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Comments:
Overall Comments
You have worked hard on this project, Hanne, and have written an interesting account which combines a wide range of literature with your research data.  On the whole, the paper is very well presented; it could have done with one final proof-reading but that is all.  Well done for all of that.  What has let the paper down is your hesitancy actively to adopt the role of authoritative and organising researcher.  Had you bravely assumed this role, your mark would have been improved considerably. As it stands, your paper suffers from a lack of clarity concerning your research questions and thus the project’s focus. Sadly you did not record your experience of conducting the research and dealing with the material you collected.  In your conclusion, you do not stand back and make an overall judgement of the data: did your informants respond as you had expected and how did their responses compare with your own views?  Do be aware, however, that this hesitancy to adopt a researcher’s authoritative stance is commonly encountered and easily remedied!
Introduction
You open your paper with a statement of the purpose of this project and an explanation of its secularised context.  You follow this by clarifying the way you will use the terms ‘holy’ and ‘sacred’. You consider the etymological roots of the terms and explain that you used the word ‘hellig’, translated as ‘holy’, when conducting your research, this being the word in common use in Norwegian. It is good that you have addressed this subject from the outset of your dissertation to avoid confusion as, in English usage, the terms ‘holy’ and ‘sacred’ are subtly differentiated.  For, while ‘holy’ refers to something or someone with divine attributes, it does not follow that this something or someone is necessarily considered sacred, the latter term speaking of the relations proper to an entity rather than of its attributes.  Additionally, the term sacred is, since Durkheim identified the paired concepts, invariably considered in relation to the term mundane – as you consider in some detail. 
This is a very promising start!  
You continue to consider attributes of Lutheranism. You note the marginalisation of the church under the influence of urbanisation and industrialisation; post WW2, the church is reported by you to have lost its institutional authority culminating in the recent separation of church and state.  In passing you discuss church membership - this would have been more informative had you defined what you mean by the term: membership by virtue of baptism alone could surely not be construed to be active membership although it might be sufficient to colour an individual’s view of the sacred?  This could have been explored.  
	You conclude your lengthy introduction with a list of questions which your project sets out to explore; however, the list which follows is not clear to follow and does not quite map on to the two research questions outlined in your Abstract (which do not make mention of cosmology).  It would have been clearer had you repeated here the initial two questions mentioned in the Abstract rather than problematising your area of enquiry at this stage.  Alternatively you might have re-drafted your Abstract; cosmology could then have been included from the outset.
Literature Review
You divide this chapter between reviews of secularisation theory, conceptions of the sacred and an exploration of cosmologies.
Four Phases of Secularisation: you elaborate on the co-existence theory, the fourth of Woodhead’s and Heelas’ phases, as being particularly relevant to this study. You note the growth of the use of the term ‘spirituality’ as evidence of a subjective turn within a secularised society.  This turn is argued to be different from, but an adjunct of, the move towards individualisation and the privatisation of religious and quasi-religious pursuits.  You note Day’s research in contemporary Britain which concludes that the predominant reason for maintaining a religious identity is to foster the social and emotional experiences related to it.  Day’s study is relevant to your project – well done for including this reference!
Understanding of the Sacred: the social orientation of Durkheim’s sacred/profane dyad is reviewed and followed by a consideration of Otto’s contrasting presentation of holy experiences as numinous in nature.  You review Maslow’s peak religious experiences which encompass the universe as an integrated entity.  You cite Maslow as saying that ‘anyone who cannot perceive the sacred, the eternal, the symbolic, is simply blind to an aspect of reality’.  Does this not problematise a consideration, such as yours, of informants’ reports of experiences of the sacred with the possibility that giving negative reports might be construed by informants of the same mind as Maslow as signifying a lack of perception on their part, encouraging them to relate sacred or quasi sacred experiences to confirm their sensitivity to the gamut of human experiences, actual and numenal?  This is something for a researcher in this area to consider, I would suggest.
Cosmologies: you justify their inclusion as the probable current site of the sacred but you do not back up this statement with a reference (page 20).  You define the term with reference to Campion and note his identification of two religious approaches to cosmology: creationism and emanationism; you state that both are relevant to your thesis, for their connections with Protestantism and the New Age but you do not explore this subject in any further detail. You remind your reader that it has been suggested that the New Age constitutes the most widespread ‘spirituality’ in contemporary Norway.  You assume that the New Age Movement is an offshoot of the Hermetic tradition and continue with a consideration of Plato’s presentation of divine truth and later commentators on this as a source of enchantment.  However, you note that Naess foregrounds disenchantment, rather than its opposite, as the informing mechanism of Norwegian society, in the manner of Weber.
This chapter reviews a wide range of literature, historical and contemporary – well done for collecting and reviewing it, you have worked hard.  However, although rich in material, the chapter lacks a unifying commentary from yourself.  To have improved the review considerably, your authoritative researcher’s voice would have been heard, summarising and critically reviewing the arguments presented, including your reasons for citing them and their utility in relation to this research project.  As it stands, your reasons for making this selection of literature are implied rather than overtly stated, as are the relationships of the arguments reviewed with each other.   The chapter would have benefited from a concluding summary followed by a pointer to the material to be considered in the next chapter.
Methodology
You report that you chose to conduct semi-structured interviews and justify this choice with reference to relevant literature – good.  You describe your adoption of McCutcheon’s reflexive stance.  You make a good point that revisiting the interviews for transcription gave you an opportunity to assess the data from a more distanced point of view, citing Davies.  However, you follow this with a reference to Merleau-Ponty which is not clearly explained, particularly so your reference to science.  In contrast, your summary of Smart’s recommendation that descriptions of findings should be assembled correctly and with sensitivity is clearly worded.  
	This section would have been improved had you included clearer links between the way you chose to gather data, the philosophical context and methodological justification of the method chosen and how it was to actually do the research.  Did you, for example, find it easy to adopt a phenomenological stance, which you state is the natural academic approach for investigating ideas of the sacred and interview from a position of ‘structured empathy’ as Smart advises? 
Discussion and Findings
You explain that you have divided your findings between ‘topical headings’ suggested by the data.  This is a valid way of reporting your findings, so long as the relation of these headings with the themes identified in the literature review is at some point compared.  I am not convinced that you have achieved this.
	You summarise the section in which you report the importance of the private realm, stating that the predominant association of the sacred/holy is reported to be love for one’s family, which you, as researcher, interpreted as the impetus to belong.  You point out that the family, considered sacred, is counter posed to greater society, conceived to be secular; while this corroborates Durkheim’s conception, I wonder whether there is anything especially holy, on the face of it, about the need to love and to be loved?  You might have considered this as it throws up the problem of terms and takes me back to the differences in the terms holy and sacred as they are used in English.
	The same point comes to mind when reading the next section, which considers the sacred within professional life, or within leisure hours.  You report that Julie describes the holy as something to live for, an ideology, being for example a determination to adhere to moral principles in a commercial world.  One interviewee associates holy experiences with art, culture and nature while some associate leisure time with sacred experience, to include fishing with friends.  
A number of your interviewees attest to finding the holy by turning inwards, rather than outwards.  You find that some informants report having peak experiences of the holy in the manner proposed by Maslow. These seem as likely to be perceived to originate from within the individual as from without, as might be expected of experiences described as holy which traditionally would be assumed to come from a divine entity, demonstrating the extent of Heelas’ and Woodhead’s subjective turn and Bruce’s contention that the New Age recognises a central holiness in individuals and maybe also in nature.  
Under your heading ‘vague perceptions of holiness’ you address your interviewees’ frequent reluctance to define the term holy, preferring to speak of belonging, of love or of individual empowerment.  You note that multiculturalism plays into these considerations per comments collected concerning the relative influence of incomers’ religions in comparison with Christianity.
A common theme in the data was the assumption that the Protestant church is corrupt, judgemental and authoritarian. However, you note that the majority of your interviewees associated the term holy with Christianity, demonstrating expected cultural conditioning within an apparent contradiction which could have been unpacked.  Informants’ personal relations with the church did not appear to be a factor, you note, in their reaction to the separation which does not seem to have raised much interest. The influence of the church is expected to diminish despite the increased popularity of some of its rituals which you explain in Wilson’s terms as answering to the emotional needs of the congregation: here is another apparent contradiction which would bear further study.  
Conclusion
You summarise two questions: what does the sacred reflect in a supposedly secularised society and the thoughts around the division of state and church – do these influence the contemporary understanding of the term holy.  I note that you have dropped your consideration of cosmology from this summary.
In this final chapter you have meticulously referred themes in your responses to arguments in the literature – well done for this.  What this summary lacks, however, is clarity of structure and a demonstration that you have summarised all the themes identified in the previous chapters, commented critically on the relevance of the literary arguments considered in the review and reported your experience of conducting a project of this kind.
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Comments:

This is a good dissertation which reports on some rich and interesting data. In many ways this is a classic MA dissertation in that you have carried a question into the field, gathered data from participants, and used scholarly resources to discuss and back up your conclusions, and this is commendable. On the whole the dissertation is well referenced and structured, and it draws on a plethora of relevant scholarly information. Primarily, through the examination of two complementary streams of phenomena, the dissertation uses qualitative research and an exploration into ‘the holy’ to highlight the relationships between‘concept’ and ‘practice’ – the conceptual ‘holy’/’sacred’/’spiritual’ and ‘practices’ (including the circumstantial ‘holy’ and rituals), all of which are culturally embedded and related to/influenced by the Protestant Church in Norway, but are not dependent upon it. Largely based on sociological studies (Durkheim’s ‘sacred and profane’), the dissertation explores the types of activities which are valued by contemporary Norwegians, how words such as ‘holy’ are engaged and understood, how the word ‘holy’ informs private experiences, which are, and are becoming, less related with Protestant understandings of the word per se, and how ‘the sacred’ is experienced individually as well as by an increasingly secularised populous (secularised in that they are less removed from the Church).

The introduction: there is a good unpacking of relevant terminology (as one might expect in the introduction) such as ‘holy’. For example: ‘The most common Norwegian equivalent to both ‘holy’ and ‘sacred’, ‘hellig’, is used within the Protestant context, to refer to the deity of everything worldly’. This and further etymological positioning of the word works to situate ‘hellig’ as a familiar and commonly used term by informants, which is good. A line or two discussing English understandings of ‘holy’ and ‘sacred’ would have, however, also been beneficial since the dissertation is written in English/has English speaking audiences. Further, the introduction is overly concerned with providing contextualising information for the dissertation which makes it read more like a literature review. Whereas this information is useful, the personal voice of the student is somewhat missing and it is only in the final paragraph of introduction where directional statements as to what the reader can expect to find in the body of dissertation can be found. Ideally, the information found here would have been the primary concern for this introduction to your work. 

The literature review is also well thought out and structured and provides a rich and comprehensive list of the works that one would expect to find in dealing with this subject matter (Heelas, Woodhead, Day, Durkheim, Henriksen and Schmidt, Otto, Wuthnow, Campion, Hanegraff, Houtman, Kane, etc.). The ‘Four Phases of Secularisation’ are particularly useful in framing questions relating to modernity, ‘spirituality’, understandings of the sacred and secularisation. The use of Campion here is particularly noteworthy in that it addresses your conclusions specifically (that perceptions of the ‘holy’ aren’t particularly entwined with being ‘religious’/the Protestant Church, and‘people’s engagement with the cosmos and the divine are at the core of these [sacred] experiences’); however, as with the introduction, this section could have better represented your own voice with regard to the significance of this (and other) information to the overall research.

The methodology is richly resourced and demonstrates a good understanding of the methods used in qualitative research. It also clearly lays out the number of informants, how they were approached, the selection process, etc. all of which make for a good methodology. Further, the discussion of your position as insider/outsider to the research is strong. For example: ‘I was confronted with my own experiences concerning my own stance of belief or non-belief, which was positive in the sense that I could relate to the interviewees’ descriptions like an insider.’ This is a very good reflexive account. Your voice was a most welcome addition to the methodology. In agreeing with the first marker, more of ‘you’ and accounts of how you carried out the research would have strengthened this section.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The findings and conclusion also provide a rich amount of data, this time from informants, and this data is positioned among the works of the scholars found in the literature review. The discussion relating to how the sacred is experienced (i.e. often circumstantial) is of particular note, as is the question that was put to the informants with regard to words relating to the words ‘sacred’ and ‘holy’ (‘peace of mind, honour, goodness’).  For example, ‘When defining the word [sacred], Tom suggests, “It’s a great power in you, love in a way, not the way you think, but the way you feel.”  As discussed above, love is, according to Otto, a word that can express the ‘sacred’, although it cannot be captured by any one clear definition.’ Then, ‘As Otto stresses, ‘holy’ experiences must be awakened by the spirit and aroused in the heart.’ This demonstrates a good critical ability; e.g. the ability to nest your findings in good, solid scholarly literature with regard to the holy. This section also produced some interesting findings with regard to when/where (in the private realm) the sacred is ‘felt’ or encountered by informants: [times of] sickness, motherhood, the feel of being threatened by disease, death, ‘other’ religions…The findingsalso point to other significant, concluding factors: first that the sacred is subjective and that sacralisation is taking place on individual levels, and second, that ‘the church emerged as a national symbol for passing on and maintaining national identity, values, and morals. The church was not relevant for relating to, or experiencing, the ‘sacred’, it was actually regarded as limiting for this purpose’. These findings place understandings of that which constitute the sacred and the profane on a complex rolling paradigm that adequately survey the phenomena under investigation. Within the acknowledged limitations of the research’s scope (18 participants), these are good conclusion that provide a social ‘snapshot’ of current affairs in Norway specifically, something that had yet to be done!


Further points:
1. In a work as large as a dissertation, directional paragraphs are needed to help guide the reader. For example, each chapter/section should conclude with a summary of the findings thus far, which would be very helpful in guiding the flow of the arguments, thus helping to tie together the overall work.

1. The writing is awkward in places. For example ‘like’ is not recommended, but ‘such as’ in academic English writing.

Overall, this is a very interesting, critically viable piece of academically sound work. It reports on research into a topical area and effectively nests it in the relevant scholarly literature.
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