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from Scandinavian creation theology (SCT). The idea is that the SCT from Gustaf
Wingren and Knud Ejler Logstrup opens for an ecclesiology beyond the secular-
religious binary. A generous Christianity appears when practices of non-faith
(secularity) take place within ecclesia. The article discusses a concrete case from
the Swedish congregation Bergsjoen where a makeshift curtain for visiting Mus-
lims is constructed in the church basement. The makeshift curtain could be inter-
preted as a representation of creation and in this way being an important part
of the ministry as a whole. The article discusses with recent Nordic and inter-
national ecclesiological and political theology. The conclusion is that, different
from Catherine Keller’s proposal of a “weak” political theology, SCT opens for
an embodied, generous, Christianity.
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1 | GENEROUS CHRISTIANITY

aspects in the full interpretation of the meaning of Chris-
tianity. The challenge today is to determine whether

This article discusses how churches can be political in
the context of contemporary creation theology. The posi-
tions of Wingren and Legstrup regarding a general and
open but not specific faith-based life interpretation must
be included in what is needed for a full definition of Chris-
tianity. The article argues that, when these general as well
as specific faith-based interpretations converge in concrete
ecclesial practice, it creates a new space of generous Chris-
tianity. This generosity is what goes beyond the religious-
secular binary.

The first part of the article presents well-known posi-
tions from Legstrup and Wingren connected to general

these positions can be valid in a contemporary multi-
cultural context, or whether they belong to the older
monocultural Protestant culture, as many critics claim.
To this end, the article discusses a case from the Swedish
church in Bergsjoen. In the basement of the church
building is a small prayer room for Muslim migrants.
This case is then reflected on in light of comments by
scholars such as Andreas Holmberg, Gyrid Gunnes, and
Svein Aage Christoffersen. The argument is that these
scholars, despite their interesting interpretations, pay
too little attention to the theological implications of how
nonspecific faith-based interpretations determine what

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any

medium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

© 2021 The Authors. Dialog published by Dialog, Inc. and Wiley Periodicals LLC

Dialog. 2021;60:185-190.

wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/dial | 185


mailto:trygve.wyller@teologi.uio.no
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/dial
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fdial.12676&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-06-13

% | WILEY

WYLLER

Christianity means. In conclusion, the article proposes
an argument through a dialogue with a leading political
theology scholar, Catherine Keller.

2 | BEYOND THE SPECIFIC FAITH

The topic of God’s implicit presence in all of life’s articu-
lations, independent of the faith/nonfaith binary, belongs
to one of the main characteristics of Scandinavian creation
theology (SCT).

K.E. Logstrup claimed that trust and compassion, no
matter the religious character of the person, “suggest a
religious interpretation.” Thus, faith is not a prerequisite
to participating in such phenomena, which then can be
shared by everyone. The phenomena themselves “suggest
a religious interpretation,” though the fundamental posi-
tion is that the content of this religious interpretation is
what keeps everyone part of it. The religious interpreta-
tion includes God’s implicit presence in the lives of nonbe-
lievers. The interpretation does not undo the thought that
truth and compassion can be shared by everyone, no mat-
ter what their specific faith or nonfaith.

A parallel position is well known from Gustaf Wingren’s
writings. One famous topic is his elaborations on Luther’s
interpretation of vocation. No matter the historical validity
of this investigation, Wingren’s message is that the calling
from the other, independent of the faith/nonfaith binary,
is part of God’s presence in the world. On the same level
lie his reflections on the recapitulation, which, according
to Wingren,3 means that God acts through all humans
(regardless of the faith/nonfaith binary), that all nature
reflects God’s creation, and that justice reveals a common
sharing and fundamentally profiles what Christianity is
about: “Openness and specificity ( = creation and gospel)
are not leaning in two different directions...They support
each other, they are in fact one.”*

However, both Wingren and Legstrup today belong to
the past. Their active time as scholars ended a generation
ago. Their context was the monocultural Protestant Scan-
dinavia. Does this mean that their obsession for defending
and discovering the nonconfessional part of Christendom
is outdated? This part is often labeled—with good reason—
creation theology. Nevertheless, in my view, the position is
not primarily about creation but profiles what Christianity
means.

In my view, the position is no less significant in the
multicultural than in the monocultural world. Below, I
focus on the field of ecclesiology, obviously a topic on
the edge when speaking about Christianity beyond the
faith/nonfaith binary. There is a tendency today to consider
faith to be the only relevant and appropriate religious per-
formance in the multicultural context. But multicultural

tolerance accepts specific performances of all religions, the
big ones and the small ones. The condition for tolerance is
solely that each religion remains within its own terrain and
does not pretend to enact what could be suspected as colo-
nial or missionary activities.

This is why one of the fundamental challenges for cur-
rent creation theology is arguing why and how the pro-
file beyond the faith/nonfaith binary is still a valid and
unconditional part of Christianity—especially when the
context is multicultural. One case from Sweden illustrates
the argument.

3 | AMAKESHIFT CURTAIN IN THE
BERGSJOEN CONGREGATION

The Swedish Lutheran church of Bergsjoen, just outside
Gothenburg, has a huge basement area. In the left-hand
corner of one of the basement rooms, a strange mechanical
thing hangs from the ceiling, where a makeshift curtain
can be inserted. That in turn creates a specific space in the
left-hand corner of the basement.

The church staff recently put up this mechanism to
allow for Muslim prayer sessions. The Bergsjeen congre-
gation’ is the most important one among all the Scan-
dinavian churches that have set up projects for undocu-
mented migrants. The church has cooperated for many
years with an ambitious network of professionals, lawyers,
doctors, nurses, etc. Every Wednesday, the network profes-
sionals and the church staff cooperate and invite all undoc-
umented migrants in that part of Sweden to visit for health,
legal, and social consultations. More than 300 people (the
absolute majority of whom are non-Christian and Muslim)
enter the church building, the cafeteria, and most of the
numerous rooms in the building.®

The makeshift curtain, in my view, reveals how subal-
terns both center and churches decenter, all at the same
time. Based on Spivak’s famous understanding of subal-
terns as people, who are not having any voice, my point
is that the decentering ecclesia is an event where voiceless
people can speak.” In my view, this is a significant practice
that might have a future in 21st-century Lutheran political
theology.® The interesting and important perspective lies in
the centering of subalterns and the parallel decentering of
ecclesial prominence, which does not mean that the non-
binary specificity collapses. On the contrary, generosity is
what constitutes a nonbinary Christianity.

4 | PRAYER ROOM: RECAPITULATIO?

Against this background, one might see the makeshift cur-
tain space as a fruitful way of discussing the content of
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contemporary Protestant political theology. Practices like
the makeshift curtain can be found these days in many
churches, both in the North and in the South. Therefore,
cases like the prayer room are also being interpreted and
commented on as part of an important political-theological
trajectory. It would seem, however, that very few political
theology contributions actually reflect how practices such
as the makeshift curtain space can be interpreted in the
context of a presence beyond the faith/nonfaith binary.”
What is significantly more common are interpretations
that see Muslim prayer rooms as signs of how a specific
faith tradition is becoming more liberal and inviting. That,
however, is not the same as reflecting on what a nonbinary
position means. In the following, my interest for the prayer
room is not first of all focused on this room as a specific
room for a specific kind of believers (Muslims). Rather, the
focus is on the prayer room as something offered to give a
recognition (may be also a voice) to people with few voices,
to subalterns in the sense of Spivak.

In Wingren’s interpretation, God acts in God’s reca-
pitulation for all humans, people of faith, and people of
no faith. Yet, the makeshift curtain is a practice within
a church building. Traditionally, one would think that
churches primarily act as communities for people of faith.
The prayer room challenges such an interpretation. More
than what we find in Wingren’s own reflections, and espe-
cially more than what we find in Legstrup’s writings, this
article asks whether churches themselves can be defined as
practices that also—and in particular—might be profiled
beyond the faith/nonfaith binary. The reality of the beyond
is the lived world where humans encounter each other. It is
not enough to claim that the recapitulation happens extra
ecclesiam: There must be a recapitulatio intra. God, the cre-
ator, acts, and this occurs among people of faith and people
of no faith, whether extra or intra.

5 | WHEN THE CONFESSIONAL RULES
In 2019, the Swedish theologian—now bishop in
Stockholm—Andreas Holmberg published the book
Church in a New Landscape. A Lived Ecclesiology Study.'’
The Bergsjoen congregation—the church with the prayer
room—is part of the data material in this book. One of
the key concepts is “community.” However, it seems that
this community concept is first of all the community of
Christian service.

Holmberg’s focus is thus different than the community,
which develops beyond the faith/nonfaith binary. In the
empirical studies presented in the book, Holmberg distin-
guishes between different kinds of local community build-
ing. Nevertheless, when he comes to the more interpre-
tative part, his focus lies primarily on service and liturgy.

This is also the case when he comments directly on the sit-
uation in Bergsjoen.

Holmberg claims the following: “There are voices and
material that bring nuances into the interpretation of the
service as the center of congregational life. However, what
characterizes the service in the congregations studied here
is that the service is the central event in the congrega-
tion.”!!

Despite this conclusion, Holmberg also focuses on the
different aspects of the Christian social service (the dia-
conia) in the relevant congregations. The Christian social
practice plays a significant role in most of the churches
studied. Bergsjoen even presents itself as a congregation
that prioritizes cooperation with others.

This cooperation takes an important place in Holm-
berg’s analysis. Historically, the Church of Sweden has
always been an institution of control. But today there is
a new context. The church needs to address the situation
surrounding new challenges with trust rather than with
control. For Holmberg, trust means meeting “the others”
more as partners than as subordinates: “... relations of
trust toward surroundings as well as in relation to God rep-
resent a modern mentality that was also inspired and prac-
ticed by Jesus and in the Gospel narratives.”?

The prayer room was not there when Holmberg did
his fieldwork in Bergsjoen. There is, however, good rea-
son to assume that the prayer room would have been
interpreted as symbolizing one of the “partners.” What
is interesting in Holmberg’s study is, first, that he rec-
ognizes the significance of other practices, like the dia-
conia, as important aspects of a contemporary Protestant
church. Nevertheless, the partner status is not the sta-
tus of a God implicit recapitulatio (Wingren) or the phe-
nomena of hope (Logstrup). This is why, despite his open-
ness, he remains within the binary tradition. The ser-
vice is the center, and “the others” are partners. Practices
of generosity beyond this binary are not on Holmberg’s
horizon.

The Norwegian theologian Gyrid Gunnes presents no
fieldwork in her recent Ph.D. dissertation, Towards a Dia-
conia of Displacement: An Empirical Theological Inquiry."”
She does, however, include interviews and observations
from a similar church in Norway, the Our Lady Church
in Trondheim. The local City Mission has organized an
ongoing project in this church on weekdays. It engages
with people struggling with drugs, psychiatric challenges,
homelessness, etc. It serves meals in the entryway of the
medieval church building and invites people to services,
many of whom participate.

Gunnes’ main interest lies in ecclesiology, and how
Christian social practice (diaconia) influences ecclesiolog-
ical profiles. Two concepts are important: the “diaconia of
displacement” and the “apophatic diaconia.”
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The diaconia of displacement is inspired by Bruno
Latour and focuses on how artifacts are used in new and
surprising ways. Gunnes claims that both ecclesial arti-
facts and people display “surprising” behavior in Our Lady:
“Displacement is a culturally sensitive mode of diaconia
that takes into account that in cultures where Christian-
ity and the dominant culture are historically intertwined,
‘incorrect’ or surprising uses of empirical expressions of
Christianity as churches, liturgies and objects may facili-
tate the creation of various kinds of justice.”'*

The “apophatic diaconia” is inspired by the Yale the-
ologian Linn Tonstad, who uses the apophatic as a trini-
tarian concept. God humbles Godself in the Our Lady
social work: “If the ontological horizon of the ‘folk’ of the
folk church is not only a stable locality given in creation,
but also the translocality of the contemporary precariat, it
invites for a Christological foundation of the ‘folk’ of the
folk church. Seen from the position of a diaconal episte-
mology, the God of the folk church is not only an embodied
creator of God, but also a God who is subjected and submit-
ted to the same kind of ontological instability as the guests
of Our Lady.”"

The concepts of displacement and the apophatic diaco-
nia both share a strongly faith-based interpretation of the
social work that takes place in Our Lady. This article is
not the place to discuss whether Gunnes could have col-
lected more nonfaith aspects among the participants. Per-
haps they are all converted Christians. They are, however,
first of all, people who are trying to create a safer and pleas-
ant life for themselves. This aspect of social interest is what
is missing in Gunnes’ study. When the social aspect of a
church is given a one-sided spiritual interpretation, the
embodied and the social aspects lose significance.

Against this background, we discover an interesting
similarity between Holmberg and Gunnes. Both share a
strong Christocentric theology. For Holmberg, the people
of Bergsjoen comprise part of what he calls a theology
of koinonia. The participants in Our Lady are part of an
apophatic diaconia. Both scholars put their focus on partic-
ipation in a community with the crucified. Dogmatically,
there is nothing provocative about such an interpretation.

A second thought, however, is that the consequence of
the Christocentric approach is a lack of awareness for the
general, the nonfaith, and the embodied in both churches.
There is hardly any creation or perspectives of nonfaith.
The learning aspect emerging from these two studies is
therefore that aspects of nonfaith and the absence of spir-
ituality need to be included in empirical diaconia stud-
ies. Nonfaith is not faith irrelevant; it is primarily what is
embodied, shared by all, shared by people of faith and non-
faith. When the second aspect is missing, the discovery of
a generous Christianity is also missing.

6 | K.E.LOGSTRUP AND THE
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
NONCONFESSIONAL

We can develop a parallel reflection if we turn to inter-
pretations of Logstrup. As stated above, one of his famous
sentences is that the sovereign expressions of life “sug-
gest a religious interpretation.” There have been long
and complex discussions concerning Legstrup, how to
read the “suggest a religious interpretation.”'® Is Logstrup
favoring theistic or nontheistic ethics? The present article
underlines a different perspective: The religious interpre-
tation that is “suggested” by the sovereign expressions of
life is an interpretation where nonfaith practices are part
of God’s implicit performance.

The decisive perspective is that Lagstrup focused on
a phenomenological analysis of human relations among
everyone and relations between nature (“the universe”)
and all humans. Different from contemporary political the-
ologians, Legstrup is not on the sub contrario track; he
is not occupied with a theology that “goes dark,”" he is
not into a “profanation.”'® This is not a “weak theology,”"”
but rather a theology of abundance, full of the hope that
develops from encounters between all humans, beyond
faith/nonfaith binaries. This is why one might interpret
the makeshift curtain and the Muslim prayer room in
Bergsjoen as an expression of sovereign expressions of life
that “suggest a religious interpretation.” The prayer room
is an expression of nonfaith within a Christian church,
but it also provides spatial justice for those who lack such
justice in Swedish society.?’ It is this perspective of jus-
tice that is not based in a Christian faith that “suggest([s]
a religious interpretation.” In this interpretative context
Legstrup can support Bergsjoen’s generous ecclesiology
beyond the binaries: “History does not decide how we
interpret the phenomenon. The phenomenon decides how
we can — and shall — interpret history.”?!

An analysis of sensory data, the strong and the weak
phenomena, and the universe as a whole can be seen as
ways of making interpretations that are open to all, peo-
ple of faith and people of no faith. This is why the meta-
physics of Legstrup should be included when we continue
a generous Christianity—and especially a generous eccle-
siology. Legstrup himself did not reflect substantially on
the ecclesiological consequences of his position. Neverthe-
less, in my view, that is what is fruitful in our modern mul-
ticultural context.

Can there be church communities that act beyond the
religious compartmentalization? The basic argument is
that ecclesial practices of sharing and solidarity are embod-
ied, and that this embodiment is an inherent value. It is
not koinonia (Holmberg), it is not apophatic (Gunnes);
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it is the significance of the embodied everyday shared
by all, beyond binaries. The makeshift curtain spatializes
nonfaith-based justice in a Christian church. In Logstrup’s
view, these phenomena reflect what is more than human
and still human: “How can we revolt against annihilation?
What kind of power nourishes the revolt? Why are we not
simply run down by annihilation? We are not, one of the
reasons being that space comes to our defence through our
sensation,””” L@gstrup says. When such nonconfessional
spaces perform in an ecclesial context, then we experience
how generous Christianity can be.

7 | CREATIONAL GRACE
(CHRISTOFFERSEN)

The Norwegian theologian Svein Aage Christoffersen is
one of the leading Legsrup interpreters. One of his inter-
esting concepts is “creational grace” (partly further inter-
preting a concept already launched by Grundtvig)** (Nor-
wegian: “skapelsesndde”).”* Applied to the prayer room,
Christoffersen’s concept implies that the justice performed
through the room is a creational grace. Performing justice
for Muslims means performing a creation that partakes of
divine grace. It is a given beyond the merits of those who
receive it. Because of the gift character, this creation par-
ticipates in divine grace.

The paradox is that Christoffersen, even if he interprets
the sensible experiences of something that “suggest[s] a
religious interpretation,” very different from Keller and
Robbins, also disregards the implications of the noncon-
fessional. Christoffersen intends to discuss how closely
Logstrups comes to what Christoffersen thinks is Luther’s
theology of creation. The argument, in my view, “christian-
izes” the phenomena too quickly.

Christoffersen claims: “Logstrup’s position is that there
is grace in all creation. For Legstrup, this opens the door
to interpreting all life, the visible and the audible, the light
and the colors, the landscape and the beauty of the sea-
sons, as expressions of God’s gift-giving. The courage for
life is not nourished only by the Gospel. The lights and
colors of the landscape, the spontaneity of children, the
trees, the grass, and the grain also contribute. All this
is to be received in gratitude.”” In passages like this,
Christoffersen highlights the similarity between Legstrup
and Luther. However, the similarity goes too far. Christof-
fersen writes: "Creational grace is soteriological, yet not
eschatological. It does not express inherent human charac-
teristics, but is God’s work alone.”?® In my view, Christof-
fersen’s interpretation softens Legstrup’s sharp distinction
between the creation, available for all, believers and non-
believers, and the specific Christian grace, available for
those, who believe.

Different from Christoffersen, I would say the prayer
room is practical and material, a space constructed for the
benefit of a group of people. Further research should dis-
cover what takes place in this specific space, whether it
fits the participants’ expectations or not, how they inter-
sect with the other parts of the church activities and peo-
ple, etc. Experience from much empirical research in the
field of migration is that practical and material construc-
tions very often have other impacts and a different content
than what was planned from the beginning.

In the context of SCT, however, it is fundamental not
to spiritualize or “Christianize” the prayer room, but to
stay close to the material. Necessary critical empirical
approaches are important to improving the quality and
the profile of a specific practice. There are, unfortunately,
numerous well-known church practices that do not ful-
fill the ethical requirements expected in a church context.
Nevertheless, as long as the specific practice is not regarded
as part of a soteriological context (Holmberg, Gunnes,
Christoffersen), there is the potential to improve the ethi-
cal level of the specific practice. In all cases, the permanent
presence of nonfaith practices is the condition necessary to
increase and solidify the generosity of the practice. Eccle-
sial generosity develops in the interaction and intersection
of faith and nonfaith. That is an important track to follow
for future (Scandinavian) creation theology. A recapitulatio
that “suggests a religious interpretation” should be discov-
ered and interpreted in surprising places.

8 | NOT WEAK, GENEROUS

Catherine Keller reflects on how a political theology is pos-
sible today. She writes: “The conundrum of theology as
such exposes then the following assumption of the present
experiment: even the most secular versions of political
theology expose the impossibility of excepting theology
from politics, or then the secular from the religious. We are
secular-religious others”.”?’

The makeshift curtain and its practicing context is obvi-
ously a phenomena beyond the secular-religious others. It
is an embodied interpretation of Catherine Keller’s coura-
geous sentence: “Perhaps a theology that counters its own
sovereignty of sovereignties can only now, in the time of a
weakened Christendom, come into its own.”2

The makeshift curtain is a practice that counters the
sovereignty of ecclesia. However, different from what
Keller thinks, this countering is not part of a weak Chris-
tendom. Instead, it is the performance of a generous
Christendom and the insistence that justice and shared,
embodied hope for the not-belonging are organic parts of
what Christianity means. This is how contemporary cre-
ation theology can contribute to a future and surprising
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political theology. Generosity must lie in the characteris-
tics of the spaces of the other. Therefore, these character-
istics inhabit embodied landscapes beyond the religious-
secular binary.
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