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Chapter 4

The Ritual Shift: Examining Religious Complexity 
in the Light of Life Cycle Rites 

Ida Marie Høeg and Karin Jarnkvist 

The ritual landscape in the Nordic countries is altering. The most significant 
change is that more and more people are opting out of the Nordic majority 
church rites of baptism, marriage, and burial. These church rites have long 
been strongly dominant in the Nordic culture and, for many members of the 
ethnic majority, were related to more than a millennium of Christian cul-
ture. Whether one was a strong or weak supporter of the Christian doctrines 
or beliefs, the baptized in the majority Lutheran churches were, for the most 
part, following the tradition. Today, the practice of life-cycle rites continues, 
but now it takes place more and more within other religious communities and, 
above all, in the private sphere, outside the orders of the religious communi-
ties. Another major change is the pursuit for authenticity in ritualisation. The 
collective, formalized rituals performed in the main Lutheran churches are 
challenged by an experienced need for rituals being ‘personal’ and authentic. 
Many scholars say ritual practice changes indicate religious transformation in 
society (e.g., de Groot 2017, Woodhead 2016, Beaman and Lefebvre 2014). In this 
paper, we reflect on the patterns of ritual change that can be discerned in two 
Nordic countries, namely Norway and Sweden, regarding people’s practices 
of weddings, baptisms, and burials. The aim is to examine what we call the 
‘ritual shift’ in relation to the main Lutheran churches’ life cycle ceremonies 
and their public alternatives on the one hand and private rites on the other. 
Available studies and data, qualitative and quantitative, of ritual practices on 
individual and organizational levels will be utilized to identify the society-wide 
transformation and highlight the socially embedded factors that account for 
the ritual shift. We argue that studies of life cycle ritual practices are central 
to understanding religious complexity in society. Significant for studying the 
ritual shift and amply for the religious complexity, we provide a structural and 
relational perspective of the ritual practice and discuss how the market of 
available options affects ritualisation.
Why compare Sweden and Norway, and what can a particular view on 

these countries contribute to studying the complex landscape of religiosity? 
The study of Sweden and Norway is relevant because private ritualisation, 



The ritual shift� 99

particularly in the cities, is especially evident there. However, the changing 
ritual landscape, including the operation of the ‘ritual market’, takes different 
structural forms in each country. For example, in Norway, the Humanist Asso-
ciation (HEF), which gains economic support from the state and municipal-
ities, offers humanistic rituals as an alternative to church rituals. In Sweden, 
the Humanist Association is weaker and receives no support from the state. 
Instead, a market for celebrants has emerged: a wedding can take place in pub-
lic, in private outside of worldview, and in a diverse array of faith communi-
ties, not to mention under the auspices of the municipalities’ official celebrant. 
Moreover, the Lutheran churches have different regulations regarding rituali-
sation. These differences and their effects on ritualisation will be discussed.
We start the chapter by presenting our theoretical perspective on ritualisa-

tion, a perspective that is not limited to the two neighbouring countries but 
has general relevance for changes in ritual practice. Then, we present statistical 
presentations of the reduced use of rites within the main Lutheran churches 
in Norway and Sweden during the 21st century and the increase in other forms 
of ceremonies. We discuss how to understand the ritual shift in relation to 
so-called religion and non-religion, followed by a reflection on motives and 
reasons for choosing different forms of rituals and the quest for authenticity 
and the marketisation of rituals. We end by illustrating this religious complex-
ity while also pointing to the need for more exploration of ritual practices out-
side the two historic churches. 

1	� Ritual Practices and the Emergence of Rites Outside of the 
Churches

Examining the ritual trends in Norway and Sweden, life cycle rites are under-
stood as situated practices in social contexts and relations that are subject to 
continuity and change. Practice theory (Bourdieu 1992) and ritualisation the-
ory (Bell 1992) serve as theoretical frameworks to accurately portray the pro-
cess of embodiment that produces ritual actions and, thus, the ritual shift. In 
a practice approach, the broader social background comes directly into view. 
Practice and its embeddedness in various social settings elaborate the pro-
cesses that affirm and symbolize the community. This fits well with the focus 
on how rites serve society or groups and restore the sense of social assump-
tions and how rules embody them (Durkheim 2014).
We point to cultures in which religion has transformed largely from a 

Gemeinschaft-promoting institution into only one of several more person-
alised sources of belonging and identification. The social identity based on 
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group membership(s) tends to be questioned when one defines oneself as part 
of a self-constructed, new, or established social group. Belonging to a faith or 
worldview community is one of several social groups one may belong to. More-
over, social structures, such as social class, ethnicity, gender, etcetera, shape 
people’s lives generally, and ritualisation is no exception. Different combina-
tions of intersecting social structures impact identity construction and ritu-
alisation and, for example, make some rites self-evident for some people but 
unthinkable for others (Ahmed 2006). Thus, the belongingness to one or sev-
eral groups who practice collective life cycle rites constructs a system of partly 
independent or coinciding groups, which can pull together or operate partly 
independently of each other in a ritual context.
Considering groups and group boundaries, inclusion or exclusion is essential 

to ritual practices (Bourdieu 2002, Collins 2004, Ahmed 2006). The integrative 
perspective of collective ritualisation is particularly fruitful for investigating 
the rites’ function of enhancing one’s sense of belonging and group identifica-
tion. Catherine Bell (1992, 1997) has a particular interest in the ritual process 
and the reality of practice and use. For her, the term ritualisation describes 
a condition where rites are a mode of exerting power, particular in shifting 
and ambiguous contexts, that enables people to transform actions in certain 
directions (Bell 1992:8). This leads her to assert that the ritualized body is stra-
tegic, and that creation and maintenance of power are at the core of ritual (Bell 
1992:81–2). Considering collective rites, these are more than the celebrant or 
the official ritual institution; they involve those who participate or, more pre-
cisely, those who invite and those who are invited or not to ritualize the event. 
Community boundaries are reinforced or challenged by decisions about who 
shall be included in the group that celebrates the newborn, marks the couple, 
or says farewell to the dead.
Common to collective life cycle rites in late modernity societies is that they 

often stand out as one or another form of family ritual. Civil and religious insti-
tutional rites, both private and public, tend to involve the nuclear or extended 
family (Pleck, 2002). Without attempting to impose an instrumental approach 
to rites’ effects and ignoring that rites are both symbolic and expressive, we 
explore the social implications life cycle rites. The people practising the rites 
are more than a group of individuals. The ritual practice works as maintain-
ing and transforming relations, expressing belonging and identity, and, at 
the same time, showing how individuals and social groups interact with each 
other. With this point of departure, we argue that the life cycle rites in new 
and traditional forms continue to be relevant as an institution in late mod-
ern Nordic society. As group actions and events, they transmit the tradition 
from the 20th century in the Nordic countries to perform rites of passage in 
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the framework of the family, thus also celebrating a novel subjectivity (new 
members and social status). It is essential to underline that the vitality of the 
life cycle rites seems to be that they have the potential to confirm the family 
unit, mostly the traditional form, but now and then serve also as an arena to 
introduce contest traditional family forms. Life cycle rites might display and 
act out new and varied families and new group constellations.
Examining the rise of life cycle rites in Norway and Sweden, we problema-

tize the notion that the ritual shift, with a decline of rites performed within 
the main Lutheran churches and an increase of rites performed outside the 
religious institutions (what we call civil ritualisation), is merely an expression 
of secularization, at least in its hard-core variant. Even in its mildest form, sec-
ularisation theory raises questions concerning religious practices (Henriksen 
and Repstad 2022) and ritualisation in everyday life (Woodhead 2017). How-
ever, we see that the ritual shift followed by a large part of church religion 
has become fluid (de Groot 2017). Religion is dispatched from the ecclesial 
and official religious institutions and appears in far-flung social contexts, like 
among the groups of people who conduct civil life cycle rites. The institutional 
religious and worldview boundaries are blurred, and the majority churches are 
losing their solid position in the Nordic countries. However, this does not mean 
that the historic churches are out of play. Market logic influences every social 
institution, and the main Lutheran churches are no exception. The Church of 
Norway and the Church of Sweden comply with economic logic and compete 
in the market. The churches manage to be relevant by adopting and adapting 
forms and offers in some areas, at the same time as they represent continuity 
and tradition in other areas. As we will see, the figures prove that the life cycle 
rites attract large groups of people, and interview studies reveal that rituals 
performed within the Lutheran churches serve as a model for conducting life 
cycle rituals in non-Lutheran church settings.
An in-depth analysis of the ritual shift is beyond the scope of the present 

paper. Here, we primarily describe the shift and briefly discuss it in compari-
son with the social and cultural development of the two countries.

2	 From Majority to Half and Minority of the Population

In Sweden and Norway, the Church of Sweden and the Church of Norway 
have long had a strong social position regarding baptism, marriage, and burial. 
However, the main Lutheran churches have lost their position in recent years 
(see Table 4.1) without evolving to the periphery of society. A brief examina-
tion of the statistics on life cycle rituals in Norway and Sweden before the 
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pandemic Covid 19, gives a hint of the ritual shift currently occurring in the 
Nordic countries.
Baptisms and weddings are the rites that are declining the most. The ten-

dency is evident throughout the two countries, even if there are large dif-
ferences between and within dioceses. In Sweden and Norway, respectively, 
nearly 30 and 25 percentage points’ fewer newborn babies got baptized in 2019 
than in 2005, and the number of weddings declined by 20 and 14 percentage 
points during the same period. Even church funerals have lost their strong-
hold in Sweden, where about fifteen percentage points’ fewer church funerals 
were performed in 2019 than in 2005. In Norway, church funeral stands out as 
a strong tradition and is an obvious choice among most deceased and their rel-
atives. The proportion of all dead who have a funeral in the Church of Norway 
fell by only 6 percentage points in the last 20 years. The changes in the popu-
larity of funeral ceremonies as the other ceremonies are linked to changes in 
membership rates. In both countries, the membership rate is higher among 
the elderly population. Also, few immigrants are enrolled in the two Lutheran 
churches. (Vad Nilsen 2009).
A factor that can explain the relatively big differences in funeral rates 

between the two countries is their different church funeral policies. Only mem-
bers of the Church of Sweden are allowed to have church funerals. Relatives of 
non-members have to organize funerals themselves or ask another religious or 

Table 4.1 Life-cycle rites in the Church of Sweden (CoS) and Church of Norway (CoN), 2005–2019 

Year  Baptism  Confirmation  Weddingsa Funerals  

  % of all  
newborn  

% of all 15 years 
old  

% of all 15 years 
old who are 
members of 
the Church of 
Norway

% of all weddings  % of all deaths  

CoS CoN CoS CoN CoS CoN CoS CoN CoS CoN
2005  67.7 75.8 36.5 66.4 43 –  50.2 47.15 85.6 91.4
2010  53.7 66.9 32.5 65.2 41 – 36.6 41.98 80.9 92.4
2015 45.6 57.8 27.8 61.5 43.2 –  33.5 37.67 76.5 90.3
2019  40 51.4 22.3 54.4 37.7 80.9 29.7 34.27 69.7 85.5

Sources: Statistics Norway, Tables 06929 and 12026, in combination with 04231 for 
baptisms, 05379 for burials, and 06929 for weddings. The Church of Sweden (2021).
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non-religious organization to hold them. Regarding weddings, at least one in 
the couple has to be a member of the church. There are no restrictions when it 
comes to baptism. The Church of Norway is willing to hold church ceremonies 
for non-affiliated people, for a fee. Even for church members, however, only a 
simple and relatively short funeral is free; more organ play, solo song, acoustic 
instrumentalists, and the church choir are available for purchase. These dif-
ferences between the neighbouring countries can explain the relatively high 
differences among the countries concerning church funeral rates.
 The Covid-19 pandemic and the restrictions during 2020–2021 strongly 

affected people’s ability and willingness to participate in these rites. In 2020, 
27 per cent of all newborns in Sweden and 45 per cent in Norway were bap-
tized into Lutheran churches. Of all weddings in the two countries, 24 per cent 
occurred in the Church of Sweden and 27 per cent in the Church of Norway. 
Many chose to cancel or postpone planned weddings and baptisms. Whether 
there will be a recovery or whether this instead reinforced decline is difficult to 
determine at present. The proportion for the Church of Norway indicates that 
after two years of the pandemic, not many parents postponed baptism in the 
Church of Norway. The proportion of newborns who got baptized rose from 45 
per cent in 2020 to 48 per cent in 2021 to 54 per cent in 2022.
The percentage who choose the main Lutheran church to perform acts is 

still high from a European perspective. The Nordic countries differ from other 
countries in the Western world in that an unusually high proportion of the pop-
ulation are members of the majority church, and a large number participate in 
church life cycle rites. Still, as the statistics show, the decrease in church rituals 
is quite large. Migration can partly explain the decline, as most migrants do 
not become members of the Nordic Lutheran Churches or ritualize life events 
in the churches. In Sweden, the separation of the Church of Sweden from the 
state in the year 2000 is also a significant factor. Since the year 2000, the trend 
has been clear, with reduced participation in church rituals and increased use 
of rituals without the auspices of religious organizations, which we call civil 
ceremonies. In Norway, the split in 2008 did not accelerate the decline. The 
same diminished pattern from previous years continued.
The latest figures for the Norwegian and Swedish populations on the impor-

tance of having church or religious ceremonies connected to the life cycle were 
gathered before and during the pandemic (Table 4.2). Whether affiliated to the 
major Lutheran churches or not, the figures show self-distancing from religion 
and religious actions connected to life stages. Half or fewer of the members of 
the majority Lutheran churches in Sweden and Norway see the importance of 
having a ceremony within a religious community when a child is born. Again, 
a religious funeral is more important than baptism (or a religious naming 
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ceremony, baby blessing) and a religious marriage ceremony. As earlier argued, 
the declining importance of these rituals is due to individuals acting on their 
freedom to develop their faith but, for some also actions, significant numbers 
of both individuals and groups distance themselves from public religion. Col-
lective mobilisation and ritual do not appear to be weak. Collective mobilis-
ing is also evident for the private alternatives to religious rituals. However, the 
Lutheran majority churches are still influential. The private rituals are shaped 
by the churches, which have developed forms of ritual practices and identity 
which have consciously attempted to rework the church rituals.

3	 Civil Ceremonies in Norway and Sweden

Civil ceremonies refer to ceremonies performed beyond religious communi-
ties. There are two variants of civil ceremonies: a private version and a human-
istic ceremony under the auspices of the Human-Ethical Association (HEF) 
or the Humanistene (formerly the Humanist Association) in Norway and the 
Humanist Association in Sweden.
In Norway, the HEF has managed to gain a strong position as a secular alter-

native to the Christian confirmation since it was performed for the first time 
in 1952 with 26 per cent of 15 years old getting confirmed in HEF in 2022, a 
position the humanistic naming ceremony has not gained. Only four per cent 
of all newborns go through a humanistic naming ritual (2022: 4.43%), and only 
one per cent of the deceased have a humanistic funeral (2021: 1.15%). In 2012, 

Table 4.2 �The importance of having a church or religious ceremonies in Sweden and Norway. Percentage

Sweden Norway

Members 
Church of 
Sweden

Non-Members
Church of 
Sweden

Members 
Church of 
Norway

Non-Members 
of Church of 
Norway

A child when it is born (for 
example, baptism)

51 40 42 30

A couple getting married 56 43 51 38
A burial 77 58 71 54
N 2992 1947 2347 4024

Sources: The Church of Sweden (2021). KIFO (2019).
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the Ministry of Culture launched sketches for private ceremonies as a neutral 
alternative to church and humanist arrangements. We do not know how many 
people choose a private naming ceremony, but it is probably about the same as 
those who avail of a humanistic one.
When it comes to weddings, as already mentioned, the Church of Norway 

has lost its relevance for more and more people, at the expense of civil cere-
monies. Table 4.3 shows that most Norwegian have gone for a civil ceremony 
since 2019. A relatively high percentage of Norwegian marriages are performed 
abroad, at Norwegian ambassies or at The Norwegian Church Abroad (The 
Norwegian Seamen’s Church). In contrast to the free wedding at the embassy, 
the Church of Norway requires payment, which may impact why a relatively 
small percentage of weddings abroad are performed by a minister in The Nor-
wegian Church Abroad (2019: 22%).
There are no aggregate statistics regarding the form of marriages or other 

life cycle rites in Sweden. However, marriages within the Church of Sweden 
have steadily declined during the 21st century and it is likely that private 
civil weddings are now the country’s dominant wedding form. The number 
of weddings performed within the Humanist Association is very small, only 
about 0.1 per cent of all weddings (Humanist Association 2022; SCB 2022). 
The proportion is similar regarding namegiving ceremonies, which normally 
are private, arranged by the parents. When it comes to funerals, about one 
in three deceased are nowadays buried outside the Church of Sweden (the 
Church of Sweden 2022). Some burial ceremonies were performed by other 
religious organizations and some deceased are buried without a funeral. 
In 2021, around 15 per cent of all funerals were civil funerals (Sweden’s 

Table 4.3 Forms of marriage in Norway. Percentage

Year Church
of Norway

Other faith and worldview 
organizations 

Abroada Civil % N

2005  47 3 17 33 100 22 392
2010  42 7 21 31 101 23 577
2015 38 8 21 33 100 22 738
2019  34 8 13 45 100 19 855

Source: Statistics Norway.
a	 Weddings in The Norwegian Church Abroad/ The Norwegian Seamen’s Church were in 2005, 29.08%  

(N = 1120) of couples who married abroad. In 2010: 19.91% (N = 968), 2015: 17.85% (N = 849) and 2019: 
22.14% (N = 586).
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Association of Funeral Directors 2022). One hundred forty-eight of these were 
performed within the Humanist Association. That is about one per cent of 
all civil funerals. Even though the proportion is quite low, the funeral cere-
mony is the form of ceremony that has grown the most within the Human-
ist Association in Sweden. It is likely that the proportion of civil funerals in 
general will increase even more in future, as only members of the Church of 
Sweden are allowed to be buried within the organization and the number of 
new members is decreasing. It is also likely that the funerals performed within 
the Humanist Association will increase, as many people wish to have an orga-
nization taking care of the funeral instead of having to plan everything on  
their own.

4	 Religion, Non-Religion and Ritualisation

Rituals practiced within religious organizations are often referred to as reli-
gious rituals, in contrast to so-called secular rituals, which are performed 
outside religious organizations (Warburg 2015). This way of categorising the 
forms of rituals presupposes a correlation between institutional religion, ritual 
practice and individual belief. As long as the main Lutheran churches dom-
inated the ritual scene in the Nordic, the practice of life-course rituals were 
described as central to an invisible ‘Nordic religiosity’ that would become 
visible in abnormal situations, such as life-cycle rituals and crises (e.g. Bäck-
ström, Edgardh Beckman, and Pettersson 2004). Later studies focusing on 
religious diversity in Sweden and Norway consider non-religion growth 
(Furseth et al. 2018). People who fit under the umbrella of non-religious and 
secularists are whom Woodhead argues might not be straightforwardly secu-
lar (2016:249). What is pointed out as specific to secularity in those countries 
is precisely its ambivalent attitude towards Christian tradition; it finds itself 
in between a religious and non-religious sphere, which is noticeable at both 
the general (e.g., Kittelmann and Flensner 2015) and individual levels (Burén 
2015; Frisk and Åkerbäck 2015, Willander 2020). To prefer one or two partic-
ular church life rites and not all of them shows the relevance of combining 
so-called religious and non-religious practices in new and unconventional 
ways. For example, half of the Church of Norway members who do not bap-
tize their children find it important to have a funeral ceremony within the 
Church of Norway or some other religious congregation. These parents ritu-
alize the birth of their children outside the religious congregation or choose 
not to ritualize the birth and naming of the child at all. Still, they wish to have  
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a funeral within the Church of Norway when they die (Høeg and Gresaker  
2015:49).
The tradition of rituals connected to death holds a strong position in Nor-

way. The latest staticistics on people’s view of the funeral and what the ritual 
should convey show that seven out of ten Norwegians want a funeral ceremony 
with Christian content, and three per cent with another religious content. Every 
fourth wants a ceremony without religious content. Most people also prefer a 
religious institution when it comes to which institution should hold the cer-
emony. Seventy-two per cent want a ceremony in the Church of Norway, ten 
per cent a private ceremony, nine per cent in the Norwegian Humanist Associ-
ation, and five per cent in another faith or worldview institution (Official Nor-
wegian Report 2014:225–6). Other studies show that a relatively high portion of 
so-called non-believing people has an affinity for church rituals, particularly the 
funeral (Urstad 2017:194). For the last decade, however, there has been a debate 
concerning the mourners’ wishes to reduce or minimize religious content in 
the funerals. There is a tendency to have a ceremony in the church building 
with an organ and bells, but replacing the liturgy with a ritual that emphasises 
the personality of the deceased along with memories expressed by relatives 
and friends. The situation reflects the blurred border between so-called reli-
gion and non-religion and makes clear that it is too simplistic to categorise rites 
performed within a religious organization as religious and those taking place 
outside religious organizations as secular or non-religious.
Qualitative studies on rituals cast further light on the blurred border between 

so-called religion and non-religion. For example, a study on civil life-cycle rites 
conducted outside religious organizations in Sweden shows that ritual actors’ 
social, religious, and cultural contexts have an impact on how the ritual is 
undertaken and given meaning. Civil ceremonies can connect to, as well as 
express resistance toward, religious organizations, traditions, and beliefs (Jarn-
kvist 2019). Moreover, qualitative studies on life-cycle rites performed within 
the Church of Sweden reveal that cultural and social meanings might be more 
important to people than so-called religious meanings in ritualisation (Wiig 
2006; Jarnkvist 2011).
To sum up, the relationship between ritualisation and religion/non-religion 

is complex. The border between the religious and the secular is often blurred. 
The identity of the official responsible for the ceremony does not necessarily 
say anything about ritual symbols and performances. As mentioned earlier and 
as the following passage of this chapter will show, the ritual landscape in Nor-
way and Sweden has changed a lot during the 21st century, and explanations 
that were persuasive at the beginning of the century might be questioned.
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5	 Motives and Reasons for Choosing Different Forms of Ritualisation

Until now, we have presented and discussed statistics regarding the ritual shift 
taking place in Sweden and Norway. We have argued for a complex under-
standing of the shift, as we find it too one-sided to say that the shift is an effect 
of secularisation. We will now proceed with discussing motives and reasons for 
choosing different forms of ritualisation.
As mentioned, ritual policies probably affect the choices of ritual form in 

the two countries. In Sweden, anyone can have their children baptized in the 
Church of Sweden but for marriage in the church, at least one in the wedding 
couple must be a church member, and only church members can have a church 
funeral. In Norway, anyone can have a church ceremony, but non-members 
have to pay for them. Moreover, the humanist organization is strong in Norway 
and weak in Sweden, making humanist ceremonies more common in Norway 
than in Sweden. There are also other things to consider when trying to under-
stand the ritual shift and people’s choices of ritual form.
Representative surveys conducted in Norway can hint at how members of 

the Church of Norway view infant baptism and make it possible to see how it 
has changed during the last decades. Two contradictory motives for choosing 
baptism for their child stand out as important: the tradition and the subjective 
value for the child. Also, baptism as an aesthetic act is highlighted. This means 
that members are most likely to motivate infant baptism as a Norwegian tra-
dition (86%), as a family tradition (70%), the beautiful ceremony of baptism 
(65%) and the child’s ability to choose for themselves later in life (65%). Reli-
gious motives were important for fewer parents (TLU 2012).1 Major changes 
have occurred in relation to the church of Norway’s ritual for the baby. Com-
pared with the Church of Norway’s first membership survey in 2000, primarily 
for Oslo, religious motives are losing ground, while the other motives remain 
stable at a high level (Høeg et al. 2000; TLU 2012).
The individual’s relationship with the Church of Sweden or the Church of 

Norway seems to be important when choosing ritual form (Høeg and Gresaker 
2015; Høeg 2009; 2020 Jarnkvist 2011, 2019; Jonsson, Svensson and Sandberg 
2021). A study on child baptism in the Church of Sweden (Jonsson, Svensson, 
and Sandberg 2021) found that a positive relation to the church is the most 
important factor when parents decide to have their child baptized or not. Bap-
tized and confirmed parents have a more positive relationship with the church 

1	 TLU 2012. KIFO’s Faith and Life Survey. The survey was funded by KIFO – Institute for Church, 
Religion, and Worldview Research and developed by Ida Marie Høeg, Ulla Schmidt and Sun-
niva Holberg.
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and are more likely to baptize their children than those who are not. However, 
the decision to baptize is gendered in that the mother’s wish is of particular 
importance. According to the study, the parents’ residence is the second most 
important factor in determining whether a child is baptized or not. The prob-
ability of being baptized is highest for those who live in rural areas and lowest 
in bigger cities (Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmö).
Parents’ civil status and socioeconomic situation also influence the choice 

of baptism. Children in higher-income households are more likely to be bap-
tized than children in the lowest-income group, and cohabiting or married par-
ents more often baptize their children compared to parents living alone with 
their children. Education is important to some extent. Parents who choose to 
have their children baptized tend to have no more than a gymnasium degree. 
Income level has a more substantial effect than the level of education, indicat-
ing that baptism has more to do with economic and social capital than with 
cultural capital. Children with a young mother and/or an old father are more 
often baptized than those with elderly mothers and/or younger fathers (Jons-
son et al. 2021).
In a study on weddings, Jarnkvist (2011) interviewed couples who got mar-

ried in the Church of Sweden as well as those who had civil weddings. Among 
other things, Jarnkvist asked brides and grooms about their choice of wedding 
form. Here too, it became clear that the individuals’ relations to the Church of 
Sweden are affected their choices. Interviewees who married in the church had 
a positive attitude towards the Church of Sweden and were relatively strongly 
related to the organization. The choice of marrying in the church was moti-
vated by the fact that it is part of a tradition, with both a personal and his-
torical aspect. Those who married civilly had a more negative attitude and a 
weaker relationship with the Church of Sweden. The choice of a civil wedding 
was motivated by the perception that it is wrong to get married in the Church 
of Sweden if you have no relationship with the church or do not believe in God. 
More recent research on civil weddings, civil burials and naming ceremonies 
(Jarnkvist 2018, 2019) reveals that distance from the Church of Sweden as an 
organization and a faith are reasons for choosing civil ceremonies. Moreover, 
the interview-based studies show that the choice between civic or church ritu-
alisation can also have social and economic reasons.
The interviewed brides’ and grooms’ stories highlight perceptions of the 

church wedding as an expensive event with many guests, which limits how a 
church wedding can be thought of and who can perform it. When asked what 
a ‘real’ wedding included, interviewees described a solemn church wedding 
with a professional priest, a beautiful bride in a long white dress, and dozens 
or even hundreds of guests who will be treated to a dinner and party. They also 
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had clear ideas of what a church wedding should be like. Having a wedding in 
the Church of Sweden with only a few witnesses present was unthinkable. The 
big church wedding was presented as the norm for other forms of marriage. It 
is perceived to be the ‘correct’ way to get married (Jarnkvist 2011, 2019).
The notion that weddings in the Lutheran Church must be big and beau-

tiful was found to be excluding for people with weak finances, those who did 
not like to be the centre of attention, or who did not have such large social 
networks as large weddings require (Jarnkvist 2011). Preconceptions of church 
weddings can therefore be exclusionary for many people. Interestingly, with 
an emphasis on the personal and subjective path, the Church of Norway 
and Church of Sweden, among other religious and worldview organizations, 
responds to its members by providing solutions that can express their person-
alities. In some municipalities in Sweden and Norway, the Lutheran churches 
have considered the social pressure the bride and groom may feel to have an 
expensive church wedding with many guests and a long church ceremony. 
In Norway, one municipality has managed to change the trend of dropping 
numbers of weddings by introducing an option of short, simple ceremonies on 
weekdays, in addition to drop-in and drive-in weddings (Vårt Land 1 February 
2023:10–11). Similar efforts are made to increase the number of baptisms. Intro-
ducing arrangements that are less extensive and more accessible, the church 
hopes to attract more parents. The church experiences that it is expected to 
be attentive to the individual’s needs (Norwegian Lutheran Church, 2023a:14). 
Even though it seems to meet a need for the individual for a more flexible and 
customised religious organization, these offers have not managed to stop the 
trend of diminishing numbers at the national level. Only 10 drop-in baptisms 
were arranged in 2022 out of 2,982 in one of the Oslo Dioceses. However, the 
offer is well received by those who want a slightly simpler arrangement (Nor-
wegian Lutheran Church, 2023b:18). Indicatively, a congregation in Sundfjord 
called this kind of offer: ‘Baptism without stress’ (Norwegian Lutheran Church, 
2023c:20).

6	 The Quest for Authenticity

The decline in the number of life cycle rituals taking place inside the main 
Lutheran churches and the rise of civil ceremonies is one of the major changes 
that took place in the question of religious transformation during the 21st cen-
tury in Norway and Sweden. Another change, and part of the ritual shift, is 
that more and more people have come to emphasise personal expression in 
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the rites, which affects the formalized nature of the rites performed within the 
Lutheran churches.
Catherine Bell (1992, 1997) claims that a new ritual paradigm has emerged 

in the USA and Europe. Above all, the ritual has become a type of expression 
where the individual is in the centre, and it is the participant who assesses the 
function of the rite (1997:241). This becomes clear in the baptism, the civil nam-
ing ceremony, and other forms of ritualisation. The possibility of being able to 
design the rite personally is increasingly in demand. In Jarnkvist’s (2011) study 
of church weddings in Sweden, the interviewees emphasise the importance 
of making the wedding as personal as possible. The wedding should be expe-
rienced as true and authentic. According to many researchers, today’s quest 
for a personal or authentic expression underlies the increasingly widespread 
understanding rites as experiences (Collins 2004). Rites that do not speak to 
the rite participants personally and in which the rite participants do not feel or 
experience anything do not become relevant to them, which also means that 
their use decreases. People choose other forms of collective rites.
An embodied and practice-oriented study of the traditional christening ser-

vice and more recent naming ceremonies in Norway focused on the baptismal 
parents’ and naming parents’ experiences from carrying out the ritual actions, 
and also their understanding of what the actions signify in religious, life-stance 
and social senses (Høeg 2009). Interviews with 19 couples revealed that the 
question of authenticity has become relevant parental choices regarding ini-
tiating rituals on behalf of their children. Instead of linking the child to the 
parents’ beliefs, the parents emphasise the child’s right to make his/her own 
decisions about whether he/she wants to be baptized or not (Høeg 2020) or 
whether a baptized child wants to be a part of the church when they contem-
plate whether or not they want to be confirmed in the church (Høeg 2011:71). 
Among parents who themselves are baptized but have opted for a naming 
ritual for their child, authenticity stands out as an ideal. This group of par-
ents subscribe to the idea that every human must reflect on life to find his or 
her own moral, religious/philosophical foundation. The moral value implies 
that the individual pursues a life according to what he or she considers a rich 
and good life. There is a prevalent attitude that baptism is for parents who 
endorse the Christian faith or consider themselves religious. By not baptising 
their child, parents who are not Christians fulfil the ideal of authenticity (Høeg 
2020).
The growth of consumer culture and the increasing prominence of global-

isation and mobility have transformed religion with subsequent parent gen-
erations. Consumption and consumer society have altered the transmission 
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of tradition and the traditional way of belonging, with consequences for the 
practice of infant baptism (Høeg 2020). Consumer logic’s stimulation of indi-
vidual subjectivity also seems to be combined with strengthening individual 
rights. The individual citizen has rights in an increasing number of areas that 
are guaranteed through legislation. This view stresses the mutual constitutions 
of individual, preference and choice, making it impossible to separate religion, 
worldview, and consumption. Embedded in consumption norms, the parents 
relate to a plural market of ritual alternatives. The child is viewed as a future 
actor for positive encounters and critical views of authenticity (Høeg 2020). 
With a weak relation to the Church of Norway, naming rituals developed and 
conducted by the parents in the private sphere or under the auspices of the 
Norwegian Humanist Association can be considered the best ritual choice 
(Høeg 2020).
In line with the individual as a consumer, rites are perceived as services the 

church delivers to its members. A significant proportion of church members 
perceive themselves as customers who, by participating in church activities, 
buy a service from the Church of Sweden (Pettersson 2000; Wiig Sandberg 
2006). Based on their understanding of the relationship between the Church 
of Sweden as an organization and themselves as members, the rite participants 
also consider themselves to have the right to make demands on both the form 
of the rite and its content. In studies of church rituals, this has become very 
clear in the conversation about the ministers’ role and function. Several ritual 
actors regard the ministers as an official who will ensure the rite is as the ritual 
actor wishes (Wiig Sandberg 2006:72; Jarnkvist 2011:152–3). A compelling rite 
seems to be to make the ritual actors an individual and the participants a group.
Interview-based studies of ‘naming’ and ‘baptismal’ parents in Norway 

revealed that the naming ceremony and infant baptism were narrated as a col-
lective ritual (Høeg 2009). The ritual actions were understood as social events 
for the group of invited guest/participants, who were there to welcome the 
child ‘to them’. Two particular actions were highlighted in the baptismal par-
ents’ narratives: when the minister lifted the child and introduced it to the par-
ticipants in service and when the close family and friends gathered around the 
baptismal font. On the one hand, these identify the child as a frontperson in 
the rite. On the other, the display of and by people gathered was more than an 
important experience in introducing and integrating the child. Infant baptism 
in the local church had the function that the parents, the nuclear family and 
the extended family, some good friends, and the child’s godparents, revealed 
their relations and displayed them as a group. The participants in the service 
confirmed the group as a unit, and the child as an individual (Høeg 2009).
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In research on civil ceremonies, freedom in the construction of a ritual is 
mentioned is understood to be one of the main benefits of a civil ceremony 
(Jarnkvist 2019). In these rites, the focus on the individual is apparent. In 
name-giving ceremonies, for example, the infant is in focus. Even though 
name-giving ceremonies are free in form and content, they are often designed 
similarly to church baptism. In interviews, the parents described how they 
arranged the private ceremony or took part in an official Humanistic nam-
ing ceremony; in both contexts, similarities with infant baptism could be 
observed. Invitations lists, menus, and gifts for the child do not separate from 
norms for baptisms. It was a widespread understanding that these rituals were 
understood as a tradition in line with baptism (Høeg 2009). Having godparents 
and the child wearing baptismal cloth were ways of adhering to the tradition 
of a welcome ritual for a newborn child (Høeg 2009). However, in interviews, 
the ritual actors carefully pointed out that practices deriving from baptism are 
given a different meaning when carried out in the naming ceremony. Instead 
of being baptized in the Christian community, becoming a member of the 
Church of Sweden, and getting the opportunity to grow in their Christian faith, 
the naming ceremony confirms the child as an individual, an individual with 
his own rights, who grows in faith in himself and who through the rite becomes 
a part of the core family and the family community. In the name-giving cere-
mony, the child as an individual replaces God’s position in baptism, and the 
nuclear family, relatives, and friends, replace the church community (Jarnkvist 
2019).
The understanding of oneself as a customer, in combination with the pur-

suit of authenticity, can thus be essential for how rite participants wish to 
design their rite; to add or remove specific actions and practices that are part 
of the church ritualisation. But there are limits to personal expression. Social 
structures, such as social class, might limit people’s opportunities for personal 
expression, as some people cannot afford to make the rite as they wish, or 
norms related to for example sexuality draw borders around what is consid-
ered to be acceptable in ritualisation (Alasuutari 2020). Moreover, ‘personal 
expressions’ are often not particularly original but follow certain trends and 
imitate previous ritualisation (Jarnkvist 2011, 2019; Åkesson et al. 2008). Cer-
tain stories are retold over and over again, even if they are sometimes given 
new language and expressions. Nevertheless, there is a fairly substantial group 
of rite participants today who almost demand to be active in the creation of 
the rite and who want it in certain ways, even if they do not want the ritual 
framework to be stretched too much since the rite would then no longer be 
perceived as a rite.
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7	 Conclusion

Understanding the religious complexity in two Nordic countries, we have 
suggested the importance of bringing into focus ritual practice and particu-
lar life cycle rites. We argue that a combination of structural and relational 
perspectives is significant for understanding Sweden’s and Norway’s religious 
processes and changes. This has to be understood from the market perspective 
of how available options interfere with the individual. Without viewing this 
simply as a question for an individual choice and expression of individuality, 
this has to be balanced with insights about the social structures, such as social 
class and gender. Both are significant for the power of the ritual actions and 
their restrictions. All these perspectives highlight the ritual shift and amply the 
religious complexity in the two countries.
By the term ‘the ritual shift’ in Norway and Sweden, the tradition with life-cy-

cle rites seems to be continued, but now it takes more and more place outside 
of religious communities in private and public, particular in the private sphere. 
This paper has reflected on the macro society and the consequences of institu-
tionalized and non-institutionalized rites. Taken that the neo-liberal societies 
are characterized by individual choice and consumption; we see that personal 
expressions of life stance influence people’s approach to faith and worldview 
organizations’ ritual traditions and their offers to meet the changes in time and 
at the same time to represent the values of tradition and continuity. Our study 
reveals that this is a time of ritual hybridity, where people are looking for new 
ways of doing life cycle rituals, old and new are mixed and old actions are given 
new meaning. Qualitative studies reveal that ritualisation has more to do with 
cultural and social meanings than so-called religious meanings. The focus is 
largely on the rite as an experience, where the individual, rather than God, is 
placed at the centre.
Our research shows that the ritual shift indicates the opposite of what one 

might expect: these rituals point toward a collective. Yes, individuality, person-
ality and religious and nonreligious life stance identity are on the front, but 
this is displayed and expressed in a collectivity of participants. Studying life 
cycle rites in connection to family seems apparent. The ritual shift from public 
Lutheran baptism to private new life rites does not only have religious implica-
tions. It also affects social relations and units. Studies providing knowledge on 
differentiated family life conditions in Nordic societies, particularly to under-
standing kinship and the diverse kinds of affective normativity by adopting 
a critical perspective on family, are significant in life cycle rites. Private rites’ 
social functions need to be examined more; such studies have been called for 
(Wojtkowiak 2020). Drawing on theories on how rites both unite and divide 
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groups and their members, societies and communities (Bourdieu 1996; Collins 
2004), and critical perspectives on family (Ahmed 2006), would situate rites 
within their broader social environment, considering both how different peo-
ple and groups ritualize their members in relation to family in diverse ways. 
This might reveal how ritualisation triggers social outcomes regarding cohe-
sion or fragmentation.
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