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Background

The Danish Pluralism Project was launched in 2001 as the first attempt in Denmark to study religious pluralism empirically and systematically on a national scale. As an outcome of the project several books were published: Buddhism in Denmark, Islam in Denmark, Christianity in Denmark and one book focusing on one specific aspect of the New Age; Mind, Body – or Spirit. Spirituality among alternative therapists in Denmark.
Another important part of the project, and maybe the most important, was a local study. The aim of this was to map the religious landscape of the municipality of Aarhus, the second largest city in Denmark with a bit more than 300.000 inhabitants. With assistance from around 70 students there were found and investigated about 70 different religious groups beside the totally dominating Church of Denmark. The results of this mapping were published in Religious diversity – a mapping of religion and spirituality in Aarhus. 
This local study was repeated in 2011 with the same course of action as ten years earlier. Before the actual mapping the research group had written a comprehensive and detailed handbook for the fieldwork. One important part of this was a detailed interview guide that was to be used in all interviews with the representatives of the different religious groups. 

Looking at the content of the guide gives an overview over the main topics covered by the study.
1. Presentation and name. The purpose of this section was to obtain as broad introduction as possible to the group based on their own self-understanding.

2. The group's history in local area
3. Organization. Locally and in relation to potential parent organization
4. Members. The term for the individuals engaged in the group. Different degrees of commitment. Membership requirements. Demografic data as age, gender, ethnicity etc.
5. Economic conditions. 
6. Religious/spiritual practice
7. External relationships. Both to society as such but also to other religious groups
Categorization

From the very beginning and all through the process the 70 groups were assigned to either of the following main categories: Christian groups, Muslim groups, Hindu groups, Buddhist groups and New spiritual and religious groups. New Religious Movements (NRM) was not used as a category. Groups traditionally, as I understand it, referred to as NRM were therefore to be found among the five fixed categories. In all of them, with exception of the one containing Muslim groups, it actually is possible to discern NRMs.  

In the fifth category, New religious and spiritual groups, all groups are possible to classify as NRMs. This category was used by the project as a category for groups not possible to assign to any other. What these had in common when referred to this category was this negative definition. I spite of this, it is possible to notice some common sociological characteristics of importance: 

a) The groups are relatively new in Denmark, the oldest was established in Aarhus in 1913 (Towards the light) but the majority has emerged during the last 25-30 years. 
b) They all have their origin outside Denmark (with the exception of Martinus Cosmology and the Neopagan groups). 
c) They all differ significantly from the traditional religion in Denmark (even if a couple of them consider themselves as part of Christianity, for example the Liberal Catholic Church) and 
d)  They have been regarded with more or less suspicion by the majority population (this is true not the least for Scientology) and 

e) An overwhelming part of the members are Danes.

These characteristics they share with all the groups designated as either Hindu or Buddhist (except for the Buddhist Association Quang Huong whose members are ethnic Vietnamese) but also with some of the Christian groups, more specifically some in the sub-category "Religious Organizations with Christian inspiration ", namely Christian Science and the Christian Community. 
The following presentation and discussion will only deal with groups with the earlier mentioned characteristics and they are all what traditionally have been referred to as NRMs. In total during the last ten years there have existed in total been around 35 of these in Aarhus and around 30 are still active today. 

The theme of the conference is “Changing religious movements in a changing world”. This can be understood in several ways but one aspect of change can be illustrated by looking at possible patterns with regard to establishment in relation to different kinds of groups.

Establishment in Aarhus
In the following presentation groups with similar background will be discussed as separate entities (and they will be marked differently in the PPs). The groupings discussed are the Hindu (11 groups), Buddhist (5), theosophical (9) and neo-pagan (3). The single groups belonging to any of these groupings are totally dominating in constituting about 80 % of all.


Up until 1968 only a few of the still active groups were established in Aarhus. The first was the spiritualist association Towards the light / The Light (1913/1995), and thereafter Christian Science (1936), the Anthroposophical society (1955) and the societiy’s explicit religious branch Christian Community (1968).

	Group
	Established in Aarhus

	Towards the Light/The Light 
	1913 /1995 

	Christian Science
	1936

	Anthroposophical Society 
	1955 

	The Christian Community 
	1968


During the 1970s just as many new groups emerged as during the preceding 55 years. For out of five were Hindu and the last one was Scientology. 

	Group
	Established in Aarhus

	Transcendental Meditation
	1971

	Scandinavien Yoga and Meditation School
	1975

	Scientology 
	1979 

	Sathya Sai Baba Århus 
	1980


During 1980s the picture became more differentiated. Two more Hindu groups and no less than three theosophical were started in Aarhus. Now was also the first Buddhist group established along with Martinus Cosmology, the first group established in Aarhus having a Danish Origin.

	Group
	Established in Aarhus

	Theosophical Association Aarhus
	1982

	Iskcon (Hare Krishna)
	1985 

	Martinus Cosmology
	1985 

	Sri Ram Chandra Mission
	1985

	Liberal Katolsk Kirke 
	1986

	Karma Kadjy School
	1987 

	Summit Lighthouse 
	 1987 


During the 1990s even more groups appeared more or less following the same pattern as the former decade. Both more Buddhist, Hindu and Theosophical groups emerged but also two not belonging to the dominating groupings;  Bruno Grønning Circle of Friends (1999) and the first neo-pagan group.

	Group
	Established in Aarhus

	Soka Gakkai
	1990

	Kundalini Network
	1992

	The Golden Circle
	1994

	Brahma Kumaris 
	1999

	Bruno Grönings Circle of Friends
	1999

	Isikaja wicca
	1999 



In the new millennium a lot happens in this religious field of Aarhus. Neo-paganism was established through Aarhus Blotlaug and further a couple of wicca-groups were founded.

	Group
	Established in Aarhus

	Falun Gong
	2000

	Aarhus Blótlaug
	2000

	Crimson Circle 
	2002 

	Satanic Forum, 
	2002

	Sirius Center
	2002 

	Ashtanga Yoga Skole Existerer ?
	2003

	Den Gyldne portal 
	2003 

	Amma-Danmark (Sri Mata Amritanandamayi) 
	2006

	Deeksha-gruppen i Aarhus
	2006

	Aarhus Zendo 
	2007

	Rangjung Yeshe Århus
	2009

	Øsal Ling
	2010

	Osho Dynamic Meditation
	2011

	Wicca-group in Århus
	 2011



Beside the neo-pagan groups several other groups belonging to the three big groupings, the Hindu, the Buddhist and the theosophical, came to Aarhus. Three new theosophical groups, two of them already vanished, and no less than four Hindu-inspired groups were established. This is the decade for the Buddhist groups since three new were set up. Furthermore Falun Gong (2000) and the satanic group Eclipse (linked to Satanic Forum), came to Aarhus. 

To sum up; all the Buddhist and Theosophical groups have been founded during the last 25 years (from 1985 and onwards). The same can (almost) also be said about the Hindu groups, although some of them were established already in 1970s. 
This is also a period of time during which the society has changed dramatically – in the direction of a late-modern society. A society characterized by an intensified individualism, a questioning of all kind of authorities, an accelerated globalization and the victory of the neo-liberal ideology.

In addition to being new some other common characteristics are also possible to discern among the groups, characteristics that can be regarded as reflections of the changed society.

Spirituality – not religion

A majority of the groups consider themselves not to be a religion or part of a religion. The background for this is obviously that they use Christianity as a reference point when talking about “religion”. In a definition they consequently use concepts such as dogma, absolute faith, rituals and the concept of God and this is something they distance themselves from presumably since it all implies authorities outside the individual. Almost all groups have this view, independent of whether they have a Buddhist, Hindu, theosophical or other background.
There are though some groups who explicitly say that they are a religion, or part of a religion. One is the Buddhist group Soka Gakkai and another is the theosophical Liberal Catholic Church.

Sokka Gakkei along with a couple of groups, approved as religious communities, which implies that they are part of a religion, though express ambivalence on this matter. Sokka Gakkei says in 2011 that religion is seen as an all too harsh term and some the engaged therefore prefer “philosophy”. The reason is that a change to the latter term is said to be that it probably would facilitate for individuals to go to and from the group, depending on the needs the individual experience in the present situation.  Karma Kagya School (approved 1988) considers on the one side Buddhism as such to be a religion, but on the other side they do not see themselves as religious and they prefer calling their practice "working with the mind." In another approved Buddhist inspired group, Ranjang Yeshe, there is a similar ambivalent position on this issue. In the Hindu-inspired group Brahma Kumaris (approved 1997) the ambivalence comes to expression in another way. They internally see themselves as a religion, the original, eternal, divine religion but externally they do not present themselves as such, as a religion.

Instead of looking at themselves as a religion the different groups use different designations but several times the word “spiritual” shows up. This is true both for Buddhist, Hindu and Theosophical groups.  

The distancing from “religion” and the tendency to prefer “spirituality can be interpreted as a reflection of the changed society. What is at focus in this kind of society  is the individual and his/her absolute right to be free to follow the path of his/her own to authentic experiences. In such an effort religion is limiting due to its traditions, dogmas and external authorities. Spirituality on the other hand represents the opposite to all this. 

Requirements expected by the individuals engaged

A general characteristic for all the groups is further that they do not set up any absolute barriers between themselves and other groups. In no instance it is expressed an exclusive view saying that engagement in the own group excludes a concurrent engagement in another group. It is striking that this is valid also for the groups who consider themselves to be part of a religion and for the groups approved as a religious communities. There is thus no question of exclusive memberships, but quite the contrary a very open attitude. 
The liquid nature of this field becomes still more accentuated when one looks at the pre-requirements for the initial engagement and what is required of individuals engaged in the group. In general terms, there are no requirements in any respect. An expression used explicitly in several groups with regard to demands on the engaged is: "it is entirely up to the individual." Even if this formulation not is used explicitly in all groups the meaning of this is found in many other. (In some cases there are explicit requirements, but these are limited to a minority of core members).
This further emphasizes the focus on the individual and the individual’s rights to freedom. Such an attitude is necessary if a group wants to appeal to individuals in late modernity. The groups are free to presents its techniques and its teachings, but then it is up to individual to take what he/she thinks is appropriate for him/her in his/her present situation. 
Relations to other groups

When the groups were asked about their relations to other groups and what other groups they ideologically or theologically saw themselves related to something interesting came up. Beside relations to other groups in the same grouping (Hindu, Buddhist or Theosophical) and to groups in the other two groupings representatives from all these three groupings expressed some kind of connection to an entity outside the city,  and that was the Center for Growth led by Jes Bertelsen. 
This center was established 30 years ago by Jes Bertelsen. It is called a center for the training of the consciousness. There are held courses, with annually around 1000 participants learning meditation and different kinds of self-development. 
On its homepage it is said: “Vaekstcenteret (Centre for Growth) can be seen as an open modern lay monastery and a meditation training centre. Not a monastery in the ordinary sense with traditional beliefs and dogmas. The assumption is that all major religions share a common spiritual core”.  Further some fundamental values of the centre are said to be: “a belief in democratic principles, acceptance of our Christian cultural foundation, equal opportunities for men and women, and a fundamental scientific attitude towards inquiry”. Jes Bertelsen is quoted saying: “the very core of the great spiritual schools is the general spiritual intelligence, free of cultural and limited norms”. The project at the Centre is said “to convey this core spiritual reality in a way that modern individuals can understand and use without having to compromise common sense”.
Centre for growth is though not just an inspiration for people engaged in the NRMs. A survey among the alternative therapists in the municipality of Aarhus showed that one fourth of them meant that Bertelsen had been an inspiration for them and another third said they knew him and his work well. This is an indication pointing that there might exist one spiritual field in Aarhus consisting both of alternative therapists and the New religious groups. 
One possible center for the spiritual milieu in Aarhus is the Philosophical Centre established in 2010. Three of the groups hold their meetings here and further every week there are arrangements covering most practices in the milieu as well as alternative therapists can hire locations for their practice at the Centre. The mailing list of the Centre now holds more than 4000 addresses.
A common denominator for the spiritual field
If one now tries to find the lowest common denominator of this field it is most likely meditation. As we have seen earlier almost all of the new groups established during the last 25 years have meditation as an important practice, maybe the most important. It is important in all the Hindu and the Buddhist groups as well as in the Theosophofical inspired groups, though with two exceptions. The Antroposophical association and the Liberal Catholic Church. But meditation is not limited to these three groupings but is also to find in other groups such as Falun Gong and the spiritistic association Lyset (the Light) and though it is not called meditation a central practice in Bruno Grönnings circle of friends has all the characteristics for meditation.
Meditation is also a wide spread practice among the alternative therapists. Among the spiritual alternative therapists two thirds meditate at least once a week. The purpose behind meditation can though be very diverse and that is true also for the spiritual therapists. The purpose can either be fully secular; meditation counteracts stress or gives more strength to the everyday life, or religious; through meditation you can get into contact with a higher power or you can through meditation praise or thank a higher power. It no reason believing that the purpose with mediation is less diverse among the individuals engaged in New religious movements.
This is a kind of practice demanded by many in the mainstream society as well and in this context it is important to note “it is entirely up to the individual”. The practice is offered, the technique is presented, but there is not given any clear instructions of how to use, that is up to the individual. And it is in no way sure that it is used for religious purposes. 
That growing interest in meditation has for example affected Brahma Kumaris, with now 50 regular users instead of 10 in 2002. They have also widened their offerings of courses with for example a stress-free life course, an Easter retreat and several weekend courses. We have also seen earlier how they externally denounce the concept “religion”. This obviously is a necessary adoption to the demands of the market, and they have successful in this endeavor. 

Also other Hindu groups denounces in greater degree than previously the spiritual or religious side of yoga. For example, Ashtanga Yoga Shala, that participated in the last survey, did not want to participate this time. The school's reasoning was that they never have understood themselves as a religious or spiritual group, and they believe they lost pupils after the last publication. Another yoga group, Scandinavian Yoga and Meditation School, places great emphasis on how to downplay everything that could connect their practices with religiosity, spirituality or having Hindu inspiration. Moreover, they have expanded their course catalog, so they, like so many others also offer courses in mindfulness. Similar developments are seen in both Buddhist and Theosophical groups.
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