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care of the survival of others for their own good, so an individual s̓ aggression against 
the community can have catastrophic consequences.

In Bioshock: Infinite, Booker and Comstock represent two completely opposite 
characters, manifesting themselves in individual aggression in different ways. Com-
stock manifests here as a corrupted form, Booker heroic.

Comstock uses individual aggression to increase and maintain his power and con-
trol. In addition to dehumanising all people of colour, he orders his executive forces 
to direct and systematically liquidate all members of Vox Populi, a group of insurgents 
created by his oppression.

In addition, as we know from Lady Comstock s̓ sound recording, Comstock mur-
dered more than 40 of his political and personal rivals.

On the contrary, Booker s̓ behaviour within the game narrative can be considered 
heroic. Throughout the game, Booker selflessly protects Elisabeth from all the dan-
gers they both face. It usually manifests itself in the killing of everything and every-
one, however. During the game, we can see the inner evolution of Booker s̓ character 
from a man whose job is to save the girl and take her to New York to someone who 
would be willing to sacrifice himself to keep her safe. This selfless individual aggres-
sion culminates in his own death after he discovers that he is Comstock from another 
reality and lets Elizabeth drown him before being baptised.

Booker DeWitt from the game cover Booker DeWitt – model used in the game



43� Bioshock: Infinite as the Mirror of America?

Spreading democracy

The last of the above-mentioned parts of the frontier myth is the tendency to spread 
democracy. In Bioshock: Infinite, the spread of democracy is shown in the nature of 
Comstock s̓ authority in Columbia and the threat to that authority, thanks to Booker 
DeWitt and Vox Populi. These threats illustrate the inevitable spread of democracy 
within the frontier myth.

Comstock first rose to his position as a ruler of Columbia through successful pe-
titions to the United States Congress, which later financed the city s̓ construction. 
According to Comstock, the creation of Columbia and its divine origin was inspired 
by the revelation of the Archangel of Columbia51. Thanks to this connection with 
the divine principle, Comstock eventually created a theocratic state in which he was 
called the only sovereign authority.

After the Boxer Rebellion52, Comstock used Columbia for retaliatory action. The 
United States condemned the event, and Comstock broke away from the States and 
declared independence. Columbia, formed initially as an American colony, uses the 
American icons of the “Founding Fathers” – George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 
and Benjamin Franklin – to give the impression that Comstock s̓ form of government 
was the same as the one the Founders intended. However, the real form of this gov-
ernment is the antithesis of a democratic government and functions as a totalitarian 
religious monarchy. No religion other than Comstock s̓ Church is tolerated in Colum-
bia, and anyone who opposes the authority of the city ruler is removed.

The United States government initially presented Columbia as a showcase of de-
mocracy and goodwill for the world, but Comstock transformed the city into the 
exact opposite of what can be found in the frontier myth.

Summary

Bioshock: Infinite creates the character of the specifically American cowboy hero 
Booker DeWitt. This rugged individualist uses physical violence to protect his daugh-
ter from the Founders led by Zachary Hale Comstock and the anti-government move-
ment Vox Populi and ensure her safety. The frontier myth functions as a founding 
myth of a levitating city. Through claims to the divine mandate, Comstock creates 
a seemingly ideal society deeply influenced by the religious conception of the myth of 
American exceptionalism. This myth manifests itself through strong interventionist 
rhetoric and practices based on the ideas of a divine mission. As a divine interven-

51	 The female personification of the United States. Her most iconic depiction can be seen in the form 
of the Statue of Liberty in New York.

52	 A historical event. The conflict of 1899-1901 between China and the Colonial Powers. China s̓ goal 
was to prevent the growing influence of European powers in its country. The result of the conflict 
was the victory of the West. 
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tionist, Comstock forcibly collides with Booker s̓ harsh individualism, which results 
in his elimination.

Bioshock: Infinite represents a narrative world where religious interventionist pol-
itics serves as a metaphor for a disease in the heart of America that only the power 
of secular libertarianism can cure. By presenting Zachary Hale Comstock s̓ vision 
of Pure America, the game overturns and modifies the interpretation of American 
exceptionalism and the application of divine myth to American origin and destiny 
through the prism of divine interventionism. In almost all cases, religion in Bioshock: 
Infinite is portrayed, if not as dangerous and inhumane, then at least as unusual and 
strange. The player is confronted with the followers of a charismatic leader actively 
proclaiming ultranationalism and the superiority of the white race, an idea that he le-
gitimises through God s̓ will. The Prophet Comstock is portrayed as a bigot and cruel 
antagonist sending his followers to fight the player’s character. Both the Prophet and 
the Founders are proponents of views that are perceived as unethical by the majority 
of society. Therefore, the player s̓ struggle against his enemies is also a struggle against 
these values, which run against the cultural ideals on which Bioshock: Infinite was 
created (liberal, multicultural). In the game world, Comstock’s religion cannot be 
separated from his racist ideology. So the question arises as to whether and how the 
game criticises religion, and if so, why is such criticism in the game?

Religion in general and American Evangelical Christianity in particular were used 
to create the fictional religion that incorporates a racist narrative and represents the 
enemies that the player must fight. The initial interpretation of religion in the game 
may be that Evangelicalism serves here as a catalyst for racism. However, such an 
interpretation would be too limited. By analysing motifs and elements in the game, 
we must also ask an equally important question – what topics did the designers not 
put into the game?

There are a remarkable number of religious elements in the game. Baptism, prayer, 
a priest, chants, candles, angels, prophetic visions, the punishment of sinners – these 
elements confirm that the player is playing a game that relies heavily on religious 
themes. Even though they appear here at almost every step, it is no less interesting 
to perceive what Bioshock: Infinite lacks. The two most important parts of American 
Evangelicalism are the Bible and the symbol of the cross.53 There is not a single dia-
logue, note, clue, or another narrative indicator in the game that explicitly mentions 
the Bible. The only clues in the game can be found at the beginning of the game in 
the Welcome Center, but even these do not contain parts from the Bible; only their 
language resembles excerpts from the King James Bible. The only biblical reference 
is in Comstock s̓ last words before his death – “It is finished.”

The same applies to the symbol of the cross. The only thing that reminds it at least 
a little is the symbols of the stylised golden dagger embroidered on the hoods of the 
pseudo-KKK in about a quarter of the game.

53	 Barry Hankins, American Evangelicals: A Contemporary History of a Mainstream Religious Move-
ment, Lanham, Boulder et al.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers 2008, passim. 
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Another important element intentionally not included in the game is the figure of 
Jesus Christ. The whole evangelical community stands on the life, words, suffering, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The experience of being born again at baptism is 
directly linked to the acceptance of Jesus as the only saviour. In Bioshock: Infinite, 
however, baptism is associated with only a vague mention of God. Expressions such 
as Christ or Jesus are replaced in the game by Comstock, the Founding Fathers, the 
Lamb (Elizabeth), or a vague divine figure. In the story itself, however, the messianic 
motif of self-sacrifice is included in the character of Booker Dewitt.

But why?

Creating computer games is an extremely expensive business. Over the years, the cost 
of creating games has risen significantly. Video games are the fastest-growing enter-
tainment medium with annual revenue estimates of around $90 billion worldwide, of 
which $27 billion are in North America alone.54 Although accurate data is not avail-
able, Bioshock: Infinite s̓ creation has cost around $100 million.55 Mass market games 
often cost more than $50 million and are made up of teams of hundreds of people 
responsible for making the final product.56 The Bioshock: Infinite team consisted of 
about 200 people.57

With these numbers, it is important to realise that the studio and publisher financ-
ing the development will do their maximum to ensure that the resulting income from 
the game exceeds the money invested. In development, creators must consider what 
appeals to players and critics, as well as how to sell the game to as many people as 
possible. The higher the costs, the greater the target audience, consisting of people 
with different tastes and political and religious views.

In the case of Bioshock: Infinite, it is essential to mention the long and problem-
atic development, which explains how critical the economic success of the game 
was for the studio. The publisher Take-Two had very high expectations, and some 
commentators speculate that the number of eleven million copies sold did not meet 
the publisher’s expectations, which could be one of the reasons why the entire devel-
opment studio was closed in 2014.58 From this perspective, it seems reasonable that 

54	 “2018 Video Game Industry Statistics, Trends & Data - The Ultimate List” [online], WePC.com, May 
2018, accessed June 2021, available online at https://www.wepc.com/news/video-game-statistics/. 

55	 “2018 Video Game Industry Statistics, Trends & Data…”, https://www.wepc.com/news/video 
-game-statistics/.

56	 Superannuation, “How Much Does It Cost To Make A Big Video Game?” [online], 2014, accessed 
June 2021, available online at https://kotaku.com/how-much-does-it-cost-to-make-a-big-video 
-game-1501413649. 

57	 Chris Plante, “The Final Years of Irrational Games, According to Those Who Were There”, 
[online], Polygon, March 2014, accessed June 2021, available online at https://www.polygon 
.com/2014/3/6/5474722/why-did-irrational-close-bioshock-infinite. 

58	 Leigh Alexander, “Irrational Games, Journalism, and Airing Dirty Laundry” [online], Gamasut- 
ra.com, February 2014, accessed June 2021, available online at http://gamasutra.com/view/news 
/211139/Irrational_Games_journalism_and_airing_dirty_laundry.php; Matthew Handrahan, “Bio- 
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during the five years of development, the people responsible for Bioshock: Infinite 
have sought to increase the likelihood of success by avoiding content that could 
negatively affect potential customers. The Protestant population in America is large; 
about a quarter of Americans consider themselves as Born Again Christians, and 
from an economic point of view, the creators could not afford to ignore this part of 
the population.59

An analysis of the construction of religion in Bioshock: Infinite shows that although 
Christian, specifically evangelical symbols are used in the game, Christianity itself 
does not suffer from the negative criticism directly. Most of the game s̓ religious im-
ages revolve around Comstock s̓ character and aspects of his movement, perceived by 
the majority of society as a dangerous, non-mainstream religion. However, the game 
does not present any direct criticism of an evangelical family that attends Mass every 
Sunday, is potentially a member of one of the mega-churches, listens to Christian 
pop, stands for conservative family values, and has a personal relationship with Jesus. 
The main elements of faith here remain unaffected by the negative and stereotypical 
depiction of religion. If Evangelical motifs appear in the game, they are usually pre-
sented in such a way as to show that Comstock and his followers have abused them. 
Mainstream conservative Evangelicals playing the game will undoubtedly notice that 
even topics such as baptism, prayer, and God are not the target of ridicule. Instead, 
they will see Comstock s̓ followers as convenient enemies that need to be stopped 
from their plan to destroy the world.

On the other hand, a metropolitan, liberal player will find their points of interest 
as well. Liberal criticism and the fear of American Christianity allegedly nurturing 
racism and nationalism may also find their place in playing Bioshock: Infinite. The 
chauvinist and xenophobic society of Columbia can be seen as a mirror of contempo-
rary America by a person who does not trust religious conservatism. 

The only other existing system of beliefs that appears in the game is Buddhism. 
At one point in the game, Booker and Elizabeth meet a Chinese woman praying in 
a small hidden shrine. Buddhism is not given a significant role here, but the game 
treats it with respect.

Bioshock: Infinite refrains from being critical of religion as such. However, it is 
also reluctant to take a stronger position in the political debate. In the late part of the 
game, a revolution of oppressed workers takes place.60 However, the revolt against  

shock Infinite Reaches 11 Million Sales” [online], GamesIndustry.biz, June 2015, accessed June 
2021, available online at https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2015-06-01-bioshock-infinite 
-has-sold-11-million-units. 

59	 Hankins, American Evangelicals, passim.
60	 Ed Smith, “The Politics of ‘BioShock Infinite’ Are All the Worse When Revisited in a Heated 

Election Year” [online], Vice (blog), October 2016, accessed June 2021, available online at https://
www.vice.com/en_us/article/exkvvk/the-politics-of-bioshockinfinite-are-all-the-worse-when 
-seen-in-a-heated-election-year-130; Alexander, “Irrational Games, Journalism, and Airing Dirty 
Laundry”, http://gamasutra.com/view/news/211139/Irrational_Games_journalism_and_airing 
_dirty_laundry.php.
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racist oppression is portrayed just as negatively as racist oppression itself – through 
the devastating civil war, which stands in opposition to religious fanaticism with 
its secular conception of the world, purges, and the installation of a new order. The 
fight against racism here is a fight against oppression. As soon as Vox Populi starts 
to win in one of the alternative realities, we find that Daisy Fitzroy s̓ government 
is as cruel as Comstock s̓.61 In other words, the game tries to convey the view that 
the oppressed is worse than the oppressive. Religion is simply another one of the 
cultural dimensions in the game. However, it is designed to avoid any conflict with 
potential audiences.

In Bioshock: Infinite, we can see an example of how a big publisher tries to tailor its 
products to suit the stereotypes perceived by the majority of society. At first glance, 
the play seems to criticise a certain aspect of American culture and religion. How-
ever, unlike commenting on the contemporary social problems of Evangelicalism 
or Christianity in general, it offers the phenomenon of new religious movements in 
a form recognisable in social discourse for years – as something deviant and poten-
tially dangerous. 

As such, Bioshock: Infinite is not an attack on conservatives or tea parties. Instead, 
it aims to draw attention to political groups that mimic the behaviours and attitudes 
of Columbia and Comstock, respectively, and show how dangerous the ideologies 
behind these behaviours and attitudes are.

Computer games are still seen as an inferior medium in a large part of (even aca-
demic) society. However, the development of games, their expansion and the num-
ber of genres prove that video games are an independent medium that can influence 
and affect the consumer in the same way, if not more, than books or other passive-
ly enjoyable media. The mere number of 25 million copies of the Bioshock series, 
one of the many series in the current market that can reach the masses, proves (and 
some well-established departments in the West are proof of that) that an analysis of 
this ever-growing medium makes sense. The virtual environment is fast becoming 
the largest cultural space – a great example is the game Fortnite, another one from 
a plethora of “shooter” genres. However, “live” concerts of professional musicians 
also take place in its environment, watched by millions of people in real-time (12.3 
million people watched DJ Travis Scott s̓ concert at once!62). It will be interesting to 
see in the future where academic research in video games will go.

61	 Alexander, “Irrational Games, Journalism, and Airing Dirty Laundry”, http://gamasutra.com 
/view/news/211139/Irrational_Games_journalism_and_airing_dirty_laundry.php; Smith, “The 
Politics of ‘BioShock Infinite’…”, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/exkvvk/the-politics-of 
-bioshockinfinite-are-all-the-worse-when-seen-in-a-heated-election-year-130.; Óliver Pérez 
-Latorre and Mercè Oliva, “Video Games, Dystopia, and Neoliberalism: The Case of BioShock 
Infinite”, Games and Culture 14 (7–8, 2017): 781–800. 

62	 Anthony Ha, “Fortnite Hosted a Psychedelic Travis Scott Concert and 12.3M People Watched”, 
TechCrunch (blog), [online], accessed May 2020, available online at https://social.techcrunch 
.com/2020/04/24/fortnite-hosted-a-psychedelic-travis-scott-concert-and-12-3m-people 
-watched/.
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Abstract: Zuism is a religious movement in-
spired by ancient Sumeria. The first document-
ed occurrence of it is from Iceland. This article 
analyses the religious organisation within the 
Iceland-specific context and argues that its sud-
den rise in popularity can be at least partially at-
tributed to Iceland s̓ specific relations between 
church, state, and taxation. The first part of the 
article focuses on introducing the movement and 
explaining the background situation that led to 
its creation. The second part introduces its core 
religious tenets. Finally, the third part focuses on 
how Zuism developed in the years following its 
founding and addresses its controversy.

Key Words: Zuism; Iceland; Mesopaganism; 
Neopaganism; Sumeria; Church tax.

Abstrakt: Zuismus je náboženské hnutí inspi-
rované starověkým Sumerem. Jeho první zdo-
kumentovaný výskyt je na Islandu. Tento článek 
analyzuje toto hnutí ve specifickém kontextu 
Islandu a  argumentuje, že jeho náhlý nárůst 
počtu členů může být alespoň částečně přisou-
zen specificky islandskému vztahu mezi církví, 
státem a daněmi. První část článku se zaměřuje 
na představení samotného hnutí a následně na 
vysvětlení situace, která vedla k  jeho založení. 
Druhá část představuje jeho hlavní náboženské 
hodnoty. Třetí část článku se následně zaměřuje 
na to, jak se zuismus vyvíjel v letech od jeho za-
ložení a také přibližuje kontroverzi, která kolem 
něj vznikla.

Klíčová Slova: Zuismus; Island; Mezopohanství; 
Novopohanství; Sumer; Církevní daň.
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Zuism (Icelandic: Zúismi) is a religious movement unique to Iceland. Other names 
that could describe the group, such as Sumerian-Mesopotamian Reconstructionism or 
Kaldanism1, might also be acceptable. However, for the purposes of this article, the 
term Zuism will be used exclusively to avoid any possible confusion. The term itself 
seems to originate from the Sumerian verb zu, meaning “to know”. Thus, a possible 
way to describe the translation would be “the way of knowledge”, or, in other words, 
insight into the relationship between the mortal and the divine. A possible parallel 
might be found in the Greek word gnosis.

Officially stated to continue the traditions and rites of ancient Sumeria – which 
have not been practised for several millennia at the time of this article – the move-
ment attracted momentary attention and experienced a significant surge in popu-
larity in the past several years. Despite its ties to the ancient Middle East, the main 
source of the movement s̓ international fame appears to have less to do with the actual 
religion and more with its rather unique position within Iceland s̓ ongoing debate on 
the relation between church and state. This article aims to rectify the severe lack of 
academic sources on Zuism and introduce the movement, both in terms of its history 
and its current-day position in Iceland.

Historical background

From the beginning of the eleventh century Iceland was a Christian nation – first 
Catholic and then Lutheran, from the second half of the sixteenth century onward. 
However, even after the country initially underwent Christianization, it retained ties 
to its older traditions, as shown by the numerous Old Nordic literature works written 
throughout the centuries.2

Starting with the nineteenth century, the country has seen a slow but increasing 
interest in other faiths and religious practices, starting with the Theosophical move-
ment founded by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891). Despite officially being 
a part of the Lutheran faith, by 1920, Theosophy had established its own local branch 
under the leadership of pastor Séra Jakob Kristinsson.3

The 1970s saw the rise of a prominent religious tradition in Iceland, one tied to 
its older pre-Christian roots – specifically the Ásatrú Fellowship (Ásatrúarfélagið). 
Named after the Norse pagan gods called the Æsir – which include a pantheon of 
popular Norse gods such as Odin, Thor, Frigg, and Baldur – the organisation was 
founded in 1972. A year later, it was officially recognised as a registered religious in-
stitution, allowing it to hold legally binding ceremonies and giving its chief priest 

1	 Kaldea (or Chaldea) being a late term for Sumeria.
2	 The most renowned collections are known as Poetic Edda and Prose Edda.
3	 “Iceland, Theosophy in” [online], Theosophy World, year unknown, accessed January 2021, available 

online at https://www.theosophy.world/encyclopedia/iceland-theosophy.
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(Allsherjargoði) the same status as a Christian pastor.4 Since then, many other reli-
gious organisations have been established in the country, especially in the last decade, 
although most remain a minority in the overall population.

Zuism (or Félag Zúista á Íslandi in Icelandic) as a religious association was sup-
posedly founded in 2010 by Ólafur Helgi Þorgrímsson. However, it became an of-
ficially recognised religion in 2013, originally starting with supposedly only three 
official members, the other two being brothers Águst Arnar and Einar Ágústssonir, 
who were listed as board members.

From a technical standpoint, Zuism does not belong among neopaganism groups, 
as it does not seek to create a new religion. By the same margin, it does not belong 
to the rather broad category of New Age movements, as it does not seem to be in-
fluenced by any of the elements that help shape it (such as Theosophy, Spiritua- 
lism, etc.).5

The classification issue is further complicated by the movement s̓ recent founding, 
which means that even academic literature is yet to notice the organisation properly. 
Thus, often enough, works that categorise similar movements do not mention Zuism6 
due to having been before its founding, or they do not include it – most likely because 
of its relative obscurity.

Compounding the issue is also the fact that the movement seeks to revitalise a reli-
gion that is not native to Iceland itself (nor did it have any known historical influence 
on it) whilst inevitably being influenced by the already established religions and tradi-
tions of that area. In order to reach a conclusion where Zuism would belong in terms 
of pagan7 groups, we need to define the three major categories that are commonly 
used today:
a)	Paleopaganism – Usually designates the polytheistic (and/or nature-centred) 

faiths of both pre-Christian Europe and the broader world, including those still 
active today, such as Hinduism and Shintoism. It is important to note that this 
classification is only used to help categorise such faiths and would not necessarily 
be used by the practitioners themselves.

b)	Mesopaganism – A general term coined to designate the variety of movements 
that aim to either recreate and revive previous faiths or create new ones based on 
pre-existing pagan religions. The difference from Paleopaganism is in the influence 
of practices and concepts (such as but not restricted to monotheistic religions) on 
the founders and, by extension, on the resulting movement. This ends up creating 
a de facto separate entity that incorporates elements from the original whilst re-

4	 Camille Buckley, “What Is Zuism, Iceland’s Fast-Growing Pagan Religion?” [online], The Culture 
Trip, June 16 2018, accessed January 2021, available online at https://theculturetrip.com/europe 
/iceland/articles/what-is-zuism-icelands-fast-growing-pagan-religion/.

5	 Michael York, The A to Z New Age Movements, Lanham, Toronto, Plymouth: The Scarecrow 
Press 2009, 260 p.

6	 Michael York, Historical Dictionary of New Age Movements, Lanham, Toronto, Plymouth: The 
Scarecrow Press 2004, 267 p.

7	 In this instance being a general term meaning both old and new religions not originating from one 
of the three Abrahamic faiths.
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taining more modern concepts or sensibilities. Examples range from Theosophy 
to Mahayana Buddhism.

c)	Neopaganism – This model is a broad category of primarily Wicca and feminist 
spirituality, sometimes incorporating contemporary liberal values. It is not directly 
connected to the more open-ended western paganism that usually focuses on re-
constructions of ancient religions as well as imports of various present-day indige-
nous and folk-oriented practices. Given its focus on personal freedom and self-de-
velopment, there can be an overlap with the New Age movement.8 In comparison 
to Mesopaganism, this category would incorporate more recent movements from 
the past few decades.
As with any classification system, there is no absolute dividing line, and there 

will always be a measure of mutual overlap. The three-group model proposed above 
should therefore be taken as a tool for facilitating differentiation. For example, if we 
use it on Zuism, the result would be its classification as Mesopagan. At the same time, 
however, it also carries significant overtones of contemporary liberal attitudes re-
garding religious freedom and church taxes, as will be detailed in later parts of this 
article.

However, it should be noted that even among pagan groups, Zuism enjoys a pe-
culiar position for several reasons. Firstly, there are very few reconstructionism 
groups focused on ancient Middle Eastern religions in contrast to Hellenic, Slavic, 
or Celtic ones – be they regionally specific or pan-European in their focus.9 This is 
perhaps even more salient in Iceland, given the strong influence and presence of the 
older pre-Christian faith (represented by groups like the aforementioned Ásatrú 
Fellowship).

Furthermore, while the country has seen a rise in the diversity of religious move-
ments and organisations in recent years, Zuism still retains the unique position of 
being the only movement that focuses on ancient Sumeria. This also runs into the 
problem of ancient Middle Eastern religions rarely, if ever, having larger groups that 
could be studied appropriately. Regarding whether the movement has its origins 
elsewhere, the movement´s now-defunct webpage previously made claims that the 
movement was connected to a foreign mother church. To quote:

Zuism in Iceland is connected to the mother church of Zuism in the state of Delaware in 
the USA.10

There is, however, a significant issue with such claims, namely that it is difficult to 
verify. Given the nature of such a supposed mother church, it would have been listed 
under the umbrella term “New Age” in the state s̓ religion census. Such groups con-

 8	 York, The A to Z New Age Movements, p. 163.
 9	 Barbara Jane Davy, Introduction to Pagan Studies, Plymouth: Rowman & Littlefield 2007, p. 97.
10	 “Doctrines of Zuism” [online], Zuist.org, January 16 2018, accessed January 2021 available online 

at https://web.archive.org/web/20180116084124/http://is.zuist.org/about/our-mission/.
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stitute less than one per cent of Delaware s̓ population11, and assuming such a church 
did exist at all, it would have been lumped in with other similar associations due to 
its small number of members. The claim that before 2014 there was an earlier Zuist 
movement in Delaware that helped spawn the Icelandic organisation should therefore 
be the subject of further investigation.

The founder of Icelandic Zuism, Ólafur Helgi, in a later interview from 2015, stated 
that he left the movement mere months after its creation and that he has had nothing 
to do with it since.12 According to state records, this statement is correct, as in Febru-
ary of 2014 he requested he be deregistered as director and has been unrelated to the 
association from that point on.

However, it should be noted that official statistics differ from such claims. They 
show that in 2013 there were a total of zero registered members, two by the end 
of the following year and four by 2015.13 One could ask just how was it possible for 
the association to be registered at all, as according to the rules on the registration 
of public religions and religious associations, established in 2013, it was required 
that 25 people over the age of eighteen be members for registration as a religious 
association.14

Nevertheless, the low member count was sufficient for the district commissioner 
in Northeast Iceland, who also supervises the activities of religious associations, to 
begin the process of delisting Zuism as a movement in the same year.15

This was then followed by a massive surge in popularity, and by 2016, the move-
ment had over three thousand official members – an increase by a factor of seven 
hundred and fifty. While the numbers have been steadily declining in recent years, it 
cannot be denied that Zuism experienced a major spike in popularity within a rela-
tively short period.

While the sudden increase in the number of members could be explained in var-
ious ways, an often-cited reason is the promise of tax breaks that, at least for a time, 
seemed to be a primary driver behind the movement. To explain the situation regard-
ing the country’s specific long-standing issue of taxes, more specifically church taxes, 
it is crucial to understand the chronic problems the native population faces regarding 
how the state funds religious movements.

11	 “Religious composition of adults in Delaware” [online], Pew Research Center, accessed March 
2021, available online at https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/state/delaware/.

12	 “Dularfyllsta trúfélag á Íslandi verður brottfellt á næstunni” [online], Stundin.is, April 14 2015, 
accessed February 2021, available online at https://stundin.is/frett/dularfyllsta-trufelag-islandi 
-verdur-brottfellt-na/.

13	 “Populations by religious and life stance organizations 1998–2021” [online], Statistics Iceland, 
accessed February 2021, available online at http://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag 
/Samfelag__menning__5_trufelog/MAN10001.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=8b25e57f 
-b0ee-4a83-be93-0b7c89ba2933.

14	 Kjartan Krajtansson, “Zúistar fá tugi milljóna frá ríkinu en finnast hvergi” [online], Visir.is, No-
vember 16 2018, accessed February 2021, available online at https://www.visir.is/g/2018181119273.

15	 Kjartan Krajtansson, “Zúistar telja ósannað að loforð um endurgreiðslur hafi fjölgað félögum” 
[online], Visir.is, October 22 2019, accessed January 2021, available online at https://www.visir.is/g 
/20191277537d.
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Zuism as Iceland´s highlight on church taxation

All citizens of the country are subject to a dedicated “religion” tax, with the per-
centage being calculated on the individual’s income. Unlike, for example, Germa-
ny – which has its own dedicated church tax – Iceland s̓ government instead includes 
support of churches in its annual budget. It should also be noted that since this is part 
of the general income tax, all Icelanders are mandated to support religious organisa-
tions, regardless of whether they are members of one or not.16

Each registered religious group then receives a “parish fee” (sóknarg jald), where 
a monetary sum is given per each registered member of at least 16 years of age. The 
vast majority of the island’s admittedly low population is still registered as belong-
ing to the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Iceland. At the same time, as Zuism elder 
Gunnhildur Gunnarsdóttir noted in an interview from 2016, this might be partially 
because all Icelanders are automatically registered at birth with the church of their 
parent and most never bother to deregister..17

The conversation about rethinking the relation between church and state has been 
going on in Iceland since at least the 1990s, beginning with the efforts of Siðmennt 
(or the Icelandic Ethical Humanist Association in English).18 After two unsuccessful 
attempts at registering and almost twenty years of lobbying and focused efforts by 
Siðmennt s̓ managing director Bjarni Jónsson, the group mentioned above finally at-
tained the promise of the issue being discussed in parliament in 2008.

However, the global financial crisis of 2008 and Iceland’s subsequent national 
banking collapse in the same year crashed the country’s economy, with some even 
calling the financial disaster “the biggest any country had ever suffered relative to 
its size”.19 A subsequent change of government followed in 2009, and due to more 
pressing constitutional amendments being passed, the process was further delayed by 
several more years. January 2013 finally saw the long-sought changes to law and legal 
proceedings regarding religious organisations, allowing both Siðmennt and Zuism to 
become officially recognised.

How is this relevant to Zuism itself? Following a change in leadership in 2015 
where Ísak Andri Ólafsson became the organisation’s director, there seemed to be 
a shift in the movement’s priorities, and the movement’s leadership made a new 
promise in November of the same year: The movement would reimburse members 

16	 Sam Brunson, “The Rise of Zuism“ [online], By Common Consent, December 9 2015, accessed 
December 2020, available online at https://bycommonconsent.com/2015/12/09/the-rise-of 
-zuism/.

17	 Isaac Würmann, “The Beautiful Joke of Zuism“ [online], Roadsand Kingdoms, July 07 2016, ac-
cessed March 2021, available online at https://roadsandkingdoms.com/2016/the-beautiful-joke 
-of-zuism/.

18	 Würmann, “The Beautiful Joke of Zuism“, https://roadsandkingdoms.com/2016/the-beautiful 
-joke-of-zuism/.

19	 Anh Nguyen, “Case Study: Island s̓ Banking Crisis” [online], Seven Pillars Institute, June 13 2017, ac-
cessed April 2021, available online at https://sevenpillarsinstitute.org/case-study-icelands-banking 
-crisis/.
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for the parish fees that the association would receive from the state.20 It is perhaps 
not a coincidence that a mere two months after the declaration, Zuism suddenly had 
over three thousand members, despite their number being in the single digits before. 
Correspondingly, the association received over 32 million from the state in 2016 and 
over 31 million in 2017.

This new directive was no secret, as the archived English version of the now-de-
funct Zuist webpage clearly states the following:

The religious organisation of Zuism is a platform for its members to practise a religion 
of the ancient Sumerian people. Zuists fully support freedom of religion, and from reli-
gion, for everyone. The organisation’s primary objective is that the government repeal 
any law that grants religious organisations privilege, financial or otherwise, above other 
organisations. Furthermore, Zuists demand that the government’s registry of its citizens’ 
religion be abolished.
The organisation redistributes the government’s annual financial support equally to all 
members of the congregation. The organisation’s financial matters are handled by an ac-
countant firm, and general administrative matters are handled by a lawyer. Neither the 
administrative board nor other members will have access to the organisations financial 
matters.
The religious organisation of Zuism will cease to exist when its objectives have been met21.

It should be specified that the movement was not necessarily opposed to the ex-
istence of parish fees by default, but instead was more in opposition against the way 
they were distributed:

The board of Zuism opposes the government’s financial support of religious and life 
stance organisations in the form of annual grants (sometimes referred to as sóknargjöld 
or “parish fees”, although these were actually abolished in 1987). Iceland’s Ministry of 
Finance once more confirmed in parliament in 2014 that this financial support is a grant, 
as opposed to an annual member fee.
If the state decides to pay out such grants on behalf of its citizens, an individual should be 
able to choose what organisation receives the grant. This choice should not be limited to 
religious and life stance organisations. Most appropriate would be to put an end to such 
grants, and have religious and life stance organisations collect their own member fees.22

While the movement’s lawyers denied any connection between the shift in official 
policy and the rapid growth of Zuism’s member base, an outside observer might find 

20	 Krajtansson, “Zúistar telja ósannað að loforð um endurgreiðslur hafi fjölgað félögum”, https://
www.visir.is/g/20191277537d.

21	 “Zúistar á Íslandi” [online], Zuistar.is, December 05 2015, accessed December 2020, available on-
line at https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english.html.

22	 “Zúistar á Íslandi”, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 
.html.
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it too coincidental that there seemed to be such an influx of newcomers almost im-
mediately after the said policy change was announced. To make matters worse, there 
were even cases where people from other religions joined the movement, be it for 
reimbursement or as a protest against the ongoing state of affairs.

Such individuals included even prominent Icelandic politicians like Birgitta Jóns-
dóttir, one of the co-founders and the first MP of Iceland’s Pirate Party. Despite 
already being a Buddhist, she stated in an interview from 2016 that she joined the 
movement to support the objectives of its leaders. In her own words:

“I don’t even expect to get my money back – it’s not about that. It’s about the issues they 
were raising.”23

In the same interview, she also admitted that Zuism was a joke and a beautiful one 
at that. This inevitably raises a question of just how serious many of these new mem-
bers were about the religious aspect of Zuism and, by contrast, how many simply 
wished to make a statement and, perhaps more importantly, whether at this point 
the movement can genuinely be considered a religion or if it is in fact a protest move-
ment as some Icelandic media suggested.24 Stefán Bogi Sveinsson of the Progressive 
party even urged the Zuists in 2019 to deregister as a religious movement, as in his 
view, it is doubtful anyone joined the movement for genuinely religious reasons. To 
quote:

“I would go so far as to say that no one has registered in the organisation to practice Zuism 
itself. Their reasons for registering are rather twofold: to get money in their pockets, or to 
protest against current legislation about religious organisations.”25

Besides the goal of supposedly refunding members for their church taxes, Zuism 
also had several other stated goals. For example, the abolition of the aforementioned 
practice of infants being automatically listed as members of the same religious organ-
isation their parents belonged to:

The board of Zuism is opposed to the automatic registration of infants in religious and 
life stance organisations. Currently, an infant is registered in the religious or life stance 

23	 Würmann, “The Beautiful Joke of Zuism”, https://roadsandkingdoms.com/2016/the-beautiful 
-joke-of-zuism/.

24	 “Why has the ancient Sumerian religion Zuism become the fastest growing religion in Iceland?” 
[online], Iceland Magazine, December 03 2015, accessed January 2021, available online at https://
icelandmag.is/article/why-has-ancient-sumerian-religion-zuism-become-fastest-growing 
-religion-iceland.

25	 Paul Fontaine, “Progressive suspects people joined the zuists for the money” [online], Grape-
vine.is, December 01 2015, accessed February 2021, available online at https://web.archive.org 
/web/20171116185941/https://grapevine.is/news/2015/12/01/progressive-suspects-people 
-joined-the-zuists-for-the-money/.
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organisation of its parents if both parents are registered in the same organisation. The 
parents have no input in this process and are not notified of it.26

In a similar vein ran the demand for cancelling the right of religious organisations 
to view private information about its members:

The board of Zuism supports the repeal of any law allowing for the access of religious and 
life stance organisations to individuals’ sensitive personal information. The present law 
states that the head of such an organisation shall confirm that an individual looking to join 
the organisation is not already a member of another religious or life stance organisation. 
This should be out of the hands of the heads of these organisations. Statistics Iceland, 
the centre for official statistics in Iceland, should handle the registration of individuals 
for religious and life stance organisations, until the current law on these organisations is 
abolished.27

This particular demand is a bit ironic, given that following its change of leadership, 
the movement had no problem accepting people already belonging to other faiths (as 
shown above with Birgitta Jónsdóttir) in order to boost their numbers. However, they 
would apparently hand over the responsibility of keeping track of every citizen’s re-
ligious association to the state. The phrasing until the current law on these organisa-
tions is abolished is nonetheless curious, as it appears in Zuism aims multiple times. 
Another example would be the following:

The board of Zuism opposes a specific clause regarding a single religious organisation in 
the constitution. The board also opposes the official role of a single religious organisation 
during the inauguration of parliament each year. The repeal of laws regarding the privi-
leges of religious and life stance organisations will help to alter the unjust and abnormal 
structure of religious matters in Iceland. The aforementioned constitutional clause should 
be abolished as well.28

It is up for debate whether the movement truly intended to advance such agendas 
or whether it was merely posturing on their part. The fact that all these goals and 
more were listed on the now-defunct Zuism page might seem like an indication of 
the former, but since there seems to be no available record of actions dedicated to 
promoting or advancing such aims, the latter seems more likely.

26	 “Zúistar á Íslandi”, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 
.html.

27	 “Zúistar á Íslandi”, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 
.html.

28	 “Zúistar á Íslandi”, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 
.html.
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Zuism’s doctrines and practices

Contemporary Zuism draws from the worship of the Sumerian gods of ancient Mes-
opotamia. On its now-defunct home page, the movement professes to primarily 
worship the four creation gods (An – god of the heavens, Ki – goddess of the earth, 
Enlil – the god of the air, Enki – god of water) and to a lesser extent some of the other 
ancient gods. To quote:

Zuism comes from an ancient Sumerian religion. We believe that the universe is governed 
by a group of living beings, who have a human form but are immortal and possess super-
natural powers. These beings are invisible to the human eye and guide and control the 
universe according to well-laid plans and laws.
In Sumeria, there were four leading gods, known as creation gods. These gods were An, 
the god of the heavens, Ki, the goddess of the earth, Enlil, the god of the air and Enki, 
the god of the water. The sky, earth, air and water were considered to be the four major 
elements of the universe.
Creation was accomplished by measuring the divine word, the creator god only had to 
make plans and measure the name of the object to be created. To keep the universe in 
constant balance and to avoid confusion and conflict, the gods created what is called me, 
universal and unchanging rules and laws that all beings were obliged to obey.
The second most important after the creation gods were the celestial gods, the moon god 
Nanna, the sun god Utu and Inanna, the queen of the heavens. Inanna was the goddess of 
love, creativity and war. Nanna was the father of Uta and Inanna.29

Said page also lists Dumuzi (a god associated with shepherds, commonly viewed as Inan-
na’s primary consort) among the gods worshipped by the movement and states individual 
prayers directed to personal sub-gods are permissible.30

At the same time, it should be mentioned that the worship of gods is not neces-
sarily the centre of Zuist religious activity. Instead, the ancient deities appear to be 
mere intermediaries, with the actual focus being given to the worship of a heavenly 
creative force. To quote:

Zuism is essentially the worship (id est worth-giving) of Heaven, of the north ecliptic and 
celestial pole and of the constellations which spin around it. It is the knowledge of Heav-
en, which is an ancient gnosis, returning as a new gnosis for a new era; from this comes 
the name “Zuism”, zu meaning “to know” in Sumerian (Wolfe 2015, passim). We believe 
that stars, with their movements, influence the formation and life of categories of beings 
on Earth. They generate beings out of Earth, either by direct influence or by assimilation 
of the knowing subject (the star-gazer) and the known object.

29	 “Doctrines of Zuism”, https://web.archive.org/web/20180116084124/http://is.zuist.org/about 
/our-mission/.

30	 “Doctrines of Zuism”, https://web.archive.org/web/20180116084124/http://is.zuist.org/about 
/our-mission/.
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Our gods are the stars (Rogers 1998, passim), offspring of An/Dingir (Heaven), the hub 
of whose vault is the north ecliptic pole winded by the constellation Draco, the Dragon. 
Our God of Heaven is therefore immanent, not exclusively transcendent (like that of 
Christians and other Abrahamics): our God is existent.31

Regarding the Zuist view on humankind’s role in the universe, the main focus was 
restoring the natural link between Heaven and Earth. To quote:

We believe that the disruption of the attunement of Earth with Heaven and its stars is 
the reason why civilisations degenerate and die, as beings themselves degenerate, their 
actions become senseless, and institutions lose meaning and become empty logistical 
machineries (Pankenier 1995, pp. 150–155). The reason why the entire Western world is 
currently dying is because it has lost its “link with the stars”, which is the original meaning 
of the word “religion” (literally “re-linking”).
The harmonisation of human (earthly) activities with the movements of the stars, with 
the gods, is the practice of Zuism and the way for wellbeing, for good life. Zuism is the 
means to bring the “lords of Heaven down to Earth” (the literal meaning of Anunnaki), 
to “square” the latter, Ki, providing her with forms.32

The aforementioned defunct page also lists the designations of their priest ranks as En, 
Ensi, and Lugal, but without explaining any distinction between them for those that are 
not specialists in ancient Middle Eastern religion. The same lack of details or distinctions 
is seen in the supposed way the movement was meant to conduct their ceremonies:
Regular meetings where hymns from ancient Sumeria are sung in honor of the gods. 
Prayers are offered to the creation gods and each one also prays to his personal sub-gods. 
Zuism has a lot of rituals and ceremonies that take place at these gatherings. Zuism also 
organises reading and prayer groups.
Members practice faith in their daily lives by reading the ME tablets and following the 
rules that the gods have set for us.33

Unfortunately, given that the movement’s web page was deleted without archiving 
its subsections, any further details are seemingly lost forever. In terms of actual reli-
gious practices and rituals, it can be said with certainty that the movement conducted 
wedding ceremonies, as they had both the legal authority to do so, and their entries 
confirm performing such activities. To list a statement from 2018:

The denomination offers and has performed various ordination ceremonies, such as 
weddings and baptisms in recent weeks. We encourage interested parties to take advan-
tage of this service.34

31	 David G. Bromley, “Zuism (Iceland)” [online], World Religions and Spirituality Project, June 01 
2018, accessed February 2021, available online at https://wrldrels.org/2018/06/02/zuism/.

32	 Bromley, “Zuism (Iceland)”, https://wrldrels.org/2018/06/02/zuism/.
33	 “Zúistar á Íslandi“, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 

.html.
34	 “Yfirlýsing frá trúfélaginu Zuism“ [online], November 2018, accessed February 2021, available on-

line at https://zuism.is/2018/11/16/yfirlysing-fra-trufelaginu-zuism/.
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The word baptism or christening (skírnir in the original article – a form of skírn, 
not to be confused with Skírnir from Norse mythology) is a rather peculiar choice 
of term, as it is a word associated with Christian practices and not what one might 
typically associate with Sumerian religious traditions.

Although it is most likely that this is simply a case of using already established lan-
guage forms to convey familiar ideas to the target audience, the question of how such 
a process differed from its Christian counterpart would certainly be interesting – if 
only more materials were publicly available to allow an adequate comparison.

Another part of Sumerian religious practices, specifically animal sacrifice, seems 
to be completely absent from the movement, as there seems to be no mention of it 
on any of the movement’s websites (both those still operating and those defunct). 
Considering it would have certainly caught media attention if it were practised, espe-
cially in a country like Iceland, a safe assumption can be made that this is one part of 
Sumerian religion that did not see a revival in modern times.

Subsequent developments
Despite the promises from 2015 onward, the movement’s leaders seem reluctant to 
disclose just how many members have been reimbursed or how much of the appli-
cation fees have been paid out.35 Estimates place such reimbursements at around 
6.6 million ISK, though the association itself did not submit these numbers.36

To make matters worse, the brothers Ágúst Arnar Ágústsson and Einar Ágústs-
son were charged with embezzlement and money laundering in 2020, allegedly fun-
nelling most of the government funding into the organisation for their private use. 
Estimated numbers would project a loss in the tens of millions for the organisation.37

As the article disclosing the indictment writes:
“The funds that flowed to the religious community from the state treasury were 

not in fact spent on or for the purpose of actual religious practice or related activities 
within the meaning of these legal conditions, but in other and unrelated ways and 
including allocated to or for the benefit of the accused, the disposition of its assets 
and its control in practice.”38

That is not to say that all funds collected by the movement were used in this man-
ner, as around two million ISK was donated to Icelandic hospitals and charities in 
2018.39 In addition, another almost ten million ISK was paid to cover the organisa-

35	 Birgir Olgeisson, “Zúistar endurgreiða en gefa ekki upp hve mikið” [online], Visir.is, November 
16 2017, accessed January 2021, available online at https://www.visir.is/g/2017171119135.

36	 Kjartan Krajtansson, “Stjórnendur Zuism ákærðir fyrir fjársvik og peningaþvætti” [online],  
Visir.is, December 07 2020, accessed March 2021, available online at https://www.visir.is 
/g/20202045709d/stjornendur-zuism-akaerdir-fyrir-fjarsvik-og-peningathvaett.

37	 Krajtansson, “Stjórnendur Zuism ákærðir fyrir fjársvik og peningaþvætti”, https://www.visir.is 
/g/20202045709d/stjornendur-zuism-akaerdir-fyrir-fjarsvik-og-peningathvaett.

38	 Krajtansson, “Stjórnendur Zuism ákærðir fyrir fjársvik og peningaþvætti”, https://www.visir.is 
/g/20202045709d/stjornendur-zuism-akaerdir-fyrir-fjarsvik-og-peningathvaett.

39	 Krajtansson, “Stjórnendur Zuism ákærðir fyrir fjársvik og peningaþvætti”, https://www.visir.is 
/g/20202045709d/stjornendur-zuism-akaerdir-fyrir-fjarsvik-og-peningathvaett.
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tion’s various legal fees, and over two million was spent on other various payments 
such as for public relations and telecommunication services. However, even after 
subtracting all of the aforementioned transactions, the association would still face 
exorbitant debt should its leaders be found guilty.

It should be noted that this is not the first time the Ágústsson siblings have had 
trouble with law enforcement. In 2015 the duo gained media attention as ‘the Kick-
starter brothers’ due to no less than three of their projects (such as the Trinity Wind-
mill design meant to be a portable source of energy40) coming under investigation 
for embezzlement.

The aforementioned American site halted any further funding after approximately 
20 million ISK had already been collected, although it did not disclose any further 
details due to the ongoing investigation at the time.41 The case concluded with Einar 
Ágústsson being sentenced to three years and nine months in prison (leaving Ágúst 
Arnar Ágústsson as the sole leader of Zuism), and his associated company had its 
assets seized.42

Zuism also applied for the purchase of land in May of 2019 in order to construct 
a ziggurat43 that would serve as a temple for the growing religion44. According to 
media sources, the temple was meant to carry the name Ekur (roughly translated 
from Sumerian as mountain house), in reference to the mythological place where 
heaven and earth intersect.45 However, in the end, the city council of Reykjavík re-
fused the submitted application in 201846, with no further proposals being brought 
forward since.

Recently there also seems to have been new talk of the movement being delisted 
as a religious association. By law, any religious organisations must partake in regular 
activities and submit annual reports of their operations and finances in March of each 
year, but it seems that limited if any activity has been undertaken by Zuism in recent 
years. Whether the movement will end up being deregistered or not is still uncertain, 
however.

40	 “Trinity Portable Wind Turbine Power Station (Suspended)“ [online], Kickstarter, accessed Jan-
uary 2021, available online at https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/janulus/trinity-portable 
-wind-turbine-power-station/description.

41	 Kjartan Krajtansson, “Fangelsisdómur yfir Kickstarter-bróður vegna fjársvika staðfestur” [on-
line], Visir.is, November 23 2018, accessed February 2021, available online at https://www.visir 
.is/g/2018181129391.

42	 Krajtansson, “Fangelsisdómur yfir Kickstarter-bróður vegna fjársvika staðfestur”, https://www 
.visir.is/g/2018181129391.

43	 A collective term for large terraced compounds that served as temples for ancient Sumerians, Ak-
kadians and other Babylonians.

44	 “Iceland s̓ Zuist religion apply for permit to build a temple in Reykjavik“ [online], Iceland Mon-
itor, May 30 2018, accessed April 2021, available online at https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news 
/politics_and_society/2018/05/30/iceland_s_zuist_religion_apply_for_permit_to_build_/.

45	 Bára Huld Beck, “Zúistum synjað um lóð í Reykjavík” [online], Kjarninn.is, October 08 2018, 
accessed April 2021, available online at https://kjarninn.is/frettir/2018-10-04-zuistum-synjad 
-um-lod-i-reykjavik/.

46	 Krajtansson, “Zúistar fá tugi milljóna frá ríkinu en finnast hvergi”, https://www.visir.is/g 
/2018181119273.
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As Halldór Þormar Halldórsson, a lawyer with the district commissioner in North-
east Iceland, points out, it is rather difficult for the authorities to monitor whether 
religious associations actually conduct such activities in the first place. As long as the 
acting director of a movement claims it is active, it would take a long and complicated 
process of disproving it to allow the state to deregister a religious denomination. At 
the same time, the law is very open about the qualifications required of such direc-
tors – for example, there is no requirement for a clean criminal record.47

As of early 2019, the State Accounting Office suspended payments to the religious 
organisation when doubts arose about its legitimacy. This prompted the Zuists to sue 
the Icelandic government for defamation.48

It could be argued that, in a way, members of Zuism ultimately ended up proving 
the opposite of their intentions in regard to laws concerning religious organisations 
and institutions. To quote:

The board of Zuism opposes the conditions imposed by the state on organisations in 
order to acquire status as official religious or life stance organisations. The state should 
not be involved in the inner structure or form of organisations of this kind. The most 
appropriate action would be to repeal specific laws governing religious and life stance 
organisations. Organisations of this kind should be allowed to set their own rules and 
regulations, as for any other organisations.49

When contrasted with the above statement, the so-far brief history of Zuism 
paints a somewhat different picture: The movement originally started as a small and, 
in terms of members, insignificant group. Only when the law underwent changes to 
allow more religious freedom of registration, it saw a massive influx of new members, 
most of which seems to have been in response to their political protest and promises 
of tax refunds rather than to its religious activities.

On the other hand, a different argument could also be presented: that a case such 
as this ended up proving that at least the sentiment behind Zuism’s protest pre-
sented valid points against the notion of mandatory church tax, doubly so in an 
environment where the relevant laws have too many loopholes to exploit. No matter 
what stance one takes on the issue, the case of Zuism is yet another curious example 
that sparked renewed debate on the topic. Perhaps that might even be considered 
its legacy, in addition to any claims of continuing the religious traditions of ancient 
Sumeria.

47	 Krajtansson, “Zúistar fá tugi milljóna frá ríkinu en finnast hvergi”, https://www.visir.is/g 
/2018181119273.

48	 Ines Pereira, “Zuist Organization Under State Scrutiny” [online], Grapevine.is, December 06 
2019, accessed December 2020, available online at https://grapevine.is/news/2019/12/06/zuist 
-organization-under-state-scrutiny/.

49	 “Zúistar á Íslandi”, https://web.archive.org/web/20171102151051/http://www.zuistar.is/english 
.html.
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Conclusion

For all of its brief moments of popularity, Zuism in Iceland seems to be well on its 
way to meeting a rather anticlimactic end. Icelandic data shows that the number of 
members has declined sharply from its short-lived peak in popularity. Compared to 
its more than three thousand members back in 2016, the following years saw a con-
sistent decline in membership.

For comparison: In 2020, the movement had only about 1200 members, less than 
half the number reported four years ago. By 2021, the numbers dropped yet again to 
a mere 838 registered members.50

This trend also seems unlikely to be reversed, as not only are its leaders going 
from one indictment to the next, but the key promise of refunding church taxes to 
members was by all accounts either not fulfilled, or at best, it only impacted very few 
members. Instead, the movement helped siphon tens of millions from the state, most 
of which ended up being spent on dubious projects or transferred elsewhere.

However, the possible end of the Icelandic movement does not mean that it had 
no impact at all. A more accurate statement would be that outside of Iceland, its pres-
ence has been minimal enough to be considered non-existent. Aside from the afore-
mentioned protest against government policies that temporarily put Zuism into the 
broader spotlight, there were also short-lived attempts to branch out into other coun-
tries. For example, a British branch of the movement was supposedly established by 
the Ágústssonir siblings in 2018 but ended up being dissolved a mere year later.

There are groups in other countries that could have been inspired by Icelandic 
Zuism or at least apparently sharing somewhat similar beliefs, such as the Zuist 
Church of Australia51 or Zuist Church of Russia.52 However an additional study has 
revealed that no actual religious organisations of that nature have registered within 
said countries, leaving their presence seemingly confined solely to social media plat-
forms. Moreover both listed groups explicitly deny any relation to Icelandic Zuism, 
making it difficult to establish any connection between them.

Even polls do not support any notions of Zuism organisations in either country, 
as shown in the census of Australia from 2016. There were no Zuist groups in the 
statistic.53 Assuming that such a group did exist at all, it would have been listed under 

50	 “Populations by religious and life stance organizations 1998–2021” [online], Statistics Iceland, 
accessed February 2021, available online at http://px.hagstofa.is/pxen/pxweb/en/Samfelag 
/Samfelag__menning__5_trufelog/MAN10001.px/table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=8b25e57f 
-b0ee-4a83-be93-0b7c89ba2933.

51	 “Zuist Church of Australia” [online], Facebook.com, August 2020, accessed February 2021, avail-
able online at https://tinyurl.com/2sb7vcvd

52	 “Zuist Church of Russia – Зуистская Церковь России” [online], Facebook.com, June 2020, ac-
cessed February 2021.

53	 “Census of Population and Housing: Reflecting Australia - Stories from the Census” [online], 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, latest issue released at March 27 2018, accessed March 2021, 
available online at https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/2071.02016?Open 
Document.
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the umbrella term “paganism”, implying that it lacked the members and the recog-
nition for being categorised on its own. In Russia, the statistical evidence is even less 
indicative of any Zuist presence, although it should be noted that this is at least in part 
thanks to less available data.

In Dr. Igor Popov s̓ online book The Reference Book on All Religious Branches and 
Communities in Russia (Справочник всех религиозных течений и объединений 
в России к.ф.н. И.Н. Попова)54 there are references to multiple different new reli-
gious groups. However, there was no mention of Zuism in any capacity. Given that 
the non-Abrahamic55 religions make up only about two per cent of the population56, 
the most likely explanation is similar to that of Australia – namely that even if Zuism 
has a presence in the country, it is ultimately so small in scale that it fails to register 
in any official census.

There is also no evidence that the Icelandic movement has had any contact with 
or influence on the so called Mardukite Zuism, a different neo-pagan group inspired 
by the religious traditions of Babylonian times, rather than those of Sumeria – as is 
the case with the organisation analysed in this article. To quote their position on the 
situation:

It is important for us to make note of this, because those who are otherwise unfa-
miliar with our work may simply be googling or looking at news articles, which at the 
time of writing this blog are all focused around the events and politics surrounding 
“Icelandic Zuism” and the “Zuist Church of Iceland” of which we, as the Church of 
Mardukite Zuism, have no official ties with–in fact there have been no communica-
tions at all between the two groups.

Perhaps the only thing that associates the two together is that they are bother re-
ferred to as “Zuism” or “Zuist” traditions and emphasise an interest in Mesopota-
mian Neopaganism; although, as we would expect, the Icelandic Zuists are essentially 
a neo-Sumerian interpretation of a potential modern Anunnaki religion in contrast to 
our Mardukite Babylonian one.57

All things considered, Zuism seems to be a product of specific societal and legal 
circumstances – a form of protest against the establishment that emerges in society 
and often fades back into obscurity afterwards. The intentions of its founder might 
have been different, but, judging by the consequences of its so far short-lived exis-
tence, Zuism became less centred on reviving Sumerian religious traditions and more 
on activism and siphoning state funding.

54	 “Новые западные религии / New western religions” [online], Russia s̓ Faiths, accessed March 
2021, available online at https://russiafaiths.blogspot.com/p/new-western-religions.html.

55	 In this case only Christianity and Islam, given the low number of Jews in the country.
56	 “Religious Belief and National Belonging in Central and Eastern Europe“ [online], Pew Re-

search Center, May 10 2017, accessed April 2021, available online at https://www.pewforum 
.org/2017/05/10/religious-affiliation/.

57	 “Deep Roots of Modern Mesopotamian Neopaganism, Origins of Mardukite Zuism from 2008 Pub-
lications” [online], Mardukite Zuism – A New Babylon, July 02 2020, accessed March 2021, available 
online at https://mardukite.com/2020/07/02/deep-roots-modern-mesopotamian-neopaganism 
-origins-zuism/.



67� Zuism: History and Introduction

In a way, its aim of drawing attention to the issue regarding the relationship be-
tween church and state has been successful, as without taking advantage of the legal 
changes, the movement would not have received state funding at all. However, ulti-
mately Zuism participated in the very thing of which it blamed the national Church of 
Iceland (namely receiving government funding via mandatory taxation) and that the 
court may still find it guilty of participating in embezzlement. Considering that, one 
can only hope that this case will not discourage possible future attempts to change 
the status quo.
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A Minister to the Secret Fire: Pavel Hošek’s take on J. R. R. Tolkien (review)

Pavel Hošek’s Sloužím Tajnému ohni [I Am a Servant of Secret Fire] is a very readable 
yet well-researched monograph on the topic of the spiritual sources of J. R. R. Tol- 
kien’s work. It skilfully navigates a middle path between popularizing-essayistic and 
academic styles retaining the best of both. Therefore, it is suited for a wide audience 
of literary scholars, students, Tolkien fans, and the general public. As there is not 
much original Czech literature systematically studying Tolkien’s spirituality and the 
religious motifs in his work, it is definitely a great addition, and it fills an existing gap 
in Czech literature on Tolkien. 

Pavel Hošek is a pastor, theologian and religious studies scholar who teaches at the 
Evangelical Faculty of Charles University in Prague. In recent years he wrote a num-
ber of books on the spiritual/religious aspects of various phenomena, including pa-
triotism or scouting. He also explored the spiritual motifs in the works of authors 
like Jaroslav Foglar (Czech author of “literature for boys”). His lifelong fascination 
has been the life and work of C. S. Lewis, which is reflected in a series of books by 
Hošek on this topic. It is in the context of exploring the intellectual and literary milieu 
around C. S. Lewis further that Hošek decided to write a book on Tolkien, Lewisʼ 
lifelong friend. 

The book is divided into five sections devoted to Tolkien’s life (I.), influences and 
sources (II.), the theology of the Middle-Earth (III.), the theology of art (IV.), and 
the paradoxes and mysteries of Tolkien’s life and work (V.). The first chapter goes 
through all the most important events in Tolkien’s life, occasionally connecting epi- 
sodes from his life to moments in his work. While sometimes these connections 
are insightful, sometimes they seem perhaps too biographically reductive: e.g., 
the suggestion that the dangerous giant spiders (Ungoliant, Shelob…) of Tolkien’s 
legendarium might be the product of the fact that he was bitten by a spider as an 
infant (p. 10–11). The author does not refrain from discussing deeper topics in the 
biographical narrative, like the nature of myth (p. 27).

In the second chapter, the author explores the sources of Tolkien’s inspiration, 
starting appropriately with Tolkien’s „secret vice”: his love for languages and for mak-
ing up (or maybe discovering) his own words and grammars from which many of his 
characters and stories originated. Hošek also discusses other aspects of Tolkien’s cre-
ative drive, namely his idea of creating a mythology for England. Following that, the 
author focuses on Tolkien as a devout Catholic and the aspects of Christian symbol-
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ism in JRRT s̓ literary œuvre, noting many interesting details, including, e.g., the fact 
that Tolkien always presented his Silmarillion material as a story told to someone; 
a legend, not a sacred book that should be taken as some kind of scripture (p. 68). 
Hošek also seems to be disinclined to label The Lord of the Rings as “a Catholic novel” 
but finds a strong element of Catholic imagination in the work – including analogi- 
zing lembas, athelas, mithril and miruvor to sacred objects used in the Catholic mass. 

The third chapter is concerned with the “theology” of the Middle-Earth and ex-
plores various symbolic elements of Tolkien’s creation – the Music, the Sound, the 
Light, the Creation, the Beauty etc. Here Hošek goes deeper into the inner reso- 
nances of the work and lets the reader gain a better understanding of the various 
symbols by exploring their internal logic and their role within the cosmos. When-
ever he follows these inner connections and reverberations, his insight is brilliant; 
however, from time to time, he starts theologizing and forcing the symbols to biblical 
analogues, and this seems to diminish the originality of Tolkien’s vision. E.g., when 
Hošek writes that Tolkien’s creation of Arda through Music is practically the same as 
the biblical creation through the Word of God (p. 81), it seems to me that it destroys 
that which is unique about Tolkien’s vision. Music is not the Word. Music, especially 
the Music as described in the Ainulindalë in The Silmarillion, is not concerned with 
words; it is a flow of melodies, dramatic and emotional, not Logos, the rational and 
sober “naming” of things, a positivist proclamation of the created reality. Sometimes 
the author does not seem to notice how unbiblical Tolkien’s imagination is, e.g., when 
he writes (p. 86) that Tolkien portrays nature as a mysterious and fascinating realm 
that, in a vital sense, does not belong to us (the author’s own italics). This is clearly in 
contrast to the biblical message where the whole nature and all animals are given 
to Adam for him to rule above them: “multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue 
it: and have dominion (…) over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.” (Gn 
1:28) This detail notwithstanding, the author presents a convincing argument that 
Tolkien’s ethics is based on “non-possessing”, the ability to let go and the strength to 
say “no” to the tendency to usurp and possess. Of course, the clearest example of this 
principle is the lure of the One Ring, but Hošek shows that the same ethical stance is 
also present in other parts of Tolkien’s work (p. 88).

The fourth chapter deals with the topic of the “theology of the art”, returning to 
the problem of the truth hidden in myth and discussing the mysterious issue of Tol- 
kien’s creative experience. As Tolkien himself writes about his process as “discover-
ing”, not creating, which brings his work closer to the realm of revelation. Was Tolkien 
really in contact with some Otherworld? Or was it just some kind of a Jungian collec-
tive unconscious? The author touches on these questions but wisely leaves them un-
answered in any concrete terms. It is when he discusses the principle of Wonder that 
Hošek shows his skills as an essayist, painting poetic images and showing appreciation 
and understanding of the higher dimensions of Tolkien’s work. All that without falling 
into pathos and still being insightful and informative. 

The last chapter is a kind of “Deuteronomy” of the book in the sense that it returns 
to topics already covered and deals with them again, sometimes from a different an-
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gle or stressing different aspects. The author comments on the unfinished nature of 
Tolkien’s work, returns once again to the issue of the Catholic nature of the work, 
and focuses on the powerful feelings of sadness and hope that are present throughout 
Tolkien’s work (I add: with the possible exception of The Hobbit). 

When it comes to primary and secondary literature, Hošek’s bibliography is quite 
comprehensive, especially considering that the book itself is not strictly academic 
but closer to the popularizing style. No major English source is missing, to my know- 
ledge. The author ignores existing secondary literature in other European languages 
(German, French), but that is probably fine, as the centre of the scholarly discussion 
is in English. German scholarly literature could provide him with more insight into 
the Germanic side of Tolkien’s inspiration, e.g., Rudolf Simek’s Mittelerde: Tolkien 
und die germanische Mythologie or Arnulf Krause’s Die wirkliche Mittelerde. However, 
this side of Tolkien was out of the author s̓ focus. One interesting English book – 
William Howard Green’s The Hobbit: A Journey into Maturity, which analyses The 
Hobbit in terms of initiatory symbolism, would enhance the author’s subchapter on 
the transformation of the hero and the reader (p. 134). 

The rest of the review is a series of critical comments. However, my position is very 
close to Hošek’s, so I had to stretch the moments of disagreement to a certain extent. 
I hope I have not constructed too much of a strawman in the process. My criticism 
comes from a place of admiration for Tolkien’s work, which I share with the author 
of the book, and from a wholehearted interest in the nature of Tolkien’s spirituality. 
I hope I, the author, and the reader are past the phantom of objectivity, and are situ-
ated instead in the realm of honest dialogue and reflected subjectivity.

Tolkien was a complex character, and his work evidently fuses Christian world- 
view with pre-Christian Germanic (and Celtic and Finnic…) myths and legends. 
The author promises to focus on the most important influences that formed Tol- 
kien’s thinking and entered his work, yet he practically ignores all the non-Chris-
tian influences (except for a few passages, e.g., 48–52, 158, 163). The book aims at 
exploring the “spirituality” of Tolkien’s work, yet spirituality is tacitly equated with 
Christianity, or even Christian theology (p. 8; see also the names of the sections: “The 
Theology of the Middle-Earth”, “Tolkien’s Theology of Art”). The fault is partially not 
of the author’s making as it is simply the Christian-European bias which says “while 
we have spirituality, other cultures have mythology” (we seldom see expressions like 
“the spirituality of Kalevala” or “the mythology of Jesus”). However, this distinction 
does not make sense in Tolkien’s work, where his most spiritual moments are his 
most powerful mythological moments. So, whenever the author speaks about search-
ing for the “spiritual dimension” of Tolkien’s work, he, unfortunately, means only the 
“Christian dimension” and the rich world of non-Christian dimensions is left aside 
because they, apparently, do not count as “spiritual.” 

Nevertheless, if the author searched in the non-Christian materials in the same 
detail as he looked into the Christian side of Tolkien, he would have found wonderful 
resonances that would deepen our understanding of the spirituality of Tolkien’s work 
and make it more three-dimensional. He observes rightly the strange heroic pessi-
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mism that fills the stories of Silmarillion. The idea of the heroic last stand that will 
live on in songs. He mentions that it is somehow “pagan” (p. 158), but in contrast to 
the Christian explorations, he does not follow the path even one step beyond this 
signpost. The famous lines of the Eddic Hávamál 77 – Cattle die, kinsmen die, you 
yourself must die, I know of one thing, that never dies, the fame of each dead man – is 
left unquoted, even if it epitomizes the whole pre-Christian heroic “spirituality”. It is 
exactly this bittersweet minimalistic spirit that does not promise outright heaven and 
salvation, which is so characteristic of Tolkien, and it is a place where pagan senti- 
ment meets the less triumphal and humbler (“apophatic”) version of Christianity. 
Where the fate of the pagan hero who goes into battle knowing he will not survive, 
yet he marches on, despite all reason and hope, is very close to the fate of Christ, 
before his story was – in retrospect – turned into theological barter with sins of  
humanity, and where God triumphs with certainty because he is the supreme over-
lord of the universe and can do whatever he likes. 

While Tolkien was a devout Catholic in real life, nobody’s psyche is entirely de-
scribed by their church denomination, especially not in the case of authors like Tol- 
kien, who dreamt up stories that clearly are not Christian allegories. The stories came 
to him and followed their own logic and dynamism. When confronted with letters 
from readers and friends, Tolkien became an early interpreter of his own work and 
began Christianizing it at places (p. 121), but the real mystery and spiritual dimension 
is not the a posteriori interpretation, but the inner music of the story itself. We should 
take seriously the idea of the death of the author – not in the sense of ignoring the bio- 
graphy and cultural context, but in the sense that authors sometimes are as puzzled 
by their work as we the readers, and sometimes they are not the best interpreters of 
their work. Tolkien, fortunately, while slipping from time to time in the context of 
various conversations, still was wise enough to stand firm by the principle that his 
work was not any kind of allegory and that every reader can find their application of 
it (and I add: including Tolkien himself ). 

The author proclaims that those who try to forcefully show that Tolkien’s work is 
a manifest of Christianity are spoiling the work because they destroy the unique ma- 
gic of the Middle-Earth (p. 147) – which is something I fully subscribe to – yet he 
mentions, again and again, identifications that do exactly what he criticizes – e.g. 
saying that the Secret Fire is actually the Holy Spirit (p. 141) and mentioning the 
similarity of Galadriel and Saint Mary (p. 147). How is that different in principle than 
saying that the Ring is the atomic bomb and Mordor is actually the Soviet Union? 
Even if in the case of the Secret Fire, the interpretation comes from Tolkien himself. 
(Compare the negative valuing of “the lembas is actually the eucharist” on p. 61, with 
the positive valuing of “the Secret Fire is actually the Holy Spirit” on p. 69).

Fortunately, the author does not press these kinds of interpretations beyond a cer-
tain point, and regarding the primacy of the story and the “death of the author”, his 
position is close to what I expressed here. In several places (e.g., p. 60–61, 151 etc.), 
he displays a clear understanding of the non-reductive approach that Tolkien him-
self was in favour of. The understanding that we cannot reduce the work to “influen- 
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ces” or flatten it by allegorizing. Another strong point of the author’s approach is the 
openness to Tolkien’s own inconsistency (p. 63). He observes aptly that Tolkien him-
self was gliding between mythology and theology and between the construction and 
revelation of his world. Between interpreting it and refraining from interpretation.

However, Hošek sometimes ends up forgetting this wisdom and returning to  
boring binaries. For example, when he is trying to decide whether the “pagan  
pessimism” or the “Christian hope” wins in Tolkien’s work, claiming that “hope” 
wins (p. 161). For me, this is sacrilegious in its explicitness. The same goes for his 
claim that “Christianity says aloud what paganism rightly intuits” (p. 163). Exactly 
the “saying aloud” is what seems to me profane, blunt, and vainly triumphalist about 
Christianity. The mere glimpse, inkling, and implicitness are what characterizes 
Tolkien’s work (and the author seems to know it, p. 162) and therefore, to pronounce 
hope as the clear winner is indecent and, in the end, untrue. The Tao which is said 
aloud is not the Tao anymore. Hope is always entangled with sadness and sorrow and 
grows out of it like a lotus from muddy depths. There is no winner, no triumph, only 
dynamic entanglement. 

When the author says that only when Christianity came, it became clear that those 
who fight for good stand on the side of the One who is the author of the whole story 
(i.e., God, p. 163), it is exactly the moment when he himself becomes triumphalist 
and calculating – in other words, it means “come on and join the winning team!” The 
certainty of God’s presence and the promise of the final triumph of “the good ones” 
seems to me almost morally corrupt. In contrast to this, suddenly, Melkor’s side of 
the cosmic struggle starts to seem like true heroism, on some deeper level, because 
there is no reward for it; even worse, the only possible end of the struggle against the 
supreme power is eternal damnation and oblivion.

In the end, I admire the author’s mirroring of Tolkien’s inconsistency in the form 
of his own inconsistency: gliding between notions of pagan pessimism, the expli- 
citness of the final Christian triumph, and the unsure inklings of hope in the middle. 
Perhaps that is the only honest way to present this kind of literary material – to show 
its diversity and, while meditating on it, to try various avenues of understanding.

All in all, the book is a pastor’s take on the topic of Tolkien’s legendarium, 
brilliantly researched, eloquent, good-hearted, and open-minded, but still a pas-
tor’s sermon, nevertheless.
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