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A BRIEF GUIDE TO

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark



BY REBEKKA HØJMARK SVENNINGSEN

Church bells ringing in the city or in the countryside on a Sunday morning. At nine o’clock. At ten. At eleven. And again in the afternoon at five. Calling to service in a church near you. Volunteers handing out hot soup to homeless people round the corner in a deprived area of town. Elderly women preparing coffee for churchgoers in a white, romanesque church building from medieval times, similar to the ones you will find scattered neatly over the landscape as you drive through the country.

The Evangelical Lutheran Church is present all over Denmark in a country where more than 79 % of the population are members. Observe for example the media communicating the latest debates on open air church weddings. Hear the school children sing a hymn as they gather in the assembly hall to meet the day.

This small book serves as a guide to the majority church in Denmark as it is represented locally, nationally, globally – and in the private sphere. In an international perspective, the church belongs to the Lutheran family and it relates to other Christian churches in the ecumenical movement. But like all other churches, it has its own distinctive traits, related to ethnical and cultural aspects specific to Denmark.

The seven essays in this book shed a light on the distinctive traits of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark.

The history of the church is closely tied to the structures of Danish society. In order to understand the role of the church today, we need to look at the interaction between church and state since the Reformation. This broad overview is provided by Martin Schwarz Lausten, Dr. Theol., Professor Emeritus of Church History, who is widely recognized as one of the best contemporary scholars on Danish church history.

One of the people who have played a major role in the development of both the church and Danish society in general is pastor, poet and writer N.F.S. Grundtvig. He is in one way or another, a known figure to all Danes, and despite the fact that he died in 1872, he still plays a major part in current theological debates. Theologian and journalist Birgitte Stoklund Larsen, leader of The Grundtvig Academy in Copenhagen, takes a good look at the man and his visions.

Hymns and hymn writing hold a special place in Danish church life. Some hymns in contemporary use are internationally known and of foreign origin, but the volume of Danish hymns is considerable. Bishop and Royal Chaplain Erik Norman Svendsen writes about the joy of hymn singing in Denmark. Erik Norman Svendsen served as chairman to the most recent Hymn book Editorial Committee (1993-2002) and as such he has an intimate knowledge of Danish hymns.

It is impossible to conduct a proper investigation into the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark without asking people themselves. How do the Danes themselves look upon their church? Marie Vejrup Nielsen, Ph.D. in Theology and Associate Professor at the Department of the Study of Religion and Head of the Centre for Contemporary Religion, University of Aarhus, suggests an answer to this question by situating it into an empirical and sociological context.

A considerable amount of work in the church, e.g. formation, diakonia, relief and missionary work, is organized by independent organizations that are not officially linked to the church. They often have strong ties to the parishes, but are not exclusively based on the parish church. Mogens S. Mogensen, Ph.D. in Intercultural Studies, gives a description of this particular understanding.

There are pastors in all Christian churches, but the roles of the pastors vary. Kirsten Donskov Felter, pastor, Ph.D in Practical Theology and Assisting Lecturer at the University of Greenland, Nuuk, looks at the role of the pastor in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark and at the factors that frame the pastor’s view of her or his ministry.

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark is primarily but not exclusively situated in a Danish context. It is part of a global church and relates to the Ecumenical movement. A number of Danish individuals have had a major impact on the work done by the Danish Lutheran Church as Dr. Theol., Associate Professor and Dean of Studies at Aarhus University, Peter Lodberg proves in his essay.

How to name a church?

A national church that adheres to a certain faith and includes 79 % of a country’s population needs to be able to embrace many different interpretations of Christian Doctrine. This sense of inclusiveness is characteristic of The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark and the reason the church still goes by the name it was given by the Danish Constitution, in 1849: “Den danske folkekirke”, the Danish church of the People. The term is said to have been coined by the German philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher who spoke of a “Volkskirche” as a church by the people, in which the congregation is constituted by a country’s population unlike a state church or a ‘sovereign’s church’, which was a church that controlled people from the top down. Today the name has many connotations. Some would say that Folkekirken is a church for the people and its task is to serve the people. Others maintain that the people must take possession of the church and that the church as such is of the people.

The different interpretations of the notion Folkekirke render it almost impossible to translate the term into English. One needs to choose a translation that corresponds to one’s own interpretation of the term, but no translation accommodates everything that is implied by the expression. “The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Denmark” is the official name in English. The name suggests that the church is one among others in Denmark and it also links the church to a global, Evangelical Lutheran community of churches with no national boundaries. It is, however, not an actual translation of the term “Folkekirke”. “Church of Denmark” is often used abroad. But for many Danes, it would imply that Folkekirken is a top-down state church and not a church of the people. Since 1849, it has in fact not been a state church in the historic sense of the word. This is the reason why neither “the Danish National Church” nor “The Established Church” seem adequate. “Folk church” is a popular, literal translation. It is a questionable attempt, however, as the words “folk” and “people” mean two different things in the English language.

This book is written so that the reader will have a sense of what we mean, when we talk about our church as Folkekirken. And because of that, we will use the name in Danish.

Welcome to Folkekirken!
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The History
The church from the Reformation to the present

BY MARTIN SCHWARZ LAUSTEN
From the Reformation to the Enlightenment
The Lutheran Reformation reached Catholic Denmark in the 1520s. It was influenced by German tradesmen in Danish cities, foreign journeys made by monks and students, illegal, German reformation literature and the personal conviction of members of the royal family. Social, religious and financial tension culminated in civil war, and the victor, King Christian the 3rd, implemented the Lutheran Reformation (October 30th, 1536). All Catholic bishops were imprisoned and discharged. A new form of governance in church and state was introduced in close association with Martin Luther, Philipp Melanchthon and Johann Bugenhagen; one that relied heavily on the theology of Luther and Melanchthon. Theologians such as the bishops Hans Tausen and Peder Palladius, who had both been studying in Wittenberg, developed the ”Wittenbergian” theology and opposed Catholicism and what could be seen as Calvinist tendencies. State governance was meant to be without influence from the clergy, and the king was supreme leader of the church and directly responsible to God. The division of the country into different dioceses was maintained from Catholic times. The new Lutheran bishops were placed in seven dioceses and were responsible for the people’s reformation from Catholicism to Lutheranism, as well as the supervision of education and social services. Visitations, written works and clerical meetings were efficient in this respect. Unlike earlier, Catholic times, the country was not given an archbishop. Instead, the bishop of Seeland, residing in Copenhagen, became the first among equals. The old division of parishes with each of them having their church and pastor was also maintained. Outside major cities, parishes coincided with municipalities, which lasted until the 1970s. Today there may well be more than one pastor in each parish.
The Lutheran state church had its heyday during the period of absolute monarchy (1660-1849), in which secular rulers through strict discipline tried to impose piety on their people. In the late 1600s, however, Jews were granted residence permit and were given permission to establish a synagogue, due, in part, to commercial reasons. Calvinists were also granted a form of freedom of worship and Catholics could celebrate mass in one of the foreign embassies. The confessional basis was set to include the Bible, The Apostles’,The Nicene and the Athanasian Creeds, Luther’s Small Catechism and the Augsburg Confession from 1530 (Danish Law, Danske Lov 1683). The influence from both Germany and England was persistent in the orthodoxy of the 1600s. The Pietist Movement of the 1700s began as a radical Conventicle Movement, but the Crown made sure that the dominant force was a pietism enforced by the state church and inspired by the movement in Halle. Missionaries were sent to Tranquebar and Greenland, orphanages and schools were established, the university was reformed, as was the Poor Law, and confirmation was introduced. Hymns written by leading orthodox and pietist poets such as Thomas Kingo and Hans Adolph Brorson are still a part of the church service today.
During the Enlightenment, around 1800, new laws governing agriculture, holidays and marriages were introduced, censorship was abolished, a new hymn book and a textbook for the confirmands were introduced, and during this period, theology also relied heavily on influences from Germany.
The church in the 1800- and 1900s
folkehøjskoler,
Kirkelig forening for den Indre MissionKøbenhavns Indre MissionKirkeligt CentrumLuthersk MissionsforeningKøbenhavns KirkefondDen Danske DiakonissestiftelseSankt Lukasstiftelsen
Danske LovFolkekirken
FolkekirkenFolkekirken
Theology in recent times
TidehvervTidehvervTidehverv
Several pastors today are influenced by theologians K.E. Løgstrup and Johannes Sløk. All the aforementioned movements within the church are very active in local parish councils, at the election of every new pastor or bishop and in current debates on religious and cultural matters.
The church in numbers
FolkekirkenMenighedsfakultet
Folkekirken
Folkekirken
The church, and Christianity as such, have been undergoing intense scrutiny from socialists and cultural leftists since the late 1800s, but today the relationship between church and state is quite stable.
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