiding analytical prism for the

thesis, namely the contrapuntal.

Cultural Climate Change

Within the past two decades, anthropology has become acutely aware of and attuned to the
problem of climate change as a relevant anthropological topic (Barnes et al. 2013; Susan Alexandra
Crate and Nuttall 2016; Susan A. Crate and Nuttall 2009; 2023; Hylland Eriksen 2021; Wit and
Haines 2021). As Hylland Eriksen (2021) notes, it is not so that anthropologists have not previously
been aware of the interrelations between humans and their environment, nor that they have not
taken account of the damaging effects humans may have had on it, but what defines more recent
engagements with the environment has been the realization of how thoroughly humans are shaping
— and altering — the very planetary conditions for the eco-systems of which they are a part (ibid).
In 2000 the engineer and atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen and biologist Eugene Stoermer
(Crutzen and Stoermer 2000) coined the term the “Anthropocene” to describe our current
geological epoch as one in which humans - anthropos in Greek - have altered the planet so much
that it is today constituted by human activities through and through. The term “the Anthropocene”
is thus meant to demarcate a new planetary epoch in which the bio-geophysical composition and
processes of the earth are shaped and fueled predominantly by human activity (ibid.). Although the
notion of the Anthropocene originated in the natural sciences, the term has since travelled into the
humanities and social sciences where it is used as an entry point to studying how climate change is
not only a geo-physical problem that must be solved by the natural and technical sciences, but also
a thoroughly cultural problem that ought to be attended to by anthropologists (Barnes et al. 2013;
Susan Alexandra Crate and Nuttall 2016; Eriksen 2016; Hulme 2017b). Such an approach is
necessary, scholars argue, because the problem of climate change too often is delegated to the

natural and technical sciences, whereby analyses of causes as well as solutions are stripped of

cultural contextualization (Hulme 2009; 2017b; Callison 2014).
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This lack of cultural contextualization was, in fact, also what motivated the research project
“Socio-Cultural Carbon” (SOCCAR) that this Ph.D. project has come out of. The SOCCAR
project, formulated and spearheaded by Steffen Dalsgaard, was devised to provide ethnographic
insights on how carbon emission data are interpreted and translated into action — or not — by people
in different socio-cultural contexts. What makes people act on data, the SOCCAR project asked.
And how come people in the global north, who have so much knowledge about human induced
climate change, continue to partake in accelerating it? The project suggested that answering such
questions require an anthropological understanding of how people’s social, cultural and material
relationships play a significant role in how they conceive of and act upon carbon data. The
approach we — the project’s participants — took, thus echoes Crate and Nuttall when they argue in
the first of their three edited collections on ‘Anthropology and climate change’ (2016, 2021, 2023),
that climate change ultimately ‘is about culture’ (2016:12). By this they mean that climate change is
the result of how certain cultures have developed (i.e. ‘consumer culture’); that it requires cultural
change to mitigate it; and that interpretations and responses to it are shaped by local worldviews
and indigenous knowledges about climate change (2023). Climate change is, in other words, not
one unequivocal, global phenomenon, but takes various forms as it is experienced, interpreted, and
responded to in different socio-cultural contexts. As touched upon eatlier, Anna Tsing invents a
name for this situation of multiplicity: the “the patchy Anthropocene” (). The Anthropocene is a
global phenomenon — and important to recognize it as such — but it is a thoroughly ‘patchy’ one,
in which a multiplicity of lifeforms is destroyed and produced (ibid.). Drawing on a metaphor from
music theory, Tsing suggests conceiving of this patchy Anthropocene as a “polyphony,” and
encourages us to cultivate the ability to listen to many voices simultaneously.

Such a polyphony of voices can indeed by found within what has been called ‘climate
change reception studies’ (Rudiak-Gould 2011; Wit and Haines 2021), in which anthropologists -
alongside human geographers and environmental sociologists — describe how climate change takes
particular forms - environmentally as well as cosmologically - in particular localities (Susan A. Crate
and Nuttall 2009; Susan Alexandra Crate and Nuttall 2016; Susan A. Crate and Nuttall 2023;
Hastrup and Rubow 2014; Diirr and Pascht 2017). Such studies are often focused on small-scale
societies and aim to excavate cultural logics and worldviews that make people interpret and respond
to climate change in different and particular ways — especially in ways that are not solely based on
the natural sciences (Chua and Fair 2019). According to Crate and Nuttall (2023), anthropology
has an important contribution to make in producing insights into how “people perceive and make
sense of their surroundings, how they create their worlds of social relatedness, and how they

nurture multi-species relations” (ibid.). Practices such as global climate engineering,
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decarbonization projects, and the redesigning of economic systems are certainly important, but
according to Crate and Nuttall they are often driven by governments and transnational organs that
are not necessarily in tune with how most people “imagine their own futures at the level of
household, community, place, and region” (ibid.). Such initiatives thus neither take into account
the cultural values and human practices that are causing the problem in the first place (mostly,
according to the authors, in the Global North), nor those that inform how people perceive and
respond to it, and from whom there might be something to learn (for example indigenous peoples
in the Global South) (ibid.). Echoing this, Mike Hulme argues that for climate policy to be effective,
it has to “tap into intrinsic, deeply held values and motives” (Hulme 2017a). This is where religion,
according to Hulme, can play a role: while economic, scientific and technical analyses of climate
change can tell us about the mechanisms of climate change, they cannot tell us what might
constitute ‘the good life’ in the transition to a different kind of society. If people are to be mobilized
to change their lives, religions may be what will provide the ‘values’ that will enable such a change
(Fair 2018, 4).

This, in fact, seems to be one of the main motivators for many studies of how specifically
religions communities approach climate change. Hence, in a sub-field of climate change reception
studies, anthropologists have attended to how religious wotldviews influence how people
understand and respond to climate change (Fair 2018; Rudiak-Gould 2011; Haluza-DelLay 2014;
Rubow and Bird 2016; Bertana 2020; Kempf 2020). On the one hand, such studies are guided by
the path Hulme delineates as they examine how religious communities interpret and mobilize
responses to climate change based on the particular ‘spiritual resources’ they are perceived to hold
(Rudiak-Gould 2009; Bomberg and Hague 2018; Clissold et al. 2023; Fair 2018). On the other
hand, studies of religious receptions of climate change have been carried out to understand climate
change skepticism — especially the kind that is prevalent among the outspoken Christian right in the
US (Edvardsson Bjornberg and Karlsson 2022; Eckberg and Blocker 1989; Peifer, Ecklund, and
Fullerton 2014), but also among Christians in other parts of the world (Taylor 1999; Donner 2007;
see also Fair 2018). The targeting of Christianity as a source of climate change denial is widespread
and takes it clue from, among others, Lynn White’s (1967) critique of Christianity as entailing an
anthropocentrism that legitimizes human exploitation of nature (which I will get back to in chapter
5). But according to Fair (2018), it also stems from the fact that many scholars working on the
topic of climate change and religion presume that religious worldviews are antithetical to scientific
explanations of climate change and that they therefore can potentially be an impediment to climate
change mitigation efforts (ibid. 5). Such an approach has then incited others — including Fair herself

(2018) - to show how religious worldviews might in fact not be irreconcilable with climate science
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(Rubow 2009; Rudiak-Gould 2009; Sheldon and Oreskes 2017), and, furthermore, how it is
important to take seriously religious worldviews as important explanatory and moral frameworks
that needs to be engaged in projects of climate change mitigation if they are to have success (Rubow
and Bird 2016; Nunn et al. 20106).

Following Fair (2018), what I take from this is that in many studies of religious perceptions
of climate change, there is an inbuilt motivation on the side of researchers to either explain how
religious worldviews are an impediment to, ora resource in, climate change mitigation (e.g. Pepper
and Leonard 2016; Clements, Xiao, and McCright 2014). While I certainly acknowledge such
efforts as an important component in mitigating climate change, this is not the route I take in this
thesis. Rather than attending to how actors within the Danish Church are either hindered or
compelled to engage with climate change by their particular religious or cultural worldviews, I
explore how engaging with climate change impinges on such views. My interlocutors were certainly
themselves interested in articulating answers to the question of what difference the Church and
Christianity could make (ie. Cannell 2004) in regards to climate change. But what I found was that
as they tried to answer this question, they were, in fact, confronted with questions about what
Christianity and the Church at all is. Hence, with my account of climate change engagement within the
Danish Church I show that it is not only that church actors decipher climate change through a
religious or cultural logic, but also that climate change brings them to interrogate and question such
logics. This analytical attention to how the climate crisis confronts people with questions about
how they usually perceive and organize their world is inspired by discussions of the climate crisis
as it appears in specifically Euro-American contexts. In the next section I turn to a particular strand
of anthropological thinking about climate change as a problem that challenges Euro-American and
distinctively ‘modern’ (Latour 1993) perceptions of the world. Such ‘modern’ perceptions are - as
I then move on to point out in the subsequent section - often associated with Christianity in various

ways within the anthropological literature.

Modernity and Climate Crisis

When Bruno Latour (1993) read his newspaper in 1991, he noticed something peculiar about it -
something, we are led to think, that for the most part goes unnoticed. Within the same article,
whether it is about the aids pandemic, the hole in the ozone layer, or a new vaccine, strange
bedfellows mix: any one story crosses the otherwise nicely sectioned newspaper as they assemble
chemical and political reactions, science and religion, humans and nonhumans, culture and nature
(ibid.1). But while Latour notices this mixing and appreciates how the depicted phenomena — and

the depiction itself — transgress what is commonly held to be different domains, the newspaper
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itself seems to ignore it. It remains parted up in distinct sections such as ‘politics’, ‘science’,
‘economy’, and ‘culture’, pretending that the stories within these sections are indeed about either
‘politics’ or ‘science’. According to Latour such sectioning is in compliance with what he calls ‘the
modern constitution’ (ibid.); that which moderns® live by. The modern constitution is, according
to Latour, upheld by two distinct and separate processes: 1) the practice of ‘purification’, of parting
up the world in two distinct ontological zones, the human and the non-human, and the partitions
that follows from this such as culture and nature, politics and science, and then, 2) the parallel
process of ‘translating’ across those zones, revealing and creating new hybrid objects (that then
requires new acts of purification) (ibid.11). These two practices depend on each other, and Latour
argues that the more one believes in the work of purification - the more one rejects to think across
the purified domains - the more hybrids will breed (ibid.). According to Latour this way of thinking
about the world was developed in early modern and Enlightenment political theory, where modern
society came to be envisioned as being based on an ‘epistemological separation of powers’ (Howles
2018, 92), in which the laws of nature, as described by the emerging discipline of the natural
sciences, were distinguished from the world of human affairs (ibid). Nature is, according to the
modern constitution, understood as something independent of culture: it is ‘out there’, working in
accordance with its own inner logics and evolutionary dynamics. Latour traces this concept of
nature back to early modern science,” and its study of patterns and laws that promoted a view of
nature as something that has always existed in the same way, as it can be relied on to act in the
same way every time it is examined (ibid.28).** At the same historical juncture and in a kind of
parallel logic, concepts of ‘society’ and ‘culture’ emerged. Latour specifically evokes the work of
Thomas Hobbes who, according to Latour, laid the groundwork for moderns to think of
themselves as the sole creators of social organization, and thus of their own destinies (ibid. 30).
Latour summarizes it by the maxim: “human beings, and only human beings, are the ones who
construct society and freely determine their own destiny” (ibid. 30). Hence, modernity came,
according to Latour, to consist in a quasi-law-like separation of the natural sciences and the human,

social and political sciences, a divide to which corresponds two transcendent epistemological

22 Latour’s concept of the moderns should not be understood as designating group of people or a specific time frame.
Rather, Latour uses the term to designate something like an epistemological regime: to be modern entails thinking
about the world in accordance with the modern constitution.

23 Latour her points specifically to seventeenth-century scientist Robert Boyle as a main figure. In his laboratory, Boyle
performed experiments by way of various apparatuses — the air pump among them — that purported to demonstrate
the universal laws of nature

24This is, of course, what Latour shows us is in fact not what such experiments did and Boyle knew this: the apparatuses
and the scientists produce (importantly, not “construct”) facts on the basis of their experiments, rather than revealing
what something “natural” would do on its own. However, based on Shapin and Schaffers account of Boyle and Hobbes
parallel work, Latour argues that such a view of a natural domain nonetheless became what moderns came to think
that nature was: out there, stable and indifferent to culture (ibid. 28).
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categories: “Nature” and “Society”. The moderns have, in Latour’s words “cut the Gordian knot
with a sharp sword: to the left, knowledge about the things, to the right, the interests, politics and
powers of humans” (ibid.21). They cry “let us not mix earth and heavens, the global and the local,
the human and the non-human!” (ibid.21).

According to Latour, this constitution persists to the present day (Latour 2013), but is
brought into question by the environmental crisis. Latour (1993) points specifically to 1989 as a
year in which a vital shift took place: This was the year that the Berlin wall fell and the year of the
first official conference addressing alarming changes in the climate (ibid.8). To ILatour this
conjunction of events indicated a transition from a concern with ‘man’s exploitation of man’ to a
concern with how capitalism was based on man exploiting zature (ibid.8). Capitalism enjoyed a
triumph, just to be overwhelmed by doubts about what the cost of its survival was, Latour writes.
Some moderns began to question themselves, asking if they really should have tried to “become

nature’s masters and owners” (ibid.9).

After seeing the best of intentions go doubly awry, we moderns from the Western
wotld seem to have lost some of our self-confidence. Should we not have tried
to put an end to man's exploitation of man? Should we not have tried to become
nature's masters and owners? Our noblest virtues were enlisted in the service of
these twin missions, one in the political arena and the other in the domain of
science and technology. Yet we are prepared to look back on our enthusiastic
and right-thinking youth as young Germans look to their greying parents and ask:

‘What criminal orders did we follow?” “Will we say that we didn’t know?” (ibid. 9).

Latour argues that the environmental crisis compels moderns to reevaluate their modernness. In
fact, the crisis might even represent an opportunity “to repair the modernist experience at a very
fundamental level,” he argues (Latour 2009, 462). Because according to Latour, the environmental
crisis illuminates the double betrayal of modernity: not only does it reveal how modernity holds
within it its own ending as the continuous exploitation of nature by the human species undermines
the very living conditions for this species, it is also reveals how the ‘work of purification’ that
produces and upholds key modern domains and dualisms — such as Nature and Culture, Science
and Politics - is an impediment to realizing how the world is much more embroiled and entangled
than what such domaining allows.

Latour’s analysis of climate change as an event that unsettles modern distinctions is echoed
by anthropologists, who make similar arguments and who furthermore take it upon themselves to
explore how the world might be approached without presuming the categories of ‘Nature’ and

‘Culture’ or any other sharp separation between the ‘human’ and ‘non-human’ (Tsing 2015). As
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Chua and Fair (2019) write, social scientists have of course for long questioned the universality of
such concepts and categories, but the climate crisis — and especially with the advent of the idea of
the Anthropocene — has put them into even starker relief, seeing that it has, in fact, become
impossible to tell what is ‘natural’ and what is ‘cultural’, human’ and ‘non-human’ (ibid.8). Anna
Tsing draws our attention to the shared prefix attached to the Anthropocene and the discipline of
anthropology: both are about the anthropos. And according to Tsing (2016), it is exactly anthropos
that is challenged by the advent of the Anthropocene, as it is simultaneously revealed that humans
are inextricably entangled with other lifeforms and that it is the Enlightenment narrative of Man as
‘exceptional’ and as floating above other beings that is now leading him to his own destruction.
Hence, the concept of “the Anthropocene” spurs a questioning and problematization of how the
human and its relations to the rest of the other-than-human world is, has been, and ought to be
imagined. Some scholars take this as an invitation to experiment to see ‘what else is there’ (Ejsing
2022) once such distinctions are given up. This has for example spurred a wide range of so-called
multi-species studies (Lien and Palsson 2021), where not only humans that take center in
anthropological accounts but also mushrooms (Tsing 2012), dogs (Kohn 2007), muskox (A. O.
Andersen and Flora 2023), and plants (Isager Ahl 2018). Such studies take the opportunity to see
‘beyond humanity’ (Ingold 2013), and thus decenter what is traditionally taken to be #be
anthropological object of study, namely the “anthropos”.

Latour himself, suggests that the moderns replace their inclination to ‘modernize’ with what
he instead calls to ‘ecologize’ (Latour 1998). To ecologize entails disturbing and dissolving modern
separations and dualisms in order to acknowledge how things in the world might be connected up
differently, indeed constituted differently, from what the modern constitution has held them to be.
Quite concretely, he for example suggested (in 1998), that green politics ought not to be contained
within a green party, but rather, as political ecology implicitly implies, be acknowledged as a
dimension of all other political areas.

These discussions about how the climate crisis potentially opens up and unsettles the
modern worldview frames my attention to what happens as actors within the Danish Church take
it upon them to engage with climate change. I find this to be a relevant framing given that
Protestantism is often said to be entangled with a modern worldview in so many different ways
(Weber 1930; Cannell 2006; Keane 2007; Asad 2007; Daggett 2019) - which is what I will attend to

in the next section.
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Christian Modernity

In Christian Moderns, Webb Keane (2007) argues for a particular convergence between Christianity
and what Latour refers to as ‘the modern constitution’ (ibid.7). In fact, Keane argues that the
modern constitution is the effect of a certain semiotic ideology that derives from Protestantism
(ibid.14). Keane opens his book by relaying a critique of pre-formulated prayers put forward by the
English — and thoroughly Calvinist - poet John Milton in 1649, who argued that standardized
prayers constrain the individual's thoughts and his freedom of expression. Keane argues that
Milton’s liberal and distinctly Protestant charge against pre-formulated (Catholic) prayers can be
conceived of as an expression of a particular ‘semiotic ideology’ in which “submitting to discursive
forms is not only a theological error or an affront of God: it threatens to undermine the agency
proper to humans” (ibid.2). This semiotic ideology came into being as a part of the Protestant
Reformers’ iconoclasm and critique of the comprehensive Catholic church institution. It dictates
that agency cannot be invested in material things, as agency is a property of human subjects only.
According to Keane it is this Protestant semiotic ideology that underpins Latour’s ‘modern
constitution’ and what Keane calls ‘the moral narrative of modernity’ (ibid.5). Because modernity,
Keane argues, centers precisely on the idea of the subject being emancipated from material

constraints:

[M]odernity is, or ought to be, a story of human liberation from a host of false
beliefs and fetishisms that undermine freedom (...) Briefly, in this narrative,
progress is not only a matter of improvements in technology, economic well-
being, or health, but also, and perhaps above all, about human emancipation and
self-mastery. If in the past, humans were in thrall to illegitimate rulers, rigid
traditions, and unreal fetishes, as they become modern, they realize the true

character of human agency. (Keane 2007, 5-6)

Modernity is, in other words, about emancipating the subject from constraints caused by earlier
(i.e. Catholic) inclinations to ascribe power to objects and materials (ie. ‘unreal fetishes’). Keane
suggests that even if it is often argued that it was Enlightenment philosophy that grounded morality
in autonomy and thereby made the distinction between subject and object necessary (ibid.13), the
moral narrative of modernity bears just as much on religious — and specifically Protestant —
conceptions (ibid.14). It is due to the Protestant emphasis on emancipating the individual subject

from anything that may constrain its capability of self-transformation that the modern work of

% A semiotic ideology is according to Keane what directs the sorting out of proper relations among, and boundaries
between, words, things, and subjects, and especially, how agency is distributed.
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purification becomes necessary. In this perspective, the modern narrative is in continuation with a
Protestant conception of agency, freedom and the subject.

Convergences between Protestant and modern (including anthropological) ideas about
individualism and agency have been noted, interrogated and challenged in other anthropological
discussions of Christianity (Asad 2007; Cannell, n.d.; 2005; Bialecki and Daswani 2015; Bialecki,
Haynes, and Robbins 2008). Hence, in an early review article of the emerging field of anthropology
of Christianity, Bialecki, Haynes and Robbins (2008) observe a tendency within the literature to
focus on how Christianity can serve as both “a vector for modernity and as counter-narrative to
modernity” (ibid.1151). By this they mean that Christianity is either described as a force of
modernity in cultures that have recently converted to Christianity, bringing with it an
individualizing effect that (may or may not) displace more relational, non-modern worldviews, or
as representing an anti-modern, distinctively conservative stance, in societies where Christian
communities are positioned in opposition to more liberal forces (ibid.). Two ethnographies of
Christian communities in Denmark (Borish 2004; Buckser 1996) tackles this connection between
Christianity and modernity head on, and in both cases Christianity is rather explicitly posited as
being a vector for modernity. Andrew Buckser (1996) opens his ethnography of the Danish Island
of Mors by the empty church of Galtrup: This church, he writes, was once full of people and
religious fervor, but by 1992 it was mostly empty and in risk of permanent closure. Buckser uses
Galtrup church as an entry point for describing a presumed decline in religiosity among the Danes.
Such a decline is not exclusive to Denmark, Buckser writes, and has commonly been explained by
so-called secularization theory that has posited that the process of modernization would eventually
diminish religious institutions (ibid.2) As many others in the 1990ies, Buckser was dissatisfied with
this theory, as religion did not, in fact, seem to fade away, but was rather reemerging full force in
Western societies. Like Susan Harding (2001), who undertook an anthropological study of
conservative Americans in the early 1990ies due to her surprise of the force with which they had
suddenly reemerged in the US public, Buckser sets out to study why religion had indeed #o#
disappeared on this Danish Island. However, his study was not motivated by an increase of public
religion in Denmark — in fact, quite the opposite. Because at first glance, he writes, a study of
Denmark seems indeed to confirm the secularization theory: Denmark and Scandinavia generally
appear to epitomize progressive, modern, secular society”: “For most writers, Denmark offers a
shining example of the relationship between the rise of modern society and the decline of religion”

(ibid.226), he writes. However, this picture is not, in fact, accurate, Buckser argues, because even if

26 “With their superbly functioning welfare states, their unusually well-educated population, their high-technology
industry, their commitment to racial and sexual equality, and their embrace of rationalism in government, Denmark
and its neighbors embody both the aspirations and the fears of modern Western social reformers” (ibid. 226).

52



regular church attendance is low, most Danes are — now as then — members of the Danish Church
and most life-rituals such as marriage and funerals are undertaken in the church (ibid.227).”
Secularization theory, Buckser suggests, could probably describe this either as a last hold-out of
religion that will eventually be diminished or as an intentional critique of and resistance to
secularism. But Buckser finds none of those explanations plausible, as the religious communities
he found at Mors neither rejected secular society nor the natural sciences — they, in fact, embraced
modernity in many ways (ibid.229). What Buckser eventually concludes is that secularization theory
has gotten wrong what religion on Mors is all about: it is not about an irrational belief in a
supernatural divine that is at odds with the wotldview offered by the modern/secular/natural
sciences. Rather, Buckser argues that religion is a way of making sense of oneself as well as of the
social relations one must navigate (Buckser’s book is from 1996 - the highpoint of social
constructivist explanations of religion!). This, he argues, is something anthropologists studying
non-Western society have always known: religion is about social classification and identity
(ibid.223). And in Denmark, Buckser argues, it is Christianity — more precisely a certain kind of
Christianity that emerged in 19" century Denmark spearheaded by the poet and pastor N.F.S
Grundtvig — that has shaped the identity of the Danish population as distinctively modern. Buckser
offers a historical contextualization to explain this: when the social upheavals of the 19™ century
challenged the old social order, causing the social classification system that had organized life on
Mors and in Denmark more generally to lay in disarray, a new, modern social order was developed
that entailed more social mobility and egalitarianism. How were Morsingboere to make sense of
this new order and their place in it? Buckser argues that it was certain Christian movements that
offered them a view of the Christian individual, community and nation, which gave the inhabitants
on Mors, and Danes more generally, a framework within which to understand the cultural, political
and social power and mobility they suddenly had (ibid.236). It gave them, Buckser argues, ‘a new
picture of themselves’ (ibid.235). Hence, according to Buckser, religion on Mors is in fact deeply
interrelated with the production of the modern, secular, nation state and its subjects. In his
ethnography of the Danish Folk High Schools, which were also established under the influence of
N.F.S Grundtvig’s ideas, Steven Borish (2004) offers a similar argument. Like Buckser — but
perhaps in an even more explicit praise of Danish society” - Borish argues that Denmark’s
successful and surprisingly non-violent transition to modern society in the 19" century heavily

relied on Christianity, and especially Grundtvigianism. I will have occasion to return to Grundtvig’s

27 This combination of high church membership rates and low church attendance have been described as the
“Scandinavian Paradox”.

28 In fact, it is worth taking note of how these two accounts of Danish modernity and moderate Christianity are both
produced by North Americans who explicitly frame their interest in Denmark by comparing it to the US where we get
the impression that both Christianity and modernity has gone awry.
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influence on Danish identity and self-perception (in especially chapter 3) and to the portrait of a
secularized Protestantism in Denmark, that has not been eradicated by secularization but rather
underpins it. This is indeed also the narrative that many of my intetlocutors in the Church has
provided me with. Christianity has not gone away as predicted by secularization theory but neither
has it, as in the cases described by Harding and others gone public. Rather it has been privatized
and secularized, living on as implicit cultural values. However, the climate crisis, as I will show,
brings some of my interlocutors to argue that perhaps this withdrawal has been a mistake — perhaps
the Church ought to indeed be more public, more political even, in order to make a difference in
a time of crisis.

As a last contextualizing move, I bring in discussions about crisis, change, and continuity
in the anthropology of Christianity, as I here have found a way of attending to how the climate
crisis incites both projects of destabilizing and reconceptualizing the distinctions and relations of

the world, and of retaining them.

Crisis, Change and Continuity

Joel Robbins (2007¢) has suggested that, historically, anthropologists have tended to look for what
is reproduced, what continuous, rather than what changes in the societies they studied (ibid.).
Whereas sociologists were assigned the task of describing the changes and developments of and in
industrialized societies, anthropologists were dedicated to studying the enduring cultural patterns
of other societies that had not undergone the revolutions that Euro-American countries had
(ibid.10). Hence, many ‘traditional” anthropological theoties have, according to Robbins, had social
reproduction at their core (ibid.). Anthropologists of such bends would approach people's tales
about their experiences of radical change — for example as an effect of colonization and
missionization - with a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ (ibid.12), which entailed that a successful
analysis was one that could show how old ideas and structures lived on underneath the supposed
change (ibid.). This rested on a foundational anthropological assumption about how cosmological
and religious structures are so deep-seated in cultures that new kind of events are interpreted in
accordance with them. However, Robbins wanted to conceive of the Urapmin, whom he did
fieldwork among in the early 1990ies, in another way. The Urapmin had begun to convert to
Christianity in the 1960ies and in the 1970ies they experienced a charismatic revival; they began to
“feel God in their bodies” as they explained to Robbins. According to their collective memory,
everything had changed during a revival in 1977. Rather than pursuing an interpretation of what
persisted in Urapmin culture in the face of what the Urapmin themselves described as a radical

change, Robbins took their experience to be a challenge to anthropological theories of cultural

54



reproduction. Robbins intervention produced the concept of ‘rupture’, which since has become an
influential concept in the anthropology of Christianity as “a term that both describes Christian
experience and unsettles anthropological modes of representation” (Simon Coleman in D. Lemons
et al. 2022, 528).

While this development in anthropological theorizing happened by taking actors’ categories

(13

‘seriously’, Robbins argues that such conceptualizations of radical change eventually “wandered a
bit from the actors’ categories that first stimulated their development” (Robbins 2020, 32). In his
more recent work (2020), Robbins therefore offers the theological concept of ‘interruption’ as
another alternative to the continuity-thinking he previously attributed to anthropological thinking.
This alternative came from Robbins encounter not with his Urapmin interlocutors, but with his
theological ones. Referring to the work of theologian Johann Metz, Robbins writes that "the shortest
definition of religion is interruption” (ibid.43). To convert to Christianity (perhaps again and again)
entails what another theologian, Eberhard Jiingel calls an elemental interruption in the self's way
of reproducing itself (Jingel in Robbins 2022, 44). When God reveals himself to a person — when
God steps “in between me and myself”’- the person is suddenly thrown into reconsidering how he
or she understands himself and the life she leads. This kind of interruption involves a risk: the
subject might cease to exist as it cannot go on as it has usually done. In other words, this kind of
interruption — the interruption caused by revelation - requires of the self to renew itself. According
to Jungel, human beings are — by God - created to be interrupted — by God - and they can therefore
let themselves be interrupted without fear of non-being. They can, in fact, expect rebirth, as
interruption entails that some of what was dead can be resurrected.

To Robbins the main affordances of employing a concept of ‘interruption’ rather than one
of ‘rupture’, is that interruption involves a way of attending to how the end of something might
also imply the beginning of something else (ibid.51). Hence, in situations of radical change, ends
and beginnings are interconnected. Employed as an anthropological concept, ‘interruption’ would
point more towards a future than ‘rupture’ does, Robbins argues. In a similar intervention, Naomi
Richman and Derrick Lemons (2022) suggest replacing ‘rupture’ with ‘repait’, so as to be able to
attend to how in situations of change, people “seek to restore a sense of wholeness - within
themselves, their communities, with God(s) or the cosmos at large” (Richman and Lemons 2022,
337).

Jon Bialecki (2014) indirectly offers another model of continuity and change at play in
Christianity. Drawing on Deleuze’s idea of the virtual and the actual, Bialecki suggests conceiving
of Christianity as a specific, yet flexible ‘diagram’ that allows for the (re-)actualizations of a specific

set of virtual problems (Bialecki 2017). In James Bielo’s apt recap (2017), Bialecki suggests
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conceiving of Christianity “as a virtual field defined by problems that require actualization” (Bielo
2017, 134).” Problems should in this context not be understood as jigsaw puzzles that can be
solved once and for all, Bielo explains, but are rather like “steady churning engines, keeping
religions in motion by continually producing new formations. In turn, phenomena like the dizzying
plurality of global Christianities (and their attendant range of beliefs, practices, and institutions) are
all attempts to resolve a shared bundle of virtual problems” (ibid.). According to Bialecki, the
formation of different denominations, for example, can be seen as “different and differing
solutions to an insistent Christian problematic” (2014)*, namely that Christianity in its own
understanding cannot be fully realized in any concrete instantiation as it is supposed to transcend
the mundane world and the interests embedded in it. However, whenever it is sought organized,
institutionalized, it cannot completely escape the world and the mundane interests that define it ().
In a similar vein but within a very different theoretical universe, Webb Keane (2007) suggests that
Christianity’s ‘restlessness’ — its tendency to continuously produce new reform and revival
movements at an extraordinary pace — derives from a recurring conflict between “purifying projects
of transcendence” and then counter movements toward “materialization” (ibid. 41). Like Bialecki,
Keane argues that Christianity is not made from scratch in every new locale, as conflicts like the
one just mentioned, cuts across any particular instantiation of Christianity, but that transformation,
nonetheless always remains a ‘lurking possibility’, due to the sense of revival and reform that is at
the heart of Protestantism - even in its most routinized and institutional forms (ibid. 50).

This restlessness, this capacity for renewal and variation, is also what Bialecki draws

attention to with his idea of Christianity as a constant actualization of the same set of problems:

29 Bialecki devices this theoretical model to account for the great variety of Christianities in the world while still leaving
open the possibility of speaking of Christianity as an object. Bialecki is doing so in a response to an assertion made by
Joel Robbins at the very outset of establishing an anthropology of Christianity, namely that such a new field of study,
dedicated to the study of communities that perceive themselves to be Christian, should not be too preoccupied with
the question of what Christianity zs. Robbins asserted in 2003 that “[t|here are many kinds of Christianity, and when
the number of different kinds is multiplied by the number of different situations in which they have been spread and
the number of different cultures to which people have adopted them, it is hard to escape the conclusion that at best
we are dealing with Christianities rather than with Christianity, and that at worst these Christianities really have rather
little in common with one another” (2003: 193). Years into the life of the new discipline, Robbins’ agnosticism towards
the question of what Christianity is, has been taken up, and deemed insufficient by, among others, Bialecki (2012).
Bialecki argues that perhaps there is something to be said about how we may conceive of something called
“Christianity”, and he does so by proposing the idea of “virtual Christianity”.

30 Bialecki (2014) compares the sociological and the anthropological engagements with denominations. On the one
hand, he delineates sociological theories of denominations, inherited from Weber, Troeltsch, and Tonnies, that
delineate a standardized life-cycle of denominations, involving growth, schisms, splits, new growth, institutionalization
and then new schisms (ibid.). On the other hand, Bialecki finds anthropological accounts of denominations which
display “a dizzyingly diverse view of the capacities and forms that these movements can take as well as of the way in
which they can be combinatorially articulated with other entities—including not just other denominations but also the
state” (2014, p194). Bialecki argues that these two views of denominations as either developing according to certain
schemas or as something unpredictable and heterogenous can be reconciled by casting Christianity as a diagram that
renders certain actualizations of the virtual possible. A diagram, in Bialecki’s rendition of Delanda’s evocation of it, is
the coordinates for a “space of play” (ibid. 311). There may be, then, a dizzying array of denominations, various
actualizations of the virtual, but they are all the outcome of a specific diagramme.
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every time the same unsolvable problem is iterated, actualized, in a new situation, under new

circumstance, something new may happen:

This play of a continual break that yet harkens back to a still-insisting problematic
means that at some level, we could grasp these instances of repetition as moments
of open potentiality, of various ways forward that rise up and are delineated by

2

the “event

that it is realized in. (Bialecki 2012)

of the juxtaposition of both the problematic and the circumstances

It is, in other words, a repetition of the kind Matt Tomlinson (2014) attributes to Seren
Kierkegaard: every repetition involves the risk of failure and potential for change (see also Butler
1997 for a similar concept of repetition). This can be thought of as evolution without a specific
telos, a constant expanding on an original impetus: a set of unsolvable problems (ibid.196).” As
Simon Coleman (Coleman 2019a) points out, Bialecki’s theory carries resemblances with Marshall
Sahlins’ idea of ‘active history’ (ibid. 185), in the sense that Christianity is delineated as a tradition
in which new iterations of old problems require constant re-engagement and resolution whenever
it is confronted with the new.

When I began my research on the Danish Church, my supetvisor Cecilie Rubow, who has
been studying the Church for decades, appreciated the way I got carried away by the passionate
debate and seemingly irreconcilable positions inside the Church, but she also said that in her
experience all new issues have to pass through the same “mill”: every new challenge is referred
back to a set of basic problems and a grid of positions within the Church. Whenever the Danish
Church encounters new specific problems — such as for example the question of gay marriage or
of green transitioning — such problems quickly become hinged on well-known, more fundamental
problems, such as that of the relation between the state and the church (which I treat in chapter 1
and 3), between politics and religion (chapter 2), or between dialectic and contextual theology
(chapter 5).

What I find in all these suggestions about Christian change and continuity, is an idea of ‘the
new’ as something whose newness is negotiated in dialogue with that which already is. What
Bialecki and Robbins describe — in each their very different ways — is that people make sense of
what happens by way of a compass already at hand - but a compass that is flexible enough to point
in different directions, as well as to have its magnetic field slightly re-attuned. It is a way of thinking
about change that at once takes into account that convention is part and parcel of social life, but

that it not so fixed that it cannot be altered and give way to new inventions.
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Rubow further posits, that in regard to the Danish Church “[i]t is especially in ¢risis
situations that an observer can gain insight into the kind of tensions that exist, and how they
escalate and are minimized” (Rubow 2011b, 8) [my emphasis]. Crisis, in other words, brings
positions and tensions to the fore. Joseph Webster (2019) suggests something similar when he
suggests that denominational conflicts are a privileged site for studying how Christians reformulate
theological concerns in institutional and material forms. Denominational conflicts, Webster
suggests, often entail “elaborate theological claims and counter-claims through which people
reflexively conceptualize ‘tradition’ or ‘the past’, ‘freedom’ or ‘constraint” (ibid.1005). During my
fieldwork this was indeed the case during the first months of the covid pandemic where church
actors were in great disagreement about how the Church ought to act (as discussed in the above).
This also spurred theological disputes about the scope of communion — could it take place between
people who were only connected through the computer? Disagreements came on full public
display, and the fact that church actors also disagreed over who could and should make the call —
who is, really, in charge of the Church? — dragged the conflicts out.

In STS studies the terms ‘breakdown’ and ‘inversion’ are used to describe how
infrastructures — those “technologies and arrangements that, by design and by habit, tend to fade
into the woodwork” (Bowker and Star, 1999) — only become visible upon failure. When working,
infrastructures are simply ‘what facilitates the flow of other things’ (Larkin 2013); they are the
invisible background upon which what really matters take place. As Blok, Nakazora, og Winthereik
(2016) write, infrastructural breakdowns perform a kind of “naturally occurring infrastructural
inversion™: as infrastructures fail to work, they become visible, open to inquiry.

I find this connection between breakdown and visibility to be useful to think with in the
case of the Church and climate crisis: the climate crisis can be conceived of as an infrastructural
breakdown (Bowker and Star 2000) where the institutional, material, but also epistemological and
moral infrastructures come to the fore. Combined with Robbins’, Keane’s, and Bialecki’s
theorizations of change delineated in the above, I suggest that such situations hold potential for
change: breakdowns functions as interruptions that incite people to look at themselves anew, and
potentially begin a process of critique and repair. Reinhardt Koselleck has famously pointed out

the connection between ‘crisis’ and ‘critique’:

“From Reinhardt Koselleck’s Critique and Crisis, we learn that critique emerges
in ancient Athens as the jurisprudential term ssis. Nearly untranslatable from
the holistic Greek context to our much more compartmentalized one, Arisis,
integrates polis rupture, tribunal, knowledge, judgment, and repair at the same time that it

links subject and object in practice. Krisis refers to a specific work of the polis on itself
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— a practice of sifting, sorting, judging, and repairing what has been rent by a

citizen violation of polis law or order.” (Brown 2013, 3)

I take the climate crisis to be a crisis that has exactly that effect in the Danish Church: a situation
in which something has been rent and must analysed, judged and ultimately repaired. When the
Church begin to ponder climate change, its material, spiritual, epistemological and organizational
infrastructures become visible in a new way, open to critique and repair. This makes it possible for
church actors as well as the researcher to see aspects of the Church that most often goes unnoticed
— suddenly, the ‘heart of the church’, as one energy consultant said to me, as we entered the
basement of a church building to audit its energy use, is as much the oil burner as the altar. As an
effect of such infrastructural inversions, churches and windmills, Jesus and microbes, tombstones
and heat pumps are exhibited as being intimately — and awkwardly — related. Hence, in the midst
of a crisis, this thesis takes the opportunity to take a fresh look at church life.

I also show, however, how dealing with the problem of climate crisis actualized other,
already established problems within the Church and the tensions inherent to them. I show how
church actors come to question, defend, undo, and resettle the distinctions that organize the
Church when such distinctions in one moment seem the very impediment to mitigating climate
change and in another the only key. Hence, in this thesis I show that ‘the modern constitution’ is
still very much at work in the Church, but so are efforts of ‘ecologizing’ (Latour), of destabilizing
boundaries and mixing what was previously considered separate. Hence, I argue that the climate
crisis does to Christianity and the Church what the world has always done to it: it makes it
reinterpret its own sources and tradition, grabbling with the same problems over and over again,

causing schisms, reformations, and new inventions.

A Contrapuntal Imagination

In an interview about her approach to anthropology Marilyn Strathern states that for her doing
anthropology is about ‘arriving at a good description” (Bori¢ 2010). And according to Strathern,
good descriptions are not driven by abstract theoretical schemas, and neither should they take them
as their end goal. Rather, anthropology is about finding the right vocabulary — and thus the right
concepts - with which to describe something (ibid.281). The vocabulary used in anthropological
descriptions, Strathern argues, “is a solution to a problem”. It is a way for the anthropologist to
best possibly expound someone’s view of the world to those people who do not speak their
language (ibid.). During the process of working on this project, the concept of counterpoint has

appeared as the best possible solution to how best to describe what I was faced with in the Church,
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when I went there to understand how it grappled with the problem of climate change.
Counterpoint, then, is not a theory that explains what goes on, but a concept — an ’image of thought’
- with which I can arrive at a good description. It is, in Casper Bruun Jensen’s vocabulary, the way
I have come to give shape to my materials as an effect of the research process itself and the
encounters it has brought me - with people in the Church as well as in the literature. It is, as such
a concept that emerged through the research process, and that has eventually come to serve as a
companion concept also in the writing up of this thesis.

In his novel Point Counter Point (Huxley 1928) the English writer and philosopher Aldous
Huxley makes use of contrapuntal composition. This for example comes to show on the first five
pages of the novel, which depicts the character Walter Bidlake as he leaves his home to attend a
party. His girlfriend is reluctant to let him go, as she fears that he is involved with another woman
and that she might be losing him. And she is, in fact, because Walter has indeed met another woman
and is eager to get out of the door to escape the desperate grip of his girlfriend and be instead in
the company of Lucy. But he is aware of his treachery and for five long pages we are invited into
his thoughts as they oscillate between blaming himself, blaming his wife, turning over the matter
in his mind, reaching and leaving different conclusions by way of evoking various relational
commitments and betrayals. It is a dizzying almost exhausting read as Walter flicks and spins
positions and intentions in a manner where it seems any conclusion can be countered by another.

My experience of doing fieldwork in the Danish Church has been akin to the experience
of reading Point Counter Point: every time a conclusion was presented to me by one interlocutor,
another one would say the opposite. A graduate student in religious studies, who had written her
master thesis on the organization Green Church, told me that she had had a similar experience and
that she had struggled to make section headers in her thesis, because it seemed that any header
could also be the reverse, state, in fact, the opposite. And it is not just that any matter has multiple
renderings, but also that being able to take into account counterpoints seems to be something akin
to a virtue in the Church. In my experience, anytime a statement is made about something within
the Church, it is made with an awareness of there being multiple other interpretations and opinions.

I suggest that the compositional technique of counterpoint is an especially apt figure for
capturing how the different voices in the Church counter each other; how they do not align but
take up positions that are opposite to, but not separate from, each other; how they all understand
themselves to contribute to the same unity, while continuously pulling it in different directions.
Although I do not understand exactly what happens when the different melodic lines in a note sheet
for a contrapuntal composition moves up and down together or apart, responding to each other

by way of ‘inversion’ or ‘imitation’, or by temporarily following each other, I do recognize it in my
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material: In the Church there are a great many melodies playing at the same times, responding to
each other, diverging, intertwining, moving through harmonic encounters as well as through
dissonance. If internal disagreement has a tendency to lead to denominational schisms in some
Christian communities, the propensity for disagreement within the Danish Church seems to be
contained within the institutional form. To make room for difference and disagreement is, as I will
attend to in later chapters, praised as paramount values in the organizational ethos of the Church.
It is telling, perhaps, that the title of a book published by a small group of theologians and pastors
within the Church, who did not accept Luther’s doctrines wholesale, was “Is there room for us?”
(Hojlund, Hornemann Kragh, and Jacobsen 2022). They did, in other words, not consider leaving
the Church, but argued within a well-established discourse in the Church, namely that of the
Church as ‘spacious’ (rummelzg). To disagree with the basic doctrines of the Danish People’s Church
did not result in a schism but rather in a negotiation of how wide the span of convictions within
the Church could be. Contrapuntal dialogues are something quite different from outright conflict
leading to fatal schisms, as the voices also support and depend on each other even in situations of
dissonance. I regard this as a polyphony of different voices in a contrapuntal composition, moving
in and out of each other by way of echoing, imitating, altering, and inverting each other.

I am, however, not only interested in the variation but also in the patterning. Even if there
is a lot of variation — a polyphony of theological, liturgical, practical, and organizational perspectives
and practices — there is also an order to it — a ‘well-ordered anarchy’ to keep with my interlocutors’
self-description. My material conveys a Danish Church that is full of different voices that speak in
different registers, keys, and about different things, but that are all dedicated to the same unity,
namely #he unity of the Church.

The concept of counterpoint evokes an image of something that encompasses unity and
diversity, separate, yet also related voices. So is the Church that I encountered: a composition of
diverging and converging voices that together form - and are formed by - a unity, even if it is not
one of harmony. I will attend to these two dynamics — relating and separating, unity and diversity -

in one last framing of the account I offer in this thesis.

Relating and Separating in an Ecological Mess

Overall, my account is defined by an attention to the dynamics of separating and relating, and
how the acknowledgement of human induced climate crisis incites people in the Church to
reconsider and — potentially - reconfigure the entities and relations that they understand the world
to be made up of. Latour’s theory of modernity and his thesis about what the environmental crisis
confronts it with, frames my interrogation of what happens as the Church acknowledges climate

change as a crisis that has to do with how humans organize - materially as well as epistemologically
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- their societies. I find it a particularly productive frame, given that the Christian (but also non-
Christian) church actors that this thesis is about, often are ascribed a position right at the center of
the ‘modern constitution’.

In her most recent book, Marilyn Strathern (2020) argues that as a response to the current

2 ¢

“ecological mess”, “[a]n academic consensus of a sorts in today’s world is that its inhabitants must
more than ever understand the relations that compose it” (2020, 167). What Strathern points out,
is that many people today — anthropologists among them, and, I would add, some of those people
I 'have met in the Danish Church - who are concerned with the present ecological crisis, argue for
an increased attention to, cultivation of, and even reinventions of relations. Relations between
human and non-humans, between people in the Global North and the Global South, behavior and
its effect on the environment, and so on. The increase in temperatures, the extinction of species,
and the catastrophic weather phenomena are posited as complex problems, emerging from a

multiplicity of relations, but also from a neglect of acknowledging them, caring for them. Strathern

writes:

Those who have acquired a new sense of the fragility of the world as an ideo-
bio-physical-social ~entity, articulate the new demand to grasp the
interdependence of beings and entities of all kinds. (...) How can we not be
reading, Skafish (2014: 30) implies, apropos one academic dispute, but “in light
of an ecological crisis demanding reinventing the relations between human and

nonhuman’? (Strathern 2020,.168)

But Strathern also writes that while there might be a desire and a need for acknowledging the
relations that compose today’s world, the concept of “relations” that Euro-Americans have at their
disposal needs careful scrutinization. As Strathern shows us, it comes with a certain baggage and
makes the world in particular ways. More specifically, what Strathern shows in her exposition of
the concept of ‘relation’ (and the expositional work it itself does for Euro-Americans) is that it
entails a cosmology of entities-plus-relations (ibid.7). Hence, to evoke relational images always also
entails separating out the related things form each other.

Concerned also with the modern epistemology of Euro-Americans, Latour inverts, so to
speak, this image. According to him, moderns are not first and foremost obsessed with relating,
but rather with separating. Moderns, he argues, seek to order the world through ‘the work of
purification’, as discussed earlier. The modern constitution is upheld by parceling things out into
their proper domains (ibid.13). “By all means”, the moderns seem to say, “let us not mix up
knowledge, interest, justice and power. Let us not mix up heaven and earth, the global stage and

the local scene, the human and the nonhuman” (ibid.2-3). Hence, while Strathern highlights that
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even as Buro-Americans seek to relate things closer, they also — sometime unwillingly - separate
them, Latour highlights how the modern inclination to purify entails a continuous breeding of
hybrids. It might be that the newspaper is parted up in sections corresponding to the pure
categories of “Politics”, “Culture”, “Economy”, but the stories and phenomena that sprawl across
the pages, evidently cross such sections wildly. If carefully attended to, they are “hybrids”,
constituted by a mix of those things that the so-called moderns try to separate out from each other.
Strathern deals with “BEuro-Americans,” “Anglophone,” or “Naturalists”, Latour with “the
moderns”, but they are concerned with delineating the same epistemological regime, deriving from
the Enlightenment where they both begin their accounts and particularly from the scientific
revolution and social philosophy developed in this period of Anglophone history. This was when
what Latour — inspired by Whitehead — calls ‘the bifurcation of nature’ was achieved, and when a
particular way of thinking about kinship and knowledge emerged, as Strathern (2020) argues, which
delineated ‘modern society’ as one populated by bounded individuals, whose relations to each other
were external to themselves, not defining for their identity (ibid.37).

Both Strathern and Latour are concerned with describing a specific epistemological regime,
but whereas Strathern makes no claims as to whether there is something that is more “real” than
what Euro-Americans presuppose as they articulate their world, its entities and relations, Latour is
in the business of ontologizing. He suggests that the categories, domains, and bounded entities that
moderns purify into being, do not exist as such, but are continuously enacted and reenacted in
ways that could be otherwise. However, what we learn from both Latour and Strathern about the
heirs of the Enlightenment - the Moderns in Latour’s vocabulary, or the Euro-Americans in
Strathern’s - is that they are persistently caught up with #he dynamics of relating and separating entities out
from each other”. They do not dwell in a wotld of imbroglios, of entities only being the appearances
of relations (Gell 1992), but continuously make distinctions, identifying what it is that is mixed
together, related, and entangled. As both Latour (1993) and Strathern (2020) suggest, the ecological
crisis disturbs this work, inciting an attention to how things are related, how they are and perhaps
ought not to be as detached from each other as they have thought to be within the modern period.
Here I particularly take my clue from Strathern’s suggestion to not rest with, to not unreflectively
accept, present formulations of relating but to attend to the very many things implied by the term
and the baggage it comes with in terms of doing as much separating work as that of relating.
Inspired by Strathern’s observation of a heightened sensibility towards relationality and of efforts

at relating things tighter, I attend to how the acknowledgment of climate change incites projects of

32 It is important to note here that Strathern is careful to note that even if what she is describing is distinctively
Anglophone, it does not preclude the possibility of it being defining features of other worlds to.
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relating — but then also, separation - in the Church. I argue that actors in the Church do indeed
carry out projects that aims at decreasing the distance between things such as the domains of
religion and politics (chapter 2), the Church and the State (chapter 3), the material and the
immaterial (chapter 4) between the human and the nonhuman (chapter 5), God and the world
(chapter 2 & 5). But I a/so attend to how such projects do not on/y entail bringing things closer to
each other, but also entails separating them:

I conceptualize these continuous efforts of separating and relating, always doing both at

the same time, as contrapuntal movements. 1 urge you to listen for them as we move through this thesis.

Unity and Diversity — the Contrapuntal Church

Two calls co-exist when it comes to what is needed from the discipline of anthropology in a time
of global climate crisis: one is for the furthering of ho/isnz (Hylland Eriksen 2020), the other for the
turthering of particularism (Crate and Nuttall 2023). Holism is called for based on an
acknowledgment of the all-encompassing nature of the climate crisis; everything is indeed related
in this ecological mess and rather than treating things isolated we ought to reckon with the
relatedness of the world (ie. Strathern 2020, 167). The call for particularism is based on an
acknowledgment of the situatedness of peoples’ lives, their particular cosmologies, worldviews or
‘worldmaking projects’, as Crate and Nuttall (2023) call it. There is no ‘one size fits all’, when it
comes to making changes in the face of climate change, and it is pertinent to pay close attention to
the situatedness of this global phenomenon. While Anna Tsing encourages us to listen for
polyphony rather than a simple beat, in order to let go of an overarching narrative about what she
calls the patchy Anthopocene, I suggest that the paradox she is describing of thinking about a
situation at once as a totality azd as something in which the parts do not all fit together, can be
captured by the figure of counterpoint. Because it does in fact not seem to be quite right when
Tsing states that it was only in genres of music that superseded polyphonic baroque composition that
unity was the goal. In fact, the polyphonic — and therefore - contrapuntal compositions of the
Baroque period in music was as much about unity as it was about diversity (Davidsson 2002). To
compose and perform polyphonic music was, according to astronomer Johannes Kepler, an

expression of the cosmic order and flow of time:

Thus it is no longer surprising that Man, aping his Creator, has at last found a
method of singing in harmony which was unknown to the ancients, so that he
might play, that is to say, the perpetuity of the whole of cosmic time in some
brief fraction of an hour, by the artificial concert of several voices, and taste up

to a point the satisfaction of God his Maker in His works by a most delightful
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sense of pleasure felt in this imitator of God, Music.” (Cited in Davidsson 2002,

79)

Similarly, in his Harmonologia musica (1702) German organist Andreas Werckmeister was
captivated by the “curious harmonies” of counterpoint and its mysterious properties that were
“nearly beyond the understanding of men” (Yearsley 2002, 18). The movements of voices in
invertible counterpoint, Werckmeister writes, are similar to those of the planets and contrapuntal
composition therefore mirrors the workings of the divinely created universe — it is “a mirror of
nature and God’s order” (ibid.). Johannes Bach is renowned for being one of the most sophisticated
composers of counterpoint. With his contrapuntal compositions, Bach was, according to Gaines,
“attempting to come as close as anyone had come before to the celestial music of a divinely ordered
universe, the very music of Creation” (Gaines 2005).

Even though this description of the search for unity challenges Tsing’s claim to the
opposite in Baroque music, it nonetheless supports her argument about how to approach the
‘patchy Anthropocene’ quite well. In the cosmology conveyed through contrapuntal composition
in the Baroque, the cosmos is both about diversity and unity. The music is driven forward by
independent voices, moving like planets in their own orbits, but together they express an order, a
cosmic unity. This is not, however, an order of homogeneity, but a unity of difference. Each of the
“voices” perform their own melodic lines, but they also enter into dialogue with each other, react
and response to each other, sometimes supporting each other in harmony, and sometimes by
crashing into dissonance threatening for a moment the sense of unity.

This, I contend, is an apt image for (re)describing what church actors themselves call ‘the
well-ordered anarchy’ it is a unity - and cherished for being so - that has an order, but the function
of the order is to protect the freedom to diverge. There is, in other words, a valuing of the tension
between order and freedom, unity and diversity, and an attempt to always have both in mind. As
such, using contrapuntal composition as analytical prism in-fold into the very writing of the thesis
a metaphor also apt for describing the Danish People’s Church in itself. Hence, I evoke the figure
of counterpoint as a concept - an ‘image of thought’ (Viveiros de Castro in Strathern 2020, x) —
that I was brought to redescribe the Church with, in order to explicate what was at stake for it as

it tried to change itself — but not too much — in the face of climate change.

Ethics and Positioning

One of the things that characterizes the anthropologist’s research imagination, is that her discipline
acknowledges the professional experience of research as also a thoroughly personal one. The

anthropologist is her own instrument, as it is commonly said, and whatever insights her fieldwork
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elicits, they are the effect of concrete encounters between herself and other people. Hence, as a
final step in this introduction, I offer a few reflections on how certain positions and ethical
considerations on my behalf also took part in the production of the anthropological description I

offer in this thesis.
Fieldwork at Home - the Familiar and the Strange

Dear Steffen. I am writing to you from ‘the field’. But I am also writing to you
from my desk with a view of my backyard in Nerrebro that I have looked out on
every day for the past 14 years of my life. In a few moments, my daughter will
arrive home with my mother, meatballs will be prepared and the limits to face
painting will be discussed. In other words, I find myself in the middle of everyday
life as it also looked a month ago, when I first "went on fieldwork". I'm pondering
what this implies about the state of "doing field work" that I am in. Because 1
don't exactly immerse myself in anyone else's everyday life - which is what I have
always thought fieldwork was basically all about? - and when I finally immerse
myself in something it is abruptly punctuated by family obligations, practical
tasks, and conversations with acquaintances that, to put it mildly, have no traces
of Christianity. At the same time, even listening to friends' and family members’
reflections on the ethics of oat milk and air travel puts me in fieldwork-mode. 1
now observe closely my own reactions to political statements in the newspaper
and suddenly find that even Morten Messerschmidt's [national conservative MP]
views on “Danish values” are interesting and worth taking note of. And what - I
find myself asking - is going on in the church next to the playground where I
have spent lots of time in recent years without paying any attention to the
imposing building? In other words, I am constantly on fieldwork, while
simultaneously struggling with the feeling of it not being intense or strange

enough. - Letter to supervisor from the field, March 2020

In the anthropological textbooks, it is often emphasized that an essential component of fieldwork
is to immerse oneself in the field by moving one’s life into it (McGrahanan 2018, 4). I did not move
very far to do fieldwork, but I continued in many ways the everyday life I have with my family. I
agree with McGrahanan that ideally fieldwork is practiced in such a way so that “research and
personal life are [...] interwoven in that they take place in the same domain” (ibid.4). To really
‘grasp the native’s point of view’, one has to at least mimic to live under similar circumstances to
those of one’s interlocutors. However, my interlocutors live in and under various circumstances in
Denmark; they belong to different cultural and social segments, different towns and countrysides.

My field is, as discussed earlier, not in fact defined by either a locality or something that takes the
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form of a community on an everyday basis. Rather, my field is defined by a problem and how it is
dealt with in various ways within a national and highly decentralized organization. And the people
that populate what I have called my field, are those who spend their professional lives (for some,
of course, this is better described as vocation than it is for others) in the Church. I have not
followed people home or intentionally (although obviously conversationally) inquired about their
personal lives; I have, so to speak, left them at the doorstep of the Church institution.

I did not experience a sudden, overwhelming culture shock - such as what anthropologist
can sometimes report on - that interrupted my usual set of coordinates. Not even when I found
myself in church contexts that I otherwise rarely find myself in did the world seem strange. The
kind of church actors I spoke to were in many ways familiar to me — we shared cultural references
and societal concerns. At the same time, of course, what I learned during fieldwork has, in fact,
shaken much of what I thought I knew. But rather than it being an effect of ‘the shock of the new’,
it rather happened in a series of small seismic shakings of what I thought I already knew about
Danish society and the role of Christianity and of the Church. When doing fieldwork in one’s own
society many things seem at first glance recognizable, intuitively interpretable. The ethnographer
understands the language of the field, knows much about its historical, political, geographical, and
cultural context already, and has been confronted, at least peripherally, with the phenomenon under
study perhaps many times during her life. She holds already a certain “cultural intimacy” (Herzfeld
1997). with her field. To embark on fieldwork in such contexts close to home’ thus entails a process

of defamiliarization, of “making the familiar exotic”, as is often said as the other part of the

anthropological maxim “to make the exotic familiar” (Eriksen 2001). Hence, the fieldwork I have
undertaken has to a large extent been a process of undoing my own, already established, analyses.
Our intuitive analyses — what we might also simply call preconceptions, or cultural worldview —
have often become rather automatic and not necessarily geared towards “telling us more than we
knew to ask” (McGrahanan 2018, 7). But to learn more than we knew to ask is exactly what I think
fieldwork is about. Hence, to do fieldwork at in my native (and rather small) country more than
anything requires that we engage with our own preconceptions and the cultural logics they built
on.

In this thesis I try to treat such established understanding, such preconceptions, as the
outcomes of intuitive analyses that can be interrogated and unpacked. The process of unpacking
my preconceptions has been spurred by and intertwined with the process of approaching the object
anew. One of the more concrete things I did to be able to understand what I thought I already

knew, was to subscribe to the (physical) newspaper The Christian Daily (Kristeligt Dagblad) and the

online media platform Kirke.dk that are both widely consulted by church actors. Throughout most
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of my fieldwork, I consulted these media platforms alongside the paper I usually read (the perhaps
least religiously inclined national newspaper in Denmark). I also closed my personal Facebook
account and created an account where I only connected to, and followed people, places, and events
that I understood to be associated with the Church and thus to be more or less part of what I was
constructing as my field. While the corona pandemic was raging outside, and I for a moment had
been banned from any physical encounters with the people I wanted to learn about, my window
onto them and to Danish society at large was for a time primarily these media platforms. This
meant that while society momentarily came to look quite unfamiliar, I added to that unfamiliarity
an extra layer by experiencing it through media platforms that laid out the situation quite differently

from my usual platforms.

Ethical Saturation and Hesitation

According to Joel Robbins (2004), venturing into a field marked by Christianity, entails
encountering an intense preoccupation with what it means to pursue the “good” and the “right”,
and to discern when one might not be doing so. In fact, as Robbins suggests, studies of Christian
lifeworlds almost inescapably summons the scholar to engage with questions of ethics and morality.
In this thesis I combine my anthropological interest in Christianity with an interest in how people
grapple with climate change. And venturing into a study of this topic potentially also entails a
preoccupation with discerning what is “right”, “just” and “unethical” — in the academic literature,
on the researcher’s side and on that of her interlocutors. I have, in other words, journeyed into
terrains heavily marked by ethical projects and positionings.

Crate and Nuttall (2023) draw our attention to two motives for studying local approaches
to and comprehensions of climate change: One is to examine how people reason about the world
in order to find out what to tap into in order to incite them to make changes. The other motive is
to study local knowledges about climate change in order 7 /earn something about how to for
example adapt to environmental changes or how to live in other kinds of relationships with non-
human beings. Crate and Nuttall would probably agree that a study of the national Church of one
of the countries in the world that emits most carbon dioxide per capita holds potential to contribute
to the first of these goals.

One the one hand I agree: it is certainly pertinent to attend to why it is that despite being
highly informed citizens, the Danish population does not look like it will be able to reach any of
the goals that have been set in the hope of halting the lethal curves of global warming. One the
other hand I do not want to frame my study as one that interrogates how people can be so wrong,

how mistaken they are, or as one that only take an interest in them in order to educate or critique
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them. That is not my errand. Rather, I am interested in attending to how actors within the Church
grapple with a lot of difficult dilemmas as they are faced with the demand — and desire — to make
changes in the face of climate change. As Crate and Nuttall also makes us aware, how people
respond to climate change is deeply entangled with the values and visions they have of the “good
life”. When such values and visions clashes with what is required of us to do in the present situation,
I do not think they should be discounted as denial (Norgaard 2011) but rather as dilemmas. The
result is that I in all questions I treat in this thesis, I strive to stay with the dilemmas - ‘stay with the
trouble” (Haraway 2016) - rather than to point out how easily they can be solved from another
perspective. I try to cultivate what Kofoed and Staunzs (2014) describe as ‘an ethics of hesitation’
a strategy that insists that research “also includes an ethical obligation to ‘not be too certain™ (ibid.).
Hence, even if I am concerned about climate change and also has pursued this topic of research
because of this concern, I see my role as an anthropologist to attend to this issue in order to learn
more about it, rather than being able to confirm my own or others’ opinions. I have therefore also
purposefully sought out the dilemmas people in the Church encounter as they deal with the issue,

picking up on why things are never as clear cut as we could wish for as we try to solve a crisis.

Outline of Chapters

The thesis proceeds in five chapters each revolving around a specific approach taken to climate
change mitigation by church actors.

If the relationship between the State and the Church can be conceived of as a marriage —
as it indeed often is - the increasing pressure on and within the Church to respond to climate
change in the years 2020-2022, exposed this marriage to be a very complicated one. This is what I
will show in the first three chapters of the thesis, where I attend to how the climate crisis and the
efforts to respond to it actualized the relationship between the State and the Church in Denmark
and exposed the effects it has on how the Church could engage with the matter. I interrogate why
it was so hard for the Church to commit to the national emission goals in 2020, and what might
have changed in 2022, where “The Green Transition of the People’s Church” emerged.

In the first chapter, we begin from a position outside of the Church, looking in, as I explore
how the prospect of — and objection to - six super windmills in the vicinity of a small village church
incited a public controversy around the privileged position of the Church in Danish society. The
controversy came to exhibit the interconnectedness between Church and State, and in doing so
stimulated negotiations over what the role and status of the Church ought to be in a society

supposedly undergoing a green transition. I show how the relationship between the State and the
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Church was laid out in different ways by actors in public and political discourse, and sometimes in
ways that incited demands of divorcing the two from each other as the Church was cast as
reactionary ‘stumbling block’ to the green transition. The controversy forced the Church into a
complicated balancing act of preserving its own status and legitimacy, which in this case relied
equally on preserving itself as cultural heritage and on convincing society of its continued relevance
in a time marked by climate crisis.

In the second chapter we move slightly closer into the Church as we learn about the
organization Green Church - and its critics. When I began my fieldwork in early 2020, Green
Church was the only organized effort to engage with climate change in the Church. It was, and
remains to be, the most controversial one as well. Hence besides introducing Green Church and
this organization particular way of responding to climate change, the chapter is also about the two
main critiques that has been mounted at Green Church since it was established in 2007, namely
that it ‘politicizes’ and ‘moralizes’, when it suggests that churches engage in climate change
mitigation. In the chapter I explore what this might mean and which conceptions of the distinction
between ‘politics’ and ‘religion’ such accusations bear on.

The third chapter takes off from the controversy caused by the bishops’ announcement in
early 2020 and trace the developments that eventually led to the establishment of an official
response on behalf of the Church in 2022. I first explore the cultural values and organizational
ethos that underpin the statement made in relation to the controversy that “10 bishops = 10 green
grocers”, which is meant to imply that neither the bishops, nor anyone else, may speak on behalf
of the entire Church. I show how the values of ‘spaciousness’ and ‘religious freedom’ and the
organizational ethos they form for the Church were implicitly as well as explicitly used in the service
of rejecting the kind of engagement with climate change that first Green Church and then the
bishops suggested on behalf of the Church. I then argue that a particular form of carbon accounting
came to provide the Church — squeezed as it is in between ideals of church-state separation and
internal egalitarianism and ‘spaciousness’ — with a way of maintaining both its (partial)
independence and its (partial) spaciousness. The method of carbon accounting showed to be
particularly well-suited because it enabled the Church to speak as a unity without in fact letting
anyone speak on behalf of it. I end the chapter by hypothesizing that this method might show to
change the Church more than it is supposed to, given that the act of accounting for oneself might
infer responsibility to that self, requiring it to not only account for itself, but also to in fact act as a
unity.

In the fourth and fifth chapter I interrogate what happens as engaging with the issue of

climate change brings the materiality of church life as well as of Christian cosmology to the fore.
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In chapter four, I explore how projects of reducing the carbon footprint of church life foreground
the distinction between materiality and immateriality that organizes Protestant convictions about
what matters in Christianity (namely that which is #of matter). I show that as the logic of carbon
accounting travelled into the Church, everything came to be cast as material and, hence, potentially
as dispensable from a Protestant perspective. I argue that this forced church actors to confront the
fuzzy Lutheran boundaries between matter and meaning - captured in the term “adiaphora” - that
has otherwise prevailed in the Danish Church, and to actually determine what matter really matter.

In the fifth - and final - chapter I explore the endeavors of environmentally concerned
pastors to articulate an eco-theology fit for a time of climate crisis. I show how re-describing the
God-world relation as one defined by ‘deep incarnation’, enables the pastors to establish the
grounds for extending the commandment to love one’s neighbor to also encompass non-human
others. I argue that as the priests are trying to bring the world and God, the human and the
nonhuman closer together, in order to, ultimately, enact Christian love, they are dealing with a
problem that pertain to discerning and articulating the right relational configuration, that is #he
optimal distance, for care.

The short conclusion restates the main findings of this thesis in the light of what has been

presented throughout the chapters.
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Chapter 1: Tilting at Churches: Infrastructural Battles and
the Privileged Position of the Danish Church

Just then, they discovered thirty or forty windmills in that plain. And as soon as don Quixote
saw them, be said to his squire: “Fortune is guiding onr affairs better than we could have ever
hoped. Look over there, Sancho Panza, my friend, where there are thirty or more monstrous
giants with whom 1 plan to do battle and take all their lives, and with their spoils we’ll start
to get rich. This is righteous warfare, and it’s a great service to God to rid the earth of such a

wicked seed.”
“What giants?” said Sancho Panza.

“Those that you see over there,” responded his master, “with the long arms—some of them

almost two leagues long.”

“Look, your grace,” responded Sancho, “what you see over there aren’t giants—they're
windmills; and what seems to be arms are the sails that rotate the millstone when they’re

turned by the wind.”

“T¢ seems to me,” responded don Quixote, “that you aren’t well-versed in adventures—=they
are giants; and if you're afraid, get away from here and start praying while 1 go into fierce

)

and unequal battle with them.’

And saying this, e spurred bis horse Rocinante without heeding what his squire Sancho was
shouting to him, that he was attacking windnills and not giants.

Don Quixote, Miguel De Cervantes, 1605

On October 16", 2018, the large Danish utility company HOFOR contacted the
municipality of Vesthimmerland to inquire about a particular area within the municipality that was
deemed highly appropriate for the erection of windmills. A few months later, in early 2019, a
meeting ensued between HOFOR and two representatives from the municipality. According to

the sparse minutes from this meeting, HOFOR was in the process of developing a project proposal
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entailing the erection of six ‘super-windmills’ in the area. The minutes note that HOFOR was
informed by the municipal representatives that one of the prospective windmills was planned to
be positioned within the remote protective zone of a small parish church, the church of
Gundersted.

The municipal employees had furthermore relayed to HOFOR that windmill projects in
this area often generate a lot of inquiries from citizens and organizations who want to obtain
information about the project’s details and gain access to administrative, political, and technical
documents pertaining to such projects. This project was no exception, which is why I can relay its
development in quite some detail below.” Windmill projects generate a lot of affect and
controversy and, as was implied by the municipality employees, they ought not to be taken lightly.
Neither was this one. In fact, these particular windmills in Vesthimmerland made it all the way to
parliament, where on February 23", 2022, MP Signe Munk from the Socialist Party questioned the
then social democratic Minister of the Interior and Housing, Kaare Dybvad. The publicly available
transmission from the parliament chamber shows Munk, a woman in her mid-thirties, informally
dressed in a bright blue dress, inquiring about the Ministet’s opinion on the fact that the Danish
People’s Church “holds a special right to veto the erection of windmills in the proximity of church
buildings”; a right that she had recently learned had been exercised in Vesthimmerland to the effect
that the erection of the six super-windmills had been delayed. Munk wanted to know what Dybvad,
as the minister responsible for such matters, was going to do to get this privilege annulled as soon
as possible? Seeing that the Danish landscape is sprinkled with churches, Munk said, such a right
to veto can surely only be considered a stumbling block for the green transition, and therefore in
line for immediate dissolution.

Alongside churches, windmills take center stage in this chapter of my account of climate
change and the Church and the complex contrapuntal dance between them. More concretely, the
chapter revolves around the abovementioned six windmills, whose prospective erection in the
proximity of a medieval church became the subject of a public controversy related not only to the
status of windmills but also to that of the Church. Windmills are considered one of the central
technological instruments in the establishment of a sustainable energy infrastructure in Denmark.
A broad majority in the Danish parliament has agreed to a goal of quadrupling the production of
wind and solar energy in Denmark by 2030, which means that, in addition to the approximately

4.200 larger windmills already erected on Danish soil, a lot more are planned to emerge. This will

3 A comprehensive pdf package of all the documents pertaining to the case, from the first note made by the municipal
employee in 2018 upon receiving the first phone call from HOFOR to the (stalled) status of the project in late 2021,
can be found online, as it has been put there by someone who must have requested access to the public records. Many
more documents have been produced since, as the case travelled into the general public by way of critical media
coverage and politicians picking up on its principled character.
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entail a conversion of Danish energy production away from dependency on fossil fuels, but it will
also entail that the Danish landscape and its inhabitants — humans, animals, plants, and, of relevance
to the specific interest of this thesis, churches - will have to accommodate very large technical
objects that are neither quiet nor invisible. Windmills are tall and sweeping constructions and their
physical affordances do not only amount to their capacity for producing energy, but include the
production of noise, shadows, and vibrations. These physical affordances are not unimportant as
it does indeed give them enemies — the Church sometimes included. People worry about noise
pollution, about the flight of rare birds and young families from already dwindling rural towns,
about a frightening skyline dominating the horizon of their everyday life or their funeral, and about
church towers being visually decapitated. So although windmills have become somewhat a symbol
of green transitioning in Denmark, they also cause controversies wherever they are erected (Papazu
2017, Clausen, Rudolph, and Nyborg 2021; Kirkegaard et al. 2022). In this chapter I am concerned
specifically with the position of the Danish People’s Church as an institution in such controversies.
The case in Vesthimmerland, where the diocesan authorities had exercised their right to object to
windmills, produced a heated discussion in the public media and among politicians, revolving not
only around the case in question, but even more so around its principled implications. The Church
does hold a ‘special right’ — indeed, a politically appointed responsibility - to object to the erection
of tall constructions in the proximity (<4,5km) of church buildings if such constructions are
understood to threaten the cultural heritage value that churches in the landscape are understood to
represent. The reasons that the Church has been assigned this right are historical as well as political,
and the arrangement is an example of how the Church as an institution is bound up with and holds
a privileged position in the political and bureaucratic infrastructures of Danish society as well as in
claims to what constitutes Danish national identity (Poulsen et al. 2021a; Iversen et al. 2019; Nielsen
2014).

Just as windmills are placed outside and often far away from churches, this chapter begins
from a position ‘outside’ of the Church; it takes its point of departure from the attacks on the
Church’s privileged position that were launched as the public became aware of the diocesan
authorities’ politically assigned right to object to windmills. The public controversy around the
windmills in Vesthimmerland brought an otherwise quite opaque relationship between the State
and Church out into the open for public scrutiny and questioning, bringing political actors to
require that the Church’s status in matters of national planning was annulled. Politicians,
organizations, citizens and journalists argued that in a time when climate change mitigation ranks
high in Danish society, it seems ‘unreasonable’ that undisturbed views of churches in the landscape

could ‘short circuit projects of green transitioning’. To object to windmills was rendered as an
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inappropriate stance to take, and that it furthermore was the State that gave the Church the right
to do so, was perceived as ‘undemocratic’ and ‘out-dated’.

In his critical analysis of the politics of wind energy, anthropologist Patrick Bresnihan
(2022) argues that windmill resistance is often put forward as ‘idiotic’. Opposition to wind turbines,
he writes, which goes against common-sense calls for quick and necessary green energy transitions,
are therefore commonly considered to be an example of mistaking windmills for giants in the way
Don Quixote does in the passage that opened this chapter. The English expression ‘tilting at
windmills” is derived from Cervantes’ novel and is used as shorthand for ‘attacking imaginary
enemies’ (ibid.164). Hence, when someone is accused of ‘tilting at windmills’ it implies that their
interpretation of a situation is mistaken; that they see enemies where there are none. However,
inspired by Isabelle Stengers, Bresnihan suggests that rather than dismissing ‘idiotic stories’ — such
as that of Don Quixote’s attack on windmills — such stories can be attended to with an intention
of ‘slowing down’ interpretation (ibid.). To listen to, rather than dismiss, supposedly idiotic
interpretations of a situation is a way of challenging hegemonic accounts and logics. This is
necessary in the case of windmill opposition, Bresnihan argues, because he is critical of the view of
wind turbines as constituting an “innocent move toward a cleaner, more sustainable future”
(ibid.156). Bresnihan finds that there are reasons to be critical of wind energy projects as in many
cases they can be understood as “a continuation of the extractive logics of the past that have not
served the majority well” (ibid.154). He argues that wind energy infrastructures are established by
global energy companies, who are not driven by an ecological concern, but by interests in
generating profit, often at the expense of the interests and well-being of the local — often
geographically, politically, and economically peripheral — population living in the areas where wind
turbines are projected and built. Rather than dismissing the concerns about wind turbines that
those affected by them may have as ‘idiotic’, Bresnihan suggests that by attending carefully to them,
it becomes possible to see the complex field in which wind energy projects are introduced. By
attending not just to the hegemonic story about windmills as the key to a sustainable future, one
might find that there are other things that matter in the situation of ecological crisis than the speed
with which windmills are erected. Controversies stemming from windmill opposition, in other
words, reveal the many different stakes of those who are affected by windmills and that the
measures taken to mitigate climate change happen in complex cultural fields.

While the Danish Church can hardly be grouped with the peripheral populations that
Bresnihan has in mind, I do welcome Bresnihan’s invitation to ‘tilt at windmills’, which in this
context implies using the controversy around the windmills in Vesthimmerland as an opening to

attend to how something more than windmills and green transitioning was at stake in this
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controversy. What was at stake was the position of the Church in Danish society and the role it
has hitherto been prescribed politically, administratively, and culturally. The controversy and the
many stories about how the Church is and ought to be related to windmills show how the climate
crisis challenged the privileged position and role of the Church in Danish society as the value of
green transitioning came to take political priority. When the Church was accused of ‘tilting at
windmills’ and only being interested in preserving and protecting what already is, it was rendered
as being out of step with time and with the contemporary concerns of society. This forced the
Church into a complicated balancing act in the debate, as it strove to preserve its status as the
National Church; a status which rests, on the one hand, on a view of the Church and its material
manifestations as valuable cultural heritage and relevant markers of national identity, and, on the
other hand, on the Church being deemed of continued relevance in a time marked by climate crisis
where changes and transitions are necessary. As such, this chapter focuses on how the political
ambition to perform a transition of Danish energy infrastructures from fossil sources to green ones
affects the Church. As I show, the Church’s strategy in this case rested on providing an account of
the relation between the Church and the State that places both the Church and the alleged value-
conflict between change and preservation zuside the State itself. As such, the controversy exposes an
inherent tension that resides not only within the Church, but in society at large, where desires to
preserve and to renew exist side by side in a tension that the demand for a green transition

intensifies.

Merographic Politics

To delineate how the Church’s position in regard to windmills — and in Danish society at large —
was challenged and defended, I draw on Casper Bruun Jensen and Randi Markussen’s idea of
‘merographic politics’ (2001). In their study of a controversy around whether the medieval Marup
church building (which, at the time of writing, was well on its way to tumbling into the ocean)
should be preserved, Jensen and Markussen dissect the discursive resources that actors draw on to
argue for their preferred solutions to the situation. Jensen and Markussen show how various actors
frame their arguments for and against preserving the church by contextualizing the church and its
surrounding landscape in different ways. The coastal area where the church is situated is naturally
eroding, and to preserve the church would entail taking measures to halt this process so as to
prevent the church from, literally, falling into the ocean. Preservation proponents base their
argument on the building’s cultural significance. A non-interventionist camp, however, argues that

it is the coastal landscape itself — with or without a church building — that is to be considered unique

76



and worthy of preservation. Preserving the coastal area and its naturally occurring erosion,
therefore, would be at odds with any measures required to save the church, as they would meddle
with the landscape’s natural development.

Constructing an argument in this context, Jensen and Markussen (2001) argue, can be
conceived of as attempts “to frame the context in which questions should be answered in a specific
way” (ibid.797). In their analysis Jensen and Markussen outline several different framings of the
situation, including various (incommensurable) historical accounts of the church, legislation
regarding the preservation of landscapes and of cultural landmarks, evaluation of the site as a tourist
attraction, and discourses around modernity and its discontents. Marup church and its surrounding
landscape can be seen in the contexts of cultural heritage protection, environmental protection,
local history, tourism, and so on. And depending on how each context is framed, different answers
to the question of the future of the church can be given. In such framings what is, for example,
‘natural’, ‘cultural’, ‘ethical’, ‘economic’ and so on may swirl around and change position — such as
when preserving a ‘natural’ landscape can both be achieved by humans intervening and by letting
go. Jensen and Markussen depict how the different actors in the controversy offer different
contexts as a means to argue for different answers to the problem. To analytically handle a case
that is “so abundant in complexity, heterogeneity and, one might say, confusion” (ibid.799), and
where the construction of arguments hinge on the attempt to frame the context, Jensen and
Markussen suggest the idea of ‘merographic politics’. They source the term merographic from
Marilyn Strathern (1992), who coined the idea of ‘merographic connections’ to describe a
distinctively Euro-American mechanism of defining entities by way of contextualizing them
(ibid.72). Strathern traces this idea of knowledge production as an effect of forging connections —
of contextualizing — to the emergence of the scientific worldview in the Enlightenment. According
to Strathern, the conception of knowledge production that emerged in this period involved
“explaining discrete phenomena by reference to the forces, logics, or structures that held them
together”(Strathern 2018). To produce knowledge about a certain phenomenon, a certain entity,
involves understanding it in relation to something else. In her most recent book, Relations (2020),
Strathern writes that the idea of ‘merographic connections’ is “a phrase that formalizes what is
commonplace in English usage: the fact that nothing is simply part of a whole insofar as another
view, another perspective, may redescribe it as part of something else” (ibid.6). Strathern herself

uses the example of the relation between state and religion to define this further:

Religion and state (say) may be shown to relate to each other in this or that
respect, while the analytical discreteness of each is retained by the fact that either

may also be related to quite distinct segments of social life, as when mystical
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belief (or population statistics) is regarded as part of the one and not the other.3
(Strathern 2020, 6)

The state and religion can be seen as related in a historical exposition, but they can also be
differentiated when religion is thought of in terms of its spiritual doctrines and the state is thought
of as an administrative system. They are, as such, merographically related: they can be seen as part
of each other, but they are also distinct, depending on the way connections are drawn. Merographic
connection describes a mechanism of relating that entails delineating both similarities and
differences: from one perspective, religion and state can be seen to ovetlap, and from another to
differ. Entities are in this merographic perspective what Jensen and Markussen describe as ‘Janus-
faced’: they can appear in different ways, according to who frames the context in which they are to
be known. According to Janet Dolgin (1993), Strathern uses the term merographic “to describe her
society's ability to produce unending new realities by shifting levels or altering contexts and
connections” (ibid.490). Unending implies that in the Euro-American imagination entities are not
only two-faced like the figure of Janus, but can potentially be infinitely contextualized, as one thing
can always be connected with any other thing, that will draw it forth in order to be known in a
specific way.

While Jensen and Markussen (2001) do not exactly define the concept ‘merographic
politics’, what I understand from their analysis is that the politics around Marup Church are defined
by various ways of framing and determining the context in which the question of the church’s
future should be answered. Jensen and Markussen show that what takes place in the controversy
around Marup Church is a constant re-contextualization of the church and the landscape of which
it is a part. They are concerned with how all the entities evoked in the debate — which (in their
ANT inspired approach) include the church, the coast, nature, culture, tourism, Danish society,
religion, and the law — have an ability to be Janus-faced, “to change appearance, depending on who
is talking about them” (ibid.797). By contextualizing — ot, in the terms of their analytical vocabulary,
merographically connecting - the church and the coast to history, nature, tourism, and so on, those
entities continuously change appearance, enabling different answers to the question of their future.

Inspired by Jensen and Markussen’s analysis of the merographic politics around Marup
church, I suggest that the controversy around the Church’s position in matters of windmills can,

in similar vein, be understood to be made up of different ways of framing the context in which the

3 Strathern uses the example of state-religion relations to say something about how two things can be connected, on
the one hand, but on the other hand can also be seen as distinct. This is also what I use her quotation to say something
about. However, a perhaps funny detail is that while Strathern highlights population statistics as that which separates
religion and state, population statistics is in fact one of the main overlaps between the State and the Church in
Denmark, as it is the parishes that are responsible for the registration of births and deaths in Denmark. This speaks to
the unique church-state relation found in Denmark when compared to other countries..
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question of the Church’s appropriate position can be answered. That is, I suggest that each of the
various arguments about the Church’s future position brought forth in the controversy around
windmills is construed by way of merographically connecting it to various other entities, such as
buildings, landscapes, bureaucratic structures, concepts of cultural heritage and national identity,
and the Christian concept of neighboutly love. Much, I suggest, depended on how different actors
contextualized the Church in this controversy. Hence, on the following pages I lay out how the
different arguments construed by the participating actors were based on different ways of
contextualizing the Church and its interests. Whether the Church was defined as, for example, an
interest group among other civil interest groups, as cultural heritage, as part of the political and
bureaucratic system, or as a religious force had consequences for how to answer the question about
what its position ought to be on windmills.”

I begin with the voices that were critical of what they considered an inappropriate
privileging of the Church and who called for a dissolution of the Church’s power to function as a

‘stumbling block’ to the green transition.

The Church as Interest Group

When the socialist MP Signe Munk brought up the issue of the
Church’s position in relation to windmills, she referred to a
newspaper article that offered a thorough and critical account of the

case in Vesthimmerland. On February 1%, 2022, the left-leaning

newspaper Dagbladet Information had published an article with the

title “Churches Use Right to Veto to Fight Windmills”.” The article

was accompanied by a drawing of what seems to be God pulling up ,

SR
windmills from the ground (see picture 1). The article explains how ST L
the ten dioceses had used their right — a right that the article implies is quite surprising, almost like
news - “to contest and delay green energy utilities” more than ten times since 2017.
The article specifically reports on the ongoing case in Vesthimmerland, which at the time
was being processed by the Minister of the Interior and Housing after the diocesan authorities had

objected to the project in July 2021. The article quotes the mayor of Vesthimmerland explaining

that the green transitioning of the municipality “has been put on hold” while they await the

%1, as author of this text, obviously also becomes a participant in such merographic politics, as I make choices about
which actors and contextualizations to include in my account of the case.
36 Bahn, Martin. 2022. “Kirker bruger vetoret til at bekaempe vindmeller.” Dagbladet Information, February 1, 2022.
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minister’s verdict. The minister is the only one who can decide to overrule a diocese’s objection to
a project of this kind. The mayor argues that the involvement of the diocese as an actor in municipal
planning projects pertaining to windmills obstructs the democratic processes: “This rule is an
offence to our democracy. There is a democratically elected city council, and all the represented
parties are in on the green transitioning. And even so, it is as though we are knocked back to square
one.” According to him, the interest of the Church ought to be levelled with the concerns of other
interest groups.

The j