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1. The three most important results of the project and what conclusions can be drawn

from them

The project set out (1) to provide new empirical material on the experiential relation to nature
among urban, secular people in the Baltic Sea region, (2) to develop cross-disciplinary
methodological designs for the study of experience in nature on the edge of language, and
(3) to develop new ways of theorizing secularisation and sacralisation the Baltic Sea region.
Because of the pandemic and some other reasons, the duration of this project was prolonged.
Now, after more than six years of work we are happy to report that we have been able to
deliver far more than we initially planned. It is very difficult to summarize the 67
publications that have come out of the project but if three results are to be picked it may be

these:

(1) We have conducted several hundred interviews with urban, secular people in the Baltic
Sea region. By working systematically and jointly with all interviews within the research
group we have managed to produce analyses of our questions that are hermeneutical and

qualitative but at the same time based on solid empirical footing.

(2) Methodologically we have explored means to study an aspect of culture and experience
which is largely unarticulated, personal and private. The nature experiences of our secular
interlocutors hold existential qualities which are felt to be strengthened by the silence that
surrounds them. In order to study such experiences we have developed a variety of interview
methods which aim to reach also that level of silent experiences. For instance, we have
interviewed in the forest, while walking through the landscape, and by speaking of matters

which only indirectly connect to the topic of our interest.
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(3) Theoretically we have tried to analyse how the process of secularisation, that is
particularly apparent in the countries of our focus, combine with the sacralisation of nature

which is also particularly prominent in the same countries.

We have found that the existential depth that is often ascribed to nature experiences in the
part of the world we focus, points to a facet of the secularisation process, indicating that love
of nature among today’s Northern Europeans is deeply entangled with the processes of
modernization. Through a series of publications we have provided a historical analysis of
how this phenomenon arose and explored ways of approaching it that move beyond the
religious-secular dichotomy. We have suggested that the notion of “existential field” can be
used to denote the semantic field in the Northern European culture in which secular, yet

sacralized, nature experiences take place.

During the scope of the project we have moved towards an understanding of these two
processes which sees them as two sides of a cultural turn that we, following Latour and
others, call the ecologization of nature. If modernization is a process of
compartmentalization, ecologization is its opposite. To ecologize nature is to take steps
toward reconnecting with the landscape, the other species, the natural environment in ways
which counteract compartementalisation. We have explored such ecologizing efforts among
regenerative farmers, environmental activists, and city people reconnecting with forests. In
all of these fields we have found that specific moods and motivations rise in the interface
between sensuous experience, individual commitment, and political endeavors in a time of

ecological crises.

Furthermore the project has contributed to the development of a multidimensional
understanding of nature experience among the seculars of the Baltic sea region. This includes
cognitive and perceptual patterns but also emotional and ethical dimensions. We have
explored the concepts of face and facing to signify meta-ontological aspects of the encounter
with nature. Nature is experienced as a living presence in and of itself that urges ethical
responsibility. We have operationalised the concept in a way that includes bodily, sensory,
cognitive, emotional, and ethical dimensions and signifying a degree of active agency in
nature. The experience of nature as a face, in both momentary attitudes and long-term
processes, can be cultivated so that an openness to sensory, cognitive, emotional, and ethical

appreciation of the world and its human and non-human inhabitants grows stronger.
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2. The project’s contribution to the international research frontline

We have presented our results in international top-journals and on international
conferences and our research has gained much attention from colleagues worldwide. We
hope that the concepts we have suggested will help forward the research front on the
interface between religion, culture and nature. Our work has also led to a number of
research applications and research projects. For instance the Danish project Enchanted
ecologies, funded by Danish reseach foundation, and an American survey project about

reverential naturalism worldwide (application sent to Templeton foundation)

3. The contribution of the research to the knowledge of the Baltic Sea Region and

Eastern Europe

The project deals explicitly with two cultural features in which the populations of the
Baltic Sea region stand out, namely secularisation and nature love. It is also empirically
focussed on this region. Hence both its empirical and theoretical focus is of immediate

relevance for this region.

4. New research questions that the project has led to

Some new questions are: How does the sacralisation of nature that we have described
connect to ecological awareness? To what extent do the societal phenomena that we have
explored also exist outside of the Baltic sea region? What is the connection between nature

experience and meaning making?

5. Dissemination of the results of the project within and outside the research
community
The project has resulted in 67 academic publications, a large number of conference

presentations and hundreds of public lectures. A list of publications is included below.
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