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This ph.d-work aims to contribute to the body of knowledge concerning sacred 
architecture. ‘The sacred’ plays a vital role in recent discourses on church architecture. 
However, the use of the term and its meaning is often unclear. The question is raised 
from a theological position: What are the specific qualities of sacred architecture? How 
is the sacred articulated in contemporary church buildings? And what is the theological 
and liturgical significance of a transcendence that is expressed through the architectural 
medium? 
 Methodologically I have combined a textual approach with an approach based on 
close studies of three churches; St. Hallvard Church and Abbey (Oslo, Lund & Slaatoo 
1966), Bagsværd Church (Copenhagen, Jørn Utzon, 1976) and Mortensrud Church (Oslo, 
Jensen & Skodvin, 2002)  
 In the textual approach I argue that there must be congruence between the 
architecturally sacral and the meeting with God that the liturgical practice intends to 
manifests. On the other hand, the thesis specifies that architecture has to present the 
relation between the divine and the world through its own medium. The architectural 
theorist Christian Norberg-Schulz has developed a concept of architecture based on a 
phenomenological tradition. His thinking has inspired this work's understanding of the 
architectural medium and its role in our life-world. It is argued that all building practices 
must relate to something given, a condition which includes a hermeneutic aspect. 
Church architecture is a creative and meaningful implementation of the relationship 
between liturgical practise and our environment: landscape, light, water and vegetation, 
or the urban landscape. This architectonic expression communicates its interpretation 
of our spatial existence with our embodied presence at a specific place.  Sacred 
architecture is, as such, more than framing and facilitating liturgical practise, it is an 
integrated part of liturgy. It provides the religious universe of meaning with an 
experience of the divine that the Word and the sacraments cannot offer.   
 The study of the three churches shows how the sacred architecture treats the 
relationship to the divine, and how it holds together the facilitation of liturgical practise 
with its own treatment of the relationship to the environment. The study discloses 
tensions and conflicts between accesses to the divine through liturgical practice on the 
one hand, and through architectural interpretation of the relation to nature, on the 
other. It is also revealed that architectural presentations and articulations of the sacred 
reflect a whole range of differentiated sacral imaginations that are dialectical as well as 
dynamic. These heterogeneous implementations of the sacral, or rather of different 
‘sacralities’, reflect an abundance of human experiences of transcendence. 

 A concluding outlook provides further reflections on the theological and liturgical 
implications of the thesis' findings. The connection that architecture establishes 
between a relationship to the divine and a relationship to nature is interesting and 
worthy of further theological reflection. Tensions between the access to the divine in 
liturgical practise and architectural imaginations of transcendence might be a sign of an 
ongoing conflict. The reflections suggest that these tensions reflect negotiations between 
Christological-/soteriological based divine presences, and divine presences that are 
experienced in God's creation.  
 Finally the dissertation calls attention to the theological discipline's recurrent 
invalidation of those experiences of transcendence that humans gain through their 
spatial and embodied presence at a place.  


