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Abstract

Rapid changes in recent decades in the social structures of contemporary 
societies have challenged modern, national institutions, including religious 
institutions. In the digital age, media and journalistic institutions themselves 
are less and less capable of controlling the circulation of messages. The idea 
of the media as an imagined centre of society might have been challenged, 
but struggle over attention has only grown. Visibility is often equated with 
importance in discussions over the growing public attention to religion.

The decline of institutional authorities to control the flow of information 
have created an ever-growing need to influence the circulation of attention. 
Among the challenged institutions are the Lutheran churches in the Nordic 
Countries, which have responded by resorting to branding. The chapter 
examines the search for attention through branding practices in the context 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland.

Introduction

The rapid changes in recent decades in the social structures of contemporary 
societies have challenged modern, national institutions. In The Social 
Construction of Reality, their famous 1966 contribution to sociology of 
knowledge, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman note that institutions exist 
only if they are transmitted to subsequent generations, who also internalize 
the social world through socialization.1 In other words the ‘symbolic 
universes,’ or the shared beliefs about the societal tasks of institutions, are 
maintained in socialization. This is a way of making the institutionalized 
structures of societies plausible and acceptable for individual members of 
society. In the context of Nordic countries, including Finland, it is apparent 
that, since the Second World War, this type of socialization has taken place 
only partially. In addition, the development of the media environment 
has brought dramatic changes to the infrastructures of human interaction 

1 Berger & Luckman (1966).
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and socialization.2 As a result, institutions have been questioned and 
challenged rather than transmitted to subsequent generations. In the ethos 
of accelerating modernization and continuous progress, generations now of 
age have learned to be critical about some societal institutions, before they 
have learned their tasks and meanings. At the same time, the tasks and roles 
of institutions have changed, and the perceptions of the tasks within the 
institutions have been questioned.

The institutions’ crisis is amplified by what a leading contemporary 
scholar on media and social theory Nick Couldry calls the media manifold.3 
No longer are institutions able to control media outlets when the circulation 
of media images, meanings, representations, and texts has ‘slipped from the 
leash of the political economic structure and threatens to multiply, mutate, 
and transform itself in an inhuman speed.’4 In the digital age, media and 
journalistic institutions themselves are less and less capable of controlling the 
circulation of messages. Consequently, the idea of the media as an imagined 
centre of society5 could have been challenged. However, the struggle over 
attention and possibility of being seen in the media has not diminished: 
quite the contrary. The media manifold makes it possible for anyone to strive 
for attention and fame; simultaneously, the attention is both harder to gain 
and harder to control. The media manifold also provides outlets for critical 
attitudes toward the institutions.6 In this kind of ‘attention economy,’7 the 
right kind of visibility and potential attention through the amplifier – or 
beam – of the legacy media appear to parallel to existence, providing a sense 
of being for individuals and institutions alike. In social media the equal to the 
desired attention is the amount of likes or positive interaction. Concurrently, 
the forms of social coming together have been transformed, and the sociality 
of the social media appears both newsworthy and as altering collective, less 
visible ways of coming together. In such ‘marketplace of attention,’8 visibility 
equals importance, prestige and meaning, but also being on the market 
and in the game. The importance of existing in the media is implied also 
in claims made by some sociologists of religion, who state that religion’s 
growing media visibility indicates that its societal role and importance is 
growing, challenging the secularization theory and leading into a post-
secular society.9

The multiplicity of circulating messages and the decline of institutional 
authorities to control the flow of information have, thus created an ever-
growing need to influence the circulation of attention and social imaginaries 
created within.10 Among the challenged institutions are the Lutheran 
churches in the Nordic countries. Historically these churches have been 

2 Couldry & Hepp (2016).
3 Couldry (2012).
4 Peterson (2003).
5 Couldry (2003).
6 Cf. Benkler (2006).
7 E.g., Davenport & Beck (2001).
8 Webster (2014).
9 Cf. e.g., Moberg et al. (2012); Lövheim & Axner (2014).
10 Cf. Taylor (2002); Valaskivi & Sumiala (2014).
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in the core in creating the nation states, but no longer have a self-evident 
position of authority in the society. For instance, in Finland, the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church has experienced a rapid decline of membership since 2010, 
when a television discussion on gay rights spurred a social media-induced 
wave of member resignations. Since this media event for many working in the 
Church, the public opinion toward the Church and the kind of attention the 
Church receives have become an existential question: What is the purpose 
of the Church? Why does it exist? To some degree, this is a very practical 
point: reduced membership leads to reduced resources. The membership has 
come down from 85 percentage of the population in 2000 to 69.7 percentage 
in 2018. The quickest decline has taken place after 2011.

In other words, both the task and the institutional status of the Church 
seem altered, invoking an existential crisis about the purpose and role of the 
Church in contemporary society. José Casanova argues that in the European 
context this is tied to ‘the secularist self-understanding of European 
modernization, which has constructed [...] a rule of European secularization.’11 
This rule or philosophy, according to him, sees secularism as a natural 
outcome of becoming modern, rather than a choice of modern individuals 
or modern societies.12 And, while the principle of the homogeneous state 
under the Westphalian notion of cuius regio eius religio has being called into 
question, European Churches, including the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Finland, have found themselves in a situation where loosening ties with the 
state have also meant diminishing membership.

The situation has led the Church to be among those who seek the right 
kind of attention through strategic communication and branding. These 
tools are used in the hope that they will, first, create positive, affective 
attachments in the membership (and beyond) to the Church through the 
usage of new media outlets and technologies and, second, that they will 
enhance the ‘media image’ of the Church, which is internally experienced 
as heavily negative. Often, these two aspects intertwine in the hope that 
branding with affective new media projects or created events will attract the 
positive attention of the legacy media.

As a result, interpreting the crisis as a crisis of communication, the 
Church directs more and more of its functions toward branding, promotion, 
and communication. Examples of this are the concern with branding, 
reputation, and image, as well as the interest in opinion polls and ‘audience’ 
reception. The Church has, for instance, employed the Member 360° service 
for parishes to evaluate members’ opinions and lifestyles. The tool is used to 
develop products that cater to the needs of the members.13

This chapter examines the search for attention through branding 
practices in the context of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland. 
The Church has been employing branding in different aspects of its work 
throughout the 2000s, but only in 2013 was branding established as an 
official strategy for developing the relationship of the Church with the media 

11 Casanova (2012: 44).
12 Casanova (2012: 33).
13 See http://www.jäsen360.fi/.
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and the public. The chapter focuses specifically on the work of the ‘Brand 
Group,’ which was reported by the head of communications at the Church 
Communication Centre at the annual gathering of Church communications 
specialists in 2014. The event was playfully called ‘I Brand U’ (Mää brändään 
sua, in Finnish), and approximately 200 communication specialists within 
the Church attended the event in September 2014 at Tampere.

In what follows, I first discuss the reasons for the contemporary boom of 
branding and the ways it is employed to respond to the existential crisis of 
the Church and institutions in general. I will also touch upon the historical 
and ideological roots of the crisis as well as examine differences of religious 
branding in the US and the Nordic context. I then move on to analysing 
the work of the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church’s Brand Group and 
the motivations of those taking part in the work, as well as inconveniences 
expressed by these branders. Empirically, my focus is on two cases: the parish 
election campaign in late 2013 and the ‘I Brand U’ Church communication 
event and the presentation given by the head of communications in 
particular. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications and 
consequences of branding used as a solution to the existential crisis of the 
Church.

Existential crisis in the mediatized world

Secularization theory has been tied to the idea that (irrational) religion belongs 
to the private and that the public is a space for rational argumentation.14 
In other words, the principle of secularism connected with the rational 
worldview and strong emphasis on individualism – or what Simon During 
calls ‘Protestant methodological individualism’15 – ties together with the 
development of the public sphere. The Habermasian ideal of the rational, 
deliberative public has been – despite critique16 – a powerful ideal in the 
understanding of the Western public sphere, media, and journalism. This 
ideal has also contributed to the strengthening of the immanent frame,17 
meaning the focus on human flourishing in this world rather than aiming at 
transcendent perspectives beyond this life.

The ideal of the rational public is, however, like the Church, now 
challenged in the attention economy. The contemporary conjuncture where 
not only perceptions of public and private are being questioned, but the 

14 Mendieta & VanAntwerpen (2010).
15 During (2010). The Protestant emphasis on individualism derives from Martin 

Luther’s idea that it is individual faith in God, the relationship between God and 
man that is the key in salvation. This relationship does not necessarily require 
a  church or rituals. Instead access to the Word  of God was essential, thus writing 
and publishing in local languages (instead of just Latin) became important. For 
a fascinating description of Luther’s role in the development of the printing 
industry, see Pettegree (2015).

16 See e.g., Frazer (1990) or Mouffe (2000).
17 Cf. Taylor (2007: 13–17).
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pervasiveness of affects and affective interaction in the media have come to 
challenge the position of the Church.

The secularisation theory has been questioned for quite some time, giving 
way to theories of the post-secular society.18 Some strands in this theory try 
to conceptualise the changing relationship of religion and the media, as well 
as changes in perceptions of public and private religion.19 Sometimes, this 
change is simplified into stating that the societal importance of religion is 
on the rise, as religion appears to be more visible in the media, or that the 
presence of religion in social life has increased because of increased visibility 
in the media.20 There are attempts to prove ‘the mediatization of religion’ 
through studying the amount of news items categorised as being about 
religion.21 Together with colleagues,22 we have pointed out that, in the Nordic 
context, the greater visibility of religion might be an indication of a less 
homogeneous religious environment and pluralism of values causing the 
need for negotiation, rather than the indication of the growing importance 
of religion.23 With the Church equalling religion in the public discourse, 
the Church was a self-evident and, in that sense, invisible part of society. 
Growing religious pluralism and non-religiosity question this position, thus 
generating more plurality in the visibility of religion in the media. It is also 
possible that the secularisation paradigm hindered scholars from seeing the 
presence of religion, even when it did appear in the public sphere. It has 
also been pointed out that the theory of the secular, rational public sphere 
prioritizes one form of religion (Protestantism) and defines the boundaries 
between public and private within that religion.24 Secularization, however, 
in the meaning of the declining membership of institutional religion and 
separation of these institutions from the state, is by no means a thing of the 
past,25 and neither is the strengthening of the immanent frame.26

In the globalized society, economic, political, and societal practices 
are sustained in and through media to an unprecedented degree: society 
and what has been called the ‘collective consciousness’ has become deeply 
mediatized.27 It is no coincidence that the accelerating proliferation of 
branding since the 1960s coincides with the expansion of media outlets, 
channels and the birth of the Internet. The trend of branding spreading to 
all walks of life can be seen as a part of what is often called the mediatization 
of society. Mediatization has several theoretical roots. Of these, this chapter 

18 Casanova (1994, 2011); Bruce (2011).
19 See e.g., Sumiala-Seppänen et al. (2004).
20 Hjarvard (2013); Lövheim & Axner (2014).
21 Lövheim & Lundby (2013).
22 Valaskivi et al. (2013).
23 It is very difficult to study the hypothesis that the visibility of religion is greater 

in the media than it was before, as the media environment has changed. So has 
religion. With the expansion of media platforms, the increase in the amount of 
media space has given religion and many other entities more media space.

24 Butler (2010).
25 Cf. Casanova (2012).
26 Taylor (2007).
27 Couldry & Hepp (2016).
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refers to the institutional theory that considers the role of the media in 
changing the relationships and position of institutions.28 Media technologies 
and related institutions not only define and mediate communication but also 
take part in forming new ways of coming together – and separating people 
into ‘us’ and ‘them’. Simultaneously, the developments of individualisation 
and value pluralism as well as the commercialisation of interactions have 
contributed to the diminishing role of religion in defining shared community 
values. Parallel changes in the media, society, and religion intertwine in these 
circumstances, shifting institutional relationships and causing apparent 
‘existential anxiety’ to old institutions.

In the Nordic countries, the Lutheran churches have for centuries been 
a part of the building of the nation-state. The churches’ historical role is 
inseparable from the development of the state. Many public tasks currently 
undertaken by the state were first introduced by the Church, such as help 
for the poor or schooling.29 Despite the loosening of ties between the 
Church and the state, in many Nordic countries, there remain traditions 
and functions that parallel the Church with other national institutions. 
For instance, in Sweden, the ruling king or queen has to be a member of 
the Church of Sweden, and in Finland, the Church has the right to collect 
membership fees within the national taxation system. In these conditions and 
in public discourse, the Church has long represented an invisible, rational, 
and organised form of religiosity, a self-evident part of functioning Nordic 
society.30 The secularisation theory presumed that irrational religiosity 
would gradually disappear with growing industrialisation and rising levels 
of education, or at least it would disappear from the public sphere.31 As 
a consequence, the media has represented the Church as a public authority 
rather than a religious community.32

It is, however, evident that the Church no longer is a self-evident 
representative of national religiosity in the public sphere. In Finland, the 
media readily report the numbers of resigned ex-members, and there is 
an annual dispute over celebrating the endings of school semesters with 
traditions considered Christian. Although immigration and Muslim 
minorities are used in arguments for non-religious celebrations, in fact, 
there are hardly any Muslims involved in the discussions. It appears that, 
at least in the administration of the Church, the media appear as the place 
where the definition of relationships between institutions takes place and 
disputes over religion happen. Hence, branding is brought forth as one of 
the tools to tackle diminishing membership.

At the same time, media institutions and journalism in particular as the 
paradigmatic form of sustaining the nation and public sphere have been 
called into question. In the attention economy, the understanding of the 

28 Hjarvard (2013); Lundby (2014); Strömbäck & Esser (2014).
29 Mäkinen 2002); Hanska & Vainio-Korhonen (2010); Heikkinen & Leino-

Kaukiainen (2011).
30 Heikkilä et al. (2006).
31 Taylor (2007); Bruce (2011).
32 Hokka et al. (2013).
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public sphere is diverging from the ideal of rational deliberation. Different 
forms of affective interaction and conscious attempts to create affective 
attachments through promotional means for different purposes have 
become prevalent modes of communication. With its branding project, 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland is joining the contemporary 
promotional mode of communication and adopting the transnational trend 
of branding spreading into religious institutions.

Although the branding of religion is a transnational phenomenon, it 
is important to note that there are cultural and societal differences in the 
conditions where branding takes place, which also results in differences 
in branding practices. The societal role of religion in the public space has 
historically been very different in the Nordic countries than, for instance, in 
the US, where religious plurality even within Christian denominations has 
been much greater. José Casanova describes this in the following way:

When compared with the very different evidence of continuing vitality in 
congregational, associational religion in the United States across all 
denominations – Protestant and Catholic, Jewish and Muslim, and now Hindu 
and Buddhist – it is obvious that this is the fundamental difference between 
American and European religiosity. Secularization in Europe takes primarily the 
form of “un-churching” [...] which should be understood as a form of liberation 
from the type of territorialized, confessional religiosity which was the legacy of 
the Westphalian system. European Christianity, for all kinds of reasons, never 
made the full historical transition from territorial national churches based on 
the territorial parish [...], to competing denominations of civil society based on 
voluntary religious associations, a modern form of religious community.33

In the US, ‘the formation of the voluntary religious associations’ has led 
to competition between different religious groups, denominations, and 
churches. As a result, religion has been described as a commodity: personal 
and ‘packaged and sold the same way as other marketed goods and services.’34 
According to this perception, there is a market of religions where different 
denominations and religious beliefs compete with each other, marketing 
their services. From this point of view stems the idea that religions are service 
providers, catering to the needs and wants of the audience, and through 
marketing, aiming at convincing people to join.35

The branding of religion derives from the competitive situation in the 
markets and through growing possibilities of different forms of mediated 
religion.36 In addition, according to Einstein, individualisation contributes 
to competition: There is the possibility of choosing a religion, rather than 
religion being inherited or grown into. Branding in general is a reaction to 
a competitive situation, and it is used as a way to distinguish a product or 
a service.

33 Casanova (2012: 34).
34 Einstein (2008: 19–20).
35 Finke & Iannaccone (1993), quoted in Einstein (2008).
36 Einstein (2008).
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Apparently, the churches involved in branding in the Nordic countries 
experience competition (or threats), which evokes a need to respond with 
branding. Particularly in the Finnish case, however, there is little competition 
compared with the US on the part of mediated religion. In fact, it appears 
that the sense of competition does not derive from actual competition on 
the part of other religions or alternative forms of practicing religion. As 
noted, in Finland 75% of the population are members of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church (2015). Most new-borns (over 70 %) are baptised, and over 
84 % of 15 year olds take part in confirmation schools. Those who have 
left the Church do so mostly not to join another religion, but to remain 
outside of religious communities. The religious landscape of Finland thus 
continues to be fairly homogeneous. Nevertheless, the alternative and 
competition to the Lutheran Church appears to be the general expectation 
that the public space is free of religion and the kind of illusive neutrality 
that requires a ‘religiouslessness’ in the public space created by the legacy 
media.37 This expectation is in accord with the European philosophy of the 
secularist modernization trajectory.38 At the same time, the strengthening 
of the immanent frame,39 as well as ideologies and different value and belief 
systems challenge traditional religious institutions.40

Concurrently, the Nordic Lutheran churches have become increasingly 
vulnerable to spirals of negative attention. Our research indicates that the 
Lutheran Church appears in the media as parallel with administrative 
societal institutions.41 At the local level, the congregations are covered by 
the local media like municipal organisations.

The Church is equated to other publicly funded organisations that are 
also being questioned. Since the Church is the only organisation that one 
can resign from, all kinds of discontent toward governmental and municipal 
organisations or the dysfunctionality of public organisations results in peaks 
in resignations from the Church’s membership. As a result, the Church 
has become vicarious in a less-than-usual meaning: as a scapegoat for all 
public institutions. Because people have learned to criticise institutions, 
every time there is a public discussion on taxes or other problems of public 
institutions, there is a smaller or bigger peak in the number of resignations. 
The Freethinker’s Association maintains a web service for resigning from 
the Church,42 and statistics provided by this service are readily reported in 
the media, adding to the anxiety of Church employees, who feel that the 
struggle over members takes place in and through mediated means. This 
is why branding seems like a lucrative strategy, as it entails the promise of 
providing tools for managing attention.

37 Cf. Moberg et al. (2012).
38 Cf. Casanova (2012).
39 Taylor (2007).
40 Cf. Valaskivi (2012).
41 Hokka et al. (2013).
42 http://www.eroakirkosta.fi.
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‘What would Jesus do?’

As explained above the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland is very 
conscious of its diminishing membership. There is anxiety in the Church’s 
administration and a grave sense of urgency regarding the state of the 
membership and the Church institution. The image projected by the media 
is considered false and unfair, like many of the imaginaries of the Church 
circulating in social media. It is recognised that the image strongly influences 
a great part of the membership, as many members have no direct contact 
with the Church. This has been seen in the floods of resignations from the 
Church, which peaked in 2010 because of the Homoilta television discussion 
where the Church appeared to be condemning homosexuals.

In October 2010, the second television channel of Finland’s national 
broadcaster YLE aired a panel debate about gay and lesbian rights. Participants 
included members of parliament from various parties, actors, celebrities and 
other public figures, a priest, a bishop, and religious spokes-persons. Despite 
the initial focus on gay and lesbian rights in society, the topic both in studio 
and later in different media rather focused on the Lutheran Church’s stance 
on same-sex marriage and the right of gay and lesbian couples to a Christian 
wedding ceremony. The public discussion polarized rapidly, and during the 
following weeks after airing of the debate a record number of people resigned 
their Church membership. The Church was accused of being intolerant, 
old fashioned, and against human rights. The unfortunate matter from the 
Church’s perspective was that the outrage was mostly spurred by statements 
made by Member of Parliament Päivi Räsänen, who was by no means a 
spokesperson of the Church, but was identified as such by the public because 
of her status as the Chair of the Christian Democratic Party of Finland.43

For employees of the Church, the rapid decline was an acute crisis and 
recognized as a crisis of communication and media relations. Thus, a need 
for greater media-savviness appeared and branding was proposed as one 
of the means for a solution to attract members to stay or more people to 
join the Church. As is typical for a changing institution losing its perceived 
influence, there is an experienced discrepancy between the image and ‘actual 
Church’ among Church employees. Branding is introduced as a remedy to 
this discrepancy. Like some other public organisations (such as political 
parties), instead of looking into the question of the institutional functions 
in a changing society, problems are perceived as miscommunication, and 
remedies are sought from enhanced communication skills, marketing, and 
branding.

In the Nordic context, this causes trouble: Because of the public role of 
the Church, branding is seen as problematic. This is caused by the cultural 
and societal position the Church enjoys in the Nordic countries and the 
idea of the historical development of the public sphere. Although all 
public institutions in the Nordic countries are now trying to do branding, 
they have ideological difficulties in doing so, as the attachment of a public 
organisation is to citizens rather than customers. The practice of branding 

43 See Hokka (2013).
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contributes to a perceptual shift. Through branding, parish members 
become customers, and the Church becomes a service provider rather than 
a religious community. This shift is well discussed and problematized within 
the Church – to the frustration of branding and communication specialists 
in the Church who would like to see branding in the regular toolbox.

The ambivalence results in a lot of legitimation work caused, first, by 
the Church’s status as a public organisation and the common understanding 
in the Nordic countries that religion and marketing are mutually exclusive. 
In other words, commercialisation is considered an undesirable trend for 
religion. Second, there is the concern over branding being false propaganda, 
emphasising something that goes against the core nature of the Church. 
Third, the sense of uneasiness is caused by the fact that methods of branding 
are drafted to invoke emotions. Branding invites the irrational, feeling, and 
affective attachments. Thus, the Lutheran Church, inscribed in the European 
understanding of the rational public sphere and paradigm of secularization, 
is itself uneasy about employing marketing practices and affective tools.

The communication and branding specialists in the Church attempt to 
circumvent these issues by insisting that the question is simpler, and only 
a practical matter. The solution to the dilemma is to state, ‘Jesus would use 
contemporary methods in his work’ and that theologians spend too much 
time on semantics: ‘We just need to do things rather than think of what 
they mean.’ Apart from the reference to Jesus, the strategy of stating that 
branding is just a contemporary means of communication is very common 
in legitimation processes of branding in all kinds of public organisations. 
Similar strategies are also used in legitimating nation branding through 
insisting that it is a non-political tool to achieve a better reputation and more 
soft power.44

Within the Church, the explicit aims of branding for those involved 
include, first, directing media attention and changing the image of the 
Church. In the process, the questions regarding image changes are formulated 
as: ‘How can we represent ourselves or be seen?’ and ‘How can the good that 
we do be seen in the right light?’ Second, the aim is distinction, both from 
other organisations and other religions. The core distinguishing factor is 
identified as ‘grace’ and ‘standing by the underdog.’ The third aim is creating 
involvement with the Church: ‘This is the Church I believe in.’

 ‘Now we need to take Easter’

I will now move on to analysing the I Brand U event and the work of the 
‘Brand Group’ reported in the event. ‘The Brand Group’ is shorthand for 
what is officially called ‘The Working Group on Strengths of the Church’ of 
the Finnish Lutheran Church. The group was established in 2013 and consists 
of members working in different bodies within the Church. The aim of the 
work is greater integration in public image creation among the participant 
organisations. The organizations in the process include the Communication 

44 Cf. Valaskivi (2016).
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Centre, the Central Administration of the Church, the largest parishes, The 
Finn Church Aid, The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Mission, and some 
smaller organizations.

The I Brand U event was 2014’s annual gathering of communications, 
marketing, and media relations specialists. The parishes in different towns 
and municipalities take turns in organising the event, and in 2014, it was 
the turn of the parishes in the Tampere region to take the responsibility 
for organisation. With the help of YLE (National Broadcasting Company), 
the two-day event was set up as though it were a television show. It was 
emceed by a famous newscaster and the new head of communications and 
media relations at the Church Communication Centre. I attended the event 
because I had been asked to take part in the opening panel discussion titled 
‘Can the Church be branded? Should the Church be branded?’ The event 
also gathered around 200 people who work in media and communications 
within the Church.

One of several talks during the event was the presentation of the 
outgoing head of communications and media relations at the Church, who 
described the work of the Brand Group. Her presentation mostly focused on 
a project that had been conducted with an advertising agency, which aimed 
at identifying possible strengths for the purpose of branding. The group 
had held a series of workshops identifying strengths and possible targets 
for branding. Holidays, Easter in particular, were one of the strengths that 
was enthusiastically identified by the whole group. According to the speaker 
the group had recognized: ‘We more or less have Christmas, but now we 
need to take Easter.’ Celebrated in the memory of death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, Easter is usually considered the most important celebration of 
Christian calendar. This is also the case in the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Finland, although in terms of media attention, recognisability and Church 
attendance Easter does lag seriously behind from Christmas. It is this lag that 
the Brand Group set out to catch up.

Finding ways to ‘take Easter’ happened in the workshops through 
the process of first identifying anything profane connected with Easter: 
decorations, fasting, chicks, children, spring, Easter food, getting drunk, 
daffodils, rejuvenation, resting, and so on. The group then went on to 
define those things that combined the ‘theological’ and profane aspects: 
suffering, failure, perseverance, hope, light, beginning, silence, mortality, 
new life, simplifying life etc. From all these, five themes were chosen for 
further cultivation: food, relinquishing, doing good deeds, quietness, and 
joy. The cultivation process led to more than 120 ideas for a new branding of 
Easter. The ‘inspiring ideas’ selected from these suggestions included events, 
campaigns and media applications, for instance, ‘Cleaning Day’ for giving 
up things, an app for a daily quiet moment for contemplating the meaning 
of Easter and, paradoxically, a ‘Noise Fast,’ aiming at spending a day or days 
without social media and mobile usage.

The parties involved in the branding process had reported four aspects 
that were beneficial. First, it brought new organisational practices and 
tools for joint cooperation within the Church, including different sub-
organisations forming a new team, the introduction of fresh ways of 
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using consultants, innovative methods of using media tools, and directing 
resources in another way. Second, the novel practices spurred more ideas 
that were quickly realised. Third, the general newness created a sense of 
enthusiasm and excitement about being able to change things and, fourth 
and perhaps most importantly, spurred a sense of the Church again being 
current and up to date rather than slow, old and traditional.

The continuation of the process called for reorganisation and different 
resources, which is typical for branding processes in public organisations. 
The most significant changes that branding processes cause in public 
organisations, in fact, often involve reorganisation, the streamlining of 
functions and communication, and the redirection of resources toward 
branding and media operations from core functions.45

‘Believe in doing good’

The second case of this chapter is the campaign for parish elections, which 
was the first trial of the Brand Group in late 2013. The election campaign 
listed its aims as follows: first, to increase the voter turnout percentage; 
second, to increase the amount of young and new candidates; and third, 
that the persons elected to a position of trust should represent the whole 
membership of the Church better than previously. These are the kinds of 
aims any election promotion campaign might have. In other words, there 
does not seem to be any particular emphasis on the role of the Church as 
a religious community. This ties into the mentioned tendency of the Church 
being seen as part of the public sector and a public institution in Finland.

The publicity campaign set out to
 –  bring forth the work and messages of the Church
 –  take part in dialogue about life, values, and the Church
 –  address and reach out in particular to those members who have 

a distant relationship with the Church
 –  emphasize the most important reasons people have for belonging in 

the Church
 –  and make use of stories and faces as a part of the campaign

On the website providing material for local parishes, the aims and benefits 
of the campaign were explained and the slogan ‘Believe in doing good’ 
introduced:

The election makes it possible for the Church to create a national campaign. 
In our campaign, we emphasize all the good things that Church does through 
people, on the source of the good deeds, and on what kind of issues one can have 
influence on through voting and becoming a candidate.
 Good things are introduced in the campaign with faces and stories of people. 
[...] The core message of the campaign aims at activating passive members of the 
Church to vote and encourages people to run in the election. The doors of the 
Church are open for change and different opinions.

45 Cf. Valaskivi (2016).
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Celebrities and public figures were the faces used in the campaign. In videos, 
posters, and on the campaign website they would tell about their perceptions 
of the Church and why they vote: An actor, MP, and well-known black gay-
right activist stated in a poster: ‘The way forward is to say aloud our will and 
painting the kind of parish we want.’ In another poster young, high-profile 
actress emphasized: ‘The core message of the Church is grace. It is the task 
of the Church to lead the way in [...] questions of human rights.’

The slogans below the pictures of the celebrities addressed the reader: 
‘What kind of good do you believe in? Make the Church like you. Vote in 
the Parish Elections.’

Discussion: Believing in the Church

I analysed the cases in terms of what the object of belief is and what the 
aims are. In the election case, the objects of belief were ‘doing good’ and 
the Church. The first aim of the campaign was political, such as the turnout 
rate or democratic representation. The second related to the image, in other 
words, seeking more and better-quality attention. The third aim was related 
to grace – of the Church, that is, the Church as the actor of doing good, or 
the platform for the people to do good deeds. It is safe to say that in the 
framework of election promotion, the Church is within the immanent frame 
and focuses on matters of this world. This is also how things are supposed to 
be presented in the format of election promotion.

In the case of the branding of Easter, it is apparent that the aim is to find 
aspects that are easily relatable for people who are not necessarily familiar 
with the Christian meanings of Easter. Like in the election case, the Easter 
case demonstrates how the form of branding invites certain solutions and 
practices. Despite resorting to branding, the Church, however, has chosen 
not to begin evoking strong excitement, but rather remains consistent with 
the rational ideal of the public space. In other words, the Church attempts to 
apply affective branding without resorting to strong affects.

One way of further studying this complicated relationship of rationality, 
the Church, and the public sphere in the attention economy might be to apply 
the concept of emotional regimes used by Ole Riis and Linda Woodhead.46 
The Church appears to be tied to a certain emotional regime that defines its 
room to manoeuvre in the public space.

Conclusion: An existential crisis and the consequences of branding

The most striking consequences of the aims and perceived benefits of 
branding within the Church are, first, that branding appears to contribute 
to the shifting of the emphasis to the immanent frame. The emphasis is to 
strengthen involvement with the Church rather than with God. Second, 
branding the Church follows the general rules and values of branding as 

46 Riis & Woodhead (2010).
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a  practice. For instance, the values of being contemporary, fashionable, and 
up to date are at the core of all branding processes. Being in fashion and 
inventing something original are some of the most efficient ways of becoming 
visible in the eyes of the media. Third, branding is both consciously used 
and results in changes in organisations and the shifting of resources, such as 
increasing cooperation between different organizations within the church 
with the aim of image-building.

Branding sets out to solve the existential problem of the Church through 
increasing and directing public visibility and creating innovative, affective 
ways of coming together in social media. The aim to reduce the perceived 
gap between the experienced internal image and media representations 
results in bringing a gap into the organisation, as branding raises the 
question of authenticity. All public organisations and institutions resorting 
to branding end up in a discussion about the relationship of the ‘essential 
core,’ authentic self and the representations they wish to produce through 
branding. Branding thus often becomes a discussion about the identity of 
the organisation. In the case of the Church, it appears that this discussion 
obscures the question of the Church’s mission.

In practice, branding techniques provide a way of avoiding the actual 
existential questions haunting the institution. Branding directs both human 
and monetary resources from core functions to promotion and marketing, 
also shifting the meaning of what is at the ‘core’ of the institution. Branding 
does provide a tool for discussing the core values of the institution and 
insists on building its strengths on those values. Branding also changes 
the relationship between the Church and its members. The congregation 
is transformed into individual consumers of religious services provided by 
the Church. Furthermore, the frame that branding provides is thoroughly 
immanent. Branding is a response to the mediatized circumstances within 
which it is not possible to raise issues of God, salvation, or an afterlife. 
According to the public presentation of the branding process, those concepts 
were not even discussed when identifying strengths in Easter. Branding is 
a response to the mediatized conditions, and these are immanent conditions.

On a more philosophical level, the Church finds itself in a paradox: as 
modernisation and secularisation have been phenomenologically connected 
with each other, it is impossible for an institution to modernize without 
secularizing. Because of this, with every attempt toward becoming a media-
savvy, fashionable, and contemporary institution, the Church contributes to 
further expansion of the immanent frame and secularization, which further 
undermine its role in society as a religious community.

In light of developments regarding European migrations and growing 
immigration to Finland, there appears to be a new turn in the developments. 
In Autumn 2015, the Church and local parishes had their hands full with 
equipping temporary shelters and taking care of the refugees. The issue of 
branding remains on the back burner as the Church continues working 
for the refugees, giving statements against racism,47 and even helping the 
paperless and those turned away. A Church employee noted: ‘The blessed 

47 YLE News, December 23, 2015.
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refugee crisis.’ In my interpretation, what he meant was that, at the moment, 
the institution again has a purpose and thus does not need to resort to 
branding and other gimmicks to gain visibility. This indicates that what 
existential crisis branding is used to respond to is not only external, but also 
internal. Logically the workers of the Church themselves also wonder about 
the mission, purpose, and task of the Church in the contemporary mediatized 
society of declining membership and paradigmatic modernisation. With 
the refugee crisis, the existence of an institution such as the Church is 
contextualised from the need to help the refugees, making the question of 
image-conscious campaigns seem frivolous and superficial. The practices of 
branding and other means for directing attention have, nevertheless, come 
to stay in the Church’s toolbox.

What the refugee crisis does not change, however, is the expansion of 
the immanent frame in the Church’s work. This interest in conditions of the 
human life in this world, in other words leaning towards secular humanism48 
might, however, be the kind of redefinition of the role of the Church that 
can survive in the attention economy. As Charles Taylor emphasizes, secular 
humanism is essential for human flourishing. In other words, while focusing 
its work on humanitarian efforts, the Church is not only going back to its 
historical roots in taking care of those in need, it might also be (re-)finding 
a purpose, a redefinition of focus – within the immanent frame – that does 
not call for branding. At least, not for now.
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