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Between ritual and ‘advertisement’. Theological negotiation in the 
development of digitally mediated worship services at the end of the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
 

Abstract: Several of the contributors to the anthology Distanced Church: Reflections on 
Doing Church Online (2020) observed that the rapid transition to digitally mediated 
worship in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic tended to be “technology at the 
expanse of theology”. As for example Alexander Chow and Jonas Kurlberg have shown, 
Sweden was no exception. But what happened after that?  

 
As part of the action research project Church in Digital Space, researchers have 
followed two congregations in the Lutheran Church of Sweden in the diocese of 
Stockholm during the end of the pandemic (August 2021 – February 2022) as they 
struggled to develop their digitally mediated worship services in a situation when local 
churches were opening again.  

 
Starting out with two quite similar worship services (short pre-recorded for the 
“regulars” during a pandemic), the two congregations ended up with two quite 
different strategies for the future. This was to a high degree due to theological 
considerations and negotiations, in particular on ecclesiology and liturgy.  

 
The paper will describe and discuss the congregations’ theological negotiation 
processes in relation to the concepts interaction, synchronicity and integrity, in the 
light of communication theories and ritual theories.  

 
 

Introduction 
 
“It is difficult to think ahead, because it feels like this has started and lived in a great 
parenthesis in life, and now everything is suddenly rolling back in. It is so easy to say 
“our seventh church” […] “we should count it in”, but who has got the time? It is not in 
anyone’s schedule yet. […] This is the new normal, and the task now is to forge it 
together with the old.” 

 
The new normal this musician, employed in the Lutheran Church of Sweden, is talking about is 
digitally mediated worship services. These words were uttered during the fall of 2021, when the 
restrictions due to the pandemic were about to end, and her congregation was trying to figure out 
how its digital “seventh church” should relate to their six other brick-and-mortar churches. What 
does a theologically informed, sustainable “new normal” actually look like in a post-pandemic 
context?  
 
As part of the action research project “Church in Digital Space”, I and Bible scholar Rikard Roitto have 
followed two Swedish Lutheran congregations as they struggled with that question in relation to 
their digitally mediated worship services. In this paper, I will describe and discuss the congregations’ 
theological negotiation processes.1 First however, a few words about the background and design of 
the research project.  

 
1 This paper builds on two chapters from the research report. See Mannerfelt, Frida & Roitto, Rikard 2022. 
“Mellan rit och reklam: interaktion, synkronicitet och integritet i förinspelade digitalt förmedlade andakter del 
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Background 
One of the consequences of the pandemic for churches around the world was a rapid transition to 
digitally mediated worship services. Sweden was no exception. However, in some ways Sweden did 
differ from other countries. 
 
In their comparison of the transition in Great Britain, Sweden, Singapore and Hong Kong during the 
early stages of the pandemic, Alexander Chow and Jonas Kurlberg found that the churches in Sweden 
– despite Sweden being one of the most digitalized countries in the world – often chose very simple 
solutions of the kind that Heidi Campbell categorized as “transfer strategy”.2 According to Chow and 
Kurlberg, one contributing reason was the nature of the restrictions in Sweden, under which up to 
fifty people were allowed to gather.3 Therefore, the most common solution to digitally mediated 
worship was to put up a mobile phone in the corner of the church and record or livestream the 
ordinary worship service with up to 50 people present. Chow and Kurlberg argued that in countries 
with total lockdown, the churches had to be more creative in their digital transition.4 
 
However, there were national differences. The Lutheran Diocese of Stockholm had the largest 
congregations, and also the worst outbreak of the virus. In the light of this, bishop Andreas Holmberg 
made the historical decision to shut down all the churches during the first months of the pandemic, 
creating a situation that resembled other churches throughout the world. Just as Chow and Kurlberg 
had argued, this seemed to affect the quality of the digitally mediated worship services. For example: 
during the summer of 2020 we gave the course “Church and theology during times of pandemic” at 
my college. One of the assignments for the 200 students was to analyse digitally mediated worship 
services from the first months of the pandemic. As I marked all these analyses, a pattern emerged: 
online services from Stockholm were much more likely to be categorized as “translation” or even 
“transformation strategy”.  
 

The action research project Church in Digital Space 
In January 2021, the diocese of Stockholm and University College of Stockholm launched an action 
research project5 called “Church in Digital Space” with the aim to map and develop the experiences 

 
1: berättelsen om två församlingars utveckling” and ”Mellan rit och reklam: interaktion, synkronicitet och 
integritet i förinspelade digitalt förmedlade andakter del 2: analys av teologi och praktik” in in Garpe, Sara & 
Ideström, Jonas (eds.) Kyrka i digitala rum, Uppsala: enheten för forskning och analys (forthcoming). 
2 Campbell, Heidi 2020. «What Religious Groups Need to Consider When Trying to Do Church Online» in 
Campbell, Heidi (ed.), The Distanced Church: Reflections on Doing Church Online, Digital Religion Publications, 
p. 51. 
3 In November 2020 the government lowered the number to eight. 
4 Chow, Alexander & Kurlberg, Jonas 2020. ”Two or Three Gathered Online: Asian and European Responses to 
COVID-19 and the Digital Church” in Studies in World Christianity, Vol 26, No 3, p. 298-318. 
5 As stated in the introduction to the research report, the starting point of action research is two ideas. First, 
the idea that research can contribute to solving actual problems and develop knowledge and skills. Second, the 
idea that the participants possess knowledge that could contribute significantly to the research process. 
Research is therefore done in collaboration between researchers and practitioners. Practitioners contribute 
with their experience and knowledge, researchers with resources like methods, theories and research from 
other contexts, to a process of interpretation and reflection. Garpe, Sara & Ideström, Jonas 2022. «Inledning» 
in Garpe, Sara & Ideström, Jonas (eds.) Kyrka i digitala rum, Uppsala: enheten för forskning och analys, 
forthcoming). This research project is inspired by Theological action research (TAR) (see for example Watkins, 
Clare 2020. Disclosing Church: An ecclesiology learned from conversations in practice, London & New York: 
Rotledge), but also methods and concepts developed by Jonas Ideström (see for example Ideström, Jonas 
2015a, “Implicit Ecclesiology and Local Church Identity. Dealing With Dilemmas of Empirical Ecclesiology” in 
Fahlgren, Sune & Ideström, Jonas (eds.) Ecclesiology in the Trenches: Theory and Method under Construction, 
Eugene OR: Pickwick Publications, p. 121-138) and the bishop of the Lutheran diocese of Stockholm, Andreas 
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and skills gained from the digital transition, and find out how to keep the online church gates open in 
a sustainable and theologically informed way, even after the pandemic. Among the unusually large 
number of congregations that applied for participation, seven were chosen. Five researchers were 
engaged, led by professor in practical theology Jonas Ideström and the bishop’s theological advisor, 
Sara Garpe. As part of the overarching project, there were several smaller, more pointed projects 
that leaned into what the practitioners wanted to research and develop in their respective 
congregations. The report of the project as a whole will be released on September 19th 2022. 
 
This paper concerns one of those smaller, pointed projects. The researchers, Dr Roitto and myself, 
teamed up with the practitioners in Järfälla and Täby congregations, who wished to research and 
develop their pre-recorded digitally mediated worship services. Together we decided to focus on 
three concepts: interaction, synchronicity and integrity. The research question was: How do the 
practitioners in the two congregations understand and negotiate interaction, synchronicity and 
integrity in their work with pre-recorded digitally mediated worship services?  
 
The concept “interaction” was chosen in relation to one of the purposes of the research project as a 
whole: to increase interactivity, participation and relationship in the congregations’ use of digital 
tools. Several studies show a connection between digital platforms that allow for interaction, and the 
experience of community, participation and engagement.6  
 
The concept “synchronicity” was chosen since this feature often facilitates interaction. During the 
spring 2021 there was also a large debate in one of the church oriented newspapers in Sweden 
discussing to what extent asynchronous pre-recorded worship services can offer interaction and 
community at all.7 
 
The concept “integrity” was suggested by the researchers, due to the fact that the context was a 
Lutheran folk church in thoroughly secularized Sweden, with a very high percentage of members in 
the category Grace Davie called “belonging but not believing”.8 In other words: members who do not 
participate in worship services or other activities. But, as soon as the project started, it turned out 
that the integrity of the practitioners was just as important. Therefore, both aspects of integrity were 
included and explored. 
 
Researchers and practitioners in each congregation met once a month from August 2021 to February 
2022. The researchers observed as the practitioners prepared for and recorded their worship 
services, interviewed all the practitioners involved, and gathered screenshots of publication on 
websites and social media, recordings and viewing statistics. A month later, the researchers returned 
for group conversations where the researchers presented an analysis of what they had seen and 
heard, theories that could aid the understanding of what was going on, and facilitated a discussion in 
which the team members responded to the analysis and reflected on their practices. Next month, 
there was a new round of observations, and so on. 
 

 
Holmberg (see for example Holmberg, Andreas 2019. Kyrka i nytt landskap: En studie av levd ecklesiologi i 
Svenska kyrkan, Skellefteå: Artos Academic). 
6 See for example Campbell, Heidi 2020, p. 49-51. The same seems to hold true also for Swedish protestant 
churches during the COVID-19 pandemic. See for example Mannerfelt, Frida 2022. "Old and New Habits: The 
Transition to Digitally-Mediated Worship in Four Swedish Free Church Denominations during COVID-19” In 
Ulrik Josefsson och Magnus Wahlström (eds.) Svensk frikyrklighet i pandemin: En studie av församlingen i 
corona och corona i församlingen. Forskningsrapporter från Institutet för Pentekostala Studier, no. 9, p. 90-119. 
7 For a summary of the debate, see Edgardh, Ninna 2021. “Ställa om - och sen? Pandemins effekter på 
gudstjänst och församlingsliv i Svenska kyrkan”. Årsbok för svenskt gudstjänstliv Vol. 96 2021, p. 178-179. 
8 Davie, Grace 1994. Religion in Britain since 1945. Believing without Belonging, Oxford, Blackwell. 
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There were several theories introduced in those conversations. Among them were Roy A. 
Rappaport’s ritual theory and concepts “canonical and self-referential information” 9, Heidi 
Campbell’s concept of “religious digital creatives”10 and John Durham Peters concepts “dialogue and 
dissemination”.11 
 

Theological negotiations – between ritual and advertisement 

 
At the starting point of the project in August 2021, the congregations shared many traits. During the 
church lockdown they had decided to make shorter (3-10 min long), pre-recorded worship services to 
accommodate the “regulars”. Both congregations worked in similar ways: they recorded on 
Tuesdays, edited during the week, and published at the end of the week at an appointed time, on the 
church website, Youtube, Facebook and Instagram (the institution’s accounts). They had about the 
same amount of viewers every week (about 80-100 on each platform, but on occasion more). The 
congregations were also quite similar in size (units with four or five brick-and-mortar churches, and 
around 30 000 members), and had very good access to resources (they had employees with technical 
know-how and were able to invest in good technical equipment). Finally, they shared a sense of lack 
of theological understanding of what they were doing. They stated that they had been guided by that 
pragmatism that for example Stephen Garner wrote about in Distanced church-anthology, where 
“the need to have something, anything, ready for the next Sunday” overrided theological reflection.12 
 
Nevertheless, just because theology is not explicit, it does not mean it is not there. Theology, 
especially ecclesiology, is implicit in all church practices.13 Furthermore, as Heidi Campbell has 
shown, religious values, beliefs and tradition are key features when religious communities negotiate 
their use of new media.14  
 
Over time these two seemingly similar congregations differed more and more in their approach to 
the digitally mediated worship services and how they thought of interaction, synchronicity and 
integrity. As they began to uncover and articulate their theological reasoning, it became evident that 
theology had not been lacking in their way to work with technology, in fact, it seemed to 
unconsciously have guided their choices from the beginning. Furthermore, when they became more 
aware and outspoken about their theological end ecclesiological understanding, they began making 
adjustments to their online services accordingly. In February 2022, they had negotiated two different 
versions of “the new normal”.  
 
At the end of the project, the researchers proposed to the insiders that this difference could be 
described as emphasizing opposite poles in the dynamic tension between “ritual” and something that 
the practitioners repeatedly called “advertisement”. The word ‘advertisement’ occurred frequently 
in source material. However, in the conversations with the practitioners, it became evident that they 

 
9 Rappaport, Roy A 1999. Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, p. 52-54. 
1010 Campbell, Heidi 2021. Digital Creatives and the Rethinking of Religious Authority, London & New York: 
Routledge. 
11 Durham Peters, John 1999. Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, s. 26-63. 
12 Garner, Stephen 2020. "The Distanced Church: Pragmatism, Creativity, and Rhythms of Life” in Campbell, 
Heidi (ed.), The Distanced Church: Reflections on Doing Church Online, Digital Religion Publications, 2020, p. 56. 
13 Ideström 2015a, p. 121-138. See also Ideström, Jonas 2009. Lokal kyrklig identitet: En studie av implicit 
ecklesiologi med exemplet Svenska kyrkan i Flemingsberg. Skellefteå: Artos. 
14 Campbell 2021, p. 63-65. See also Campbell, Heidi 2010. When religion meets new media. London: 
Routledge. 
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did not mean ‘advertisement’ as marketing a product, but as a way to understand church and the 
mission of the church.  
 
When the operant ecclesiology in the seven congregations was compared, professor Ideström found 
recurring patterns in how the church and its mission was conceived. He proposed three models as a 
way to “show and understand how the theological presumptions about church affects and emerges 
in and through digital spaces in these seven congregations”.15 In practice, the models were of course 
not as clear-cut. As earlier mentioned, Dr Roitto and me found that it was rather a matter of 
emphasis. But the models were quite helpful to contextualize and interpret the tension between 
ritual and advertisement. 
 
Ideström presented three models of folk church that he saw were operant in the seven 
congregations digital media work. The Lutheran Church of Sweden has since the beginning of the 20th 
Century identified as a folk church, but it has been enacted in various ways. This was mirrored in the 
three models. They shared some basic assumptions. 1) They do not have an essentialist 
understanding of ‘folk’ where “the people of Sweden” is the subject of the church. ‘Folk’ are 
understood as individuals and groups in the context where the church acts. 2) They presume that the 
church exists to enable for ‘folk’ to be reached by the gospel in its many forms. 3) They assume that 
the church’s mission is to contribute to the expansion of the kingdom of God (as it is stated in the 
church order). However, they differ in their opinion on how this is done, and what and who 
constitutes church. In other words: in what forms the gospel may be transmitted, and what role the 
visible church (as in the community gathered for worship) plays.  
 
The first model is folk church as an address in everyday life. It is related to the folk church theology of 
Einar Billing and Gustaf Wingren. In this model, the identity of the church is grounded in the mission 
to reach out with the gospel. How this is enacted is not important as long as the gospel is received 
and allowed to have effect on ‘folk’. Addressing ‘folk’ with the gospel in their everyday life is a goal in 
itself, and the results do not have to be measured or defined. It is primarily in the mediation of the 
gospel that the church becomes church.  
 
The second model is folk church as sacramental enactment. It resembles the first model in the sense 
that the mediation of the gospel is a goal in itself and its effectiveness does not have to be measured. 
In other words: the primary task of the church is to ensure that the gospel is proclaimed and enacted. 
The difference lies in how it is done. Here, the folk church model is dependent on ideas from the 
ecumenical and liturgical movements. Since “the medium is the message”, you cannot extract the 
message from the traditional practices of the church and allow it to take new shapes and forms. For 
example, the liturgy of the worship service is a necessary part of the mediation of the gospel. 
However, this model of the folk church does not, like the third model, emphasize the visible 
community. 
 
The third model is folk church as a visible community. This model emphasizes that it is through 
relationships and community that the gospel takes form and is administrated. Often the gathered, 
visible worshipping community takes precedence as the place where the church becomes church. In 
this emphasis on liturgy, it resembles the second model. But it also resembles the first model that 
allows for a variety of way to enact the message of the gospel. The difference is that the purpose of 
the address is for ‘folk’ to become part of the visible community.  
 

 
15 Ideström & Garpe, 2022 (forthcoming). (My translation) 
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As mentioned earlier, the congregations in Järfälla and Täby were a mix of several of these models. 
During the course of the project, however, they shifted to emphasize one of the models more clearly 
– at least in relation to their digitally mediated worship services.  
 
The practitioners in Täby emphasized the “ritual” part of the spectrum and folk church as 
sacramentally enacted. They began to conceive of online church at their “seventh church” and 
described their digitally mediated worship services as inviting ‘folk’ into that space to participate in 
the worship with them. This meant that they followed the liturgical year, the order of the liturgical 
handbook, wore liturgical clothes, scheduled preparations as “worship planning” and published a 
worship service every week at 10 on Sunday mornings that was only available for a week. The 
services were led by pastors or deacons. There was a clear reciprocity here: the practitioners said 
they did all these things because it was their seventh church, and at the same time it all contributed 
to construct the understanding of online church as their seventh church space. 
 
The practitioners in Järfälla emphasized the “advertisement” part of the spectrum and folk church as 
an address in everyday life. They conceived of online church as an extended arm that reaches out 
from the brick-and-mortar church. Unlike their counterparts in Täby, they did not describe it as ‘folk’ 
being invited into their space, but as them being invited into the space of ‘folk’s’ everyday life with 
the message of the gospel. This meant that they avoided liturgical clothes, preaching the liturgical 
year och liturgical handbooks. Instead they searched for expressions that would allow the gospel to 
be received. The services were led not just pastors, but all kinds of employees and also laypeople. 
The services were published every Friday afternoon at 1 when the practitioners thought it would be 
convenient for ‘folk’ to participate, and were available permanently.  
 
The theological difference were also expressed when the practitioners were invited to reflect – or 
theologize – on church and their digitally mediated worship services in relation to Scripture.16 For 
example, in the conversation on Joh 4, the practitioners in Järfälla thought verses 36-38 represented 
how the church works. “Sometimes we sow, sometimes we reap. Sometimes we get to experience 
both. You start something so that others might continue or see the results.” To the practitioners in 
Täby, the same verses represented how the church comes together to sow and reap in the online 
services. “So that the one who is sowing and the one who is reaping can rejoice together”. Likewise, 
there was a difference in their interpretation of the Samarian woman in Joh 4. Järfälla immediately 
interpreted her as the church spreading the gospel, while Täby interpreted her as representing the 
people that “come to our services”.  
 

Understanding and negotiating interaction, synchronicity and integrity  
The two congregations’ emphasis on one ecclesiological model and position in the ritual-
advertisement spectrum affected how they understood and negotiated interaction, synchronicity 
and integrity. 

 

Interaction 
When it comes to interaction, there was a difference in expectation of what kind of interaction that 
would take place. The practitioners in Täby, who emphasized ritual, compared to how participants in 
a local worship service would interact. Their main concern was how to include interactive elements 
into the order of the worship service. The practitioners in Järfälla, who emphasized ‘advertisement’, 
compared it to how participants in a local worship service would interact with the sermon. Their 

 
16 For Bible conversation as method in theological action research, see Ideström, Jonas 2015b. Spåren i snön: 
Att vara kyrka i norrländska glesbygder. Skellefteå: Artos; Ideström, Jonas 2021. Ikoniska kartor: Att göra 
teologi i kyrkans vardag. Skellefteå: Artos. 
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main concerns was about interaction (responses such as likes and comments) in relation to the 
published worship service.  
 
However, both congregations mentioned both kinds of interaction, and in both cases the 
practitioners observed that interaction was low. They proposed that the explanation was a 
combination of their choice of platforms (Youtube, Facebook and Instagram are all platforms that 
functions as public forums) and the nature of the members of church of Sweden. As the 
communication director in Järfälla puts it: 
 

I think that I myself and many other swedes like the opportunity to sneak into the 
physical church without being drawn into a look-deep-into-the-eyes interaction. I get 
to be part of something sacred and important without being exposed or confronted. I 
can participate as much as I feel is right for me, and it does not have to be worthless 
just because we don’t see any comments or traces of it.  

 
Interaction in terms of views were also very low (80-100 views a week in a congregation with 30 000 
members…). Their different theological standpoints resulted in different answers to the researchers 
proposal that the congregations might advertise on the social media platforms. The practitioners in 
Järfälla bought the idea immediately, while Täby started to problematize. They had worked hard to 
earn the online service the same status as the onsite services, and were concerned that adverts could 
shift the balance again and create an unfair advantage. 
 
In addition, both congregations initially expressed a feeling that the researchers labelled “interaction 
shame”. The fact that interaction was low caused frustration and shame. During the course of the 
project, the interaction shame was reduced. One important reason for that was Peters theory of 
dialogue and dissemination.  
 
In his book Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication, Peters questions the 
hegemonic ideal of dialogue, and argues for dissemination as a complimentary form of 
communication. In his description of dissemination, Peters uses the synoptic gospel’s depiction of 
Jesus. In the parable of the Sower, the Word is sown out to everyone without distinction, and it is up 
to the listener to reap its meaning (“Hear, you who have ears”). As Durham Peters puts it:  
 

The meaning of the parable is quite literally the audience’s problem. In other words, when 
the distance between the speaker and listener is great, the audience bears the interpretative 
burden.17 

 
This kind of communication is not mutual, reciprocal or symmetric. But then again, as Durham Peters 
points out, neither are all relations in the synoptic gospels where “agape is often figured as 
broadcasting. […] Love is supposed to be universal and indifferent to personalities. Scattering and 
impersonality can be good things. Agape - or Christian love - is supposed to be mass 
communicated.”18 However, according to Durham Peters, neither dialogue nor dissemination can be 
the only kind of communication. As he puts it: “Justice that is not loving is not just; love that is not 
just is not loving. Just so, dissemination without dialogue can become stray scatter, and dialogue 
without dissemination can be interminable tyranny.19  
 
This provided theological reasoning for broadcasting, and the idea that the meaning-making process 
and decision to participate is up to the receiver. 

 
17 Peters 1999, s. 52 
18 Peters 1999, s. 56. 
19 Peters 1999, s. 57. 
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Towards the end of the project, the practitioners also mentioned that the reduced interaction shame 
was connected to motivation. Views, comments and other interactions were proof that their work 
was important and meaningful, and served as motivation in relation to their co-workers doubts 
about online worship. But, when they had articulated theological motives for their work, it was not 
as important to count interactions anymore. Paraphrasing Heidi Campbell’s work on Digital Creatives 
and the Rethinking of Religious Authority where she talks about a tension between algorithmic 
authority (authority based on visibility and numbers) and traditional authority: there had been a shift 
from algorithmic motivation to traditional motivation.20 
  

Synchronicity  
For ritually oriented Täby, synchronicity caused quite a problem. While their pre-recorded worship 
service provided what Rappaport calls canonical information (information about the shared values, 
beliefs and worldview of the community), it was almost depleted of self-referential information 
(information that the participants in a ritual send about themselves to other participants, for 
example that they are part of the community and accept its beliefs). This affects the rituals’ ability to 
function as a ritual, i.e. to create and confirm a social contract that is not contingent on the inner 
attitude of the participants.21 To compensate for this, the practitioners used a number of strategies. 
One was to record the service as a whole without interruptions to correct mistakes, in order to 
create at least some kind of small community of the recording team. Another strategy was to publish 
a certain time, enabling for participation at the same time as others (even if they could not see each 
other).  
 
For the ‘advertisement’-oriented practitioners in Järfällla, synchronicity was not such a pressing 
problem. However, they also published at a certain time to enable for synchronous participation, and 
being true to the “folk church as address to everyday life”, they adjusted the form of address to 
facilitate for a “feeling of here and now”. 
 
Their different theological positions in relation to synchronicity also affected how they understood 
the effectiveness of the blessing. To the pastor in Täby, the blessing was understood as a ritual 
element that is performed in real time. To her, this raised questions whether or not a pre-recorded 
blessing would be effective or not. To the pastor in Järfälla, the blessing was understood as an 
address that could be effective whenever someone listened to it. To her, the important thing was 
how to phrase it in a way that invited people to really listen.  
 
Both congregations also pointed to advantages with asynchronicity. Not least the editing process 
allowed for creative visual work. But the most important advantage was that it was considered 
beneficial for integrity. 
 

Integrity 
The participants/viewers’ integrity was considered the trump card of the pre-recorded worship 
service. According to the practitioners, it provides a perfect opportunity for the large belonging but 
not (yet) believing category to participate without being seen. This was described as especially 
important in their urban context, where there are a lot of social pressure to conform to trends and 
keep up appearance, and some people wouldn’t dare to come to church even if they might want to. 
Because of this, the practitioners thought it was just as important with digitally mediated worship 

 
20 Campbell 2021, p. 18-37.  
21 Rappaport 1999, p.52-54. 
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services in the big city, as in rural areas where people can’t come to church because of large 
distances. 
 
As earlier mentioned, the integrity of the practitioners (and everyone in front of the camera) was a 
more delicate issue. As a matter of fact, integrity was almost always intertwined with the two other 
concepts in the practitioners’ reasoning. When they spoke of interaction and synchronicity, they 
commonly touched upon (their own) integrity too. Integrity was often part of the reason why the 
practitioner chose a certain strategy. 
 
The practitioners in both congregations found it difficult to stand in front of the camera. There were 
various reasons for this. They experienced it as loss of control, that they did not know who was 
watching or how they were interpreted. They worried about critique, both from their own “inner 
perfectionist” or other people (colleagues, acquaintances, heresy hunters). And they were 
uncomfortable with blending private and professional.  
 
Both congregations employed strategies to handle this. For example, the technicians were very 
important as instructors and someone who could be trusted not to “let anything pass”. Another 
strategy was to include something visual and/or material in order to direct the participants/viewers’ 
attention to something more. The asynchronicity of pre-recording was also explicitly mentioned as a 
key strategy to cope with the worry for or sense of lost integrity. As one of the technicians in Järfälla 
puts it: “I don’t know how the worship leaders would have reacted if they first had gotten a camera 
up their face, and then, in addition, had to do it live. I think it has been helpful for them to know that 
you are allowed to make mistakes, that you can do a retake.” 
 
The low interaction could also be seen in light of this. For example, originally Täby did not publish 
directly on social media platforms, but only in the website, since the practitioners were 
uncomfortable with the idea that the worship services might spread. Furthermore, in both 
congregations the practitioners were aware that publication on the institutional platforms caused 
low interaction. They all knew, and the communication directors kept reminding everyone, that if 
they shared the worship services as persons, in their own social media accounts, there would be 
more participants/viewers. And yet they did not. There were various reasons for this, but the two 
most important had to do with integrity. Either they did not share anything in social media, or they 
wanted to separate their private and professional identity.  
 
Notably, this was more problematic issue for the practitioners in Järfälla. With their emphasis on 
‘advertisement’ and their folk church model, the tension in relation to integrity naturally became 
more acute. However, both congregations struggled with questions that related to integrity. 
 

Summary and reflection 
What does a theologically informed, sustainable “new normal” actually look like in a post-pandemic 
context? The answer to that question is: it depends. It depends on practical things like resources, but 
also to a great extent theology, in particular theological ideas the church’s identity and mission. This 
project has studied how this negotiation was performed in two seemingly similar congregations, and 
how it affected their understanding of their respective digitally mediated worship services. Special 
attention was directed towards the three concepts interaction, synchronicity and integrity, through 
the research question: How do the two congregations understand and negotiate interaction, 
synchronicity and integrity in their work with pre-recorded digitally mediated worship services?  
 
As the project proceeded, it became more and more evident that the two congregations had two 
different ways of conceiving theologically what the digitally mediated worship services ought to be in 
relation to the identity and mission of the church.  In the dynamic tension between ritual and 
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’advertisement’, the practitioners in Täby increasingly emphasized ritual and the model folk church 
as sacramentally enacted, while the practitioners in Järfälla increasingly emphasized ‘advertisement’ 
and folk church as an address in everyday life. Their respective theological positions created different 
ways of relating to interaction, synchronicity and integrity, but also different sets of problems.  
 
Finally: integrity surfaced as an important concept that affected the practitioners understanding and 
negotiation of interaction and synchronicity. I would like to close with the reflection that both 
aspects of the concept of integrity would be interesting to explore in future research.  
 
On one hand, it would be important to look further into the integrity of the participants/viewers. As 
earlier mentioned, one of the goals for the Church in Digital Space project as a whole was finding 
ways to increase interaction, community and relation building in online church, mirroring the 
assumption that this is what the participants/viewers want and need. But, as professor Tone 
Stangeland Kaufman –also a part of the team of researchers – has pointed out: many studies of 
participants in online church is done before the pandemic, and in church contexts and structures that 
differ from this Scandinavian folk (and former state) church with its high percentage of belongers-
but-not-believers.  
 
On the other hand, the integrity of the practitioners would be equally important to explore. When 
discussing the concepts and results of Campbells’ Digital Creatives and the Rethinking of Religious 
Authority, the practitioners acknowledged that they indeed could be identified as Religious digital 
creatives (RDCs)22 – with one exception: they had not actively chosen to be RDCs themselves. The 
pandemic had thrust them into this role, and if they had not been tasked with it by their vicars, they 
would have quit having online services. I would argue that this is an important difference in the post-
pandemic landscape. While Campbell’s pre-pandemic practitioners told their narratives of how and 
why they actively chose to use digital media with emphasis on technological apologetics (defending 
their use of digital media) our post-pandemic practitioners media-making stories had much less 
apologetic features, and they were blended with the practitioners’ recurring narratives of discomfort 
in relation to integrity. I would argue that this needs to be taken into account as we digital 
theologians continue to study “the new normal”. 
 

 
22 Campbell defines RDCs as follows: «RDCs are individuals whose digital work and skills grant them unique 
status and influence within their religious communities.» Campbell 2021, p. 4-5. 


