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JULIANE ENGELHARDT

Performing faith and structuring habitus

Sociological perspectives on the propagation of Pietism in 
Denmark-Norway in the first half of the eighteenth century1

Introduction: the influence of Halle Pietism in the Danish composite monarchy

For half a century, Halle Pietism exerted an immense influence over the life 
of the Church in the Danish composite monarchy. In fact, in his Geschichte des 
Pietismus, Manfred Jakubowski-Tiessen estimates that, apart from Württemberg 
and Brandenburg, in no other state in Europe did Pietism achieve as much in-
fluence as in the kingdom of Denmark.2 This was primarily due to the two 
absolute monarchs, Frederick IV (r. 1699–1730) and Christian VI (r. 1730–
1746). They introduced a form of state Pietism and pursued religious, educa-
tional and social reforms that were inspired by the complex of institutions 
founded in Halle by the theologian August Hermann Francke. Frederick IV 
thus implemented a reform of the poor relief in 1708 and established peasants’ 
schools in the Crown lands in the 1720s. In 1727, he established an orphanage, 
a Waisenhaus, in Copenhagen, that was very similar to the Waisenhaus in Halle. 
Books and pamphlets published by the printing works at the Waisenhaus were 
not censored by the theologians at the University of Copenhagen, as were all 
other publications in Denmark. Instead, they were censored by the Pietist Mis-
sion Chancellery (Missionskollegiet), which was directed by the royal family’s 
close adviser, Johann Wilhelm Schröder.3 The subsequent reign of Christian VI 
and his German-born queen, Sofie Magdalene, was characterised by a consistent 
Pietist policy that diffused Pietist reforms into all parts of the realm at every 
social level. The king preferentially appointed bishops who were sympathetic to 
Pietism, and parish pastors who had been educated in Halle. The king further-

1 I would like to thank Professor Gunner Lind, Dr. Jørgen Mührmann-Lund, and the two 
anonymous reviewers for their critical reading and valuable suggestions on earlier drafts of this 
article. Naturally, I am entirely responsible for the content. 

2 Manfred Jakubowski-Tiessen: Der Pietismus in Dänemark und Schleswig-Holstein. In: Ge-
schichte des Pietismus. Vol. 2: Der Pietismus im 18. Jahrhundert. Ed. by Martin Brecht and Klaus 
Deppermann. Göttingen 1995, 446–71, here 454sq.

3 Jesper Jakobsen: Omorganiseringen af den teologiske censur. Generalkirkeinspektionskolle-
giets censurvirksomhed 1737–1747. In: Historisk Tidsskrift 111, 2011, 11, 1–36. 
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more introduced compulsory confirmation for young people in Denmark and 
Norway in 1736. He employed several German nobles at court who were 
known to be Pietist reformers. C. E. Stolberg von Wernigerode was the king’s 
cousin and became his close adviser; J.L. Holstein, from Lübz in Mecklen-
burg-Vorpommern, became first deputy in the Danish chancellery; J.B. Bluhme 
from Tondern in Schleswig became the king’s personal chaplain; and J. S. Carl, 
who had a prominent role among radical Pietists in Berleburg, served as physi-
cian to the royal household between 1737 and 1742. Earlier generations of 
Danish historians saw the Danish king as the puppet of German Pietists. The 
perspective of this article is that the king was deeply convinced of the need for 
reform, and chose his officials accordingly, regardless of their nationality.

The king established the Church Chancellery in 1737 with a dual purpose: 
to strengthen Christian fervour among the population and at the same time to 
assert control over Church discipline. In addition to Schröder and Holstein, the 
king appointed Peder Hersleb as inspector. Hersleb had previously served as 
bishop in Aggershus diocese in Norway, but in 1737 was appointed Bishop of 
Copenhagen and Zealand. The overall purpose of the reforms was to propagate 
core ideas and perceptions of Halle Pietism among the population at large: in-
dividual reading of the Bible or Catechism, conversion to true faith, and the 
leading of a Christian way of life. Effectively, this meant that the great majority, 
if not all, of the population encountered Pietism in the form of both text and 
oral communication.

For many propagators of Pietism, disciplining the general population was a 
core issue. This article will discuss the nature of such discipline. It argues that the 
disciplining projects among the promoters of Pietism were not merely intended 
as regulating the behaviour of the lower orders and compelling them to go to 
church; over and above this, the promoters of Pietism sought to create new 
emotional and social norms among believers. This came to affect not only how 
true believers were exhorted to think and feel, but also how they were to express 
their faith through their appearance, their everyday practices, and in social life. 
The totality of this lifestyle would prepare the soul of each believer to receive 
the spirit of God.

The article is therefore based on examination of the archive of the Church 
Chancellery, as this gives excellent knowledge of the visions, considerations and 
rationales of religious and political leaders in the Danish composite monarchy. 
Publications from the printing office at the Waisenhaus in Copenhagen give 
further evidence of how the Halle Pietist reforms were propagated among the 
population at large. These two institutions offered new ways of mobilising the 
population to conversion and to inner reform. These publications will be com-
pared with contemporary handwritten sources that reveal varying responses 
among the broader population to the reforms. While some opposed the new 
forms of discipline, others integrated the Halle Pietist ethos into their daily lives. 
Yet others adapted Pietism in radical ways so as to separate themselves from the 
state Church. Pierre Bourdieu’s theories on habitus are relevant to the analysis 
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of the implicit logistics of the embryonic Pietist norm culture and how this 
produced new forms of religious capital. Bourdieu defined habitus as internal-
ised capital (which is the meaningful attitudes and practices within a field) and 
objectified capital (which is reflected in the material culture). A dominant hab-
itus within a field thus implies both an ethical disposition and an aesthetic in-
clination.4 In this understanding, values and attitudes are not to be considered 
only as conscious ideas, but are also practised and performed through everyday 
conduct and material choices. Bourdieu’s theory can thus emphasise how the 
totality of emotional, material, and embodied expectations formed a new Pietist 
habitus, and how this habitus became essential in the formation of a new reli-
gious field. This article will discuss how the norms within this field were to 
structure the emotions and the entire habitus of the convert. Through daily 
techniques of self-mastery, converted Christians continually confirmed to 
themselves that they strove to become true children of God and that they were 
well on their way to becoming so. At the same time, these practices sustained 
believers in specific ways of thinking and feeling.

Disciplining the lower orders

Why did political and religious leaders see the need to establish Pietist insti-
tutions and issue Pietist instructions? What needs of the time were they re-
sponding to, and what were the practical effects? In order to fully understand 
the change in the absolute monarchy’s Church policy, and the appearance and 
the effect of these religious texts, we need to take into account the widespread 
complaints about the lack of Church discipline both in the German states and 
in Denmark-Norway. The purpose of the reforms introduced by Frederick IV 
and Christian VI was primarily to intensify Christian devotion through Church 
discipline. To enable commoners to read, and thereby achieve a better under-
standing of the Bible, was an additional major concern. Francke’s pedagogical 
works were an essential source of inspiration when the Waisenhaus in Copen-
hagen was established.5 The teaching instructions issued by Frederick VI 
opened with the stated complaint that traditionally pupils were forced to recite 
the books by rote, but that they never learned to understand the content. At the 
school in the Waisenhaus, the teacher was obliged to place questions on the 
curriculum, which the children were expected to be capable of explaining in 

4 Pierre Bourdieu: Distinction. A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London, New York 
2010, 168sq., 238.

5 Francke described his thoughts on pedagogy in: Kurzer und einfältiger Unterricht, wie die 
Kinder zur wahren Gottseligkeit und christlichen Klugheit anzuführen sind (1702). In: August 
Hermann Francke: Werke in Auswahl. Ed. by Erhard Peschke. Bielefeld 1960. See also Waisenhäuser 
in der Frühen Neuzeit. Ed. by Udo Sträter and Josef N. Neumann. Halle 2003.
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their own words. The charter stated that the children should be weaned of “Pa-
pegøjesnak” (parrot talk), and that they should learn to read “med eftertanke” 
(with due consideration). A core issue in the Pietist teaching at the Waisenhäus-
ern in both Halle and Copenhagen was the explicit and continuous effort to 
educate the children to industriousness and to infuse a strong working ethos 
among them. The course of the children’s day was carefully regulated in detail, 
and they were taught to cultivate an inner urge to spend time productively. Thus, 
academically focused teaching, moral education, and utilitarian ideas were com-
bined in an overall effort to create strong work ethics among groups of the 
population which were believed to be predisposed to laziness. The explicit goal 
of these measures was not only to create good Christians, but also to create 
productive citizens for the state.6

Between 1730 and 1736, Christian VI issued several orders, which emphasised 
the obligation to go to church and to spend the Sabbath day in thoughtfulness. 
It was villagers at large who were the target group of these orders. The purpose 
was both to make villagers attend church services and to change their behaviour 
while doing so. The orders stated that it had become common practice to spend 
Sundays and public holidays in the pursuit of such amusements as games, mas-
querades, and drinking. A further widespread problem, the king’s orders claimed, 
was that during service, parishioners often walked around in church and talked. 
Fights outside churches were also a recurring problem.7 Occasionally, even 
government officials would take part in the fun and games. Complaints about 
the lack of church discipline were not a new phenomenon. A royal order of 
1688 had complained of turmoil outside the churches and of people getting 
drunk and running around noisily in the streets on Sundays.8 The state admin-
istration now found it necessary to get to grips effectively with these problems. 
Among the duties assigned to the Church Chancellery inspectors were to see 
to it that parish pastors inspired the fear of God, no less than edification, among 
those in their care. The inspectors thus wrote to all pastors in the composite 
monarchy that their sermons should be clear, simple, penetrating, convincing, 
and comprehensible to lay people. Furthermore, the inspectors ordered bishops 
throughout the realm to send in annual reports on the condition of the parish 

6 This account is based on the Waisenhaus’ original charter, dated 21 July 1727 (Rigsarkivet: 
Det kongelige Vajsenhus 1720–1826. Fundats med senere ændringer m.m. Kasse 1, and Instruc-
tion for samtlige Informatores udi det kgl. Wäysenhuus og Instruction for lære-Mødrene i Wæy-
senhuset (1739); Kong Friderich den Fierdes allernaadigste Fundatz, Aabne Brev og Reglemen-
ter, angaaende det Kongelige Waysenhuus i Kiøbenhavn, Copenhagen 1802. 

7 Forordning om Sabbathens tilbørlige Helligholdelse. Issued 21 April 1730; Forordning om 
Sabbathens og andre Helligedages tilbørlige Helligholdelse. Issued 12. marts 1735; Forordningen 
om nøyere Kirke-Disciplin imod scandaleuse Synder. Issued 23 December 1735; Forordning 
anlangende hvorledes det maa være Bønderne tilladt at holde deris Bryllupper etc. Om Søn-og 
Hellig-dage etc. Issued 14 December 1736. 

8 http://eremit.dk/ebog/kd/7/kd7_344.html
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congregations.9 The Church Chancellery subsequently received reports from 
pastors from every part of the country. In these reports, many complained that 
it was customary among the lower orders to turn up drunk to Mass in church, 
and to spend the rest of the day feasting and dancing. An example was a pastor 
in Trondheim in northern Norway, who described the behaviour of his parish-
ioners as follows:

They drink, they play, they dance, they quarrel and yell in the streets, and this occa-
sion recklessness and boozing throughout the night. In these lascivious and scandal-
ous gatherings, I have often, late at night, found girls at the age at 16 years on the 
first day they have attended God’s table [the Lord’s Supper, JE]. These actions could 
be prevented if the church had the right to condemn those who participated in 
these gatherings to sacrilege, and the youth to church discipline.10

The pastor recommended the church bells be rung at several times on the 
Sunday to remind people to pursue a God-fearing life. Many other letters to the 
Church Chancellery complained that it had become a custom among the peas-
ant population not to attend work on Mondays: either because people were 
continuing to drink, or because they needed to recover after drinking heavily 
on the Sunday. An illustrative example is that of four God-fearing tailors who, 
in a letter to the head of the Church Chancellery, Johan Ludvig von Holstein, 
asked to be exempted from having to pay for running an inn. They were obliged 
to pay for this by the rules of the guild. The problem was, according to the four 
tailors, that it was a custom among guild members to meet in the inn belonging 
to the guild every Monday, “den saakaldte fri Mandag” (the so-called free Mon-
day), and that the meeting had degenerated into “drikke Samlinger” (drinking 
gatherings). Holstein laconically advised Christian VI to encourage the four 
tailors to serve God through their work “paa alle Arbeids Dage, end og Mand-
age” (on every workday, even on Mondays), even if their fellow guild members 
mocked them for their piety.11

9 National Archives in Copenhagen (Hereafter NAC), Generalkirkeinspektionskollegiet, Di-
verse sager 1714–1763. File box F4–18–1. Document with the title: Den originalt underskrevne 
Instrux 1737, 15. Nov.

10 ”Der drikkis, der spillis, der danzes, der sker klammerier med hujen paa gaderne, naboerne 
til forargelse, og giver anledning til letsindighed, fylderier, som holdes ganske natten igiennem. I 
saadan vellystige og forargelige samkomster haver jeg fundet silde om aftenen unge piger av 16 
aar, dend samme dag de første gang haver veret til Guds Bord. Dette kunde jo lettelig forekom-
mes [i.e. forebygges], dersom kirken havde sin rett at dømme dem som holt saadanne samlinger, 
til helligbrøde, og Ungdommen til Kirkedisciplinen.” NAC, Generalkirkeinspektionskollegiet, 
File box F4–18–2, document with the title; Dokumenter ang. Kirkedisciplinen [1714]-1738. The 
date and the name of the sender is not stated.

11 NAC, file number 236, Generalkirkeinspektionskollegiet 1737–1750, Kopibog 1737–1740 
mm. Kasse F4–2-1. The letter is dated 7 July 1739. This tradition is also known in Great Britain, 
where “observing Saint Monday” was commonly referred to in a congenial way. See cf. E.P. 
Thompson: Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism. In: Past and Present 38, 1967, 56–
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Pietist literature in Danish: internalising faith and structuring emotions

The printing press at the Waisenhaus in Copenhagen published many trans-
lations of the writings of August Hermann Francke as well as works by leading 
Danish Pietists.12 Among the writers published were Bishop Hersleb, the court 
chaplain Erik Pontoppidan, and the pastor at the Waisenhaus, Enevold Ewald. 
The target group of the publications was the peasantry, and the focus was to 
prepare the way for individual reform. Furthermore, they underlined that for 
true Christians, baptism and regular church attendance alone were insufficient. 
Francke was thus distinguishing between inner and outer faith as well as be-
tween true and false Christians. During the conversion to true faith, one should 
go down on one’s knees and pray in a penetrating way as the heart filled with 
fear and contrition. Francke laid down that after this conversion experience, the 
reader of these works should bear God continually in his or her mind, pray 
several times a day with sincerity, and continually scrutinise their own thoughts 
and emotions for sin. To retain the focus on the mind and the heart, the believer 
should work throughout the day without interruption and should avoid the 
company of others if this was only for pleasure. True Christians should further-
more be recognisable by their plain and modest dress; vanity in appearance, the 
striving for “Øyens Lyst” (the eye’s delight) was a sign of the absence of God 
from the heart.13 Through these daily strivings and practices, the believer would 
gradually achieve a higher degree of self-control and purity for God; this was a 
state of true nobility of the heart. While reading the Bible or Catechism, it was 
insufficient to repeat the content, like a parrot; true Christians were capable of 
explaining the content in their own words as proof of having internalised God’s 

97, here 73–74 and 89; Jan de Vries: The Industrious Revolution. Consumer Behavior and the 
Household Economy, 1650 to the Present. Cambridge 2008.

12 The writings of August Hermann Francke published at the Waisenhaus in Copenhagen are: 
Tvende opbyggelige Tractater, Det første kaldet: Christus for os. Hvori befattes indholden af en 
Samtale, som hand har holden med nogle christelige Venner derom, hvad det betyder, at de Tro-
ende siges, at være døde, begravne, levendgiorde, opstandne og satte i himelen i og med Christo. 
Den Anden kaldet: Christus i os. Eller en Høy-nødvendig Forsøgelse og Prøve, om vi ere i troen, 
og om Christus er i os? København 1731; Skriftmæssig Anviisning Til En ret og Gud behagelig 
Maade at bede paa, Tilligemed En Forespørsel hos det Theologiske Facultet udi Kiel, Med deres 
Giensvar derpaa Angaaende Den vished og forsikring man kand have om bønnens bønhørelse. 
København 1732; Sielens Høye Værdighed Forestillet For Menigheden i Glaucha hos Halle, i en 
Bodsprædiken Over den Evangeliske Text Marc. 8. Cap. 36 v. København 1739; Underretning 
om hvorledes Børn skal anføres til En sand Gudsfrygtighed og Christelig Klogskab. Forfattet udi 
tvende Samtaler. København 1739; Den Daglige Fornyelse, I henseende til vores pligt, som bør 
drive os dertil. I henseende til dens beskaffenhed I henseende til de der til tienelige midler. Udi 
en Prædiken forestillet. København 1739; Kort Underviisning om den sande Omvendelse og 
Giørlige Christendoms Muelighed, Hvormed Efter den Hellige Skrift svares paa den alminde-
lige, men dog utilstrekkelige Undskyldning, Som søges derudi, at man ikke kand tage sig selv 
noget til, eller af egne Kræfter omvende sig, eller blive frommere. København 1733

13 Francke, Skriftmæssig Anviisning [see note 12], 34.
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words and understood their deeper meanings. This would prepare the heart for 
penetration by the love of God.14 The basic understandings of Halle Pietism –
sincerity and unremitting labour – were thus communicated to a wider audi-
ence in Denmark and Norway.

This distinction between true and false Christian was a consistent theme in 
the orphanage’s publications of works written by the Danish clergy. In one 
published sermon, En Christens Liv, Som en Strid (1730), the author, Peder Her-
sleb, termed as self-deception the belief that it was sufficient to go to church, 
pray, and read the Bible. He complained that many, even among the pastors, were 
lukewarm and lazy in their faith. Individual conversion was necessary to become 
a true child of God. Following conversion, the believer should strive continually 
for purity of the heart and sincerity. Although this was indeed a lifelong struggle, 
Hersleb assured the reader that only converted Christians would know the full 
joy of the afterlife.15 In a publication of 1721, Begyndelses Elementer i de Guds 
Ord, Enevold Ewald, who later became pastor at the Waisenhaus in Copenha-
gen, explained that not everyone who confessed to Christianity was in fact a 
true Christian. To become a true Christian, the believer must experience a 
conversion marked by repentance and despair. Furthermore, he or she should 
occupy themselves with practical labour throughout the day and should prefer 
solitude.16 On becoming pastor at the Waisenhaus in 1727, Ewald criticised that 
part of the church ritual that had required the pastor to offer every churchgoer 
absolution. He argued that this had had the effect that people did not strive for 
justification because they believed that everything was well, so that they ended 
up in “Lunkenhed, Søvnagtighed og Sikkerhed” (lukewarmness, sleepiness and 
certainty).17 Another pastor in Copenhagen, P. N. Holst, also emphasised that 
certainty of salvation was a hindrance to becoming a true believer. Continual 
doubt of their own sufficiency and intensity of faith was necessary to sustain the 
believer in their striving to become a true child of God. Both Ewald and Holst 
applied for the king’s permission to deny particular commoners admission to 
the Lord’s Supper. In this, they adopted a form of social disciplining practised by 
Francke and other pastors in Halle in the 1690s. Christian VI respected the two 
pastors’ freedom of conscience and authorised them to turn churchgoers away 
from absolution and admission to the holy Eucharist.

14 Francke, Underretning om hvorledes Børn [see note 12], 24.
15 Peder Hersleb: En Christens Liv, Som en Strid, forestillet udi en Prædiken, paa St. Mikkels 

Dag Aar 1730. Paa Odense Slot holdet for Det Kongel: Herskab. Og nu til almindelig Opbyggelse 
til Trykken befordret. København 1731.

16 Enevold Ewald: Begyndelses Elementer i de Guds Ord […]. Tønder 1721.
17 Letter from Enevold Ewald to Christian VI. The letter is kept in the Royal Library in 

Copenhagen (Hereafter RLC), Ledreborg 398, 20, Religionssager i København 1733–1734.
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The priesthood of all believers: learning to reflect on the words of God

The objective in introducing the confirmation in 1736 had been to spread 
the Pietist focus on personal conversion and confession more widely. Erik Pon-
toppidan, the court chaplain, wrote the official catechism for the confirmation, 
Sandhed til Gudfrygtighed (Truth unto Godliness). The source text for his cate-
chism was P.J. Spener’s text, Einfältige Erklärung der Christlichen Lehre, from 
1677.18 Pontoppidan explained that every Christian had the freedom and the 
right to read the word of God for their own welfare. He continued that while 
authorities in the three estates – of government, teachers, and household – must 
be supported and obeyed, they had duties towards their servants. This was in line 
with the teachings of Luther. Pontoppidan explained that only the subjects of 
the invisible Church would be saved in the afterlife. Whereas the subjects of the 
visible Church were hypocrites, those of the invisible Church, while unknown 
on earth, were for God the elite.19 The conversion to true faith was brought 
about through sincere repentance, spiritual pain, and devastation, visible in the 
tears of the convert.20 Pontoppidan’s catechism spurred controversy among the 
traditional Lutheran clergy. Some charged that his emphasis on the obligation 
to practise faith through charitable deeds violated the Lutheran doctrine, Sola 
fide (by faith alone).21 Still, until 1794, Sandhed til Gudfrygtighed was mandatory 
reading in preparation for the confirmation throughout the realm; in Norway 
and in parts of Jutland, it was used well into the nineteenth century.22 Friction 
between the new Pietist clergy and the traditional Lutheran pastors is also evi-
dent in the writings of Hersleb and Pontoppidan. Hersleb accused the pastors 
of laziness, writing that more parish pastors died of comfort than overloaded by 
their burden of work. Pontoppidan charged that many pastors were motivated 
by feelings of hatred and revenge and misused their power in their parishes to 
act like Popes.23

18 Henrik Horstbøll: Pietism and the Politics of Catechism. The Case of Denmark and Norway 
in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. In: Scandinavian Journal of History 29, 2004, 2, 
143–160. 

19 Erik Pontoppidan: Sandhed til Gudfrygtighed, udi en eenfoldig og efter Muelighed kort, dog 
tilstrekkelig Forklaring over Sal. Doct. Mort. Luthers liden Catechismo, Indeholdende alt det, 
som den, der vil blive salig, har behov, at vide og giøre. Paa Kongel. allernaadigste Befaling. Til 
almindelig Brug. København 1738, 141–149.

20 Pontoppidan, Sandhed [see note 19], 186sq.
21 RLC, Ny Kgl. S. 1155 b, Aktstykker og Dokumenter til den Danske Kirkehistorie under 

Christian VI, Vol. 2, letter 17. 
22 Horstbøll, Pietism and the Politics [see note 18]. Horstbøll explains how Pontoppidan desi-

gned the text in order for the children to comprehend and recapitulate it in their own words. In 
this, he shared the pedagogical ideals of Francke and Hersleb. 

23 Peter Hersleb: Epistola Pastoralis, eller En venlig og velmeent Erindrings-og Opmuntrings-
skrivelse til det Vel-Ærværdige, hæderlige og Vel-lærde Præsteskab Udi Aggershuus Biskops-
Dømme, efter Kongel. allernaadigste Befalning skrevet, Og siden, efter høystbemeldte Befaling 
til Trykken hengivet. København 1737, 109; Erik Pontoppidan: Ældgamle og eenfoldige Christen-
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The introduction of the confirmation strengthened Pietist endeavours to 
change the emotional habitus of believers. In Sandhed til Gudfrygtighed, the 
young learned that true Christians were those who conducted an inner reform 
of the heart daily, felt genuine remorse, and wept. False Christians in their indif-
ference, failed; they belonged to “den hykleriske hob” (the hypocritical crowd).24 
The king’s order introducing the mandatory confirmation explained that the 
young should be taught true sincerity in preparation for confirmation. Not only 
should the word of God bring about a sincere change in the children’s hearts, 
the confirmation should also be a time for self-scrutiny and inner repentance. It 
is clear from the explanation given in the order that young people were first and 
foremost to be made aware of their own responsibility for being true Christians. 
Furthermore, they were instructed to learn to turn their feelings of guilt and 
shame at being insufficient Christians inwards: “Lær dem at anklage sig selv” 
(teach them to accuse themselves), in the words of the order. These words ex-
pressed the expectation that this step would lead to a more heartfelt faith, and 
that people would become sincerely moved in their souls.25

The introduction of mandatory confirmation accentuated problems con-
cerning the reading abilities among the population. Although Frederick VI had 
established peasant schools in the Crown lands, not all children in Denmark and 
Norway attended primary schools.26 Once newly appointed bishop of Zealand, 
Peder Hersleb enthusiastically inspected the parishes in 1739; his greatest con-
cern was children’s inability to read, and in particular their inability to inde-
pendently reflect on the words of God. In almost every parish, he wrote, both 
children and adults did well at reciting the catechism by rote, but they did not 
understand the meaning of the words they spoke. For example, Hersleb gave the 
following report of his visitation to Munke Bjergby in the middle of Zealand: 
“The grown youth has learned well by rote, but understood little or nothing of 
what they said. Outside the book everything was as a foreign language to 
them.”27 Throughout his visitation reports, the bishop complained that when 
he posed even the simplest questions about the text, the children frequently 

dom, Eller det Væsentlige i de Christnes Troe og Pligt, Fremsat alene ved Jesu Christi og hans 
Apostlers egne Ord, uden Blanding af menniskelige Tilleg eller Forklaringer. København 1755, 
49.

24 Pontoppidan, Sandhed [see note 19], 142.
25 Forordning angaaende den tilvoxende Ungdoms Confirmation og Bekræftelse udi deres 

Daabes Naade, issued 13 January 1736. The order does not have page numbers, but the quote is 
from paragraph 11.

26 Ingrid Markussen: Til Skaberens Ære, Statens Tjeneste og Vor Egen Nytte. Pietistiske og ka-
meralistiske ideer bag fremvæksten af en offentlig skole i landdistrikterne i 1700-tallet. Odense 
1995, 18–20; Charlotte Appel and Morten Fink-Jensen: Da Læreren holdt skole. In: Dansk Skolehis-
torie. Vol. 1. Ed. by Charlotte Appel and Ning de Coninck-Smith. Aarhus 2013, 170–183.

27 “Den voxne Ungdom havde lært got udenad, men forstode lidt, eller intet, deraf, saa at 
uden for bogen var allting som et fremmed sprog for dem”. Christian Larsen: Hoveriet og arbej-
det skal gøres, kroppen skal bruges; sjælen kan have hvem der vil. Biskop Peder Herslebs visita-
tsindberetninger 1739–1745. København 2003, 27.
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stared back at him in silence. It is impossible to conclude whether Hersleb’s 
critical protocols reflected real widespread problems; it is not unlikely that they 
did. However, what is of interest in this context is how the descriptions mirrored 
the bishop’s own Pietist ambitions. An interesting counterpoint in this context 
is the visitation protocols of the seventeenth century. These older protocols do 
not draw a picture of an alarming situation concerning children’s ability to 
read.28 Probably the contrast between Hersleb’s observations and those in the 
older reports was not that the children had become poorer readers in the in-
terim, but that Hersleb evaluated the situation differently than his predecessors 
had done. His expectations for individual reflection and appropriation of the 
word of God reveal that his pedagogical ideals were profoundly inspired by 
Francke.

At a historical distance, a paradox is evident between the propagators’ empha-
sis on religious discipline and their expectation that this would increase the 
sincerity of the believer’s faith. This duality permeates the Pietist sources. One 
example is a minute written to Peder Hersleb by one of the inspectors in the 
Church Chancellery, J. B. Bluhme, the German court chaplain. Bluhme writes 
that the purpose of the confirmation was to make the candidates reflect upon 
the content of the Catechism and to explain that content in their own words to 
the pastor as well as to the congregation. Young people should be compelled to 
go to church. During church services, the pastor should offer:

[…] short explanations, highly lush and vigorous inspiration to old and young peo-
ple. [Thus] the entire congregation will experience penetration in their mind [to 
last] their entire life time without which they would not have been touched in their 
hearts […] In this way, the congregations are not only instructed, but also restored 
to life, edified, moved [and] tears will be cried out among young and old.29

It is apparent that Bluhme expected the combination of compulsory church 
attendance and enhanced preaching to move the parishioners’ emotions to the 
point where they would spontaneously burst into tears. The service would thus 
be a life-changing experience. The rational basis for this apparent contradiction 
between compulsion by the authorities and the individual’s sincerity was the 
expectation that formal settings would create a state of spiritual and emotional 
readiness such that when God infused the Holy Spirit, the believer would be 

28 Charlotte Appel: Læsning og Bogmarked i 1600-tallets Danmark. København 2001, 189–
213.

29 “korte forklaringer, og særdeles saftige og kraftige opvækkelser og formaninger til gamle 
og unge. Confirmanden og alle övrige Tilhørere bekommer en Indtrængelse i deres gemÿt deres 
gandske livs Tiid, hvad som ellers ikke er gaaet til Hierte, […] Meenigheden bliver og paa saadan 
maade ikke alleene underviist, men end og opvakte opbygget, beveget [således] at Taarene maa 
udbryde paa Unge og Gamle” NAC [see note 11], letter from Bluhme, dated 28 January 1740.
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prepared to receive it.30 Church attendance, preaching and the singing of hymns 
in their own right would not bring about individual conversion: they would 
create the framework in which conversion would occur spontaneously. Peder 
Hersleb argued that in contrast to the Catholic Church’s channelling of the 
Holy Spirit through the Pope and his bishops, the confirmation reflected the 
basic Protestant conviction that true faith arose among the people. The purpose 
here was to prepare the young people to adopt the Word of God. This last state-
ment can be read as an admission that compulsory confirmation would not in 
itself bring about sincerity; Hersleb likely viewed it as a step on the way; and he 
furthermore argued that the introduction of the confirmation was something 
that Luther had wished for.31 In this way, Pietist reform policy was propagated 
as being a continuation of the Reformation.

Searching for the inner soul of the subject

In their attention to sincerity, the Pietist movements reflected a broader his-
torical development in Europe. Lionel Trilling has traced an increased harmo-
nisation from the sixteenth century onwards between societal expectations of 
the individual and individual identity. The expectation of personal sincerity 
arose in combination with an intensified focus on identity and social corrup-
tion. Trilling illustrates this in Goethe’s novel, Die Leiden des jungen Werthers. A 
pivotal theme in the novel is Werther’s struggle to remain a pure and honest soul 
in a slowly disintegrating society. Here, sincerity is perceived as the opposite of 
pretence and consumption.32 If we apply Trilling’s analysis to the documents 
presented here, it correlates with an understanding of the individual as endowed 
with a personal space and as capable, through self-scrutiny, of cultivating prob-
lematic or worrying feelings. Thus, what was expected was an ability to decode 
how to be a true Christian. The individual’s ability to emerge as sincere thus 
required both virtue and a sort of emotional surplus: the individual had at one 
and the same time to be able to see above their own self, to cultivate their own 
self, and to be him- or herself. They must be, in short, pure, honest, and consist-
ent rather than impulsive 33

To sum up. A number of sources point to problems associated with both 
Church and work discipline, at least in the first half of the eighteenth century. 
The Lutheran idea of a priesthood of all believers does not seem to have achieved 

30 Katharina Krause: Bekehrungsfrömmigkeit. Historische und kultursoziologische Perspekti-
ven auf eine Gestalt gelebter Religion. Tübingen 2018, 131sq. 

31 Hersleb, Epistola [see note 23], 21–46.
32 Lionel Trilling: Sincerity and Authenticity: The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures, 1969–1970. 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 1972, 60–63.
33 Trilling, Sincerity [see note 32], 23f., 26.
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a wide impact at this time of history. It is important, though, to consider the 
reliability of the descriptions of slack Church discipline and work ethics. Many 
of the complaints were written by Pietists who were eager to initiate a second 
reformation. This no doubt affected the descriptions given, which are likely to 
have been exaggerated. Still, the numerous descriptions are very detailed, so it is 
unlikely that they came out of thin air. The purpose of pedagogical and educa-
tional reforms was not limited to teaching children to read and to attend church 
services. The lower orders were also intended to learn to reflect on the Word of 
God in order to acquire a more heartfelt faith and to connect it with their own 
experience. Furthermore, the reforms aimed to establish an everyday practice of 
self-surveillance.

These efforts to inculcate disciplined behaviour among the Christian popu-
lation should be seen in the context of a more general picture of Early Modern 
cultural history. A substantial field of research within historical sociology has 
demonstrated how an intense disciplining of emotions and everyday behaviour 
began to take place from the end of the seventeenth century. In his classical 
work Über den Prozess der Zivilisation, Norbert Elias explains how the internali-
sation of social norms and the cultivation of a distinct sense of shame gradually 
came to replace corporal punishment as steering mechanisms. The individual 
was enjoined to take a subjective approach to disciplined norm culture and to 
make it their own motivation force.34 Michel Foucault perceives the modern 
forms of discipline that developed in the course of the eighteenth century as 
more subtle, but no less conformist than the formalised and corporal techniques 
of earlier times. Through public institutions such as schools, the military and 
hospitals, a tight moral codex for the use of time and for activities, behaviour, 
body postures, and sexuality was installed in the minds of individuals.35 This was 
a more or less hidden process, creating mechanisms of control that were not 
always transparent to those involved. Foucault was more interested in the “hows” 
than in the “whys” of this new developing habitus, but the interests of the state 
play a central part in his research, especially the new mentality – in his own 
words, the governmentality– that followed. For the British historian E. P. 
Thompson, the growth of modern capitalism was an essential reason for the 
appearance of a new form of discipline. In an influential article of 1967 (see 
note 11), Thompson argued that from the seventeenth century, a new under-
standing of time influenced labour discipline and the internal understanding of 
time among working people. Having previously been understood as task-ori-
ented and following the rhythms of nature, time under the capitalist order be-
came a currency. This called for a change in the pattern of work to discipline 

34 Norbert Elias: Über den Prozess der Zivilisation. Soziogenetische und psychogenetische 
Untersuchungen. Berlin 1997. Vol. 1, 9–73 and Vol. 2, 323–465.

35 Michel Foucault: Overvågning og straf. Fængslets fødsel. Copenhagen 2002, 194f., 199.
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workers into the habit of regular and continuous industry in addition to an 
increased consciousness of time.

This brief sketch gives a very brief summary of a well-established field of 
research that has demonstrated how, in the formative years of modernity, eman-
cipation went hand in hand with the installation of an ethos of self-surveillance 
and self-discipline. Empowerment of the individual was accompanied by social 
discipline through personal experience of shame. Against this, there is no agree-
ment between these scholars on what brought the new habitus about. Elias sees 
the breeding ground of this new habitus as the rules of decorum that were de-
veloped at the Spanish and French courts; Foucault emphasises the needs of the 
state. By comparison, Thompson sees the rise of capitalism as the vehicle for 
behavioural change. But even if these understandings of the incentive structures 
diverge, all identify a shared ambition to make each individual develop an inner 
motivation to behave in a more self-controlled and efficient way. Pietist reform-
ers were undoubtedly influenced by these general currents beginning to circu-
late at this time. Although their concern to perpetuate further Lutheran reforms 
need not be questioned, it is important to perceive their efforts within a larger 
historical picture. Pietist leaders gave these social ideas and cultural currents a 
Pietist expression, and reinforced them as a part of Church practice through the 
intense education of individual subjects.

Popular reaction: rejection, adaptation and radicalisation

The preaching of Halle Pietism and its integration in local parishes under the 
composite monarchy did not proceed without incident. Many parishioners be-
came upset when they were excluded from the Eucharist and thus publicly 
excoriated as false Christians in front of their families and neighbours. Internal 
correspondence in the Church Chancellery reveals that the inspectors received 
many reports of parishioners throughout the realm who did not habitually at-
tend the Eucharist. Several reasons were given for their absence. Some stayed 
away because they felt unworthy to receive the sacrament and God’s forgiveness; 
others considered the other parishioners unworthy and did not wish to sit 
among them. A third group were separatists who despised the Church and the 
sacraments altogether.36 The Church Chancellery furthermore received suppli-
cations written by parishioners claiming that their local pastor was too strict in 
the overall endeavour to improve church discipline, or was causing confusion 
and anxiety. An example of this was a group of 68 parishioners from Saltum and 
Hune, north-west Jutland, who in 1745 complained that their pastor, Lauritz 
Fugle, had called them slaves of Satan, hypocrites, damned, and lost and dead 
Christians. They maintained that the pastor would only offer them conditional 

36 RLC: Gl. Kgl. Sam. 1496 40, letters December 1734-February 1735.
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absolution, as he stated that a pastor was not empowered to offer sinners abso-
lution. The parishioners complained that Fugle did not offer them consolation, 
as he was supposed to, but instead he “Giør os én Grubling i vor hierte og tanke” 
(causes brooding in our hearts and thoughts). Christian VI subsequently admon-
ished Fugle to follow the Church ritual and things seemed to quieten down 
again.37

In other parishes, congregations were divided between traditional Christians 
and those inspired by Pietist thoughts. In February 1735, a group of peasants in 
the parish of Hygum, Schleswig, wrote a complaint to the bishop that their 
pastor (whose name was also Hygum) was creating confusion by praying from 
the pulpit only for those parishioners who were converted and attended meet-
ings in his house. The other parishioners lived in two small villages, Fæsted and 
Harrebye, which the pastor had reportedly castigated as Sodom and Gomorrah 
while exclaiming that there was not one Lot among them.38 Peder Hygum 
rejected these accusations, stating that they were the imaginations of foolish 
people and that it was his duty as pastor to preach for conversion.39 After a 
visitation to the parish, the bishop concluded that the parishioners were resent-
ful because the pastor had used new words and phrases. Among these were 
“remorse” and “contrition”, “heartfelt grief ” and a “broken heart” over the sins 
committed. The bishop admonished the pastor never to use these expressions 
again, but to use the well-known vocabulary of the Church. Hygum promised 
to do this. However, a new conflict arose when the pastor told the parishioners 
they would end up in Hell if they participated in heathen Christmas games.40 
Thus, the parish was still split into two groups, one sympathising with Hygum’s 
Pietist teachings and another opposing them. This did not amount to a career 
barrier for Hygum, however: Christian VI in 1738 appointed him bishop of 
Aarhus.

In Drammen, southern Norway, a group of sixteen parishioners were dissat-
isfied with the local pastor, Claus Møller, who was a traditional Lutheran and 
very critical of the state Pietist reforms. With the help of the Church Chancel-
lery, they had a catechist appointed, Marcus Nexøe, who had previously served 
as a pastor at the Waisenhaus in Copenhagen.41 Other parishioners, however, 
complained that he was too strict, giving as example that on 23 August 1741 
Nexøe had asked the congregation if it was an equally great sin to get drunk on 
a weekday as on a Sunday. The majority of the congregation answered No, but 
Nexøe had roared, Yes! This had caused confusion about the evangelical teach-
ing, they argued; Møller, on the other hand, had preached the true orthodox 

37 RLC, Kallske saml. No 102 Fol. Letter dated 1th April 1745 and signed by 61 people from 
Saltum parish and 7 from Hune parish.

38 Kallske saml [see note 37], letter dated 25 February 1735.
39 Kallske saml [see note 37], letter dated 12 June 1735, signed by P. Hygom.
40 Jørgen Lundbye: Kirkekampen i Danmark 1730–1746. Copenhagen 1947, 68.
41 Steinar Supphellen: Konventikkelplakatens historie 1741–1842. Trondheim 2012, 60
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teaching.42 In April 1743, thirteen of the parishioners complained again, this 
time stating that Nexøe was preaching perfectionism, favoured separatism, and 
was ruining the Church. It was alleged that Nexøe had arranged private con-
venticles in his house and that the participants did not go to church afterwards. 
The petitioners stated that they did not dare to send their sons and daughters to 
be catechised by Nexøe because they were afraid he would seduce them to 
heresy. In the end, Christian VI decided to replace both Møller and Nexøe. 
Møller became pastor in a small parish in northern Norway; Nexøe was as-
signed a post in Schleswig.43

Not everyone was as articulate as the parishioners in these examples. Others 
expressed their dissatisfaction through disturbance or in lampoons. An example 
of the latter is a short text posted presumably on the door of St Nikolai Church, 
Copenhagen, in February 1734. In the pamphlet the anonymous writer accused 
Pietists of arrogance and of maintaining that they received a higher status be-
cause they were reborn. The pamphlet charged that there were too many Pietists 
in the king’s government.44 Another pamphlet characterised Pietists as sancti-
monious hypocrites, impostors, and false prophets.45 Occasionally anti-German 
feeling was woven into resentment of Pietist teaching and practices. The anon-
ymous writer of a publication dated April 1738 levelled severe criticism at the 
Pietist government, which he or she accused of wishing to abolish the confes-
sion and several other rites of the church. The particular target of the criticism 
was the German court chaplain Blume, who, the writer stated, one moment was 
a libertine, the next a Pietist, depending on what was expedient in the situation. 
The writer accused Blume of playing cards for large amounts of money and of 
pandering for a high position and honour by speaking German and through his 
wife’s cooking. The writer nicknamed Blume “you German hypocrite puppy” 
and “you German fox”; like a Judas, he had overthrown many blessed people 
and caused confusion in “our Danish Church”. One day, the anonymous writer 
predicted, God would open the king’s eyes of the to this hypocrisy and Blume 
would be chased out of the country, together with the rest of the Quaker 
scum.46 The specific occasion for this harsh attack on Blume was most likely a 
conflict in Copenhagen between two Pietist catechists and a traditional Lu-
theran pastor. The latter incurred a penalty for criticising the former from the 

42 S.A. Sørensen: Zionisterne. En religiøs Bevægelse i Drammen og Omegn i Midten af det 
18de Aarh. Kristiania 1904, 29sq.

43 Sørensen, Zionisterne [see note 42], 84, 127sq.
44 RLC, Ny kongl. Sam. 40, 1156 (177): Varia ad historiam ecclesiasticam Danicam recentio-

rem, inprimis ad motus pietisticos sub Christ. VI.
45 Kort Underretning, om det pietistiske Spøgelse i Anledningen af Jochum Langes Skrift 

mod Val. Ernst Løescher kaldet Zeugniss der Wahrheit und Unschuld, af Wincentio Casparson 
oversat efter det Stockholmske Oplag. Kbh., April 1734. In RLC, Gl. Kgl. Sam. 1496 40, Hans 
Bartholins Undervisning om en deel Pietisters Vildfarelser.

46 RLC, Ny kongl. Sam. 40, 1164 (199) Introduction til disse Tiders Kirkehistorie, dediceret 
Bsp. Hersleb.
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pulpit. This was not Blume’s own verdict, but it was he who had appointed the 
commission which decided the verdict. He was probably, therefore, understood 
by the public to be the mastermind behind it. Several times in this publication 
the author refers to the contemporary time as “Forfølgelsens tid” (the time of 
persecution), revealing a conviction that traditional Lutherans were being per-
secuted by the government and that the Pietists were being protected far beyond 
all reasonable limits.

Strong popular reactions such as these documents reveal were certainly not 
unusual throughout the composite monarchy. However, it should be noted that 
people who were dissatisfied or angry about new religious teachings and prac-
tices are more likely to have produced documentary sources than those who 
consented or agreed. Undoubtedly, many people in the composite monarchy 
sympathised with the state Pietist reforms, even if they are not particularly vis-
ible in the sources. Charlotte Appel and Morten Fink-Jensen have presented one 
example of how a Pietist pastor introduced reforms inspired by Halle Pietism in 
the small parish of Stauning, west Jutland. Here the Halle-educated pastor, 
Wedel, visited the parishioners in their homes and listened to them reading 
aloud Luther’s Small Catechism and Francke’s sermons. He encouraged the pa-
rishioners to acquire their faith through conversion and a change of heart, and 
furthermore to reflect this in the conduct of their everyday lives. He also en-
couraged them to keep the Sabbath holy and to refrain from attending pubs and 
traditional folk feasts. Here too, some protested, because they felt that Wedel was 
differentiating between converted and traditional Christians. Among the former 
group, some held private conventicles and some even preached when the pastor 
was not present. Christian VI supported Wedel, though, because he saw him as 
an excellent forerunner in carrying out school reforms and introducing the 
confirmation in the local environment. In 1738, Wedel was promoted to the 
office of chaplain at the royal Frederiksborg Castle, north of Copenhagen.47

A third group of reactions was among Christians who, over and above adjust-
ing to the new Pietist norms, did so more radically than intended by the mod-
erate state Pietism. This led to some prosecutions. A well-known case, in fact a 
cause célèbre, was the interrogations led by orthodox pastor Morten Reenberg 
of teachings in private conventicles held in Copenhagen by the pastor at the 
Waisenhaus, Enevold Ewald, and his mother-in-law, Marie Wulf.48 In Dram-
men, Norway, a group of separatists inspired by Anabaptist and Moravian emis-
saries protested vehemently against the traditional church. They were eventually 
exiled to the German city of Altona because they had conducted adult baptism 
in the Dramnæs fjord, had walked naked in procession afterwards, and generally 

47 Charlotte Appel and Morten Fink-Jensen: Når det regner på Præsten. En kulturhistorie om 
sognepræster og sognefolk 1550–1750. Skive 2009, 273–311.

48 Juliane Engelhardt: Pietismus und Krise. Der hallesche und der radikale Pietismus im däni-
schen Gesamtstaat. In: Historische Zeitschrift 307: 2, 2018, 341–369.
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caused a disturbance with their preaching.49 Many separatists complained that 
they were being bullied by locals. In the vicinity around Viborg, central Jutland, 
four brothers who had propagated beliefs considered at the time to be radical 
were severely harassed. Locals broke down the door and windows of their house, 
kicked them out of town, and threatened that they would break every bone in 
their bodies if they ever came back.50

Popular reactions like these were not unique to Denmark and Norway. Re-
search by Ryoko Mori and Jonathan Strom has revealed that in many German 
states, Pietist preaching and, in particular, exclusions from the Eucharist pro-
voked widespread opposition.51 This research has demonstrated that while nor-
mative sources setting out how people were supposed to adapt their faith to 
become a true Christian are one thing, whether and how this was actually done 
is another. In a broader historical perspective, there is little doubt that Pietism 
did to some extent succeed in changing the habitus of believers. Still, the reason 
for the development of new habitual norms was not solely due to Pietism as a 
single factor, but to the fact that, as mentioned above, Pietism both reflected and 
enforced more general developments in education, economics and politics. Thus 
it is important to consider the religious sphere both as a mirror for and as an 
active proponent of change in habitus in the European societies as a whole.

Performing faith: inner feelings, outer distinctions

A paradox central to the propagation of these Pietist reforms is that the im-
portance of inner faith and sincerity was continually underlined while at the 
same time the reformers were preoccupied with outer appearances and the 
visibility of the conversion to true faith. Francke elaborated codes of conduct 
for true Christians in numerous written works, among them Schriftsmässige Leb-
ensregeln, which was translated into Danish and published by the Waisenhaus in 
Copenhagen in 1775. In this publication, Francke’s first injunction was that true 
Christians should work hard without stopping right through the day. True 
Christians preferred to be alone, as solitude provided a better opportunity to 
focus on God. True Christians did not speak frequently; when they did, it was 
about useful topics. They laughed only when they were joyful in the gospel, 
never at profane subjects. This grave attitude was underlined by a dress code of 
dark colours and simple fabrics. Additionally, it was essential not to wear a wig. 

49 NAC, 236 Generalkirkeinspektionskollegiet 1737–1750. Kopibog 1741–1744 mm., F4–2–
2, 635–637.

50 RLC, Ny kgl. Sam., Uldallske Samling. 40, 434.
51 Ryoko Mori: Begeisterung und Ernüchterung in christlicher Vollkommenheit. Pietistische 

Selbst-und Weltwahrnehmungen im ausgehenden 17. Jahrhundert. Tübingen 2004, 61–64; Jona-
than Strom: Pietism and Conversion in Dargun. In: PuN 39, 2013, 150–192.
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A converted Christian seen in public should be immediately recognisable as 
such to all onlookers.52 Francke’s text, Nützliche und Nötige Handleitung zu 
Wohlanständigen Sitten, was translated into Danish in 1755. Here the reader was 
carefully instructed on how to conduct his or her entire life course in agreement 
with reason, utility, and orderliness. Vocational calling should be pursued “med 
Alvorlighed og utrættet Fliid” (with seriousness and unremitting diligence).53 
The believer was furthermore expected to internalise these codes of conduct, 
so that they became an integrated part of his or her own nature.

Research conducted by Ulrike Gleixner, Gisela Mettele, and Christian So-
both demonstrates that Pietists actually did internalise and personalise the stip-
ulated codes of conduct, developing everyday practices characterised by a high 
degree of self-control and a productive use of time.54 These Pietist norms were, 
furthermore, externalised in dress code and body posture, signalling personal 
conversion and a sincerity in faith in the public sphere. Contemporary sources 
describe Pietists as recognisable for refusing to wear wigs and for wearing clothes 
of simple fabrics like flax in discreet dark colours. A serious demeanour, includ-
ing the facial expression, a lowered gaze, and hanging heads and shoulders, was 
also said to be characteristic of the Pietists’ appearance.55 Such an appearance 
shielded them from the children of this world.56 This habitus had both an in-
ternal and an external purpose. Externally or socially, their appearance demon-
strated publicly that as converted Christians, these individuals were striving for 
an accordance between the strength of their inner faith and their everyday lives. 
That true faith had indeed changed and permeated their entire existence. Inter-
nally, the dress code, the uninterrupted working day, and the regular deeds of 
brotherly love confirmed and sustained the converts in their feelings of faith. 
Elaborate research on the everyday practices of Danish Pietists has not yet been 
conducted, but we do have sources revealing that Danish Pietists, like their Ger-
man fellow-believers, were known for their deliberately modest appearance. 
Some of the students in Copenhagen inspired by Pietism were nicknamed 

52 August Hermann Francke: Skriftsmæssige Levnets-Regler, hvorledes man saavel i, som uden 
Selskab, kan holde over Kierlighed og Venlighed imod Næsten, en roelig Samvittighed imod Gud, 
og voxe og tiltage i sin Christendom. København 1775.

53 August Hermann Francke: En Nyttig og Nødvendig Anviisning til Velanstændige Sæder, 
hvorledes man bør forholde sig skikkelig, beskeeden, ordentlig og klogelig udi daglig Omgæn-
gelse med andre, paa Reyser, i Brev-Skrivning, og alle sine Forretningers og Handlingers Indret-
telse. København 1755.

54 Ulrike Gleixner: Pietismus und Bürgertum. Eine historische Antropologie der Frömmigkeit. 
Württemberg 17.-19. Jahrhundert. Göttingen 2005, 119–138. On the Moravian communities, 
see Gisela Mettele: Entwurf des pietistischen Körpers. Die Herrnhuter Brüdergemeine und die 
Mode. In: Das Echo Halles. Kulturelle Wirkungen des Pietismus. Rainer Lächele. Tübingen 2001, 
291–314.

55 Christian Soboth: “Das Haar Lass recht verwirrt um Kopf und Stirne fliegen”. Hallischer 
Pietismus, frisiert und unfrisiert. In: Die Welt verändern. August Hermann Francke. Ein Lebens-
werk um 1700. Ed. by Holger Zaunstöck [et al.]. Halle 2013, 271–287.

56 Soboth, Das Haar [see note 55], 277.
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werewolves: they reportedly dressed like pilgrims, did not wear wigs, walked 
with a stick, and grew their beards long.57 Although these persons likely be-
longed to radical Pietist groupings, the example illustrates how conversion 
could be expressed through appearance and daily conduct. We also have sources 
documenting Pietists who were attacked on the street for the reason that they 
looked like Pietists.58 Later in the eighteenth century, people who dressed 
modestly and did not follow fashion were nicknamed “Pietists” in Danish news-
papers.59

Bourdieu’s theory of habitus as applied to the history of Pietism captures the 
thorough, even radical character of Pietist expectations about how to live life as 
a true Christian. Crucial to these expectations were both a conversion experi-
ence and a totality composed of inner feelings, attitudes and values, conduct, 
imperceptible body postures, gestures, and choices of material culture which 
were to permeate the believer’s everyday life. This is what Bourdieu character-
ises as the harmony of aesthetic tastes and ethical learning, producing collective 
and individual practices.60 Such an analysis does not reduce the Pietist habitus 
to a scheme by which the converted were mechanically obliged. It does, how-
ever, show that the ethos of Pietism gave these practices of faith a rational basis 
and a unifying structure – a doxa, to use Bourdieu’s terminology.61

A distinctive feature of Bourdieu’s theory that does not apply to the forma-
tion of Pietist habitus is Bourdieu‘s demonstration of how a certain habitus is 
negotiated through often unconscious and non-verbal transmission of distinc-
tions, so that the implicit doxa of a field preserves and perpetuates its social re-
production. This was not the case, however, for the Pietist reforms. In fact, the 
insistence on Pietistic reforms represented an opposition to socio-religious re-
production; it was a showdown with the Lutheran clerical tradition, not a con-
tinuation of it. Furthermore, the Pietists’ harsh critique of fashion and conspic-
uous consumption confronted the representational culture that characterised 
the European courts and which Pietists described as superficial and pretentious. 
In contrast to this world of pretence, they staged their values and beliefs as sin-
cere and modest. Thus what is observable in these sources is the formative phase 
of a new form of religious capital: in other words, a field possessing a distinct 
habitus as well as distinct perceptions of what constituted value and honour. In 
this sense, Bourdieu’s theory has greater relevance here in explaining social 
transformation than social reproduction.62

57 Bering Liisberg: Agent Holck. De Fattiges Tolk. København 1908, 12–13. 
58 Engelhardt, Pietismus [see note 48]. 
59 [Author not stated:] Moden og Religionen. Odense Adresse-Contoirs Efterretninger, 13 

March 1772.
60 Pierre Bourdieu: Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge 2008, 82.
61 Bourdieu, Outline [see note 60], 73.
62 Philip S. Gorski: Bourdieu and Historical Analysis. Durham, NC 2013, 1–18. 
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The Pietist hexus

Bourdieu used the term “hexus” to suggest that the physical body, its gestures 
and postures, are socially conditioned and form the expressions of a habitus.63 
In this, he recognised that the structuring processes of a specific habitus were 
emotional as well as corporeal in nature. We have seen above how faith could be 
expressed through gesture and through bodily comportment: by kneeling, in the 
lowered gaze and grave facial expressions. To supplement these, we have several 
interesting “Lebensläufe” or accounts of a life written by Danish Moravians 
explaining how their conversion to true faith was embodied. In the actual mo-
ment of conversion, uncontrollable weeping is sometimes hinted at. In some 
cases, the convert lay face down on the floor, weeping. In others, the convert fell 
to his or her knees and wept or even cried out, until suddenly they saw the 
crucified Christ before them and felt the presence of God inside their hearts. 
These embodied practices conveyed an understanding that was widespread 
among radical Pietists, namely that God had taken possession of their body. 
Inner sensations of melancholia, despair, joy and enthusiasm were thus expressed 
through tears, laughter, and bodily trembling, which manifested the presence of 
God’s light within the convert. This phenomenon was not specific to Pietists. 
Similar patterns of bodily control and excitement and conspicuous ascetic 
clothing can be observed among many other Protestant sects, such as British and 
American Puritans, Quakers and Methodists.64 Moravian communities stressed 
that living religiously extended beyond church services to be woven into every-
day activities in every sphere of life. This was the practical performance of Zin-
zendorf ’s explanation of how brothers and sisters of the Brethren should work, 
eat, and sleep to live a liturgical life.65

Conclusion: seeking religious authenticity in the age of light

Numerous Pietist reforms were introduced in the Danish composite monar-
chy in the first half of the eighteenth century. The purpose of these was not only 
to discipline the population, but also to change mind-sets and structure habitus 
towards a more sincere faith. The reforms included the publication of Pietist 
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booklets, sermons and catechisms, which promoted a distinct ethos of modesty, 
self-scrutiny, and efficient use of time. These publications declared that the be-
liever should adopt and internalise these norms, with the intention that they 
should become part of his or her own nature. Through dialogue about and 
reading of the Word of God, the believer would be able to connect the Word 
with their own experience. The totality of all these aspects of being in the world, 
and their internal harmony, conveyed an understanding of Pietist reforms as the 
path to becoming a more sincere Christian.

From a historical perspective, one can point to several paradoxes embedded 
in these reforms. One is that political and religious leaders perceived compul-
sory church attendance and confirmation as a path to a more personal dedica-
tion to Christianity among their subjects; another is the explicit focus on ap-
pearance and on outer performances of faith while, at the same time, inner 
emotions are held to distinguish the true Christian. Rather than pointing to 
weaknesses in the Pietist belief system, this article has aimed to clarify the per-
ceptions and practices that made up a logical whole within the religious field – 
its doxa.66 The purpose of meditation, deeds of brotherly love and modesty of 
appearance was thus not – or at least not solely – to make an impression. For 
believers, the purpose was to prepare the mind, body and soul to receive the 
Holy Spirit when it came.

66 Bourdieu, Distinctions [see note 4], 238.


