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I


Biographical table



Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig 1783-1872






	1783

	Born at Udby Parsonage, Zealand, on 8th September as the third and youngest son of Johan Ottosen Grundtvig (1734-1813) and wife Cathrine Marie, née Bang (1748-1822).






	1792

	G. is farmed out for tuition at a parsonage at Thyregod, Jutland.






	1798

	After First Communion G. enters the grammar school at Aarhus, Jutland.






	1800

	Matriculates at the University of Copenhagen.






	1803

	G. passes the degree of divinity with a first-class mark on 25th October.






	1803-1804

	G.’s first attempts as a writer and his introduction to Old Norse language and literature.






	1805-1808

	Tutor at the Manor of Egelokke, Langeland.






	1808-1810

	Works as a writer and schoolmaster in Copenhagen.






	1810

	After his probationary sermon G. enters a religious crisis ending in mental collapse.






	1811-1812

	Curate to his father at Udby.






	1813-1821

	Works as a writer and translator in Copenhagen.






	1818

	Marries Elisabeth (Lise) Blicher (1787-1851).






	1821

	Appointed to the living of the parish of Praestø, Zealand.






	1822-1826

	Transfers to the pulpit of the Church of our Saviour, Copenhagen.






	1825

	G.’s “discovery” of a foundation of Christianity in the Apostles’ Creed at Baptism and his attack on liberal scripture theology in “The Rejoinder of the Church”. Resigns from his living in May. Loses law-suit for libel on 30th October with the consequence that G. is subjected to censorship until 1837.






	1829-1831

	During three summers G. visits England with the aim of studying Anglo-Saxon manuscripts.






	1832

	The introduction to the second edition of G.’s Norse Mythology marks a significant new departure in his views about Christianity, human life and secular culture.






	1838

	G. outlines his ideas about “the living word” and education of the people in residential schools in “The School for Life”.






	1839

	Receives appointment as Pastor of Vartov Hospital, Copenhagen, in which post G. remains to the end of his life.






	1843

	Last visit to England.






	1844

	G. succumbs to a severe depression from which he emerges with renewed spiritual and physical strength.






	1848-1849

	Member of the Constituent Assembly working out a democratic constitution for Denmark, but abstains in the vote on the reform bill.






	1851

	Marries Ane Marie Elise Toft, née Carlsen (1813-1854) after the death of his first wife.






	1853

	Member of Parliament (the Lower House, the Folketing).






	1854-1858

	Member of Parliament (the Lower House, the Folketing).






	1858

	Marries his third wife Asta Tugendreich Adelheid Reedtz, née Krag-Juel-Vind-Frijs (1826-1890).






	1861

	Is given title and rank of Bishop in recognition of G.’s contribution to the life of the Danish Church.






	1866

	Member of Parliament (The Upper House, the Landsting).






	1867

	An outbreak of G.’s mental illness becomes evident during the service on Palm Sunday.






	1872

	Dies on 2nd September after preaching his last sermon the previous day. Buried on 11th September and laid to rest in the grave vault of the family of his second wife at Gammel Køgegaard, Zealand.










II
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Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig (1783-1872) takes up a position in the life and culture of Denmark which is unique. He is one of the most original poets in the language, and his best work, to be found in the hymns he wrote for the Danish Lutheran Church, has also made his poetry perhaps the best loved of all literary works in Danish. Furthermore, his view of Christianity and its relation to secular culture has left an indelible mark on the life of Danish society in all its aspects from church life and education to political affairs and economic activities. Grundtvig also made memorable contributions to Anglo-Saxon philology and to the study of mythology and history. Finally his personal development, as it is known to us through his diaries, poetry, sermons and essays, is in itself a fascinating saga about the way an unusual and powerful personality relates and reacts to the events and ideas of the 19th century and constantly struggles to understand the mystery of man and his destiny in history.


Grundtvig was born at the parsonage of Udby in South Zealand on 8th September 1783. He came into the world when the Kingdom of Denmark had enjoyed a long span of peace, and when trade and commerce with the Far East and the West Indies brought a hitherto unknown prosperity to the middle classes, while some measure of reform to relieve the social oppression and economic misery of the peasantry was inaugured. Grundtvig’s father was a gentle learned clergyman who held to a pietist orthodoxy at a time when the Danish Church was dominated by theological Rationalism. Both Grundtvig’s parents came from families of clerics and civil servants. His strong-minded mother belonged to a kin that traced its ancestry back to a renowned noble family of the Danish middle ages. Grundtvig was the youngest of four children and was brought up with a sister, one year his senior. They were looked after by an old nurse-maid whose store of popular beliefs and legends made a deep impression on the child. At an astonishingly early age Grundtvig browsed over historical chronicles in his father’s library. Among his earliest recollections is the announcement of the prelude to the French Revolution by the radical local schoolmaster.


At the age of nine Grundtvig was farmed out with his father’s former curate at the parsonage of Thyregod, Jutland. The pastor offered board and tuition to sons of the clergy whom he prepared for the grammar school. Grundtvig was well and humanely taught and always remembered his kind and open-minded tutor with affection. The dark heathlands around Thyregod, so different from the lush rolling scenery of his native region, made a lasting impression on the boy, as did the ways and speech of the Jutland peasants.


After First Communion in 1798 Grundtvig was admitted to the senior form of the grammar school in Aarhus, Jutland. Later in his life he described his school years as a dreadful, stultifying grind mainly devoted to the classics and scripture. On his own Grundtvig read history.


Grundtvig matriculated at the University of Copenhagen in 1800 as a student of theology, to which field of study, on his own admission, he devoted himself with little diligence and faith. He soon exchanged the stern orthodoxy in which he had been brought up for the theological Rationalism of the day. In spite of modest means Grundtvig took part in the usual undergraduate life: amateur acting, card-playing, pipe-smoking and drinking, but also found time for reading modern literature and history. Thanks to an energetic spurt of swotting before his finals he nonetheless passed his degree exams with a first-class mark. As a graduate he went deeper into historical and literary studies while continuing the versifying and writing he had begun at an earlier date. He tried his hand unsuccessfully at various genres from comic verse and comedy to novellas with Norse themes and a Sternean novel. The career of a writer seems to have been his ambition rather than that of the pulpit. During this time his interest in Norse literature led him to the study of the Old Norse Language.


In 1805 the state of his finances made him accept a position as a tutor with a land-owning family at the manor of Egeløkke on the island of Langeland in the Baltic. He was to teach a seven-year old boy, a task he pursued with extraordinary energy and seriousness. It was not easy for the somewhat uncouth young academic to adapt to the polite ways of the gentry, but after a while he engaged himself in the life of the local community, preaching in the Church and taking the initiative in founding a reading society.


The most important event of his island existence was, however, that from the very first day he fell in love with the beautiful mistress of the Manor, Mrs Constance de Steensen Leth, his senior by six years. This unhappy and futureless passion drove him to the edge of despair and he nearly succumbed from the conflict between his raging desire and his strong moral sense, but his sufferings also roused him to a hitherto unknown self-awareness and released enormous spiritual and intellectual energies within him. Now he grasped the Romantics’ view of the divinity of Nature and their idea of poetry as a revelation of the eternal to which he had been introduced by his kinsman, the philosopher Henrik Steffens, though without comprehending his words. He absorbed himself in romantic philosophy and poetry, the works of Schelling and Fichte and the poetry of Novalis and Oehlenschlaeger. He also read Goethe and Schiller as well as the poet who was to become a life-long inspiration, William Shakespeare. Only for a time, however, did the romantic notion of the harmonization of all polarities by an intuitive vision satisfy him. Grundtvig followed another romantic lead as he sought for the divine universal spirit in the remote past, in ancient Scandinavian history and Norse mythology. He entered a stage in his development which he later with reference to the Norse name of the ancient gods called his asa-mania. Grundtvig saw in the myths of the North a reflection of the Eternal and an expression of the moral values and understanding of life of the Norsemen and rejected with scorn the current interpretation of myths as symbolic representations of natural phenomena. In essays on the Edda and the Norse pantheon and in Norse Mythology (1808) Grundtvig makes an original contribution to mythological scholarship as he selects the lays of the Edda as primary sources for our knowledge of Norse religion. In keeping with romantic thought he presents a unified vision of the myths. He sees them as a drama with a moral trend: the divine life of the gods is flawed by sensuality, breach of faith and murder, all of which launches the events leading to Ragnarok, the end of the world, when the gods perish in a heroic battle against the giants, the forces of evil. The epilogue with the rebirth of the gods in evergreen plains to immortal life Grundtvig takes as a symbol both of religious hope and of national rebirth after the humiliation Denmark had suffered in the wars with England. Grundtvig had by then become the ardent patriot he was to remain for the rest of his life.


By way of his asa-mania, during which for a time he thought of Scandinavian paganism as a manifestation of the Divine equal with Christianity, Grundtvig reverted to the Lutheran faith in which he had been raised. His development is evident in the two cycles of dramatic scenes with themes from Norse mythology and the heroic legends found in the Edda, which represent the most ambitious fruit of his early creativity as a poet. By 1808 Grundtvig had returned to Copenhagen where he immersed himself in historical studies while making a living as a publicist and a schoolmaster. He now seemed set upon an academic career.


Grundtvig gave expression to his orthodox Christian standpoint and his judgment of the Rationalist clergy of the day in his probationary sermon in 1810, which, when he had it printed, earned him a rebuke from the University Senate. Afterwards he turned the accusation of failing faith against himself, which threw him into a religious crisis. This in connection with over-work and Grundtvig’s inbred manio-depressive disposition produced a mental collapse verging on insanity. On recovering he humbly accepted to become curate to his ailing father at Udby, and for two years with his wonted zeal Grundtvig devoted himself to preaching and pastoral work. In 1812 he worked up his notes for his teaching of history into a Short Summary of a World Chronicle. In his preface Grundtvig states it as his plan to write a theodicy of history, that is, he will show the birth of Christ as the central event in history and, by showing God’s finger in the progress of mankind, prove the truth of Christianity through history. He also wants his book to serve as a mirror to the ungodly present in Denmark and to call for Christian reform both in the Church and in national life. In spite of the unifying idea for his work, which Romanticism had taught him, Grundtvig does not succeed in carrying out his plan. Early history is very cursorily dealt with while his treatment of the period from the Reformation to the present day gives the main emphasis to the eighteenth century and the most recent times. The work, which is perhaps better described as a history of ideas than a general history, shows Grundtvig’s impressive reading in European history and thought, but it is flawed by the author’s often coarsely polemical dismissal of the thinkers and writers of the Age of Reason in France. His regained Christian orthodoxy makes him also turn on his former Romantic idols, particular Schelling, whose philosophy of Nature is denounced as a godless naturalism. Grundtvig’s world chronicle is, however, not to be read as an account of history, but as an example of how Grundtvig makes use of history to explore and clarify his view of existence. This also holds true of the revisions of the World Chronicle he made in 1814 and 1817. In the latter, without abandoning the christocentric view of history, Grundtvig recognizes that historical scholarship must be based on documented knowledge.


The World Chronicle of 1812, which went against the grain of all contemporary historical writing, gave occasion for the first of the many polemical bouts in which Grundtvig was involved during his lifetime. Grundtvig’s condemnation of Schelling particularly outraged Hans Christian Oersted, the eminent physicist, who became Grundtvig’s main adversary. This quarrel, combined with other writings and speeches in which Grundtvig passed judgment on the Church and the Nation, earned him a reputation as a turbulent priest and lost him his prospects of an academic career, just as it isolated him from the intellectual establishment of the day. As he did not want to be considered a fanatic and, besides was disappointed in the response to his preaching, Grundtvig laid down the cloth in 1815.


The years from 1815 to 1821 he has himself described as his historical period. In a periodical “Dannevirke,” which he filled up singlehandedly, he published translations of documents about national history, literary and historical essays and poems with historical and religious themes, all with the aim of promoting a revival of faith and a regeneration of national life. His main contribution in this respect is, however, his translations of the two principal literary moments of the Scandinavian middle ages, Saxo’s Gesta Danorum and Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, the history of the kings of medieval Norway. In his attempt to make these works attractive to the common reader Grundtvig adopts a popular style drawing on popular saws and proverbs as well as dialect vocabulary. An original achievement which hardly succeeded in its aim to reach the people. In addition to these impressive philological feats Grundtvig made a translation of Beowulf, the original text of which had recently been published in Copenhagen for the first time.


The toil of his formidable translation tasks, which sequestered him in his study, had in the long run a deadening effect on him, and it was with some relief that he accepted a living at Præstø, Zealand in 1821, from which he moved on to the pulpit of the Church of Our Saviour in Copenhagen the following year.


Yet, he was still in the doldrums. He had misgivings about the usefulness of his historical writings for a national awakening, and the apology for Christianity he tried to write failed to satisfy him. An important inspiration from these years is, however, his reading of Irenæus’s Against the Heresies, which Grundtvig translated. Irenæus’s emphasis on man as God’s creation redeemed by Christ and his teaching about God’s essence as life and love became of the greatest importance to the new view of Christianity that dawned on him. In the Advent Season of 1823 the ferment of his mind came to fruition: he was filled with a feeling of having become alive in every sense, as a believer, as a poet and as a national reformer. This whole process he has described in a long poem, New Year’s Morning, where he uses a myth, drawn from Saxo, as a foil for describing his own development, a heroic quest through a Nordic underworld of cold and shadows which ends when, led by a woman both personifying Denmark and life, he reaches the ice wall of death where, however, he receives a token of immortality from the other side. The preface of the poem contains a terse formulation of the way he now sees his task as a poet and as an educator of the nation: he is “to revive the Norse heroic spirit to Christian deeds along lines suitable to the needs and terms of the present day.”


The elation and vitality felt at the time also contributed to a clarification of Grundtvig’s view of Christianity. He came to realize that the word of God to man was not primarily the text of the Bible, but the audible word of God spoken at baptism and communion. It has been heard in the Church from the beginning, a living word, in which the Lord himself was present as he was in the sacraments. Upon this “matchless discovery” Grundtvig founds his historical-ecclesiastical view of Christianity which sets an epoch in the history of the Danish Church. In a sermon given on 31st July 1825 he proclaims his new position for the first time.


Grundtvig now felt that he was well armed against the modern scriptural criticism that had disquieted him. In August of the same year a young theologian and Bible scholar Professor H. N. Clausen published a book on The Constitution of Catholicism and Protestantism. Doctrine and Ritual. Here he defines the Church as a “community for the promotion of general religiosity” and confirms that Holy Writ remains the foundation of faith, albeit as it is currently checked and corrected by biblical scholars. On reading this, Grundtvig erupted. In a pamphlet, stirring up much attention, “The Rejoinder of the Church”, he denounces Clausen’s teachings on all counts. His concept of the Church is a “castle in the air” and his attitude to the Bible contradictory. Instead Grundtvig points to his own historico-ecclesiastical view as an irrefutable foundation of Christian faith. In violent terms he brands Clausen’s position as false and challenges him either to retract or lay down his office as a teacher and drop the name of a Christian.


To Grundtvig’s chagrin his opponent did not join in a debate but brought a law-suit for libel. In October 1826 the findings of the court went against Grundtvig, he was made to pay a fine and had censorship imposed on him, under which he remained until 1837. Some months previously Grundtvig had tendered his resignation from the pulpit once again. The immediate occasion for this was the church authorities’ refusal to allow him to use some hymns he had written commemorating the thousandth anniversary for the first Christian mission to Denmark in the service for Whitsunday.


Though both hurt and subdued over the outcome of this clash with the theological establishment, Grundtvig was heartened to find that he had followers both among the clergy and the laity in his struggle. In a periodical founded by two of his academic disciples he wrote two articles substantiating his theological position. He also penned a longish essay “On the Freedom of Religion”, which was suppressed by the authorities. In these years he considered the idea of founding a free church and, in 1831 even prepared a petition to the King for permission to establish one. He also toyed with the idea of emigrating to Norway or England, where he hoped to find freer conditions under which to live and work.


In 1828 he returned to his interest in the heroic past and obtained a grant from the King to go to England to study and copy Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, which he believed contained the earliest sources for Scandinavian history and literature.


During the summers of 1829, 1830 and 1831 Grundtvig visited England and did unearth and copy Anglo-Saxon manuscripts that had hitherto been neglected and ignored. Though nothing came of his plans to publish them, Grundtvig is still a pioneer of Anglo-Saxon scholarship by drawing the attention of English scholars to their cultural heritage. But Grundtvig’s main benefit was not to be in the field of learning. It was the life of the present day in England that became his main interest. To be honest, at first England was a disappointment to him, he found the English dull and inhospitable, he had difficulty with the language, and the Anglican Church struck him as entirely lifeless. Also his impression of Henry Irving and his preaching, about which he had had some expectations, proved entirely negative. Gradually, however, he was struck by the vitality of the English. The activity and enterprise of England in the heyday of industrialism struck him as a contrast to the inertia of his native land. It appeared to him that it was the Norse spirit of yore that manifested itself in the bustling factory halls, though he also had an eye for the dark side to the new industry, just as he found little to admire in the English parliamentary system. The residential colleges of Oxford and Cambridge, where he spent some time, on the other hand, greatly appealed to him in spite of the classical learning dominating them. He thought the colleges ideal forums for the exchange of ideas and felt very much in his element when he was invited to high tables.


These impressions, combined with the deep personal inspiration he drew from the meeting with the beautiful and brilliant Clara Bolton, the friend of Disraeli, were to call forth significant changes in his views on all scores in the years immediately after.


When in 1832 Grundtvig was bringing out a second edition of his Norse Mythology, he uses the introduction to the totally revised work to give an outline of the reorientation of his general outlook. In his discussion of universal-historical learning he expresses his hopes for a new life-inspiring knowledge where the soul-destroying classical scholarship has been cast overboard as the dead heritage of Roman and Italian erudition it is. What Grundtvig now wants to see realized is a learning and culture which draw on the heroic spirit of Norse legends and the genius inherent in Greek myths, and are combined with a “Mosaic-Christian” way of thinking. The distinction Grundtvig here explicitly makes between way of thinking and faith is crucial. A Mosaic-Christian way of thinking recognizes that Christianity gave to the thought and culture of the world of nations a universal human character that was not known before. It also accepts man as being essentially distinct from dumb creatures, a synthesis of dust and clay which is conscious of its spiritual nature and to itself is a wonderful mystery. With all who can agree on this view of history and man Grundtvig is prepared to cooperate, irrespective of their attitude to the central doctrines of Christian faith, in working out a programme for education, aimed at life and taught predominantly through the medium of the living word. The secular aim of his educational ideas now is also tersely expressed in a poem from 1837 with the much quoted line: “A human being first, a Christian later. That is the order of nature”. Finally, a fundamental condition of all spiritual endeavour is finally freedom. Grundtvig expresses this in the introductory rhymed greetings to the Norse kinsmen with the equally famous words: “Freedom for Loki as well as for Thor!” That is, freedom both for the principles Grundtvig himself embraced and for those he fought against.


The complex of ideas here outlined represents the decisive clarification of Grundtvig’s views. He has reached the position from which at the age of fifty he is to begin a new and major epoch in his career as a poet, a churchman, an educationist and a politician.


In the years immediately after 1832 Grundtvig’s creative energy is at its highest. In continuation of his mythology he published a handbook of world history in three volumes 1833, 1836 and 1843. Gone is here the christocentric view of history. In his account of the development of the major nations he wishes to show how they fulfill their role in world history in accordance with their innate spirit as it is manifest in their respective mythologies. His emphasis is on his favourites, the Hebrews, the Greeks, the Anglo-Saxons and the Norsemen, whom he sees as the bearers of the progress of mankind while the Romans and the French only stood in its way. Grundtvig predicts that in the modern age the world historical task of the North – i.e. Scandinavia and Britain – will be to further the cause of the mother-tongue, the freedom of conscience and the right of people to their native language. Grundtvig’s Herderean interpretation of history does not satisfy scholarly demands, its aim is educational and Grundtvig makes it a vehicle for the liberal ideas he has now reached. The handbook of world history remained incomplete, it went no further than 1800, but Grundtvig dealt with the modern history of Europe in his celebrated course of lectures “Within Living Memory” delivered in 1838.


In these talks Grundtvig realized for the first time with success his idea of the living word as a means of communication in contrast to the deadening effect of all book learning. The very concept of the living word is central to the series of essays on education from the 1830s where he develops his seminal ideas about education for life offered to the entire young generation and not only to those set on an academic or professional career. The principal work is The School for Life from1838.


Grundtvig’s engagement in the life of his times is evident from his membership of the constituent assembly formed in 1848 with the purpose of drafting a proposal for a democratic constitution for Denmark. Grundtvig had previously been no admirer of parliamentary democracy, as is clear from his rejection of the English political system in 1838, as well as from the falsely idyllic picture of the absolute monarchy in Denmark he long clung to. When it came to a vote in the assembly on the constitution bill, Grundtvig abstained. He thought the proposal smacked too much of its Belgian and French models and found it too difficult to change. When the constitution was adopted, Grundtvig loyally accepted it. As a politician he remained an independent, but vigorously championed the causes of education and ecclesiastical freedom. In 1866, at the age of eighty-three he stood for the Upper House to protest, to no avail, against the restriction of the general franchise that was introduced with a new constitutional reform.


With all his public activities Grundtvig was first and last a poet and a preacher. In 1837 he published A Hymnary for the Danish Church, which was supplemented by another lengthy volume in 1870. In addition to those there printed, there are numerous others. Including translations the hymns number some 1400, all of which have now been published in five volumes.


As a translator Grundtvig does not faithfully render the meaning of the originals, he rather takes off from their wording and theme to express his own poetic idea. He finds his models in a number of languages: Greek, Latin, Anglo-Saxon, English and German. In the same way he reworks old Danish hymns, sometimes in a striking way, changing them from penitent laments over the world and the wretchedness of man to songs of praise in creation and Christian life in this world. The first hymns by Grundtvig entered the Danish hymn-book in 1855. In the version now in use he dominates with some 200 titles out of a total of 700.


Grundtvig’s hymns are as a rule not personal, but interpret the situation of the congregation in worship. He has covered all the occasions of the ecclesiastical year and Christian life as well as the sacraments, baptism and communion. Foremost among his hymns are perhaps those written for Pentecost, which in Grundtvig’s logos theology must rank as the principal holy season.


In his hymns as in all his poetry Grundtvig employs a complex imagery drawn from the Bible and from Norse mythology and Danish folk beliefs. Grundtvig’s imagination and thought function in terms of images and symbols that relate to a coherent system, which makes his poetry only fully understandable to those who are familiar with a reasonable portion of his work. Conspicuous in his style is the use of antitheses such as life and death, summer and winter, night and day, which are all pregnant with connotations lent to them by Grundtvig’s symbolic universe. That is also true of the pairs of colours, red and white, black and golden, and of his frequent references to phenomena of light and radiance. Grundtvig’s predominantly substantival language is made even more compact by his predilection for compound nouns. He also writes with a keen sense of the root meaning of words, and he is an irrepressible punner. As a truly original poet Grundtvig is gifted with a grandiose lack of conventional taste, as he draws his vocabulary from archaic sources, popular saws and dialect. The landscape of his hymns is Danish. In those for Christmas the bringing of the good tidings may take place on a frosty winter’s night when the ground is covered with snow. Likewise, the pentecostal miracle coalesces with the greening and flowering of the sunny Zealand landscape. This reflects how Grundtvig dramatically relives in his worship the great moments of Christian faith.


Beside his hymns Grundtvig wrote a number of devotional songs and ballads with themes from the Bible where he sometimes models himself on popular broadsides. Parallel to the Christian poetry are the songs written in praise of the fatherland. Many of these were written for use in the people’s high schools which is also true of the many narrative poems on historical themes. The majority of these deal with the Danish past, but there are others devoted to the great figures of world history, as for example the magnificent long poem about Christopher Columbus.


A great many poems are written for special occasions and addressed to friends and members of Grundtvig’s family. Most of these are now of purely historical interest, but a few are of great poetic merit as for instance the “Open Letter to my Children” (1838), the obituary poem for Henrik Steffens (1845) and the poem “For Klara” addressed to Clara Bolton (1844).


As a preacher Grundtvig was active from his early twenties to the day before his death as a near nonagenarian. Some 3000 sermons are registered in the Grundtvig archives in the Royal Library of Copenhagen.


In Grundtvig’s preaching before 1832 he speaks as a chastiser of the Lutheran Church and as a rouser of a morally degenerate nation. His outlook on life is that of the dark penitent Lutheran faith he had inherited from his forefathers. In line with this is the solemn and prophetic manner of his sermons. In 1830 there is a significant change. Grundtvig no longer lays claim to any missionary role, and his style is less rhetorical and more relaxed. The themes of his preaching now tend to be his historical-ecclesiastical view and the sacraments. He also stresses the distinction between the State Church as merely a civic establishment and the Living Church of true believers. The sermons also register Grundtvig’s reactions to the issues of the day. In the 1850s it is evident how Grundtvig from the pulpit tried to reply to Kierkegaard’s violent attacks on the Church and its clergy, an onslaught that was not least aimed at himself.


When Grundtvig stepped forward as a man with a religious and national mission in the second decade of the 19th century, he was an isolated figure whom the literary and academic establishment eyed with distaste and ridicule. In the 1820s a small flock gathered round his pulpit. It abandoned him after his significant metamorphosis in 1832, but a new following of young theologians and laity rallied round him. When in 1839 he had his own pulpit again in Vartov Hospital, the small chapel there became a centre of a vigorous congregational life where communion and the singing of hymns by Grundtvig became the dominant element of the service rather than the sermon. From Vartov a movement spread that in the 1840s became nationwide. Grundtvig’s ideas about adult education were realized at the people’s high school founded at Roedding in North Schleswig in 1844, and soon after others were established. None of the schools developed quite the way Grundtvig wanted, which may explain why, apart from one, he never visited any of them. Though Grundtvig was the central figure of a popular movement that was active in the Church, education and politics, he never became an organizer or leader of a party. Grundtvig, however, was looked upon by his followers as their spiritual head, and when after his third marriage he was able to afford a largish house and household, his home at Store Tuborg north of the capital on the road to Elsinore became an epicentre for Grundtvigians who came to obtain guidance or simply to get inspiration from the presence of the great old man.
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