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In modern Sweden and Scandinavia, a correlation between seculariza-
tion and prosperity can be found, but hardly any arrows of causation
from ideological secularism to prosperity. Instead, pillars of the mod-
ern welfare states correspond with Luther’s teaching on man, voca-
tion, and the priesthood of all believers. Furthermore, the importance
of education for all citizens, manifested in the Swedish Church Laws
of 1686, formed a foundation of the democratization process — along
with the Lutheran Pietists’ stress on the importance on individual
choice — and was manifested in the stress on literacy and the ability to
understand (biblical) texts, sowing seeds of hermeneutical critical
thinking. A description of the Swedish or Scandinavian situation will
not be complete without taking the Lutheran heritage into considera-
tion. In addition, signs of — even the need or a positive and meaning-
ful possibility of — a religious dimension is back on the ”secular”
Swedish scene, also in academia, even though not always recognized

in a secularist’s approach.

Middle Way hit America ”with the
force of an intellectual hurricane.”!
The book was in print until 1985 and
introduced generations of Americans to a

In 1936, Marquis Child’s Sweden: The

vision of an economic and social reality, a
middle way between collectivism and free
individual enterprise, between socialism
and capitalism.2 Sweden, the modern wel-
fare state, used the best of both systems
and was seen as a model and an “attrac-
tion” for Americans “interested in social
and economic reform.”3

In 2008, another American sociologist,
Phil Zuckerman, idealizes Sweden on the
American intellectual scene. In his book
titled Society without God. What the
Least Religions Nations Can Tell Us
About Contentment, Swedish or Scandi-
navian prosperity is strongly correlated to
Scandinavian secularity.4 Thus, the welfa-
re state is still in focus, but from another
angle and in a different context. To use an
analogy: Sweden is still a model, taking a
middle way: Using one main concept
from communism, namely atheism, and
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one concept from American capitalism,
prosperous economic policies and techni-
ques. Thus, Sweden promotes “the best”
of both in order to build a modern welfa-
re state. At the same time it denounces
non prosperous economic theory from the
communist tradition and the heavily reli-
gious tradition in capitalist America.
Along with his description of prospe-
rous Scandinavia, in Zuckerman’s case
Sweden and Denmark, he has an implicit
claim: There is not only a correlation bet-
ween secularity and prosperity, there is cau-
sation. Even though Zuckerman at one
point correctly claims that correlation is
not the same as causation,’ a causal argu-
ment is, if not explicit, always implicit at
hand throughout the book. Also, he expli-
citly argues that the causes of Scandi-
navian prosperity are not “spiritual”.6 In
fact, at the same time as he claims that
religion overall is ”one of the main sour-
ces of tension, violence, poverty, oppres-
sion, inequality and disorder”,” he argu-
es that secularity in Sweden and Denmark
has lead to economic wealth, gender
equality, good education, low crime rates,
low child mortality and the best of heath
care systems.8 In sum, a secular prosperi-
ty thesis is at hand. Secularity causes soci-
etal prosperity. The secular society is the
ideal; Sweden and Denmark are some-
thing like secular heavens, in which reli-
gion, more or less, is a non-issue.?
However, Zuckerman’s standpoint is
not only questionable since his methodo-
logy is weak and unconvincing and his
understanding, or at least his description,
of Scandinavian cultural and political his-
tory is superficial and inadequate, but also
since his secular conclusions quite natu-
rally are highly problematic. Not only gene-
ral knowledge of Swedish or Scandina-
vian religious and cultural history, but
some recent Swedish dissertations can

shed light on Zuckerman’s and other pro-
ponents’ purely secular perspectives on
the Scandinavian situation.

Regarding methodology, Zuckerman’s
method is highly questionable for at least
two reasons: First, his selection of infor-
mants for his interviews was not done
according to strict random criteria. Sec-
ond, a usage of traditional religious lan-
guage to understand the Scandinavian
mentality as used by Zuckerman has been
shown problematic. When the latter is
taken into consideration, as done by Ina
Rosen in her dissertation from 2009, I'm
a Believer — but I'll be Damned if I'm Re-
ligious, ”a majority of the Danes believe
or are willing to identify as religious to a
lesser or greater extent”, a finding striking-
ly in contrast to Zuckerman’s, and all this
due to a different methodology.10

Furthermore, in his dissertation pub-
lished in 2010 at Lund Institute of Econo-
mic Research, Lund University School of
Economics and Management, Jonas Fjer-
torp concluded in his prologue that the
description of Joseph’s management in
ancient Egypt, described in Genesis, can
be a good example for decision-making
concerning economics in modern society.
This means, apparently, that biblical prin-
ciples can be viewed as foundational in
building a good modern welfare society,
as in Sweden.!! In a dissertation from the
following year, Vilsenhetens epidemiologi:
en religionspsykologisk studie i existentiell
folkhdlsa | The epidemiology of lost mea-
ning: a study in psychology of religion and
existential public health in a Swedish con-
text],12 Christina Melder at the School of
Theology, Uppsala University, presents her
findings in the area of psychology of reli-
gion, describing a clear correlation — and
causation — between faith and what she
calls existential health. The research ques-
tion was: "How does the existential
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dimension of health, understood as the
ability to create and maintain a functional
meaning-making system, affect the per-
son’s self-rated health and quality of life?”
The conclusion was that faith as a mea-
ning-making system is essential for exi-
stential health. Since existential health is a
public health factor it could, for natural
reasons, be argued that it is a long-term
factor for the Swedish economy, for pros-
perity. Melder underlines in her conclu-
sions “the need for — and offers a cultural-
ly-tested method and model to explore
existential needs in this secularized con-
text.”13

These three examples in contemporary
Swedish academia are signs not of what
Zuckerman praises as Scandinavian secula-
rism. However, they offer quite different
understanding of the religious dimension
— belief among ”non-believers”, the posi-
tive possibilities of scriptural principles,
and even the need of a foundational faith
perspective — in Sweden and Scandinavia,
for the sake of a healthy and prosperous
society.

A more intricate discussion on the role
of religion in Sweden than Zuckerman pre-
sents is, for example, found in Katedralen
mitt i staden [ The Cathedral in the Centre
of the City] (2010) by theology professor
Mattias Martinsson at Uppsala University.
Even when he presents his own nontradi-
tional approach of “atheistic theology”,
he describes the interdependency of religio-
us and anti-religious or atheist arguments
in the Swedish debate, stating that not
only atheism is returning to the debate in
Sweden, but also religion. Even though the
normal world view or cultural position
among the philosophical and cultural elite
is heavily secular, Martinsson argues that
”the traditional belief system is still char-
ging the secular normality with a certain
amount of theological energy.”14 Martins-

son perceives a dimension in the Swedish
culture that Zuckerman misses: The ”theo-
logical energy” and the return of religion.
Two questions arise: Is it not possible to
view “theological energy” as a constructi-
ve force contributing to a ”prosperous”
intellectual debate? And, could it be argu-
ed that religion really never left?

In any case, the Scandinavian situation
has been described as post-secular. An
argument is found in Det blandande mork-
ret | The Glaring Darkness| by Owe Wik-
strom, Professor of Psychology at Uppsala
University and a well-known author. In a
comparison between the Swedish situa-
tion in 1994 and 2007, Wikstrom states:
”The public discussion on questions of
life, spirituality and Christian faith have
become more open... I am beginning to
recognize a greater curiosity regarding
spiritual life within Christianity.” This is
”an obvious shift”, he argues.15 It can be
added, that the shift of interest is not
from secularism to Christianity, but from
alternative non-European spirituality to
Christianity. Also, a new form of sacrali-
zation is seen in new forms of ritualiza-
tion through so called ”alternative thera-
pies,” using new “secular” platforms and
therapies and/or coaches for improved
health by searching, for example, spirit-
ual meaning in a New Ages influenced
language. Religion is in these circles often
described in negative terms, spirituality
with a very positive terminology. It is one
form of sacralization of the ”inner being”
of the individual, of individual spiritual
experiences and inner healing. Rituals are
used but expressed in terms of “techni-
ques” in order to underline a disconnec-
tion with traditional religions. Thus, new
ritual entrepreneurs have appeared on the
scene. The expansion of these new alter-
native therapies in Sweden during 2000s,
heavily dominated by women, has been
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called a new ”revival”.16 Lena Lowendal
estimates in 2005 that one third of the Swe-
dish population is ”privately religious”.17

In a recent dissertation, Public Reli-
gion in Swedish Media, published 2013 in
the series Studies in Religion and Society
at Uppsala University, Marta Axner add-
resses issues concerning religion in the
public sphere by analyzing the participa-
tion of religious debaters in the public
sphere, using debate pages during the
years 2001-2011 in three national news-
papers as empirical material.18 Since there
is a lack of earlier research in this field,
this study cannot determine ”whether
there has been a return or even increase of
participation of religious actors on the
debate pages.”1® However, Axner argues
that her study does not show a strong pre-
sence of religious actors in the public de-
bate and that the study cannot be used as
a sign of a post-secular society. Never-
theless, the research study clearly mani-
fests the presence of religious debaters in
the public sphere in recent years. Also, new
participants, for example in form of the
Christian think tank Claphaminstitutet,
founded in 2008, are mentioned.20 In to-
tal, a wide variety of issues were brought
up in the newspapers debate pages and
the ”articles addressing visible religion
can be read as an ongoing meta-debate
over the place of religion in the public
arena”.2l Axner raises and problematizes
several important issues, for example the
”de-privatization of religion”, the role of
religion in a modern liberal society, and
the complicated relation between visibili-
ty and authority. Noteworthy is an intro-
ductory reference to research findings
that point to an increased visibility of reli-
gion in Sweden, largely due to media.22
However, Axner clearly states that visi-
bility does not equal authority.23 In addi-
tion, an argument proposed by José Casa-

nova is included, namely that the secula-
rist principle of ‘no-establishment” seems
to be both ”insufficient and unnecessary”;
secular states are no guarantee for demo-
cracy, while several well-functioning de-
mocracies, as in the Nordic countries, still
have or recently have had state chur-
ches.24

Further, it can be mentioned that in
October 2013 the newly elected Norwe-
gian government in its four-party agree-
ment declared that Christianity will be
more emphasized in the Norwegian pub-
lic school education.2s Also, in July 2013
the Finnish Minister of State, Paivi Rasa-
nen, was straightforward in her speech on
the situation in Finland, unambiguously
stressing the importance of Christianity
and the Christian values. She frequently
cited the Bible, underlining the positive
influences of the churches and Christian
organizations for the stability and safety
of a society, but also for the economy, cul-
ture and law, including a foundational view
of the value of human beings and human
rights.26 It can be added that the best-sel-
ling Children’s book in Denmark in the
spring of 2010, was Sigurd forteller Bibel-
historier [Sigurd tells Bible stories|. Again,
arguments contradict Zuckerman’s thesis
that religion is a non-issue in Scandinavia.
Zuckerman overlooks recent trends, alrea-
dy at hand at the time of his interviews
and conclusions of his study, as well as the
Scandinavian Christian heritage as an in-
strumental factor in shaping the modern
Scandinavian societies. Zuckerman’s the-
sis needs to be problematized and his ter-
minology partly rephrased in order to
understand the multi-dimensional religio-
us or spiritual condition.

Of course, the increased critique of
religion, for example by neo-atheists,
should be taken into account in further
studies of the Scandinavian situation, but
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also the importance of vital religiosity
among the large immigrant groups of
from various religious traditions.

The secularist perspective — and this is
apparent in the case of Zuckerman - is
indeed often missing the profound influ-
ence of theological thinking in the Scan-
dinavian cultural history. For example, is
Danish cultural history understandable
without taking N. E S. Grundtvig, Soren
Kirkegaard and Hans Christian Andersen
into consideration? Do not all three of
these authors have a profound religious
message which is based on the Lutheran
heritage? Can the rest of Scandinavia be
understood without a similar comprehen-
sion of the immense influence of Luthera-
nism? I would argue not. The reasons are
evident and plentiful in the Scandinavian
political, social and cultural history.

An obvious one is the history of educa-
tion in Scandinavia. Some examples: The
archbishop was pro-rector at Uppsala Uni-
versity, the oldest Swedish university,
until 1954, and the formal connection bet-
ween the Lutheran state church and the
local school boards in Sweden was up-
held until 1958. At the same time, the
diocesan boards were replaced by secular
educational boards on the regional level,
and the role of the bishop as supervisor
(euforus) of education in Sweden ended.2”

In this context, another issue, showing
the reaction of the Swedish people, should
be mentioned. When the government, led
by the Social Democrats, in 1963 propo-
sed a change in the syllabus of the Swe-
dish schools, exchanging the subject
”Christianity” for “Religious Studies”,
more than 2,1 million Swedes signed a
petition asking the government to keep
”Christianity” as a subject on its own — a
petition neglected by the Social Demo-
crats — even though it had massive sup-
port of the Swedish people. Ideology was

more important than the will of the peo-
ple.28 Another sign of the long-term con-
nections between the Lutheran church
and the Swedish state: A local priest was
a mandatory member in the child welfare
committee on the local governmental
level until 1960.22 Only a few years earli-
er, in 1951, the Religious Freedom Act
was accepted by the Swedish parliament.
If a scholar, as Zuckerman, disregards the
vast Protestant, and more specifically the
Lutheran impact on the Swedish or Scan-
dinavian societies, it naturally has reper-
cussions. A description of these societies,
even though it includes some essential
points and gives interesting perspectives
and original portraits, lacks essential di-
mensions and perspectives, and not least
academic validity, if the Lutheran history
is left out.

Although often seen as a cultural relic,
it can still be seen as a forceful symbol
that the head of state in Sweden, the mo-
narch, has to be a Lutheran ”of pure evan-
gelical faith,” according to the Constitu-
tion. The Act of Succession, article 4, reads:
”The King shall always profess the pure
evangelical faith, as adopted and explai-
ned in the unaltered Confession of Augs-
burg and in the Resolution of the Uppsala
Meeting of the year 1593, princes and
princesses of the Royal House shall be
brought up in that same faith and within
the Realm. Any member of the Royal Fa-
mily not professing this faith shall be ex-
cluded from all rights of succession.”30
We have the same phenomenon in Den-
mark. Article 6 of the Constitution reads:
”The King shall be a member of the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church,” i.e. the Estab-
lished Church.3! Furthermore, article 4
states: " The Evangelical Lutheran Church
shall be the Established Church of Den-
mark, and as such shall be supported by
the State.”32 The Norwegian Constitution
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states in article 4: ”The King shall at all
times profess the Evangelical-Lutheran re-
ligion.”33 Should not these parts of the
Scandinavian constitutions be taken into
consideration if one is searching for the
”soul” of the Scandinavian culture(s)? It
could be argued that the present situation
is enlightened by cultural markers of his-
torical significance expressed in current
constitutions.

The Lutheran teaching, transmitted
through generations of Scandinavians since
the Reformation, has during the past cen-
tury been secularized and become parts of
mainline secular political arguments in
Sweden, a process led by the Social De-
mocrats. Three examples shall be given:
first, Luther’s teaching on the priesthood
of all believers, with a foundation of a
general Christian understanding of man
as being created by God: all are created
equal and all are of the same value.
Luther stressed the equality of all belie-
vers in a reformist way, which in the case
of Sweden resulted in church-driven edu-
cation for all Swedes, as described in the
Church Law of 1686, with rulings about
general literacy.34 This law, which also
was the law of the Swedish state, ordered
the parishes to educate all Swedes, inclu-
ding children, and even the lowest of the
lowest on the social ranking scale — as
farm-hands and maid-servants — in order
to make them able to read. The purpose
was religious: The people should ”learn
to read and see with their own eyes what
God bids and commands in His Holy
Word.”35 The idea was also that the pa-
rishioners should be able to critique the
parish priest if he did not follow the
Scripture in his teachings.

Every individual was to be able to read
and understand, interpret Scripture, and
more precisely summarize biblical teach-
ings in the form of Luther’s Smaller

Catechism. Examinations were held by the
local pastor and special examination re-
gisters on the progress concerning reading
and learning capabilities and Catechism
knowledge were kept by the Church.36
Another purpose behind the law, of cour-
se, was political. The teachings included
the standpoint that a Christian life demon-
strated faith in a social and political order
as described in the hustavla, i.e. words
from the Scripture laid down as guiding
principles for the whole society.3”

The ability to read, along with a her-
meneutical foundation and an ability of
critical thinking, was hereby laid by the
Church (and the State), which had a tre-
mendous impact on the people of Swe-
den, and thereby its cultural life for cen-
turies.38 Illiteracy was “outlawed” in
Sweden, for religious reasons some 350
years ago. Sociologist Rodney Stark’s
conclusion in his For the Glory of God
comes to mind: ”Western civilization
really was God-given.”3% In any case, one
of the most important factors in the crea-
tion of a basis for societal prosperity is
literacy. While Zuckerman notes that
Sweden and Denmark were among the
first nations to ”push for widespread lite-
racy” he symptomatically fails to link this
to Scandinavian Lutheranism.40

In the case of Sweden, the foundatio-
nal teaching of the priesthood of all belie-
vers (through baptism), was later trans-
formed into a more or less secularized
theme of equality, leading to the political
drive for social security for all citizens
and thereby for the modern welfare
state.#! It can be mentioned that the tea-
ching of the priesthood of all believers
was partly reinterpreted and revitalized
by the Pietists, stressing a subjective crite-
rion, translated into individual conver-
sion. This theme, stressing the choice of
the individual, was, of course, later on
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also underlined by other forces such as
liberalism and led to the modern notion
of individualism.

Second, Luther’s teaching on calling
(vocatio) can be seen as a theological
foundation of the modern political welfa-
re theme of full employment or everyone’s
right to work.#2 Daily work is, according
to Luther, a fulfillment of God’s calling.
And, as most famously observed by
sociologist Max Weber, Luther’s teaching
on calling infused the so called Protestant
work-ethic and laid the foundation of
economic prosperity through its founda-
tional impact on capitalism. Thereby, Lu-
ther’s teaching had an enormous impact
not only on the view of the importance of
the use of the talents of each and every
individual in the society for the best of
society, but also of economic prosperity
in the building of the Scandinavian welfa-
re states.

As German language Professor Birgit
Stolt puts it, Luther’s teaching on calling
not only led to the ”democratization of
the life of faith”, but it gave a dignity also
to the simplest work, for both males and
females.43

Third, in Luther’s teaching of the two
regiments and the three estates, he outli-
ned the third estate, economia, as founda-
tional. The family is seen a cornerstone in
a society. In the various homes through-
out Sweden, the children — actually every-
one — was educated in the ”correct” belief
system, outlined by Luther. This stress on
the importance of the family was trans-
formed into the political theme of ”folk-
hemmet”, a Social Democratic vision of
the Swedish society as the ”people’s
home”. The state replaced the family, but
the theme of the importance of correct
teaching in the ”home” remained. Now,
it was the Social Democratic version of a
correct belief system that should be trans-

mitted to the coming generations.

In all, the history of Scandinavian pros-
perity includes the immense impulse of
Lutheranism. In fact, as we have seen, the
two pillars of the welfare states in Scan-
dinavia, social security and full employ-
ment, correspond with Luther’s teaching
on the priesthood of all believers and
vocation. The Protestant work ethic was
a driving force towards economic deve-
lopment and prosperity. Thus, Luthera-
nism, both in a general and more specific
understanding, is a cornerstone not only
in the Scandinavian cultural history, but
also in the political and economic history.
In addition, the work for equality has a
solid base in the general Christian under-
standing of all human beings created in
the image of God and being of equal va-
lue. Individualism was promoted by revi-
valist groups such as the Lutheran Pie-
tists. Secularism is more of a contempora-
ry phenomenon and has, quite naturally,
not the same foundational role in the his-
tory of Scandinavian prosperity or in the
foundational building of Scandinavian
welfare states. In modern Scandinavia,
there is an evident correlation between
secularization and prosperity. However, a
simplified description of arrows of causa-
tion from ideological secularism to pro-
sperity is questionable. The important in-
tellectual foundation was laid by Scandi-
navian Lutheranism. This is, of course,
not to say that secularized religious con-
cepts and modern ”secular” economic
ideas have not had significant and princi-
pal contributions to the modern process
of developing prosperous Scandinavian
societies. But, again, the base of the pros-
perous Scandinavian societies is heavily
informed by foundational Christian ideas
— Lutheran in character — of man and so-
ciety. Thus, neither the transformation of
some of these ideas into modern seculari-
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zed concepts, nor negligence of historical
evidence, changes the history of necessary
preconditions when building the modern
Scandinavian well-fare states.

It seems like Zuckerman’s account is
highly problematic both when it comes to
methodology and his theoretical perspec-
tive, which has repercussions on his
description of the Scandinavian situation
as well as on his conclusions. It is possible
that his vision of a ”middle way” to a pros-

Historical evidence and new research in
several academic fields point to far more
complex and multidimensional condi-
tions than Zuckerman portrays. Faith,
spirituality and religion are still alive in
Scandinavia, not only canalized through
Lutheranism and old-time-revivalist
groups, nowadays formalized in various
denominations, but also through a wide
range of immigrant groups and “alterna-
tive therapies”.

perous secular society is a cul-de-sac?
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