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Introduction

This year (2009) it has been 30 years since Jean-Francois Lyotard published his much quoted and highly acclaimed report The Post-Modern Condition
, in which he deals with - among other issues –what and how knowledge appears under the present cultural and social circumstances. By making the American continent his starting point, he was able to detect and describe features of the postmodern condition that we have later been able to recognize elsewhere in the Western world, and especially in the more affluent parts of Europe.  It is from my own position in such a society that the present article takes its point of departure.

Lyotard’s report still recommends itself for anyone interested in understanding what goes on in postmodernity. In the present context, I am not so interested in giving an account of his insights per se, as I aim to reflect on how some of the issues he addresses provide us with the means for understanding the religious scene of postmodernity.  It is not hard to argue that we cannot understand the religious dimension of postmodernity without paying attention to the present cultural and social conditions on which the Church exists in this part of the world.
 So, how does Lyotard’s thoughts matter for theology – and for the church? To pose this question is especially apt as, given that we assume Lyotard is right, quite a substantial part of the time-span of the 100 years since Edinburgh 1910 has been postmodern, although one could also argue (which I will not do here) that what took place at that time was a manifestation of a distinctively modern approach to the Church and its mission, due to its universal scope.   
Firstly, we should consider that the notion “postmodernity” may not function well as a notion depicting a clearly defined stage in history. Lyotard teaches us that modernity and postmodernity are notions that are better used in order to depict certain cultural and intellectual trends in the development of a given society. Thereby these notions help us to identify some main elements of that society, and point out what gives society its shape under certain conditions. We could say that postmodernity as well as modernity are the conceptual lenses through which we can look at our own culture, and since the lenses are shaped differently, they help us to see different things that occur in the picture at the same time. 


On this basis, the very notion of postmodernity helps us to get hold of important traits in the cultural and societal sphere. We can, e.g., see a more aesthetically oriented, self-reliant and experience-oriented approach to life-fulfilment instead of collective, institution-based and socially conditioned approach to life . Moreover, we find a stronger emphasis on contextual and local features than on what is universal or common to all, corresponding to what Lyotard calls the postmodern incredulity of meta-narratives.  Such scepticism toward meta-narratives also suggests that the western, secularized and techno-based way of understanding society and culture may not be the only way to approach what is going on and may be of interest to people in the present. There are other ways of seeing and understanding the world, based on relationships, local traditions and institutions that are not part of the Western grand narrative about the progress of secularization, detraditionalization and rationalization.
 Hence, another description of postmodernity that seems relevant for the present context that this article is dealing with would be the following: 

Postmodern thought understands that interpretations of text, history, society and oneself must go on within the cultural context of vastly plural interpretative and disciplinary schemas, cultural perspectives, and historical narratives. Postmodern analysts speak of the self as “decentred”, no longer the confident, autonomous self employing language as an instrument to express one’s depths and to name and thus control reality. The self can no longer claim full “self-presence” because it is inextricably shaped by multiple narratives, histories, and languages which each limit and distort even as they disclose.

For those of us familiar with what emerged as contextual theology, this focus on the “vastly plural” may seem like old news. And in one sense it is, of course. On the other hand, analysis of postmodern culture may tell us how much the development of theology is conditioned by the cultural context. Moreover, the above quote also points us toward an important element where other cultures than the modern Western seem to have “got it” better: in the recognition of how the subject is dependent upon conditions and relations to others in ways that question the ability to understand oneself solely from one’s own point of view. I will return to how this may impact theology and the mission of the church below. 

Multiple descriptions of the world as a challenge for communication
A valid insight that postmodern thinkers often promote, is that there is no neutral, commonly valid or acceptable description of the world. If we describe the culture we live in as postmodern, we make a certain judgement, and the very words we are using are related to what we perceive and want to emphasize from our given point of view. It is Ludwig Wittgenstein who has most thoroughly argued that all use of language is rooted in a context, and that contexts must be seen as pragmatic conditions for understanding and communication. This is followed up by the German philosopher Karl-Otto Apel, who points to how the meaning of expressions is rooted in the communicative use of language.
 When we use language, and talk about something, our understanding of what we are talking about is constituted by the notions we are offered by our participation in a community of communication. These notions help us to identify the very phenomena we are talking about. But as there is no neutral language, and no generic language accessible to all, we have to consider what this means when we proclaim a message that is rooted in a specific historical context, and builds on pragmatic and cultural conditions that not all of us share. To speak of a Gospel is thus not only a question about “finding the right words”, it is also about making accessible a different way of looking at and engaging with the common world we may share with those we interact with. Hence, one of the main questions for a church existing in a post-modern context is: How can the Church help people to remain faithful to the Gospel about Jesus Christ in a context where the conditions for communication and understanding are not longer the same for everyone, and where a common understanding cannot be taken for granted as something given, and something kept together for all in a grand narrative? 

This may not be such a new challenge to Christianity and the Church as it may appear at first sight. St. Paul was aware of the importance of being a Jew for Jews, a Roman for the Romans etc.  But the understanding that Lyotard, Wittgenstein, Apel and others provide for us, means that different languages are not only different languages, but rooted in different contexts. Accordingly, as the contexts are different, we also get different understandings and expressions of understanding when we discuss the same topic. The insistence on the difference in understanding, and the need for understanding topics from many different points of view, has been a growing one over the last 100 years, given the development of the Ecumenical movement and the mission of the Church in the 20th century. However, do we understand these differences in a sufficiently radical way? Postmodern theory suggests that this is not necessarily the case. 
Different types of difference: or: Difference and plurality
There is a difference between difference and difference – or: there are different modes of difference. Recognizing and accepting cultural and ecclesial differences leads to recognition of plurality. At this point I think German philosopher Wolfgang Welsch is right when he states that plurality is the key issue in postmodernity.  We cannot understand postmodernity at all if we do not recognize this. Welsch states this clearly in the following quotation that I suggest we label the thesis of plurality:

Plurality is the key notion of postmodernity.  All known postmodern topics – the end of meta-narratives, the dissolution of the subject, the decentring of meaning, the simultaneity of the not simultaneous, the lack of possibilities for synthesising the manifold life-forms and patterns of rationality – become understandable in the light of plurality.
 

Welsch opens up to several reflections in this statement that are important in order to get hold of the implications of the postmodern condition he describes. On the one hand he holds that there is a difference between what he calls plurality on the surface, and the deeper, more fundamental plurality, which is rooted in what he calls basic differences. The phenomenon this distinction helps us to identify is how that which seems to be pluriform at first glance, turns out to be a variation on the same theme when we are looking closer. I think there are good examples of this in Christian churches. Looking closer, many of them are not really exhibiting a deep and basic difference, but are based on the same patterns. Therefore we do, at least in the Christian churches, also participate in the struggle for Christian unity. However, we do not struggle for a similar unity with Jews, Moslems or atheists. Facing them, we recognise a deeper and more basic difference that makes unity harder, if at all possible, to achieve. This is what Welsch calls real or fundamental difference, which is of a different kind.  In this type of difference, we have to realize that we face the Other.

 
The basic differences, those that go beyond the surface, give rise to what Welsch calls hard pluralism. That is the pluralism that has no hope of being reconciled, a pluralism that, if you try to overcome it, will imply the violation of the identity of that which you try to reconcile. Using the example of religions again, you offend both Jews and Christians if you say that they are basically the one and the same religion. There are many reasons for this. One is that you then ignore, perhaps even disrespect, the local and contextual differences that constitute the phenomena of the respective Christian or Jewish communities.  Another is that you thereby also ignore how one of these religions (Christianity) is in fact constituted by its difference to the other. Hence, what Welsch reminds us about with his insistence on how postmodernity is constituted by differences, is that we do not understand anything at all about the complexity of the cultural condition if we neglect taking into account how differences both constitute identity and is the precondition for unity. 

This insistence on difference is a serious challenge for anyone who would promote a message of universal importance or relevance. How can the church back such a message if the cultural situations to which it relates seem to be deeply sceptical toward such universally significant messages? Does the church under postmodern conditions run the risk of becoming just one more “cultural tribe” which seeks to increase its influence and dominion? How can it avoid becoming perceived as such? In the present global situation, especially given the way the US has over the last years been acting as a kind of empire in other parts of the world, the aspiration of Christianity to be of universal significance has become increasingly complicated, given the way some of its political right-wing followers appear as eager allies with the military power of this empire. As I will conclude below, the only way to overcome some of these problems is if we can revitalize the emphasis on the powerlessness of the Church and the more pacifist stands of its tradition, without letting go of the call to proclaim the Gospel for all peoples. 

Christian self-criticism emerging for the recognition of plurality

Among the important ethical consequences of the thesis of plurality as formulated by Welsch is one that also exhibits postmodernity as a phenomenon dependent upon the ideals of Enlightenment modernity. Since there are unlimited possibilities of understanding phenomena in different ways, one should not stick to one mode of understanding, but constantly try to overcome, criticize, make more complete and transcend what is a finalized and given position. The past and the already given cannot have any inherent and final normativity, nothing that secures its authority in the contemporary cultural situation. While this may seem like a natural consequence of Enlightenment critiques of religious traditions and authority, it may also be possible to see the acknowledgement of the imperfect in any position not-to-be-taken-for-granted-as-religious-authority as a late fruit of the Christian understanding of creation and sin: Creation, insofar as what is human is always limited and marked by finitude, and hence in need of being criticized for not saying it all or covering all kinds of contexts and situations. Sin, insofar as sin consists in absolutizing your own position as the privileged starting point and the point from which to assess everything else, thereby ignoring that you are not God and are not able to have an authority based on a “God’s eye view” of the world. Against the background of these insights, the authority of the Church in a postmodern context is not first and foremost threatened by a culture of relativism, but by one in which one is not able to have a serious discourse with all relevant positions in order to clarify what can count as reliable.  Such a discourse is important in order for the Church to self-critically scrutinize some of its past positions and practices, in order to identify what stalled or petrified positions it is called to overcome or leave behind, because they are no longer adequate in the present context. The recognition of the Church as itself being shaped by the conditions of creation and sin suggests that it needs to engage with the world’s understanding of it, if it is to serve its mission well. 

The charge of relativism so often directed against the postmodern cultural condition is not as relevant against this backdrop as the fact that we, by using this charge as a cover-up for no positive engagement with the culture in question, run the risk of ignoring the basic differences as important starting-points for discussing how to understand the Gospel in our own contexts. Hence, more important that the relativism that tends to ignore the Other, is the realization that the postmodern cultural contexts challenge the Church to face the Other in a manner that allows for a self-critical stance and a scrutiny of the practises and ways of preaching the Gospel.   

Constructing an understanding of the world: the prescriptive dimension of a Christian worldview

We could remain with Welsch’s definition of postmodernity. But I do not think Welsch says all that there is to say if we are to understand postmodernity as a challenge to the mission of the Churches in our contemporary cultural context. Hence, I have formulated an additional thesis that is meant to identify another side of the plurality of postmodernity. I suggest we call the following the thesis of construction:
All cultural expressions contribute to the articulation – and thereby the construction – of those parts of reality that only exist due to our understanding, i.e. the cultural sphere. Hence, the articulation of culture (in the wide sense of the word) constitutes the reality that is articulated.  The cultural reality thereby appears as a construction made by humans. 
Even when we affirm that our faith is the result of God’s revelation, the above implies that we are also well advised to see Christian faith as a cultural construct, always articulating itself in different places on the basis of the cultural resources with which it interacts. Several implications follow: First, any such articulation is to some extent contingent and could have been made otherwise. Second, since the construction is exactly that, i.e., a contingent construction, it is also possible to deconstruct it. Third, the construction is thus one of many possibilities for articulating a certain phenomenon against the background of the interests of a specific group (communicative community). Consequently, cultural constructions are pragmatic: they serve as tools for understanding reality, communicating about it, making it normative in some sense, and organizing it.  It is my contention that we should acknowledge this as an important element in understanding what theology is like in a postmodern context, because this means that theology and preaching the Gospel is not only about describing the world and given realities, but is also to a certain degree a prescriptive enterprise that informs us about how to understand others and the world and interact with them. 
In postmodernity the insight into how many human phenomena are made accessible to us by the constructive means of language or symbols is thus taken to its logical conclusion. Moreover, construction and contingency are elements that fit well with the insistence on plurality that Welsch gives testimony to. The thesis of construction underpins the understanding that none of our expressions of self-understanding needs to be what they are, and that they could be different. Hence, it also opens for a deeper understanding of why radical plurality can appear as a central option in the present cultural condition. As long as we can construct otherwise, we will have plurality. 

Consequences so far
Let me now very briefly spell out how we may interpret many of the well-known key words of postmodernity on the basis of the above. The background they offer us, gives a possibility for reconstructing quickly the following postmodern topics as a rather coherent pattern:

· The insistence on the absence of a common human rationality in postmodernity becomes understandable: It is due to the insight into the fact that we reconstruct different or plural forms of rationality according to specific interests, needs and concerns.  We cannot transcend in any radical way the fact that we live in and are conditioned by a certain context that has its special patterns of understanding, rationality and communication.  But, contrary to those that see this as a reason for “sticking to his / her own”, I would argue that this calls for a more dedicated communicative engagement with different and differing positions. The result would be a witness to the universality of the Christian message, as well as to the fact that we take every culture and every person equally seriously. 
· That contextual reason implies perspectivism is according to the above a call to acknowledge the necessity of dialogue with different cultural contexts in order to provide the fullest possible articulation of what Christian faith may imply in different contexts. The fact that different cultures have different ways of seeing the world, concerns, interests etc., informs us about the necessity of constantly rearticulating the Christian message in new ways. This is not a new feature when we compare the postmodern condition to previous times, but it is all the more pressing now.  

· Given that there is no universal and unifying reason, we have to accept plurality, even when it comes to conflicting, disturbing and contradicting positions. This follows from the insight that all constructions could be otherwise, and that they then do not cover everything, but need to be supplemented by other constructions.  It implies, as a radical consequence, a more open acknowledgment and acceptance of the fact that what Christianity is may appear differently within different cultural contexts. 
· Finally, to recognize the constructive character of cultural resources for the articulation of Christianity gives us the possibility to reconstruct patterns, constructions, and rationalities in the light of other insights. This not only contributes to the multiplicity of constructions, but also amplifies the experience of plurality and contingency. A multifaceted Christianity is far better than having one cultural expression of it that tends to hijack and monopolize the way people’s opinion of it is shaped. Christianity is rich enough to make visible patterns of design that are to be found beyond any cultural construction, but which are not always recognized, and which are important for the fulfilment of human life everywhere.  

Theology on the conditions of postmodernity? The Other
To some, the reconstruction of the cultural conditions and the challenges following it that I have sketched so far may seem to imply a destabilisation of not only culture in general, but also of the ground for theological work more specifically. However, tacit in the postmodern insistence on plurality and construction, there is hidden a topic, in addition to the mentioned communicative engagement, that could counter this impression. This topic is also important because it point to central issues in theology. For the lack of any better name for it, I call this topic or figure The Other.
Philosophically, the Other can be identified as an ontological as well as an epistemological figure: If we think of the Other as a concrete person, the other is both someone who is not ourselves, and s/he is also an opportunity for learning something more about the world. Hence, the Other is always someone who widens my world, or opens it up to new dimensions I have not yet perceived. Postmodernity as a more theoretical way of understanding cultures explores forms of thought that work from a basically pluralistic perspective, and in this regard we can see how the Churches over the last 100 years have learned a lot of lessons on how to approach and understand otherness and the Other. The Other is not someone determined and perceived solely from my own privileged point of view, but someone who offers me another point of view, from which I can see both her and myself. The deconstruction in the wake of post-colonialism and the emergence of third world theologies of different kinds may be seen as manifestations of how Otherness presents itself differently now from what it did 100 years ago.  

 Taking Welsch’ notion of pluralism as a point of departure for exploring the contribution of otherness to theology, any kind of epistemological recognition of such pluralism implies that there is something different from my own, presently known position which may challenge my already given position. The Other is, epistemologically speaking, that which is not possible to integrate into the presently given framework of understanding, that which cannot be reduced categorically to the already established patterns of thought. Hence, the Other is, as an epistemological category, both a witness to pluralism and a challenge to the already present forms of understanding. 

Theology should not be surprised if it finds the Other as a category implicit in postmodern forms of thought and knowledge. The well-known expression Deus semper major contains the insight that God always transcends our notions and ideas of what God is. The category of the Other, that which cannot be reduced to the known, is especially fitting for theology. In all forms of postmodernism that insists on the existence of deep pluralism, we find the possibility for taking care of this theological concern.  Basically, it means that we have more to learn and to understand from this world in which God has placed us with God’s mission. 
Moreover, there is another theologically relevant element here – an element that can be identified on the anthropological level. The recognition of Otherness as a constitutive element in the establishment of human knowledge and reason, also points to the common insight that Christian theology safeguards, namely that not all there is, is due to human effort, action, or insight. There is more to reality than what we can produce. Anthropologically speaking, this makes us as humans responsive, responsible and existing in a relation to that which we know.  If we do not acknowledge this constitutive relationship with the Other, we run the danger of turning ourselves into gods, epistemologically speaking, because then everything in our reason and knowledge has its source in us. I think it is obvious from experience that this is not the case, but my point here is that this is also a theologically valid insight. It indicates that we, as humans, are related to something other than ourselves – to something given. 

The theological position that is primarily associated with the notion of the Other, is Karl Barth’s. His emphasis on God as the «wholly other» was designed not only to develop a theology that made God more than the mere reflection of what was the moral and religious needs of liberal Protestantism (Kulturprotestantismus). However, in doing this, Barth came very close to suggesting that there is no possibility for experiencing God, or traces of God, in common human experience, also outside faith. And this is the point where I part from Barth’s concern: Although he is right in insisting that God must be seen as the Other, this does not mean that there are no possibilities of experiencing otherness in the world, including otherness that bears witness to who and what God is.

 At this point, we are talking ontologically, and as an ontological category, we can call the Other the given. This category fits well as an expression in what has been a major concern in Scandinavian theology in the last century, namely the doctrine on creation. With fronts towards both Barthian Christocentrism, Neo-Kantian cultural Protestantism and the positivistic German theology of Orders in the thirties (Ordnungstheologie), several Scandinavian theologians (e.g., K.E. Løgstrup and G. Wingren) have worked out a way of understanding the doctrine of creation that  expresses the following concerns: 

· It stresses how God is active in all of creation, also outside the spheres of faith and church

· It has emphasis on how God’s work is prior to any human activity

· It points out how God’s work in creation is also a positive framework and an important supposition for his redemptive work in Christ

· It points to phenomena in human experience that are signposts for a qualitative dimension in our world. This dimension shows itself in phenomena that are not dependent upon our decisions, our mental efforts or our active participation. Examples are trust, mercy and similar phenomena that occur spontaneously, and that need a human effort, a decision or an active distortion in order to not appear. 

Hence, we see how the doctrine of creation can provide a framework for interpreting the experience of the given in this world. However, these given phenomena, or these patterns in reality, are not something completely outside of human experience, and the otherness they express, is not unmediated with our actual life-fulfilment. What they do, is to indicate that there are elements in our lives that are outside our control, but still determine our lives. Let my try to elaborate this through an example that will also show more clearly how this is important when we try to appropriate postmodern modes of reflection and understanding:


We live as a body. The body is given. It is not something we decide to have, or not have. We are our bodies. The body is also our relation to the world. By senses, perception, drives and needs that are there before we are able to say or think «I» or «me», the givenness of the body shapes our actual lives.  Hence, not everything in the world is constructed – something is there before the construction that takes place in human reason through understanding and reflection. In other words, what is given is also given as material for constructions. The given suggest boundaries for our constructions, as well. This implies that a total relativism is impossible, simply because we cannot construct the body or the world in any way we like. The construction is always a construction of the given, although the given itself is only accessible through a certain cultural shape (construction). 


Theologically speaking, this means several things: Our constructions are dependent upon the given character of God’s creation. Hence, they are already initially determined by what God has already done. However, this does not imply a total determination of any shape and content of our lives. The basic point is that before we are able to do or think or sense anything, God is by and with us and acting with us and for us. But this is not all there is to say. God is also working in and by means of our cultural constructions: He works for the sustaining of his creation, e.g.,  by  informing us by experience and inspiring us through his Word. This means that God’s Word can have an impact upon how we develop the constructions of our culture, and on our understanding of and ordering of the world. Here we are at the core of the task for the Church when engaging with a postmodern culture. 


However, as God continues to create, this also means that his creative work is present in, with and under our cultural constructions. But as our constructions are always facing new challenges, problems, and experience, they need to alter and adapt. Hence, the recognition of the given as something basic and unavoidable, must be supplied with an openness for the possibility of changing our constructions of how we take care of and relate to the given. This means that contingency as well as the possibility of deconstructing outdated or obsolete constructions of cultural forms can be seen as an integrated part of the theological enterprise. At the same time, here there is a basic linking to the given that sets up a barrier against any total relativism. Here we have the possibility for developing a theology that recognizes otherness, takes the provisional and contingent character of its own expressions into account, and still maintains an understanding of God and the world that corresponds with the shape human experience also has in a postmodern framework. 

A theology built on these conditions is structurally opposed to totalitarianism. Even though theology, as an intellectual enterprise, is an effort to think the whole, theology is also founded on the insight that theology cannot think the whole to its end. It is precisely because there are elements in reality that do not fit into our immediate human understanding, that we do theology, and try to interpret the world – in spite of knowing we will never gain full insight. Theology combines the quest for a comprehensive understanding with the insight into the impossibility of this, and the openness for otherness in the wide sense of the word. This also means respect and tolerance for those not sympathetic to Christian faith and thinking. That is a consequence of accepting that we live in a postmodern culture, marked by plurality. 

Retraditionalizing Christianity

Modernity has meant increased dissolution of trust in religious authority and traditions, but in later years, there has also been an increasing engagement with institutions. Individualization implies less strong relations to institutions and to others, and thereby also to traditions that are represented by authoritative figures. However, in a postmodern context where elements from different historical and cultural contexts may live side by side, we can also see traits of a new and different approach to the resources of religious and cultural traditions that should not surprise us. These approaches lead to what I, for lack of better words, call re-traditionalization (as opposed to detraditionalization, the process that leads to an increasingly less tradition-shaped culture and society).  I will look a little more into this phenomenon in order to provide a concrete example of some of the features I have described above.


A significant sample of such processes is the renewal of Pilgrimages. These have largely been associated with practices of the pre-reformation era, and even more, with a typical Roman-Catholic form of piety. Now, however, churches all over Europe are experiencing how people desire something new, possibly something other than what is given with their everyday life routines. It is also a sign of ecumenism or post-confessionalism as what used to be a Roman-Catholic practice is now recognized as something in which also people of other confessions can take part without restriction. Plurality in terms of an ecumenical attitude is recognized. The impact of differences between the confessions is tuned down. With postmodernity, emphasis is not on doctrine, but on religious culture as providing means of self-expression.
Let me spell this out more extensively: The above understanding of the postmodern scene makes it possible to see how institutionally based religion is no longer the defining point of departure for religious life and religious expression. The defining point of departure is the secularized individual and his or her need for finding a more comprehensive pattern of meaning and understanding in his / her life. However, this approach also offers us an understanding of retraditionalization as a consequence of pluralism and globalization: Because globalization makes world-views more relative, and recognizes the equality of different forms of socio-cultural formation and simultaneously celebrates heterogeneity and variation, questions related to ”identity, tradition and the demand for indigenisation” become more important.
 
The concept of retraditionalization is thus meant to identify elements of a postmodern culture that counters the effects of secularization and differentiation, be it in forms of morality, community shaping, narratives, aesthetic expressions and /or sacred symbols. It is important to underline that it also involves processes that we would not normally count as religious in a strict sense. Its moral aspect is related to the purpose of establishing a framework for understanding and identity where certain values can be legitimized and made accessible.
That retraditionalization is a postmodern phenomenon, can be argued along the following lines: It is selective and / or eclectic, it is based on and made possible by a pluralistic culture, and it reflects quite strongly the active and constructive element in the individual’s relation to the “tradition”. Hence, it is different from more collective approaches to assumed traditions that attempt to reshape society in order to return society as a whole to the values of the past (e.g., in different forms of fundamentalism). On the other hand, it is not possible to see it as something that leads to the ongoing promotion of a non-reflexive and unchallenged authority. As previously said, authority in a retraditionalization process does not lie with the tradition in question, but with the individual. Thus, when churches offer resources for the shaping of personal identity in a culture of pluralism, they are in no way justified in assuming that their authority is something they can take for granted. This perspective is supported in the more recent work of Ronald Inglehart and colleagues. Inglehart writes: 
This has not only opened for tradition to regain status, but created a need for a new legitimating myth. In the Post-modern worldview (sic!) tradition once again has positive value – especially non-western traditions. But the revalorization of tradition is sharply selective (Inglehart 1997, 25).  

In a society with far more access to information than earlier, we also have access to far more materials from traditions than what we are able to relate to and make active use of. To speak of a tradition in this context thus presupposes that we make a choice from a wide spectrum of resources that can be called tradition, because these resources are handed over from former times and from other cultural places than the one in which we find ourselves. As indicated, choice is an important element in the reflexive construction of retraditionalization.

Even more generally, tradition is always a matter of human attribution: nothing about the materials themselves requires that designation. Even ongoing customary forms of action and belief do not constitute a tradition until they are marked as such and thereby assigned a normative status (Tanner 1997, 133). 

Linking this back to my initial example of pilgrimage, retraditionalization takes place where one is challenged to reinterpret one’s own tradition in the light of the presence of other religions and faiths. That is what happens when churches get involved in processes of retraditionalization that have relevance for the shaping of their own identity. On the other hand, through the churches, individuals  are given access to cultural resources that are instruments for the shaping of their own identity – although this is something that is also dependent upon participating in structures of community (traditions are, as we know, never individual). Hence, the individual’s appropriation of the traditional resources for identity formation that are found in the churches indicates that the churches are perceived as relevant for the contribution of resources to this process.

Given the large membership of the mainstream Nordic churches, we are now able to develop a perspective in order to understand the factor that a majority of people maintain their membership in these churches without actively practicing religion or sharing the “official faith” or confession of these churches: We can understand this on the background that people find themselves able to make use of the aesthetical, moral, identity-shaping and or identity-defining elements offered in these churches (a relation that also presupposes a differentiation between different elements contained in the churches). The paradox of the mainstream Nordic churches is then perhaps possible to describe in the following way: The churches offer resources for living and believing in a variety of different ways, because they have been able to maintain their own identity in a way that does not only make themselves agents of a specific confession and a specific confessional group. The churches but also provide or represent resources of morality, history, cultural identity  etc. that is recognized by most members of society as relevant for their own shaping of identity, irrespective of their personal faith. 

This paradox then also indicates that in a pluralist society we seem to become more dependent upon traditions – seen as resources or instruments for coping with pluralism. It can be argued that there is a decrease in the way traditions function as legitimizing and normative. On the other hand, traditions seem to have an increasing impact on the development of a meaningful framework for the interpretation of personal life and the changes that take place in a culture more shaped by pluralism. Traditions also seem to contribute to the experience of belonging – a need that has not disappeared in modernity. 
Retraditionalization and post-materialism

Given the above, the church is involved in the recent events and processes of retraditionalization that we find traces of in postmodern cultures. Although the Nordic countries are counted among the most secularized in the world, this does not mean that the interest in religion is declining in every respect. Rather, it may be taken to indicate that while interest in the traditional forms of church services is weakened, the Churches do function as a kind of resource pool and reference point for people’s different religious attitudes. How are we to understand this in a more cultural-analytic perspective?

American sociologist Ronald Inglehart is perhaps the one that has studied the development and changes in lifestyles, values and attitudes towards religion most extensively in the last decades. In his studies, he also presents material that is relevant in order to see what makes out a common or unifying cultural matrix for the Nordic countries, in a way that can also take into account the increasing growth of pluralism or diversity that we can identify there. 


Inglehart builds a distinction between materialist and postmaterialist attitudes and societies. This distinction also impacts the understanding of the religious and cultural spheres. Materialist and traditionalist values are predominant in societies where the struggle for survival is still an important element. He also suggests that this pattern is more common in countries where the economical development is linked with industrialization that is still growing. On the other hand, the postmaterialist attitude is more closely liked with the postindustrialized countries, where affluent conditions and the rise of service and knowledge sectors are shaping peoples lives.  This should not be taken as meaning that people living in the postmaterialist world are not interested in material things: They are. But as of now, when their basic concerns for survival are satisfied, they can relate to the cultural sphere and to values in different ways than earlier. While the emphasis was on the survival issues earlier, they now more and more tend to be directed towards the Self-Expression dimension. In this dimension, personal development, life– and self-fulfilling practices, cultural orientation and more liberal values are more strongly emphasized.
 


Inglehart thus estimates cultural and religious development from two basic dimensions: One showing itself in a development from Survival values to increased emphasis on values of Self-Expression, and one signifying the development from a traditional society towards one shaped by rational and secular approaches to society, its institutions and its preferences. Given that he is right, the difference in cultural and societal patterns that he identifies may have huge impact on how the Christian message is understood and communicated.   

The Nordic countries are more or less in the same area both in terms of their development of secularization, as well as in terms of focusing on self-expression values, and they score high on both. From the point of view of the Churches, this is worth noting for several reasons: 
That the secularization process has come so far means that there is little or no reason to think that the churches have a given impact on how people shape their religious life (or their morals) per se. Tradition as a unifying principle of society has no great impact. In other words, the churches can, when it comes to the questions of to what extent they actually contribute to how people live their lives, take nothing for granted. However, there is a large amount of plurality when it comes to how people relate to the church – be it as a close-bond community, as an institution for specific religious services, as a bearer of traditions and religious cultural expressions, as a community of common believers etc. The diversity in attitudes towards the church shows that one still counts on the church – but for a wide variety of reasons. 
Secondly, what the churches in the Nordic countries probably can take for granted is that they will continue to have some impact on Nordic culture in the years to come as well. But as the “demands” for the church are playing on so many different strings, a probable future scenario is the following: The churches will have most impact when they can promote themselves as able to help people to live their lives and develop as humans – in a way that leads to deeper spiritual life (note how this may seem as the other side of the self-expression dimension in Inglehart). Thus, the churches will be filling the void left by a consumerist culture that not only leads to a uniform and flat type of cultural sphere, but which is also basically unable to provide people with a sense of life’s meaning and direction. This may also improve the cultural resources and conditions for participating in communal practices. In the present consumerist context, it is the present that counts, not tomorrow or yesterday. This is so even for the postmaterialists that are interested in consumption, but only as far at it is a means for their own self-expression. However, once one starts to reflect past the present, religion is perhaps the strongest device for facilitating such reflections, and it provides people with what we loosely can call an experiencing framework. It is on this basis that we can se cultural expressions like pilgrimage and other forms of return to experiential modes of religiosity.  


In a cultural context shaped by less weight on tradition and more on rational and utilitarian values, there is less emphasis on institutions as such and more on individual preferences and interest, which in turn opens up to a the above suggested increasing emphasis on self-expression. The basic terms here are individualism and not institution, privatization and not community. As the institutional aspect is playing a weaker role in people’s lives, this does not mean that everything that is provided by and through institutions lack importance. Professor Otto Krogseth at the University of Oslo has suggested that although secularization is taking place on the social arena – leading to individualism and privatization in religious matters, a process in the opposite direction is taking place in the cultural sphere: Here, religion gains importance, and religious expressions are given a new attention that many of us were unable to predict 20 years ago. So secularization in the institutional and social sphere does not rule out the basis for a resacralization on the cultural scene – but then this does not take place within the framework of, or is generated by, traditional institutions – but at their margins, so to say.


It is from this perspective that we can see both increasing interest in pilgrimage as well as the new constellations under which religion functions today: in a postmodern cultural context, religion becomes more a means of self-expression and search for meaning and continuity in life, and less an arena for dealing with life and death, guilt and recognition (although these factors are in no way totally distant). We turn to tradition, but are not traditionalists, we need religion, but not the regulations and demands of religious institutions; we need morality, but are in no way willing to let the neighbour tell us what to do. We need identity – but want to construct it ourselves, and not receive it as something pre-described. In this sense, diversity rules, although the churches still contribute to a unifying institutional framework that covers most of society in terms of membership and some kind of relation.


In this regard, the churches’ cultural function in the Nordic societies can be seen as one providing resources for life-interpretation and a different way of engaging with reality. The challenge of the churches is to recognize their new role in a more diversified society, without loosing sight of the fact that the resources they provide in the cultural context are only possible to maintain if they are able to maintain a clear and distinct tradition, so that people know that they can find in church what cannot be found elsewhere. After all, the churches also have something to say about living a life in which God takes part and that God helps to shape that is not offered elsewhere. Hence, we can sum up the challenge to the churches in this cultural context in the following sentence: Openness for a diversity of approaches to religion – and a responsibility for maintaining a unifying tradition based on preaching the one Word of God to all people at the same time. 
Conclusion: The predicament of Christianity in a postmodern culture

In a culture that increasingly manifests a plurality of life-views and features of multiculturalism, one easily runs the risk of developing what we can call religious illiteracy, i.e. a lack of understanding of religious practices and their meaning because there are so many and diverse religious expressions present, and one can hardly get to know them all.  In such a cultural situation, the church cannot any longer take for granted that it is well known what its message is. We can no longer count on people  to know what Christianity is all about. Therefore, to provide a viable and relatively stable and coherent presentation of what Christianity in this context and in this age is perhaps the most important challenge the Church’ mission is facing in the present. Moreover, the church will – especially in this context - have to recognize the fact that what people may know of the church is mostly a narrative of its infamous past. The focus on this past is not always a welcome fact in the light of the ambivalent history of the western churches when it comes to alliances with political powers pursuing projects of colonialism, state-building efforts, and using religion to enforce national identity. This negative history is a serious challenge to a church that is no longer alone on the religious market, and has to advocate its position while facing alternatives or competitors that do not have a similar history.  As indicated, one of the ways to “improve” the cultural image of the church is to wipe the dust off ideals linked to pacifism, and to dissociate as much as possible from powers that may appear as having imperial aspirations. Association with such powers, history tells us, has almost always made the gospel less visible in the world. 
In addition to this, Christianity is today in a position where it needs to engage positively with different cultures, and making manifest how the Christian message provides an opportunity to interpret vital and important experiences in people’s lives in a manner that makes their experiences matter religiously. The days of rejecting people’s experiences as not “fitting” Christian doctrine are past. Today we need to ask more productively how the Church provides resources for interpreting the experiences people have, and how the Church is able to offer a way of making sense of those experiences that will also allow for a deeper understanding of the Gospel’s message. A constructive and productive engagement with people’s experiences is called for in a postmodern context where the church can no longer define on its own  what counts and what does not as having spiritual significance. This is the only way it may become culturally apparent how and why the Church still has something to say, and why people should engage with it as an institution providing resources for their lives. 

Hence, a world-rejecting and culture-critical Church has limits when facing the postmodern religious conditions, although it is also sometimes in place to do so. Thus, it is important that the understanding of what Christian doctrine and life mean in today’s world is not hijacked by conservative or fundamentalist groups that claim monopoly on what the correct understanding is, and who also easily retreat from the present cultural climate by simply ignoring or demonizing it. A basic affirmation of this world as God’s world is a precondition for arguing that the Gospel is good news. One of the challenges in this regard is that some conservative groups have developed a way of relating to modern science that may prove deeply problematic in the long run. Although there are good reasons for questioning approaches to modern science that seem to desire that it should replace religion, it is nevertheless important that Christianity in a postmodern context offers an affirmative approach to modern science, including the natural sciences. If not, it runs the risk of placing itself on the side of what is needed in order to overcome some of the main challenges we are facing in the present century, especially with regard to climate change. It is conservative groups like these that critics of religion like Dawkins seems to need in order to continue their unfair representation of contemporary religion. On the other hand, it is also people like Dawkins that provide conservative groups with a self-legitimation saying that they have a mission against positions like his. 

Christianity is one thing – and many. The lessons learned from world mission since Edinburgh has proved this to the fullest. The present challenge of the Churches when this lesson is learned is to see the many, culturally shaped faces of Christianity as a resource and a gain, and not as a problem. Only then can the Christian message also be presented and proclaimed in the future as what opens up people’s lives to the fullest.
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