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Abstract 


While much has been written about how youth develop their religious identities, there is little 
 research that examines how the process of moving into different environments affects 


religious identity in a Norwegian context. This project sets out to answer the research 
 question, “How do young Norwegians of Christian background who have moved to Oslo 
 experience their religious identity after their change in environment?” This project recruited 
 seven participants who grew up in various places across Norway and had moved to Oslo 
 within the past 10 years. In-depth qualitative interviews were used to capture their religious 
 experiences at home and in Oslo.  


This project utilises Peter Berger’s theory of pluralism in modern society to analyse how 
 those who have moved to Oslo as young adults had to navigate the internal pressure of being 
 Christian while being faced with pluralism and secularism. Berger argues that with multiple 
 religious positions available, no single religion can be taken for granted. Due to external 
 complexity in the world, and individual is forced inward to decide what to believe.  


The findings according to this analysis were complex. Some youth were compelled to 
radically reorient their identity according to their surroundings, while others limited their 
contact with opposing religious positions. A common theme emerged however; in the 
complexity of Norway’s religious landscape, youth had to individually choose religious 
expressions that were subjectively meaningful for themselves.  
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1. Introduction 


Norway is a deeply religiously complex nation. Though it is highly secular in many 
 regards, it has a long tradition of a majority state-sponsored Protestant Lutheran church, and 
 many areas are becoming more religiously diverse (Repstad, 2020). The complexity of 


Norway’s situation does not merely exist abstractly; it is something real and tangible that must 
 be engaged with by individuals.   


However, Norway’s religious culture is not uniform throughout, and different 
 environments offer differing degrees of this complexity. Young adults who move across the 
 country for either education or employment are perhaps uniquely positioned to experience 
 these differences in religious environments. In particular, those who have moved to Oslo, 
 Norway’s capital and largest city, are bound to experience changes in the way they express 
 their identity. Those youth that identify as Christian are likely to find themselves in a unique 
 position. They may be a part of the majority religion, but it certainly is not the only religion 
 available. And what does it mean to be religious at all in an increasingly secular culture where 
 many see little need for faith?  


While much research has been conducted on the religious development of youth, there 
 is little that addresses the role of moving across different environments within a Norwegian 
 context. Certainly growing up and becoming independent play a large role in development, 
 but how does embracing a new environment and a city like Oslo shape Christian identity?  



1.1. Research Question and Method  


This project thus sets out to examine how young Christian Norwegians navigate the 
complexity of the religious milieu they find themselves in. The research question to be 
discussed is: "How do young Norwegians of Christian background who have moved to Oslo 
experience their religious identity after their change in environment?” In order to answer this 
research question, qualitative interviews were conducted with seven young adults who had 
recently moved to Oslo.  



(11)Peter Berger’s theory of pluralism will be used to analyse the research material. Taken 
 from his 1979 book, The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious 
 Affirmation, Berger describes how with the abundance of religious options available in a 
 pluralistic modern society, people are forced to choose their religious positions subjectively in 
 order to resolve inner uncertainty.  


After the project’s methodology, literature review, and theory are given, the analysis 
according to Berger’s concepts will be presented. This analysis is broken up into three 
chapters in order to answer the three sub-questions under the research question. These sub-
questions are: “How did these participants experience their religious formation in their home 
towns?”, “How have the participants’ religious identities developed or changed within the 
experiences of moving away from home?,” and, “In what ways do these participants reflect on 
the roles that pluralism and secularism play in their religious development?” After the three 
sections of analysis, the results will be presented and situated within the other literature in the 
discussion chapter. 
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2. Methodology  


In order to adequately answer the research question of “How do young Norwegians of 
 Christian background who have moved to Oslo experience their religious identity after their 
 change in environment?”, a qualitative approach is best suited. The question seeks to 
 understand intimately personal themes such as subjective self-identity, lived experiences, 
 emotional states, and individual histories. Broader quantitative surveys would be inadequate 
 in capturing the desired nuances, so in-depth quantitative interviews were used as the chosen 
 method. (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey 2011, p. 109-110).  



2.1. Qualitative Interviews  


In order to answer the research question, Rubin and Rubin’s (2005) “responsive 
 interviewing” model of qualitative interviews was used. This model draws heavily from 
 interpretive constructionist theory with its emphasis on interpreting the interviewees’ 


understandings in their own words and building a larger theory by drawing points of 
connection between them. Responsive interviewing advances this by focusing on the 
relationship between interviewer and interviewee, and it allows for more open ended 
questions and dynamic responses (p. 27-37). Within this responsive interview method, 
interview questions structured both thematically and chronologically were employed in order 
to draw out the lived narratives of the participants. As Brinkmann and Kvale (2009) suggest, 
the prepared interview guide acted as a type of script that allowed the interview to be semi-
structured. The questions flowed thematically while still allowing the participants’ stories to 
dictate the relevant themes. The questions were designed to give the respondents space for 
self-reflection and to give their own conscious reasoning or explanations for any religious 
development. 
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2.2. Sampling  


  


Consideration was given to which participants will be the most relevant in this project. 


The samples were limited to young adults between the ages of 20 and 30 who have moved to 
 Oslo from other parts of Norway as an adult. Additionally, they must have identified as 
 having a Christian background. This particular qualification is difficult to concretely define; 


what being “Christian” means varies from person to person. The decision was made to leave 
 this qualification up to the interpretation of the participant as it allows a greater variety of 
 stories to be captured in the data collection process. For example, the interviews included 
 people identifying as Christian without much conscious thought, those who have a robust 
 view of personal faith, one participant who was actively Christian but no longer identifies as 
 such, and one who grew up religious before abandoning faith as a teenager, only to become 
 Christian again after moving. Rather than trying to set hard boundaries on who is “sufficiently 
 Christian” enough to participate, all of these different experiences were collected in order to 
 find common threads between them.  


These samples have been found mainly through extended social networks within 
school and church communities. This includes formal church and educational networks and 
informal networks of young people who know each other without being bound to any 
particular organisation (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey 2011, p. 96-99). After a year of living in 
Oslo, I had acquired familiarity with many of these formal and informal networks, and a 
limited number of participants that were personally known only tangentially were selected in 
order to maintain a professional distance. The formal networks used included those attending 
a large church in Oslo and those studying at MF. Those who were recruited personally 
through church groups or from students studying theology are valuable, though it was 
possible they might reflect a limited number of views of faith due to their connection to 
religious institutions. As participants who may have had or were currently undergoing 
religious change apart from religious institutions were desired, “snowballing” was used to 
reach outside formal church structures. This is the process where participants may reach out to 



(14)their own relevant contacts unknown to the researcher for possible interview participation 
 (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey 2011, p. 100-101). Using snowballing to access friends of friends 
 who are less engaged with the formal religious structures was a useful method in finding 
 those less connected to my personal social circle. They therefore gave a wider breadth of 
 responses while also tapping into larger informal networks that were unknown to me. 



2.3. Overview of Participants  


It is necessary here to give an overview of each participant’s background. All 


identifying information is de-identified, and pseudonyms will be used to preserve anonymity.  


Kaja is from an urban area on the south-west coast, and she had lived in Oslo for about 
 four years at the time of the interview. She grew up in a Christian family, and was semi-


actively involved with Den norske kirke (DNK). She described the environment as more or 
 less secular as she noted her family seemed to be “more Christian” than any other families 
 around. She also spent two years at a rural Christian boarding school before moving to Oslo 
 to attend university.  


Isak comes from a small town in a rural area on the west coast and had moved to Oslo 
 over a year ago to intern with a Christian organisation. His family is actively Christian, and he 
 grew up in a trosbevegelsen church that later merged with a local pentecostal congregation. 


He reported a fair degree of diversity of the types of Christian churches in their area, though 
 most people are secular.  


Ingebørg is from a rural area in northern Norway. She grew up in a Christian family 
 and was semi-active in DNK. She reported their home environment as very secular and was 
 not aware of any churches aside from DNK. She moved to Oslo for folkehøgskole and has 
 lived there for four years.  


Maria comes from a city on the south-west coast. She grew up in a Christian home 
actively involved in DNK, but she did not have many friends who were Christian. In 
ungdomsskole she decided to stop being Christian. She then attended a Christian 



(15)folkehøgskole before moving to Oslo afterwords where they became Christian again. She has 
 lived in Oslo for eight years.  


Henrik grew up in a small town on the west coast in relatively close proximity to an 
 urban area. His family is Christian and they expressed a fair degree of awareness of the local 
 church environment. The family attended DNK before attending a more conservative 


Lutheran free church, and then attending a church associated with a Lutheran mission 
 organisation. He was active in many Christian youth organisations and reported he had a 
 roughly even mix between Christians of various denominations and non-religious people in 
 his friend group. After attending a Christian folkehøgskole, he moved to Oslo for university 
 and has been there about one year. 


Ingrid grew up in a small town in eastern Norway. Her family was Christian and 
 actively engaged in DNK, though the wider community was secular, and she did not report 
 much religious diversity in her town. She moved to Oslo about five years ago for university, 
 and while she described a strong faith for most of their life, she stopped being Christian two 
 years ago.  


Synne is from a small town in a rural area in western Norway, and it was described as 
 being in the heart of Norway’s Bibelbeltet. Interestingly, no one else in her family is 


Christian; she became religious at a young age through Christian youth activities and friends. 


She was actively involved in DNK and the local bedehuset and would visit other types of 
 churches with friends. She moved to Oslo three years ago for university.  



2.4. The Interview Process 


 Once willing participants were found, they were provided with an information sheet 
and consent letter ahead of time that explained precisely what the project is, what questions 
the research seeks to answer, why they fit the sample criteria, and how their data will be used 
and processed if they consented to participate. At the time of meeting, they were allowed to 
read it again and ask any questions before signing.  



(16)The prepared interview questions acted as a guide that began with topics about their 
 religious background and home environment. As the interview continued, questions began 
 about their religious practices, experiences, and beliefs since being in Oslo. Throughout the 
 interview, there were questions angled to detail their encounters with secular ideas, their 
 church involvement, and how their religious life has developed or changed in response. It 
 should be noted here that while the project is focused on how participants navigate pluralism, 
 the use of the word “pluralism” was generally avoided in the interviews. This was an 


intentional choice on the outset for the sake of avoiding technical, academic English for those 
 who spoke it as a second language. Instead, more colloquial terms such as “diversity” and 


“different religions” were most often used to capture a similar idea.  


Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey (2011) note how open ended questions and probes are an 
 effective method of eliciting detailed answers and explanations (p. 118-119). For example, 
 near the start of one interview, the question was asked, “In what ways did your Christian 
 community speak about the wider culture in Norway?” They responded by saying it was often 
 discussed that the church in Norway was losing numbers as people did not feel the need for 
 Christianity and that the church was dying. Their answer was followed up with a probe asking 
 how people in the community responded to this perception and if it spurred any positive 
 engagement. They responded by describing instead that it engendered an “us vs them” 


mentality, and they sought to separate themselves from the wider culture.  


The choice was made to remain flexible with how closely to follow the interview 
 guide. In keeping with the responsive interviewing method, this approach was taken to 
 facilitate a conversation between two humans and to build a relationship with the interview 
 participant (Rubin & Rubin 2005, p. 30-35). Before starting, rapport was built to get to know 
 the interviewee more. The interview guide was out during the process, but sensitivity was 
 given to the themes that the participants themselves deemed significant during interviews. 


The flow of interviews could vary wildly; in one interview, a participant could say a few 
sentences to each answer and probe, and the guide was followed almost exactly as laid out. In 
other interviews, an open question would be asked, and the participant would speak for 10 
minutes retelling stories. In the process, they could touch on many themes in forthcoming 
questions. Occasionally, participants had to be refocused to the topic of the project, but all the 
while care was given to that which mattered to the interviewee without judgement. The goal 



(17)was to keep the interview length at around an hour, but if the participants had more to say and 
 was willing to proceed, the interview continued until all the questions were answered. 



2.5. Transcription  


All interviews were audio recorded. As part of the preparation for analysis, each 
 interview was transcribed nearly word for word. Minimal editorial choices were made on 
 pauses, instances of misspeaking, or filler words and sounds (uhm’s and ah’s). This 


transcription method sought to maintain accurate tones of voice and emotions conveyed as 
 they were relevant to the analysis. In all quotes of participants used in this project, ellipse (…) 
 are used to denote pauses in their speech and do not represent editorial omissions. Likewise,  
 dashes (-) denote sudden verbal interjections or a mid-sentence change in topic. Though 
 interviews were taken in English, participants occasionally used Norwegian when they found 
 it necessary. Norwegian words remain verbatim and untranslated in quotes as they were often 
 used to more fully capture the idea the interviewee wished to express. After transcription, 
 codes were made of the common themes that have emerged from the data.  



2.6. Ethics 


Before beginning this project, approval was granted from the Norwegian Centre for 
 Research Data. Because religious belief and identity are sensitive subjects, all data, analysis, 
 and presentations of such in the project are de-identified. As stated above, pseudonyms are 
 used for participants. In addition, names of towns, schools, churches, and specific 


organisations are also de-identified. Their data was stored only on my personal computer with 
password protection, and it will be deleted at the completion of this project. At the recruitment 
process, potential participants were straightforwardly informed about the research questions, 
project goals, and data management via a project information and informed consent form sent 
to them ahead of time. This form notified them that if they agreed to participate, they could 



(18)still withdraw at any time without explanation and that they were free to not answer any 
 questions they were not comfortable with. All participants signed this informed consent form. 


During interviews, it was ensured that all participants were comfortable during interviews and 
 that they only spoke about the topics to the extent they freely wished to do so. 



2.7. Problems 


Generally, the interview process went smoothly. There were however two minor issues 
 that emerged: those of sampling and of location. As mentioned above, a degree of variance in 
 how the interview participants relate to Christianity was allowed. This was admittedly not my 
 intention at the outset however. I had initially planned to find participants who were all 
 consistently active in their religious faith throughout their lives. This was problematic for two 
 reasons. “Sufficiently Christian” proved difficult to measure and define as previously stated, 
 but it also significantly limited my pool of potential participants. While not insurmountable, I 
 found that my knowledge of the formal networks I could draw from (MF and the church) 
 were more limited than I anticipated. While I knew many people who might like to 
 participate, the number of people connected to these networks who were both willing and 
 available to be interviewed by someone they did not know was small. It thus seemed 
 reasonable to slightly expand the participant criteria.  


The final sample of interviewees also ended up having a gender imbalance, with five 
 women to two men. While it was planned to have an even number of female and male 
 participants, several males who were contacted and who had initially expressed interest in 
 participating ended up not responding to further requests. As the snowballing process of 
 finding a suitable number of interviewees continued, the final number ended up being 
 majority female. While this is not ideal, the project did not dive deeply into issues 
 surrounding gender, and therefore the impact is of the imbalance is negligible.  


Additionally, the matter of physical space in the interview also proved to be a 
 difficulty. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic and out of respect for those being 


interviewed, it was offered that the interviews be conducted wherever was most comfortable 
and convenient to the participant. Regardless, most interviews were conducted at MF. I often 



(19)managed to book a quiet room which was ideal for most interviews, but on occasions where 
 no room was available, they were conducted in a secluded corner of a common area. 


Occasionally however, the noise and presence of other people was a distraction during the 
 interviews, and we had to relocate and allow the interviewee to gather their thoughts again. 


This should not be considered a serious issue as participants were given space to go back and 
 find their place again if they become distracted, but it certainly is not ideal. 


It is also necessary here to acknowledge my own positionality in this project. As a 
 Christian with some theological education whose background was heavily influenced by the 
 religious landscape of my own country, I quickly realised I had many presuppositions 


surrounding what Christianity, church, and faith mean. These assumptions coloured the way I 
built the interview guide and some of the followup questions in the first first interviews. For 
example, the guide had a question asking, “How would you describe your relationship to a 
formal church structure?” This would perhaps make more sense in my own country where, 
from my experience, Christians seem to have more denominational loyalty, but most of the 
interviewees here found it confusing and in need clarification. Nonetheless, the process of 
administering the interviews quickly revealed my presuppositions, and I was able to make the 
necessary adjustments. 
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3. Literature Review 


In order to gain insight on the previous research done on the religious development of 
 youth, the first two works to be discussed are Madge et al.’s Youth On Religion: The 


Development, Negotiation and Impact of Faith and Non-Faith Identity (2014) and Smith and 
 Snell’s Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (2009). 


Both of these are large-scale studies that utilised qualitative and quantitative methods, and 
 their findings will be relevant for this project.  


Youth On Religion (2014) is based on a UK study that focused on three distinctly 
 diverse, multi-faith urban environments: two different London boroughs, and the city of 
 Bradford in North England. These areas were chosen in order to understand how youth 
 negotiate their religious identities, the operative factors in those negotiations, and the 
 importance those identities had in daily life within diverse areas undergoing rapid 


demographic change. Overall, they found attitudes of liberal individualism highly present in 
 the participants, and noted a locality ethos that points to different trends in importance of 
 religion in the three geographical areas.  


In contrast, Soul in Transition (2009) is based on the third wave National Study of 
 Youth and Religion in the USA. This was a series of surveys and interviews spread across the 
 entire country, with repeated data collection from the same participants across several years. 


The third wave of the survey interviewed and surveyed those participants at ages 18-23 as 
 they were transitioning into early adulthood. While the broad based data collection is not able 
 to say anything conclusive about the role of youth’s social environment in identity formation, 
 it’s longitudinal analysis is nonetheless helpful in supporting several theoretical causal 
 mechanisms of religious change in youth. 


Additionally, Smith and Snell conclude that cultural values of classical liberal 
Protestantism have deeply effected American youth— even those outside liberal Protestant 
expressions of faith or without faith at all. For those participants, values of individualism, 
tolerance, pluralism, moral values, and skepticism towards dogmatic faith and religious 
authorities were clear trends (2009, p. 287-290).  



(21)In addition to these two projects, another pertinent research project on religion in 
 youth is Holmqvist’s Jeg tror jeg er lykkelig…: Ung tror og hverdag (2007). This work was 
 based on over 1000 surveys and 21 in-depth interviews with ungdomskole students in four 
 different Norwegian counties: Oslo, Oppland, Agder, and Troms. The counties were selected 
 for their broad differences in religious culture, though the participants themselves were 
 selected at random in conjunction with the schools that responded to the participation request, 
 and geographic differences in religious expression was not a central part of their analysis. 


(2007, p. 176).  


The findings in Holmqvist’s book are in many respects in line with the previous works 
 discussed. For Norwegian youth, approach to religion is characterised by individualism and 
 an open tolerance towards those who hold a faith or a different faith. Generally speaking, it 
 seems that Norwegian youth in this study view religion as less important than youth in the 
 previously mentioned studies, even if those youth believe in God or identify as Christian. 


Only 11% in Holmqvist’s work responded that religious faith was important in life, even 
 though around 80% felt that it was fine for others to be devoutly Christian or Muslim. 


Additionally, their experience of church was that it was often boring, irrelevant, and 


disconnected from their day to day life (Holmqvist 2007). In this way, Norwegian youth can 
 be seen as spiritually tolerant and open, but not necessary seeking.  


The results of this study will be particularly useful in the current project. While 


Homqvist sampled younger youth with a variety of religions, it nonetheless paints a picture of 
 the cultural assumptions the participants of this project inhabit. Individualism and tolerance 
 were key values, and even themes of scepticism towards religion’s relevance in modern 
 society were notions the participants had to grapple with due to friends and other social 
 networks.  


A smaller study done by Hans Morten Haugen (2017) on Christian youth in Oslo 
supports this notion of tolerance being a central value, although interestingly it suggests that 
more active religious engagement is correlated with a higher degree of inter-religious 
acceptance. Based on group interviews with youth belonging to the Church of Norway, the 
study found that those with a less clearly defined faith were more likely to refer to Norway as 
a Christian country that ought to be protected. For more devout youths, they were more likely 
to refer to Norway’s Christian heritage, but still emphasise the role of loving ones neighbour 



(22)when faced with the presence of religiously different immigrants, suggesting that more devout 
 youth do not view the larger national culture as distinctly Christian (Haugen, 2017, p. 110).  


The study uses a relgiocentric/religiorelativstic dichotomy to explore how these 
 attitudes relate to religious development, and suggests that openness towards others 


(religiorelativistic) tracks with a more developed faith. Though many devout youths reported 
 being open towards the commonalities between different religions, Haugen also notes how 
 those with “low-intensity faith” are challenged when meeting others with serious commitment 
 to non-Christian religions, and this process of experiencing difference could contribute to 
 religious development. While Haugen’s study focuses almost entirely on Christian attitudes 
 towards non-Christians, its implications for how Christian youth navigate pluralism is 
 beneficial for the current project at hand. 


Another relevant study is that on identity development of religious youth of immigrant 
 background in Sweden. Using dialogical self theory, the study explored ways upper secondary 
 school aged youth oriented their identities as Swedes. Respondents noted incongruence and 
 conflicts between their religious identities and their identities as young Swedes, and the latter 
 sets of identities were often marked by liberal individualism and secular attitudes. Dialogical 
 self theory explains a number of strategies youth use for dealing with these conflicts, and the 
 study highlights how encounters with other youths of similar background and faith 


strengthens their religious identity (Vikdahl & Liljestrand, 2021).  


While the project at hand does not set out to study those of an immigrant background, 
 it still has much in common. The participants in the Vikdahl and Liljestrand study were 
 typically of either non-Protestant Christians or Muslims, while the participants in this project 
 mostly had some type of belonging to the predominant church, Den norske kirke. 


Nonetheless, due to a similar secular environment in Norway, any type of serious religious 
devotion will likely be met with challenges regardless if it is within the most common strand 
of Christianity. Vikdahl and Liljestrand observe how these young people experience both 
external and internal conflict in this secular milieu: “Youths are exposed to a number of 
socialisation processes and during adolescence are more or less ‘forced’ to orient themselves 
towards who they are in relation to these identity making sources” (Vikdahl & Liljestrand, 
2021, p. 327).  



(23)In Irene Trysnes’s chapter Å være ung i kristne ungdomsmiljøer: Forhandlinger om 
 kjønn og identitet (2021), she studies how Christian identity is formed by experiences in 
 Christian youth festivals. In such environments, youth describe their faith in terms related to 
 having positive feelings and an authentic, personal relationship to God rather than theological 
 or doctrinal categories. Faith is conveyed as something therapeutic, comforting, and safe, with 
 heightened experiences during the festivals being central. This emphasis of experience over 
 dogma in both the way messages are presented by festival leaders and retold by those 
 interviewed reflects a type of theological minimalism where doctrinal differences among 
 Christians are either unknown or marginalised in favour of experiences that can be any 
 combination of exciting, entertaining, profound, and intimate. Interestingly, some youth 
 understood the category “Christian” as a spectrum, and they would use differing language as a 
 way of marking themselves within or outside the immediate context. The notion of “personal 
 Christian” reflects not just a right belief, but also the right feelings that comes from divine 
 closeness that the respondents reported. In contrast, some youth would describe themselves as 


“not very Christian” to demarcate themselves against the broader religious culture the 
 festivals created (Trysnes, 2021).  


Trysnes’s work is an excellent snapshot of uniquely heightened experiential events in 
 the lives of Christian youth. It reflects much of the literature previously mentioned in the way 
 youth conceptualise themselves with the input their environment gives them. While this 
 project differs from Trysnes’s by dealing with young adults retelling their stories across their 
 lives, they often recount particular moments within an environment away from daily life that 
 was formative for them, and many of the trends are similar. 



4. Theory 



4.1. Typology  


In order to aid in the analysis process, Madge et al.’s typology of religiosity will be 
 used. It includes strict adherents, flexible adherents, pragmatists, and bystanders (2014, p. 


72-87). Strict adherents in the Youth On Religion (YOR) survey were broadly characterised as 



(24)being firmly devout with little change in their religious beliefs over time. While they often 
 insisted on their faith being a result of their personal choice to remain adherent, they still 
 described pressure from family and the wider religious community, and strove to follow their 
 religion as closely as possible with minimal variation in the ways they presented themselves 
 in different social environments.  


Flexible adherents in contrast saw their religion as more of a framework from which to 
 build their own moral values. Dogmatic beliefs and religious tradition were of less 


importance, and personal choice in questioning or accepting beliefs within their religion was 
 often emphasised. While theological beliefs still play some role in how they live their lives, 
 youth of this category tended to emphasis morality as a religious value. Flexible adherents 
 also had a degree of openness when considering other ideas, and described how their religious 
 expression might change in another context. In this project, moving to a flexible adherent type 
 appears to be a common response to the insecurity modern pluralism produces. Its tendency 
 towards openness and questioning also seems to make it a more resilient type of religious 
 expression among participants.  


Pragmatists may hold religious beliefs and practices, though they were much less 
 attached to a particular religious tradition. Even if they did identify with one particular 
 religion, their views could be subject to fluctuations and change from different life 


experiences. They were characterised by a high degree of questioning that led them through 
 significant religious journeys, and they often picked different aspects from various religions 
 to believe.  


Bystanders are those who have no particular adherence to a religious tradition and 
 give little thought to religious questions. They may only witness religion in people they know 
 or in the media, but it holds little personal significance to them. However, this lack of 


personal importance does not preclude them from being interested in questions around the 
 role of religion in society. While this project focuses on youth with a Christian background, 
 this category will be relevant for some participants who abandon their religious identity at 
 different points in their lives.  


Each of these categories as ideal types are not static groups; they encompass a certain 
amount of both overlap and inconsistent behaviour and attitudes of the individual. As the 



(25)project at hand deals with development over time, it is possible that the participants will move 
 into and out of different types as they recount their stories.  



4.2. Pluralism  


The inner reflexivity and subjectivity in Peter Berger’s notion of pluralism in modern 
 society will also form the theoretical basis for this project, and his work The Heretical 
 Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation (1979) will be central. In it, 
 Berger describes the situation of modernity as having moved from fate to choice. Premodern 
 religious institutions had a monopoly on religious truth, and they offered their communities a 
 high degree of certainty that was taken for granted. For the individual in a premodern society, 
 their identity and religious adherence was a matter of fate; their place both within the cosmos 
 and in the world could not be anything other than what the predominant religious institution 
 taught. In contrast, modern society is characterised by the abundance of choice with many 
 religious beliefs and institutions on offer. (1979, p. 11-25) The pluralism of modern society 
 has the effect of weakening plausibility structures— the range of social conditions within a 
 particular context that ground and enforce an individual’s assumptions about reality. Simply 
 put, with so many religious traditions and institutions offering claims about the ultimate 
 nature of reality, taking any one of them seriously becomes increasingly difficult. It is this 
 disintegration of social support, Berger claims, that causes pluralism to have a secularising 
 effect (1979, p. 26-27). 


Following Berger’s argument, Jan-Olav Henriksen calls this “the erosion of 


commitment.” Because religious tradition has lost its objective, epistemological status within 
modern social contexts, an individual is in a situation of needing to reflect internally on all 
possible religious options they encounter and to what degree they will adhere to these options 
(Henriksen 2001, p. 7). As weakened plausibility structures diminish confidence in objective 
religious truths, subjective experience of religion becomes all the more important. Berger 
summarises this internal process people living in a pluralist society undergo by writing: 



(26)Fate does not require reflection; the individual who is compelled to make 
 choices is also compelled to stop and think. The more choices, the more 
 reflection. The individual who reflects inevitably becomes more conscious of 
 himself. That is, he turns his attention from the objectively given outside world 
 to his own subjectivity. As he does this, two things happen simultaneously: The 
 outside world becomes more questionable, and his own inner world becomes 
 more complex (1979, p. 22).  


It is this subjective process in response to pluralism that will be central for this 
 project. How do the participants experience and navigate their religious identities in 
 different environments and in encountering different types of people? It should be 
 noted here that for the purposes of this project, “pluralism” does not need to 


necessarily denote a multiplicity of views that participants encounter. Even entering 
 into a religiously homogenous subculture that is unfamiliar to the individual has the 
 potential to spark a similar process of reflection and uncertainty.  


A missing piece of Berger’s work is that he never gives a concrete definition of 
 pluralism. In this case, Nikiforova’s (2008) description of pluralism is elucidating. 


Rather than being an ideology, pluralism is a description of social reality. Moreover, it 
 is an organic process of encountering and reckoning with different ideas as they 
 appear in people’s lives. Nikiforova argues, “Pluralism is not just another word for 
 diversity. It goes beyond the mere plurality or diversity to an active engagement with 
 that plurality [emphasis added]” (2008, p. 140). Religious identity is formed not just 
 by connection with one’s own group, but also formed against a perceived “other”. In 
 increasing encounters with others, it is then likely that one’s identity will complicate in 
 response (2008, p. 141). 


Berger also gives his own typology on possible methods of responding to this modern 
pluralistic situation, and the bulk of his book fleshes these possible options out. This typology 
builds much on the inner rational processes of the individual, and it will therefore not be as 
useful for this project as the one given by Madge et al. above as I wish to avoid going too far 



(27)beyond what the data material allows. Nonetheless, it will still be of some value. It is as 
 follows: the deductive option, the reductive option, and the inductive option, the last of wish 
 Berger advocates for.  


Briefly put, the deductive option is a reaffirmation and reassertion of objective 
 religious tradition, and consequently denies the reality of subjective complexity in modern 
 life. The reductive option reinterprets religious belief and practice in light of critical 
 scholarship and secular assumptions and makes secular understandings of the world the 
 authoritative criteria for religious affirmation. Finally, there is the inductive option, which 
 takes religious experience as pieces of evidence. As an empirical method, it attempts to weigh 
 and balance experience found within one’s religious tradition against the evidence for other 
 truth claims in both diverse religious and non-religious modes of thought (Berger 1979).   


It should be noted here that Berger most often uses the term “religious experience” to 
 describe a heightened encounter of other-reality transcendence. These often mystical religious 
 experiences are self-authenticating and therefore have an unimpeachable plausibility structure 
 (1979, p. 33-34). However, this project will in contrast use the term “religious experience” to 
 denote more mundane, everyday encounters with religion unless otherwise noted. This could 
 be any encounter with a religious belief, claim, or practice such as hearing a sermon in church 
 or saying prayers before bed.  



4.3. Other Themes and Trends   


There are several other key trends happening in Norway today that will be important 
 to note here. While some may be more or less directly connected to Berger’s notion of the 
 uncertainty of pluralism and secularisation in the modern world, they are still useful in 
 understanding how Christian young adults navigate and reorient their identities in such 
 environments. 


The first is the individualisation of religion. Pål Repstad writes, “Individualisering 
handler om at det blir større individuell variasjon i måter å være religiøse på, og at flere 
utvikler sin religiøse tro og praksis mer uavhengig av de religiøse institusjonene og deres 
offisielle lære og forskrifter,” (2020, p. 21). Individualisation thus describes a decreased 



(28)impetus to hold fully to a church’s teachings. A person may only partly adhere to “official” 


beliefs or practices or engage in religion life completely separate from any formal religious 
 institution. A common trend in Norway is that one need not be active in church or believe all 
 its doctrines to consider themselves Christian, and adherence to a faith is based more around 
 if it works for the individual and gives them positive feelings (Repstad 2020, p. 22-49).  


Religious subjectification is closely connected to individualisation. Repstad describes 
 subjectification as, “peker på at religion i mindre grad overtas fra ytre autoriteter som 
 foreldre og religiøse ledere, og at folk tror og praktiserer mer slik de finner det tjenlig og 
 meningsfylt for dem selv,” (2020, p. 21). Though there is considerable overlap, the nuance 
 between individualisation and subjectification will be important in this project. While the 
 practical outcomes for individuals within these two trends may often be similar, 


subjectification will here be used to highlight the inner process of an individual choosing a 
 preferred religious expression as personally meaningful, even if it is still taken from religious 
 authorities. Therefore if a person asserts that they wholly adhere to one religious tradition, 
 accept an institution’s authority out of their own choice or preference, and seek to actively 
 live out that tradition in their personal life, they can be seen to have a subjectified religious 
 expression even if it is not individualised. Even for strict adherents in the YOR survey, those 
 ostensibly using something like Berger’s deductive option to strongly reaffirm a religious 
 tradition, they emphasised that their devotion was a product of individual choice rather than a 
 taken-for-granted fact (Madge et al. 2014, p. 75). 


An example of the interplay between these two trends is the change in the use of the 
term “personal Christian”. While it at one point in time denoted a clear choice one took to be 
seriously devout, it is now used in many contexts to mean being Christian in one’s own way, 
with an emphasis on inner feelings rather than commitment to tradition or authority (Repstad 
2020, p. 50, Trysnes 2021, p. 127). The term previously denoted a subjectifying trend, and 
over time it opened the possibility of an individualising effect if one’s personal feelings and 
preferences allowed deviation from official doctrine. Simply put, individualisation describes a 
mismatch between a person’s belief and practices and that taught by the church or community, 
and subjectification describes an increased focus on inner feelings and religious preferences 
that may or may not lead to individualisation.  



(29)Another trend to note is that of liberalising religion, especially Christianity. In this 
 case, “liberal theology” means more openness and tolerance especially on ethical questions  
 rather than classical liberal Protestant theology. Repstad suggests that this could be considered 
 a type of internal or organisational secularisation, as religious institutions are more focused on 
 this life on earth rather than a life after death. Religious authorities also find it less acceptable 
 to present a strict God thoroughly active in human life with harsh demands for ethical 


behaviour and the Bible as the literally true word of God (Repstad 2020, p. 32-34). This trend 
 presents a more optimistic view of humanity where a wider range of views about faith and 
 ethics are allowed, such as the prominence of softer views around cohabitation and 


homosexuality and the role of women in the church. Instead of seeing people as utterly sinful 
 in need of repentance, there is an emphasis of being self-assured and finding self-realisation 
 within faith in God. In many contexts, there are also less barriers between different churches 
 and increased cooperation across confessional lines. (Repstad 2020, p. 123-144).  


The last of these themes is what can be called theological minimalism, and it is 
 connected both to individualisation and liberalisation. One’s personal experience in religion 
 has had an increased focus, and the particularities of dogmatics is less relevant for many in 
 Christians in Norway today. Trysnes argues that different Christian environments have 
 become more similar, and adherents are less aware of the theological distinctives between 
 them as personal feelings take focus. For many youth, even if they strongly identify as 


Christian, it may be difficult for them to articulate what being Christian means (Trysnes 2017, 
 p. 130-131). Some difficult doctrines are ignored or abstracted, and theological justifications 
 for certain practices are adjusted in favour of practicality as institutions are seen as less 
 trustworthy and dogma becomes more irrelevant in modern society (Repstad 2020, p. 


112-124). 



(30)
5. Analysis Part 1— Life at Home  


This chapter will address the first sub-question: “How did these participants 
 experience their religious formation in their home towns?” It will examine how the youth 
 experienced religion in family life and among the wider community. Moments of 


differentiation will be examined as important instances of identity formation, and the role of 
 churches and youth events will be discussed afterwords.  



5.1. Experiences of Differentiation  


It was clear from the initial questions about life at home that family was highly 
 influential in the development of religious identity. When discussing early experiences and 
 practices, five of the seven recalled things like praying or singing before family dinner, 
 praying or receiving blessings before bed with parents, and attending church together. When 
 follow up questions about their personal experiences, practices, or thoughts about faith at that 
 time, some struggled to come up with an answer. Many said that they did not reflect too much 
 on their faith. “It was just the way we were,” was a reoccurring phrase.  


This is not surprising that youth generally go along with whatever faith identity is 
 given by their parents and social milieu, but it will be useful here to look at what experiences 
 and concepts participants discussed that caused them to differentiate themselves from this 
 taken-for-granted religiosity. These moments of recognising difference in themselves and 
 their social milieu appeared to be an important step towards both fuller identity negotiation 
 within a pluralistic society and an internal reflection of if and how they ought to be Christian. 


Some participants described profound, definite experiences of grappling with their religious 
identity while living at home, though not all did. Even for those who did not, the recognition 
of difference is a necessary step along the way. Two types of differentiation will be discussed 
below: that which pulls the individual into a deeper or stricter understanding of Christian 



(31)faith, and that which pushes them away— either into more open or secular religious 
 expressions.  


5.1.1. Differentiating Towards Faith  


In Henrik’s narrative of his youth in a small town on the west coast, he described how 
 Christian youth activities, and a Christian camp in particular played a major role in 


differentiating his faith from that of the parents. He said: 


And then, I think it was the summer after seventh grade, I went to a camp with 
 [Christian youth organisation], and I took a personal choice to become a 
 Christian and not just live off my parents’ faith. And after that, it was more 
 natural to have a personal conversation with God. Not that it was like a 
 ceremonial prayer or that kind of thing, but it was a conversation that… it felt 
 alive. 


Youth meetings continued to play a large role in his life. However, he remarked that 
 even as a “personal Christian”, his religious identity was still closely tied to group identity. 


Interestingly though, these youth events primarily served a social function instead of religious 
 ones. When asked how these youth communities impacted his view of himself, he said:   


I don’t think I was very open minded to being changed by Christianity at that 
 time. I was more like, this is my identity, this is my social network. And of 
 course I believe in God. I read the Bible when I’m supposed to… but it was 
 more of a fellowship kind of thing than a spiritual change kind of thing. 


When asked what being Christian meant for him at this time, he said. “Well for me, 
during middle school, being a Christian meant going to Bible study groups, which at the time 
was more of a social gathering more than a biblical study,” and recounted how the group 
would have a party with candy, soda, karaoke, and also, “read the Bible a little.” While more 



(32)will be said about Christian youth groups in a later section, it will suffice here to note that 
 Henrik can been seen as a strict adherent, with these youth meetings serving two functions. 


First, it was the youth camp that facilitated an environment which encouraged Henrik to take 
 the personal choice to consider his faith subjectively and differentiate himself apart from his 
 parents. Additionally, youth meetings later on functioned to reaffirm this personally 


committed faith. As Henrik described, the level of religious education or spiritual 


development these youth meetings offered was irrelevant; as long as one had a baseline level 
 of personal belief and practice, then one’s ongoing participation and association with these 
 social groups was most important. If Henrik’s understanding of being Christian primarily 
 means involvement in Christian social events, then his activity in these clubs can be 
 understood as an expression of a high level of religious commitment.  


Isak is likewise a strict adherent, with similar upbringing in family practices and youth 
 meetings. However, coming from more conservative trosbevegelsen and pentecostal churches, 
 he described how his taken-for-granted religiosity entailed a degree of scepticism towards 


“cultural Christians”, especially those within DNK. Isak mentioned both DNK’s allowance of 
 two views of marriage and the cultural norm of baptising and registering all children as 
 members for reasons for this scepticism. When asked what being Christian meant for him at 
 the time, he described how his conservative religious environment used this differentiation 
 against “liberal” Christians to encourage an active individualisation of faith: “I think it’s been 
 this kind of attitude towards the people who are like cultural Christians. As… like they are not 
 real Christians, that you have to participate on your own, and take an active choice.”  


Isak reported a higher degree of personal religious practices in his childhood than 
 other participants, and he eventually differentiated himself from his church community. He 
 noted his rejection of creationism and discomfort with the church’s level of scepticism 
 towards “the world” (partially towards alcohol and parties) as points of disagreement that 
 emerged. Nonetheless, he described himself as highly committed to church and youth 
 meetings, and he still showed a degree of scepticism towards cultural Christians by saying 
 that Christianity is not conforming to other peoples’ beliefs but conforming to the Bible.  


For both Henrik and Isak, their environments emphasised taking an active choice as a 
way of being better Christians. Having a personal, subjectively meaningful faith meant being 
more authentically Christian, and therefore being strict adherents, even if they demonstrated 



(33)some amount of religious change. This differentiation and subjectification process towards a 


“stricter” religion reflects Berger’s pluralisation thesis as they are rational choices made in 
 response to multiple potential options for legitimate Christian practice. Neither participant 
 was afforded the opportunity to simply let religion be taken for granted— their religious 
 communities themselves pressed them make a choice. 


 It was most clearly seen with Isak in particular that an awareness of alternative 
 Christian expressions such as DNK served as an antitype, and the conservative community’s 
 teaching contained a built-in impetus for religious subjectification. As his church emphasised 
 taking an active choice to be Christian, he followed this and found it personally fulfilling. The 
 subjectively meaningful practice of studying the Bible eventually led to a degree of 


individualisation when he departed from some of his church’s teachings. Nonetheless, this can 
 be seen as a variation of Berger’s deductive option; while the authority of the religious 


institution was certainly weakened to the point that Isak felt free to question it, the Bible, (or 
 at least one’s interpretation of the Bible), was reaffirmed as the source of religious authority.  


5.1.2. Differentiating Away From Faith  


Most participants reported experiencing challenges caused by encounters with non-
 Christians within their social networks. Ingebørg from rural Northern Norway discussed much 
 about how her experience with the questions of secular classmates affected her, and she noted 
 changes away from her unreflected faith of her family both in the way that she outwardly 
 expressed and internally considered her religion. While among non-Christian classmates, she 
 spoke about how she would present her Christianity in a much more uncertain way, 


recounting: 


And I remember I had to like kind of… how do I say this? I had to confront 
myself, like, what do I believe in? …Because I didn’t have a lot of Christian 
friends in school and such, I didn’t really say to anyone that I was Christian, 
and kept that to myself. . . cause it wasn’t really cool when people would ask 
me like, “Are you Christian?” And I was like, “Ahh I don’t know, maybe. 



(34)Could be true, could not be true…” But I remember that I would often say that 
 it’s actually proven that Jesus lived, but if he had special powers, I don’t know. 


But I know that some of it is true, the historical part. So I had like a personal 
 religious crisis maybe. . . because it’s such a personal matter, I wasn’t really 
 confronted like so much, so I didn’t really think about if I personally believed, 
 but still kept going to church and just like… my network there was like really 
 good. 


She also noted how she wasn’t as concerned with Christian theology, but instead 
 reformulated Christian faith internally to make it more understandable for herself and others: 


I felt really like being a Christian meant something personal, and like what you 
 define yourself as, like… what do you believe in. So I kind of allowed myself 
 make my own sort of like trosbekjennelse, like I… and I at that point, and also, 
 I guess that’s for many years, up until I was at that folk high school, I said to 
 myself that I believed in love. Like. . . so that was, God and love was equal. 


[Laughs] So I guess it was just easier for me to have that little bit more like… I 
 don’t know, like secular. 


This way of adjusting one’s personal beliefs in wake of the challenges experienced at 
 school is interesting. It raises the question of why continue to identify as Christian at all? A 
 potential answer is in that Ingebørg gave many details into how her activity in a Christian 
 youth group at her church was extremely important to her. She connected how the youth 
 community’s emphasis on social activities over religious formation let her remain a part of the 
 youth group even while undergoing a religious crisis and reformulating her ideas about 


Christian beliefs. She said of her youth community, “So that was nice to have a place where I 
 really felt at home, but also it wasn’t… it didn’t matter if I believed or not.”  


Evidently, access to a valued community of Christians was worth maintaining some 
type of Christian identity, even if that identity caused negative pressure and shame when 
encountering secular peers. This type of negative pressure in Ingebørg’s case resonates with 
Berger’s theory. While it’s possible she may have been presenting an less-than-authentic 



(35)picture of her religious beliefs to her sceptical classmates (a Jesus without “special powers”), 
 it still had an individualising and secularising effect in the form of her crisis of faith. Ingebørg 
 in her own words described her individualised trosbekjennelse as easier for her since it was 
 more secular. 


 This “easier” expression of religious identity had the practical advantage of being a 
 bridge to both secular and religious social networks and allowed her to stand between the two. 


Though Henrik and Isak likewise both valued their Christian community, they did not convey 
 a similar pressure from a secular social environment that Ingebørg experienced. Because 
 Ingebørg valued both her Christian community and acceptance among secular peers, making 
 adjustments to her religious identity was a means of easing the tension between these to 
 environments. 


 Ingebørg could therefore be understood as a pragmatic adherent, or at least 
 somewhere between a pragmatic and flexible adherent. In implying that Christianity is 
 something that was not cool among her peers at school, it was necessary to make adjustments 
 out of a desire to be accepted. However, at least a surface-level Christian identity was still 
 useful in that it gave access to a valued community in the youth group. In this way, Ingebørg 
 can be seen as a using a pragmatic approach; maintaining a Christian identity in the midst of 
 spiritual doubt and uncertainty in order to continue accessing a meaningful, open, and lax 
 religious community.  


Much like Ingebørg, Maria also described how experiences with non-Christian 


classmates deeply affected her while living in an urban area on the west coast. She was teased 
 and made fun of for being Christian at school, which embarrassed her and made her feel like 
 an outsider. While she had a similar Christian upbringing to the other participants, these 
 experiences of feeling different eventually made her abandon her taken-for-granted Christian 
 identity altogether. She said: 


 As I got new friends in middle school, they kind of… I started to get 
embarrassed by the church things. So I took more avstand from the whole 
thing. And I think, it was middle school, I sat down with my mom and dad, and 
said I’m not a Christian anymore, and took really distance from it. 



(36)She also explained after a follow-up question that instead of intellectually questioning 
 Christian beliefs, her rejection was born out of more “teenage rebellion”. She said:  


I wanted to be cool. It wasn’t anything about the Christianity itself actually, it was 
 more like… it’s not considered a very cool thing to be. It’s maybe boring, it’s a bit 
 lame you know. So that’s the reason I rejected it. 


While Maria’s Christianity caused her to struggle to fit into her social network, she 
 made it clear that this break was not just a rejection of being associated as a Christianity, but 
 also a dismissal of Christian beliefs. After telling her parents she was no longer Christian, she 
 no longer sang hymns or prayed with the family around dinner or before bed and stated she no 
 longer believed in it. However, she told a story that sometime after she took this choice, her 
 mother came to read a story from the Bible about heaven after her grandmother had died. 


Though Maria had decided she was not a Christian, she felt hope and comfort in the Bible 
 story as she grieved.  


After this moment of throwing off Christian identity, Maria can be considered to 
 having many traits of a spiritual bystander, but also perhaps having some impulses of a 
 pragmatist. For her, because religion was something shameful and embarrassing, it became 
 irrelevant. Even as she remained a Christian, most aspects of Christian dogma were not given 
 much thought. Instead, because of her association with church and social identity as a 


Christian were the most contentious parts once she entered middle school, these social 
 dimensions were the core of her religious identity that needed to be disposed of. After this 
 process, they are largely irrelevant, and Maria was not concerned with them. The exception to 
 this wholesale irrelevance of Christianity is the comforting Bible passage about loved ones in 
 heaven. Curiously, Maria was not entirely clear what the passage meant to her. While she 
 clearly was not considering herself a Christian by then, she recounts it giving comfort, but she 
 leaves it unclear to what extent she believed it. At the very least, it shows that at this point, 
 Maria still received some pragmatic use from religion in the wake of tragic life circumstances.  


While this process of abandoning her religious identity seems quite dramatic, it 
illustrates the weakening of plausibility structures in Berger’s theory of pluralism. While 
Maria clearly became more secular after encountering pressure and embarrassment among her 



(37)peers, this had nothing to do with the plausibility of Christianity’s theological claims, but 
 everything to do with the increased inability of being accepted as a cool, normal teenage girl 
 among secular friends. When explaining why she rejected Christianity, she actually remarked:  


I just don’t want to be identified with that be that because it’s not cool. So it was 
 nothing about the faith, or like I can’t believe that, in the resurrection. I couldn’t 
 say things like that because I hadn’t even thought about it, but I just don’t want to 
 be identified with it [Emphasis added].  


For Maria, doctrines like the resurrection of Christ had little importance for her even 
 while she was Christian. Rather, merely being associated with Christian social networks (and 
 therefore being seen as “uncool”) was what being Christian meant. Afterwords, it became 
 impossible to maintain her identity once her immediate plausibility structure shifted towards a 
 secular friend group.  


5.1.3. Neutral Differentiation?  


Each of these cases highlights a different way that experiences of identity 
 differentiation led to religious development. It should be noted however that not all 
 recognition of differences necessarily leads to either dramatic changes or reification of 
 religious expression. Simply put, youth can differentiate themselves from different religious 
 positions while still maintaining a taken-for-granted religiosity. For example, Kaja was able to 
 differentiate her Christian identity both against her staunchly conservative grandparents and 
 against her secular friends who saw Christianity as weird and uncool. She said:  


I mean our family was definitely a Christian family, raised with 
 Christian values as people say. Uhm, but we weren’t extreme in any 
 way… My grandparents were very… more conservative Christians. 


They don’t drink, they like go to church almost every Sunday, do a lot 



(38)of church activities. So it was kind of a part of my life as well, but. . . 
 our family didn’t go to church everyday. 


After being asked about her own personal experiences shortly after, she 
 replied: 


I don’t think I had that growing up. I think I just… that was just the 
 way we were. Like yeah, I believed in God, we… like before bed we’d 
 pray. Yeah, but I don’t think I ever decided on my own that this is what 
 I believe when I was young, growing up when I lived at home… But I 
 did like it, I think, cause not a lot of my friends were Christian. On our 
 street we were kind of like the only Christian family, and I do… I mean 
 it’s always been the thing that Christians are looked weirdly on, like it's 
 a weird thing. But I never was ashamed in a way. But I never expressed 
 it as much.  


Kaja expressed a loose, flexible adherent type commitment to her parents’ “not 
 extreme” Christian values, and reported a lack of personal religious experiences, vague 
 theological beliefs, and infrequent involvement in any Christian community. Surprisingly, she 
 remarked how she felt confident and unbothered in her Christian identity despite its inherent 
 ambiguity. This is especially compelling considering the fact that she also described a high 
 degree of awareness of non-Christian religions from growing up in an urban environment in 
 addition to a lack of clear Christian friends that could potentially reaffirm her identity.  


For Kaja, even encountering polar religious extremes were not enough to trigger a 
process of inner reflection while living at home. This suggests that though she encountered a 
multiplicity of religious positions, none of them shook her plausibility structures. While 
Kaja’s eventual religious reflection and subjectification occurred after leaving home, her 
experience shows how Berger’s notion of pluralism need not necessarily engender religious 
insecurity if it is not fully engaged with. The mere presence of pluralism is not necessarily the 
decisive factor, even if it exists in a high degree. Rather, it seems as though some point of 
critical mass of differing religious opinion must be reached before it is then engaged with; it 



(39)is then perhaps only in this engagement that pushes the individual into a process of spiritual 
 reflection.  



5.2. Social vs Religious Spaces— Churches and Youth Events  


It will also be worthwhile to examine how religious environments and institutions 
 contributed to the participants’ religious development. First, the role of churches will be 
 examined. Afterwords, the broad category of youth events will be explored. This includes 
 youth groups, clubs, camps, and church choirs. 


5.2.1. Churches 


Overall, many of the participants relayed tangential relationships to the churches they 
 grew up with. A key theme that emerged was what will be called “low-friction” churches. 


This is an ideal type of a church or other Christian community that is irrelevant and 
 unchallenging, but nonetheless safe and comfortable. Henrik had this to say: 


I’ve always felt like the church I was going to most of my, I would say 
 conscious Christian life, they had a bit weak theology I would say. It wasn’t 
 challenging on a personal level. It wasn’t… It wasn’t anything wrong with it, 
 but there was nothing pushing, nothing burning. 


Kaja remarked likewise: 


I mean the church I attended, Den norske kirke, it’s not very… utfordrende. It 
doesn’t challenge you in many ways, especially not as a youth. I don’t know, 
you’re not really embraced in some kind of spiritual way. It’s more like you 
come and go, there’s not too much happening. 
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