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Historical	Origins	of	Pietism
D r . C h r i s  A r m -

strong,  Professor 

of Church History, 

Bethel Seminary | 

presented at a Semi-

nar Session, Annual 

Meeting of the Bap-

tist General Confer-

ence, St. Paul Minnesota, June 28, 2007. 

I. IntroductIon

 The man from whom I  first learned 

about Pietism, evangelical scholar Richard 

Lovelace, defined the original German Pietist 

movement like this: “A biblical and theologi-

cal reaction against the loss of spirituality 

and practical relevance in Lutheran confes-

sional orthodoxy.” However, Pietism has 

been called a number of less complimentary 

things. Some of these have to do with the 

tendencies of the movement’s fringe ele-

ments. Often the criticisms—many of them 

unfair—are derived from the movement’s 

more orthodox opponents.

 The stereotype that today’s scholars of 

Pietism must often fight is that the Pietists 

were over-emotional Christians who were 

anti-intellectual, inward-oriented, and so 

heavenly minded, they were no earthly good. 

That is, they supposedly had no interest in 

changing the present life—their religion was 

of the “opiate of the masses” type.

 Much of this characterization, however, 

is just historically wrong. For example, far 

from being anti-intellectual, Pietist founding 

figure Philipp Jakob Spener, along with most 

of the Pietists that followed him, wanted both 

History	of	Swedish	Baptist	Pietism:	
A	Significant	Influence	on		Early	Leaders	
of	the	Baptist	General	Conference	

Virgil A. olson, Th.D.  

Professor Emeritus of 

Church History and 

Global Missions, Bethel 

Seminary | Presented 

at a Seminar Session, 

Annual Meeting of the 

Baptist General Confer-

ence, St. Paul Minnesota June 28, 2006.

 If a person is going to describe a religious 

movement, or, as in this case, a denomina-

tion, the Baptist General Conference, it is 

important to be acquainted with the his-

torical background. To catch the color and 

atmosphere of the Baptist General Confer-

ence, one must become acquainted with the 

saga of the Swedish immigrant movement of 

the nineteenth century. 

 This history needs to be remembered, but 

not necessarily revered. The Swedish Baptist 

immigrants, arriving in the mid-nineteenth 

century, carried with them a strong spiritual 

life-style, a literate Biblical understanding, 

and an independent spirit to survive in the 

new nation, which was rapidly expanding in 

the large middle section of North America.

 These immigrants were well versed in 

the Bible. The Swedish elementary schools 

taught Bible history and the State Church, 

which was Lutheran, taught all citizens 

Luther’s Catechism. They could argue and 

debate predestination, the doctrines of law 

and grace, as taught by Luther, and those 

who were religious separatists, including 
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g. WilliAm CArlson, Professor of History 

and Political Science | This is the seventh 

issue of the Baptist Pietist Clarion. Earlier 

issues focused on the theological vision 

of John Alexis Edgren, history of Bethel 

College and Seminary, Baptist Pietist 

spirituality as expressed in the 

life and witness of Carl H. 

Lundquist, Baptists commit-

ments to religious liberty,  

the separation of church 

and state (exploring the 

contributions of Dr. Wal-

fred H. Peterson and Dr. 

C. Emanuel Carlson), and 

Baptists living as forgiven and 

forgiving people of faith. One of the rea-

sons for the Baptist Pietist Clarion is to 

publish materials of the proceedings of 

the Baptist General Conference History 

Center and relevant presentations on our 

heritage and values. 

1. the prImary mIssIon of thIs Issue 
of the BaptIst pIetIst clarIon  Is 
to explore In depth the “pIetIst” 
tradItIon and Its Influence on the 
BaptIst General conference.     The 

two featured articles by Dr. Chris Arm-

strong and Dr. Virgil Olson were originally 

presented at a symposium at the Annual 

Meeting of the Baptist General Confer-

ence at Bethel University on June 28, 2006. 

Armstrong develops an analysis of the 

historical origins of Pietism and Olson 

explores Pietism’s influence on the early 

history of the Swedish Baptist churches 

in the United States. Olson suggests, in a 

second essay, some of core principles of 

Pietism that should remain important for 

today’s Christians.

	 Previous	 issues	of	 the	Baptist Pietist 

Clarion	 can	 be	 found	 at:	 http://cas.

bethel.edu/dept/history/Baptist_Pietist_

Clarion

2. It Is a joy to Be part of a com-
munIty of faIth that has Been sIG-
nIfIcantly Influenced By a swedIsh 
BaptIst pIetIst herItaGe.     There is a 

need for Christians to combine a trained 

mind with a burning heart. This has al-

lowed for an inclusiveness in “doctrine as 

well as in practice.” (ie. Arminianism/Calvin-

ism)  Writing about Bethel Seminary, Virgil 

Olson concluded that if the “Puritan mold 

has shaped the school in its Biblio-cen-

trism, then the Pietist form has emphasized 

Christo-centrism.” 

 The Baptist General Conference 

has avoided many of America’s 

religious wars over theology 

and practice. Our Statement 

of Faith is an expression of a 

pietistic commitment, “expe-

riential Christianity.” For me, 

the discussion of our Pietist 

heritage remains important as the 

Baptist General Conference moves 

from an “ethnic,” preeminently Scandinavian 

set of institutions to a more inclusive and 

diverse evangelical community of believers. 

This is an exciting new development. 

 My essay on Signe’s immigration experi-

ence is an expression of my joy at the inclusion 

of new immigrant churches in the Baptist 

General Conference. However, I do not wish 

to lose the positive contributions of Pietism 

to twenty-first century Christian theology and 

practice. Four issues remain important:

 1. We are an immigrant people. The com-

mitments to religious liberty are rooted 

in our history as a “persecuted” 

people. It is the prime reason 

for our continued involvement 

in such organizations as Baptist 

World Alliance and Baptist Joint 

Committee.

 2. We are a “counter-culture” 

community of believers.  They 

challenged the lifelessness of the 

state churches who seemed con-

cerned only with correct belief, 

proper religious practices and 

maintenance of political power. 

They established a heritage that  

suggested the need for  a more 

experiential Christianity that is 

concerned more with moral living 

and “born again” revivalism.

 3. We are committed to inten-

tional Christian spirituality. Our 

origins  lie in the development of 

the Läsare movement. These are 

small group Bible study and prayer groups 

under the direction of lay leadership. It 

remains necessary for all Christians, as 

Dr. Carl Lundquist, former Bethel Univer-

sity President, stated, to develop renewal 

groups that are committed to a devotional 

rather than a systematic understanding of 

Scriptures.  

4. We are an educational and missional 

Christian community. There is an intense 

commitment to evangelism and social, 

economic outreach. We are Christians 

whose  “heart and mind” are under the 

Lordship of Christ.  

3. the next Issue of the BaptIst 
pIetIst clarIon wIll focus on the 
relatIonshIp of pIetIsm and socIal 
reform movements.     We will focus 

on the origins of such outreach programs 

as Klingberg Children’s Home established 

in 1903. Other early outreach ministries 

will also be analyzed.  In today’s world we 

will explore the outreach ministry of  the 

Children’s Center in Cebu established in 

1979. It is currently under the leadership 

of Paul and Marlys Healy and Mitch and 

Ruth Ohlendorf. There will also be a major 

article by John Anderson and Dan Nelson 

on the life and witness of F. O. Nilsson.

Inside	this	Issue	of	the	Baptist	Pietist	Clarion

Historical mural for Bethel’s 125th 

anniversary celebration by Dale Johnson, 

professor of art at Bethel University
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Baptist	Pietist	Marks:	
The	BGC	as	a	Pietist	Influenced	Community	of	Believers

Virgil A. olson, Th. 

D. Professor Emeritus 

of Church History and 

Global Missions, Bethel 

Seminary | Presented 

at a Seminar Session, 

Annual Meeting of the 

Baptist General Confer-

ence, St. Paul, Minnesota June 28, 2006.

 Now that I have unapologetically reached 

ninety years, I feel qualified to speak out of 

my spiritual journey with people whose bent 

in spirituality was the religion of the heart, 

Pietism. Even though I may sound ancient, 

I never had the opportunity to meet the 

original founders of the Conference Baptist 

churches. But I was privileged as a boy to 

listen to Frank Peterson, who knew many 

leaders in mission, education and pioneer 

pastors of early Baptist General Conference  

church life. 

 Frank Peterson’s parents were among 

the first converts to be baptized by Gustaf 

Palmquist and were listed among the found-

ing members of the first 

Swedish Baptist Church, lo-

cated in Rock Island, Illinois. 

Peterson was a revivalistic 

preacher. Wherever he went 

to preach, sinners responded 

by confessing their sins and 

with tears of joy rejoiced in 

finding Jesus as their Savior. 

He was pastor of Bethle-

hem Baptist Church, Min-

neapolis, for several years. 

During his ministry the 

church experienced great growth.  He was a 

denominational leader and instrumental in 

getting Bethel Academy started, which later 

became Bethel College, now University.

 I was born into the pious, Godly home of 

Adolf and Esther Olson. I feel I am the prod-

uct of not only my parents spiritual heritage 

but I am the recipient of a whole line of Swed-

ish Baptist Pietists who have influenced the 

way I perceive the Kingdom of God and the 

testimony of the Kingdom, the Bible. Seven 

“Baptist Pietistic Marks” are part of the early 

life of the pioneer Swedish Baptists and have 

been an important part of my life. 

a. a central mark of the early BaptIsts 
pIetIsts was that the BIBle Is the fInal 
authorIty for faIth and lIvInG.     The 

Läsare accepted the Bible as being more 

authoritative than the Confessions and the 

Declarations of the Church. F. O. Nilsson 

stood before the high court of Sweden in 

Jönköping and declared that he followed 

the Bible, not the mandates of articles and 

confessions of the church.

 Wiberg studied the New Testament and dis-

covered that there was no Scriptural support 

for infant baptism. A. J. Edgren, the founder 

of Bethel Seminary, writes in his Fundamen-

tals of Faith, “As a divine text book, the Bible 

contains with absolute correctness all the 

elements of spiritual truth.” (1)

 The Bible was the final authority. I re-

member in the little Swedish Baptist Church, 

Bethany Baptist, where I was brought up, 

where my father was pastor during my 

boyhood years, the debates and discussions 

would always end with the appeal, “Vad 

sager odert?” (What does 

the Word say?”)

 The pietists from Sweden 

were committed follow-

ers of the Book, the Bible. 

And that mark is true this 

day for the Baptist General 

Conference. The “Affirma-

tion of Our Faith”, that 

is of the Baptist General 

Conference, states in Article 

One, The Word of God is 

“the supreme authority in 

all matters of faith and conduct.”

B. a second mark of the pIetIstIc 
church Is that It was to Be composed 
only of Born aGaIn BelIevers.     In 

Sweden to be a Christian was the same as 

being a citizen of the Kingdom. For when 

a baby is baptized in the Lutheran church, 

the child not only is declared a Christian 

but also is declared a citizen of the Kingdom 

of Sweden. Therefore, when the Läsare and 

the separatist, like the Baptists, preached 

the New Birth in Christ, and that only born 

again believers should belong to the church, 

they were considered radicals. It was this 

belief that got Wiberg into trouble. He 

refused as a priest to offer communion to 

his parishioners who were not born again 

believers.

 The early Swedish Baptist Pietists were 

strong on having revivalistic meetings. Many 

of the churches in Iowa and Minnesota were 

born in times of revival. The stories are fas-

cinating.

 One of the pioneer evangelists was Olaus 

Okerson. He was a farmer preacher who 

felt called of the Lord to reach the Swedes 

for Christ. In fifteen years of active ministry 

Okerson organized eight churches directly, 

eighteen indirectly, for a total of twenty-six 

churches. This is how Okerson described his 

ministry.

 “Wherever we came in those days revival 

broke out. Hundreds became believers, and 

many were immersed. I immersed in lakes 

and rivers, frequently when the weather was 

so cold that our clothes froze stiff as soon as 

we came up from the water on the ice. But 

the people rejoiced in the Lord and praised 

Him for glorious redemption.” (2)

c. a thIrd mark of the pIetIstIc church 
was that It laId stronG emphasIs on 
lIvInG lIves separated from the worldly 
lIfe style.     The Pietistic Läsare displayed 

a Christian life-style that was opposite to 

behavior of the general population in Sweden. 

One story is told about the early Baptist days 

in Sweden. Often the Baptist meetings in the 

homes would be broken into by the police, 

many of the people would be arrested and 

put in jail because they were worshipping as 

Baptists.

 So, at least it is told of one Baptist group, 

that when they met around a table in a home 

for Bible reading and prayer, they would 

have whiskey and wine bottles under the 

table. When the police came knocking on 

the door, the worshippers would hide their 

Bibles and place the bottles on the table. The 

police became embarrassed when they saw 

the bottles, and said, “We thought you were 

Baptists meeting here, but you all seem to be 

Lutherans.”

 I was baptized when I was nine years old. 

Frank Peterson
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continued on p. 5

Baptist Pietist Marks, from p. 3 
Before I was baptized I had to appear before 

the whole church. A very daunting experience, 

I must say. I was asked questions, mainly by 

deacons, such as, “Do you read your Bible 

every day?” I confessed, no I didn’t, but I 

would try if I was baptized. I wasn’t smart 

enough to ask the deacon if he read the Bible 

every day. Another asked if I ever told lies. 

This was a tough question with my father, 

who was the pastor of the church, and my 

mother listening to see what my answer would 

be. Then followed questions about if it was 

wrong to go to movies, to skip Sunday School 

and Prayer Meeting. I was a nervous wreck, 

my throat constricted, I could hardly breathe 

by the time I finished. My father told me the 

church voted unanimously that I should be 

baptized on Easter Sunday evening, 1925, and 

be welcomed into Bethany Baptist church.

 When I came up out of the baptismal wa-

ters, the congregation sang, “Where He leads 

me, I will follow, I’ll go with Him all the way.” 

That song has been a powerful guide for me 

in my life. I was sincere when I was baptized. I 

made a commitment. And to this day I still am 

guided by the haunting, compelling words, 

“Where He leads me I will follow.”

 Now you may argue and say what does this 

have to do with Pietism? I think, everything! 

For Pietism is about the commitment of the 

heart and soul to follow Jesus...to go with 

Him all the way.

d. a fourth mark of swedIsh BaptIst 
pIetIsts was theIr stronG feelInG to 
Be Independent.     The Läsare in Sweden 

separated themselves from the Lutheran State 

Church. In no way would they be dictated to 

or religiously and politically controlled by the 

approved church priests and hierarchy. And 

when the pioneers came to America, they 

carried with them this spirit of independent 

separatism.

 The Swedish Baptists were assisted in many 

ways in the early days of their history by the 

American Baptists. The Home Mission Soci-

ety gave financial assistance to many of the 

early missionary preachers and the Foreign 

Mission Society paid for most of the sup-

port of the Swedish Baptist young people, 

providing a place of service in the foreign 

fields occupied by the American Baptists. 

The American Baptists gave generously to the 

building of several Swedish Baptist churches 

and during the early years of Bethel’s history, 

the American Baptist Convention generously 

supported the Academy and the Seminary.

 While the Swedes were appreciative of 

this generous help, they resisted joining up 

with the American Baptists, not wanting to 

be controlled by the larger, more powerful 

Baptist denomination. There was something 

in their Swedish, separatist heritage that 

looked with suspicion upon a larger church 

taking charge of a smaller, Baptist fellowship. 

The Swedish Baptists clung to their identity 

of separatism, independence.

 Further, there was something about pre-

serving their Swedish ethnicity that kept 

the Swedish Baptists from being swallowed 

up by the American Baptists. As long as the 

immigrant population was still waiting to be 

evangelized, the Swedish Baptists believed 

they had a mis-

sion to remain 

distinct in their 

identity.

 My father, 

who taught at 

Bethel Semi-

nary for forty 

years, was al-

ways suspicious 

of the Ameri-

can Baptists 

taking over the 

smaller Swedish Baptist fellowship. He kept 

teaching and preaching about keeping our 

own fellowship, supporting our own schools, 

and ultimately to have our own foreign mis-

sion program.

 In the mid forties I served as an associate 

pastor with Dr. G. Arvid Hagstrom, who upon 

retirement at age 70 from being the president 

from Bethel College and Seminary, became 

the senior pastor of the Emerald Avenue 

Baptist Church in Chicago. Hagstrom told 

me of a conversation he had with Dr. Peder 

Stianson, the Professor of Church History at 

Northern Baptist Seminary and considered 

the leader of the Norwegian Baptist churches. 

The Norwegian Baptists had decided to merge 

with the American Baptist Convention, and 

so Stianson said to Hagstrom, “Soon you 

Swedish Baptists will, like we Norwegians, 

join with the American Baptist Convention.” 

Hagstrom’s tart reply ways, “Not in your life 

time nor mine.” And Hagstrom proved to be 

right.

e. a fIfth mark of the pIetIsts, 
was theIr stronG emphasIs on the 
atonement, especIally stressInG the 
Blood of jesus.     The Pietists had a strong 

view of sin, so the story of the “old rugged 

cross” was always appealing. The Swedish 

Baptist Pietists loved to sing the gospel 

songs, “There is power in the blood,” “There 

is a fountain filled with blood,” “What can 

wash away my sins? Nothing but the blood 

of Jesus.” Many of the gospel songs had been 

translated into the Swedish language.

 Gustaf Palmquist is quoted from one of his 

sermons to his parishioners at Rock Island:

“Often our hearts and tongues have unitedly 

sung the praises of Him who died for us, 

and with great rejoicing. I remember our 

meditations upon the fact of redemption, 

the good news for poor lost sinners. Jesus 

died in their stead, Jesus died in our stead, 

Jesus, our Savior.” (13)

f. a sIxth mark of the pIetIsts was 
that prayer was an Important part 
of theIr spIrItual lIfe.     Bönemöte, the 

Prayer meeting, was an important part of 

the Swedish Baptist church life. Many of the 

pioneer churches were in rural areas. Some 

of the farmers worked hard all day, then they 

walked two, three, up to six miles one way to 

come to prayer meeting. It was hard for them 

to stay awake, for there was seldom a prepared 

speaker to lead in Bible study. Sometimes a 

man would ramble on and on, without saying 

too much. Other times one of Spurgeon’s 

Rock Island Baptism—painting by Reynold Lund
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The	Best	of	the	Past	as	a	Gift	to	the	Future
CArl h. lunDquist, President of Bethel 

College and Seminary (1954-1982) | The 

devotional overtones in which the way of 

the heart and the way of the mind to God 

are fused together is one of the distinctive 

characteristics of Bethel.  

It grows out of our Pi-

etistic heritage and the 

revival of the University 

of Halle under Francke 

and Spener more than 

a hundred years ago in 

Germany.  Historically 

it has been nourished in 

America both by Puri-

tanism and Fundamen-

talism and has left an 

enduring mark upon our 

people.

 Pietism had its own excesses, of course, 

but it is its legacy for good that I hope can 

be perpetuated at Bethel. On many cam-

puses with a strong Reformed doctrinal 

emphasis there is a built-in suspicion of 

Pietism which tends to downplay personal 

spiritual development in favor of a rigor-

ous intellectual program. Thus there is a 

uniqueness about Bethel when compared 

to many schools with al-

most identical confessions 

of faith. 

 Understanding without 

devotion can be cold and 

formal. Devotion without 

understanding can lead to 

subjectivism and heresy.  

Each is incomplete with-

out the other. The point 

of Christian education, 

in my judgment, is that 

the pursuit of truth in any 

field leads ultimately to 

the Christ who is Truth absolute. And when 

we come to Him through various fields of 

specialization it is to more perfectly “love 

Him with all our mind.”

sermons would be read.

 Frank Peterson, to whom reference has 

been made, related a prayer meeting as a 

young boy he attended at the Village Creek 

Swedish Baptist Church in Iowa:

 “At prayer meetings it was sometimes 

customary to remain kneeling while one 

after another, as the spirit moved them, led 

in prayer. This would be kept up so long that 

the knees would ache until the worshipper 

would change from one position to another, 

and at last, he could think of nothing else 

but his aching knees and feel unpleasantly 

impatient of the long winded petitioners.”

 I recall, Peterson wrote, that upon one occa-

sion, when “F. O. Nilsson came to Village Creek, 

he had walked ten miles... and he was very 

tired. At the meeting one of those long seasons 

of prayer began. Nilsson lay until his knees 

ached so that he could stand it no longer. He 

arose and said, ‘Brethren, let us intersperse 

our prayers with song and testimony. This 

long posture on aching knees takes the spirit 

of worship out of us. It reminds me of the 

torture that those doing penance impose 

upon themselves.’ A restless youngster that I 

was, I thought that rebuke, administered by 

Mr. Nilsson, was the most sensible thing of 

the meeting.” (4)

 Well, the old fashioned “Bönemötte” is 

gone. But the spirit of prayer still exists 

among the Conference Baptists. The Fire and 

Reign movement in our churches is a strong 

prayer “fire.” Thank God.

G. a seventh element of pIetIst 
prIncIples was a commItment to 
the “IrenIc spIrIt.”     Pietists generally 

were committed to the irenic spirit?” The 

irenic spirit or attitude, did manifest itself 

among the Läsare in Sweden because the 

Pietists believed strongly that Christ had 

admonished them to be disciples of love. 

However, because they were often beaten, 

imprisoned for their faith, challenged in 

their beliefs, the early Baptists became 

formidable debaters, defending the Bible and 

its teaching about being born again, being 

baptized by immersion upon confession of 

faith, and forming separatists congregations, 

where they could worship God according to 

the dictates of their own conscience as they 

believed they were led by the Holy Spirit. 

This defensive posture did not always lead 

to an irenic spirit.

 The irenic spirit was the Pietist’s response 

to brutality of the religious wars, persecution 

of religious belief by political institutions 

and incivility of the theological wars. It was 

expressed in the phrase “in essentials unity, in 

non-essentials liberty, in all things charity.“ 

The irenic spirit became significantly evident 

when the Seminary began to become estab-

lished, especially after the school moved to St. 

Paul, to be settled on the Snelling campus. 

 Carl Gustaf  Lagergren, dean of  the 

seminary, while he held to strong orthodox 

convictions, he was tolerant with others 

who may have held different points of view. 

My father graduated from the seminary in 

1912, when the seminary was listed as the 

Morgan Park Swedish Department of the 

Divinity School of the University of Chicago. 

The commencement speaker was the dean 

of the Divinity School of the University of 

Chicago, Schailler Matthews. Matthews was 

a well known liberal theologian. 

 As I saw Matthews name on the com-

mencement program, a copy of which my 

father had kept, I marveled at the openness 

of Lagergren to invite Matthews to speak. 

Lagergren evidently felt so secure in his faith 

and in the commitments of his students, that 

he was able to invite this renowned liberal 

theologian to speak without thinking that 

this might be a problem.

 Norris Magnuson, in his history of the 

Seminary, Missionsskolan, writes about La-

gergren as follows:

 “Carl Lagergren’s willingness and abil-

ity to work closely with people of different 

theological or ecclesiastical persuasions was 

in part due to his own personal qualities..... 

Lagergren’s writings and the comments of 

his contemporaries reveal him as irenic and 

person-oriented, a tender husband and father 

who also related warmly to his students.”(5)

carl h. lundquIst and the “marks 
of pIetIsm” In the twentIeth century    
It is somewhat difficult in trying to bring 

all of this material together in some form 

of conclusion. I feel that Carl H. Lundquist 

embodied all of the best features of Pietism. 

And to his memory I would like to make 

reference in closing. Carl Lundquist served as 

Baptist Pietist Marks, from p. 

continued on p. 20
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A	Bethel	Seminarian	Explores	the	Value	of	Swedish	Baptist	Pietism	
Dr. DAViD l. Wetzell, 

2007 Bethel Seminary 

Graduate | The idea for 

this essay lies at the 

heart of my decision to 

go to seminary. I want-

ed to do theology, and, 

as all theology is done in a tradition, I wanted 

to do theology in my traditions of Swedish 

Baptists and Pietism.  However, as a third and 

fourth generation Swedish-American Baptist 

with relatively little training in church his-

tory, I felt removed from my religious heritage 

and uninformed about historical Pietism. My 

experience not only included taking classes at 

Bethel Seminary, but also a two and half 

month stay in Sweden taking classes at the 

Orebro Mission School, followed by a month 

and a half stay in the Ukraine to learn about 

the impact of the Orange Revolution and the 

fall of  Communism on the Christian 

church.

 I began by learning about Early Ecclesial 

Pietism as it was developed under Phillip 

Jacob Spener and August Hermann Francke 

and to a lesser extent, Count Nicholas 

Zinzendorf. I chose these writers because 

they were ecumenical Christians who were 

committed to significant reform within the 

bounds of orthodox Lutheranism. I also 

chose them because of their influence on 

other forms of Pietism that later emerged, 

including Swedish Baptist Pietism.   

 One of the strengths of the Swedish Bap-

tist Pietists both in Sweden and the United 

States may be their irenic ability to tolerate 

diversity of beliefs and practices on non- 

essentials. They valued the traditional desire 

among Anglo-American Baptists to have a 

pure church based on the Bible, benefited 

considerably from religious revivals started 

by various Läsare groups, who worked for 

reform from within the State Church, and 

learned from such organizations as the Men-

nonite or Calvinist churches.   

 How might an understanding of Pietist 

history assist current churches influenced 

by this heritage? What are some of the core 

beliefs and values?  Does the heritage remain 

significant and helpful to those attempting to 

create a theological tradition in the twenty-

first century? Let me suggest five frames 

which may be helpful to the discussion. 

 fIrst the swedIsh BaptIst pIetIst 
herItaGe looks towards alternatIves 
to the domInance of tradItIonal  
anGlo-amerIcan BaptIsts and expresses 
an apprecIatIon of and wIllInGness to 
learn from european and other forms 
of pIetIsm.   Swedish Baptists have long 

been willing to learn and adapt from others.  

They have learned from the Anglo-American 

Baptists and Reformed theology in the past, 

but they are open to learning from additional 

sources. For example, the Orebro Mission 

movement, included African-American forms 

of spirituality associated with Pentecostal-

ism. Others explored contributions from 

Christians throughout the world, especially 

in the two-thirds world, as part of their focus 

on international missions. They developed a 

strong Christian commitment to responsible 

and effective political involvement, especially 

to promote justice for the extreme poor in the 

two-thirds world.

 second, the swedIsh BaptIst pI-
etIst herItaGe arGues that the core 
“opponent” In today’s theoloGIcal 
and polItIcal deBate  Is more often 
secularIsm, rather than other forms 
of chrIstIanIty.			People of faith need to 

learn how to get together and make joint 

statements and share resources on matters 

with which they can agree. It encourages 

the development of alliances that do not use 

the Fundamentalist-Modernist frames and 

shows a flexible commitment to the resis-

tance of secularism in their post-Christian 

society.  The pietist heritage can help Ameri-

can Christians develop an effective response 

to a society that seems to be drifting toward 

a post-Christian society. 

 thIrd, the swedIsh BaptIst pIetIst 
herItaGe expresses a stronG commIt-
ment to the prIesthood of the BelIev-
ers and Its corollary that dIfferences 
In Intellectual, economIc and socIal 
status do not Imply dIfferences In the 
aBIlIty to perceIve what ouGht to Be 
done.    Differences in intellectual ability 

affect mainly differences in one’s ability to 

appreciate and understand the likely conse-

quences of alternative courses of action and 

the ability to retain large amounts of informa-

tion. This does not, per se, equip one better 

for playing a priest-like role. All believers 

are capable of discerning, when the facts are 

presented well, what ought to be done.

 One important result of the above is a 

commitment to the expansion democracy, 

as well as renewed habits of thought and 

action, for decision-making in the church 

and other bodies of governance. For to be 

a Baptist is to care about religious liberty 

and the separation of Church and State.  We 

should pro-actively care about the relation-

ships of  religion and the public square, not 

simply defend their “separation.”  

 We need to ask political theological 

questions like: Does it matter if Jesus and 

the early Church community did not try 

to change the rules that governed the Ro-

man Empire? Are we to be Christ-like, as 

Zinzendorff advocated, or follow Christ 

in our discipleship, or should we develop 

a broader understanding of what it means 

to follow Christ in our discipleship as was 

advocated by Spener and Francke? If we are 

following Christ in our discipleship, would 

that include the cultivation of disciplines or 

habits of political deliberation and action 

that give us more opportunities to share 

about our faith and help us to preserve and 

spread the political and economic freedoms 

that we Christians need to help us advance 

the kingship of God? 

 fourth, the swedIsh BaptIst pIetIst 
herItaGe holds to the Importance of 
the “Born aGaIn” revIvalIsm and cultI-
vatIon of “experIentIal” chrIstIanIty.			
This experience is centered on the Bible and 

the need for Christian believers to cultivate 

a better understanding of the entire Bible 

as illustrated by Spener’s pious desires.  The 

experience of  personal religious commitment 

and renewal and understanding the Bible bet-

ter and deliberating on its implications for our 

lives, in a more egalitarian community setting 

like that of the conventicles, are the central 

forms of experience for Pietistic Christians.  

 To affirm the importance of experience 

for Christian Missiology though, inevitably 

leads to a renewed commitment to the ongo-

continued on p. �
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ing cultivation of our Christian traditions.  

In a sense, it also may lead to a return to 

the state of affairs that existed prior to the 

Protestant-Catholic Schism.  As I understand 

it, the earlier state of affairs was where the 

Church appealed to both Scripture and 

Tradition(s) to justify its policies, with 

Tradition(s) being acknowledged as fallible 

and secondary to Scripture and subject 

to more legitimate disagreements among 

Christians and apt to change over time.  Ide-

ally, our traditions ought to be repositories of 

past Christian deliberations on their experi-

ences or situations that were not completely 

dealt with by Scripture.  To learn from and 

critically evaluate in light of Scripture our 

own and other’s Christian traditions is to 

extend the priesthood of believers to include 

past believers who are no longer with us. 

 There are several ranging implications 

of the importance of the Pietist notions 

of experience and tradition.  It critiques 

the free-church movement’s notion that 

the Bible must be the basis for the ecclesial 

structure of the church completely, as being 

unrealistic.  It also, at the same time, gives 

them the right to dissent from or to seek 

reforms in existing ecclesial structures, since 

the ecclesial structures are products of our 

fallible traditions, not Scripture.  Another 

implication of this view is that it may help 

check the past excesses of both Christian 

political conservatism and activism.  

 It may have prevented the Southern Bap-

tists in the United States from using the Bible 

to oppose reforms of the existing institutions 

of slavery.  And, with a more careful study 

of the “Politics of Jesus, ” the “abolition-

ists” could have persistently pricked the 

consciences of their fellow believers in the 

South into making a series of reforms that 

would have evolved into freedom for the 

African-American slaves, without the hor-

rors of the Civil War, the establishment of 

the oppressive sharecropping system, and 

the severe regional inequities in economic 

development between the North and South 

in the United States. There is no question 

that the Civil War had terrible consequences 

for America’s Spirit; we became far more pes-

simistic and, especially in the North where 

most Swedish-American Baptists lived, more 

materialistic oriented. 

 fInally, the swedIsh BaptIst pIetIst 
herItaGe arGues that, orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy, or rIGht thouGht and 
practIce, are IntertwIned and Insepa-
raBle for the purpose of the one Is to 
Inform the other.    They learned from 

the Orthodoxy of their day and concentrated 

their critique, not on trying to reinvent the 

wheel, or on deriving a whole new theology 

based on their experiences, but rather on 

recovering a more biblical and practical theol-

ogy that was missiologically-focused, rather 

than a polemical tool for statecraft.  I think 

that key to their irenic approach to theology 

is to view much of it as a second order non-

essential process that is essential for how we 

choose to let our lights shine before others.  

 As a Swedish Baptist Pietist, one must 

understand that denominations are fallible 

ecclesial institutions that, like all traditions, 

will change, in most cases gradually. Revital-

ization and reform are always needed.  Given 

the fallen state of ecclesial relations, it is not 

absolutely important to maintain all existing 

denominations or their lines of organization. 

The decision to invoke change in a denomi-

nation by exit to a competing denomination, 

as the Swedish Baptists did, or to invoke 

change from within, as the Swedish Läsare 

movement did, is a choice that is ultimately 

left to the individual believer’s conscience.  

Equally devout believers in the Swedish 

Free Church movement have made different 

choices in the past. What remains important 

is that those who value the Swedish Baptist 

Pietist heritage continue to espouse the 

excitement of an experiential Christianity 

which encourages religious revivals, Läsare 

Christian spirituality, social and economic 

engagement, democratic governance and 

civil discourse.

Seminarian Explores Swedish Baptist Pietism, from p. 6 
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Baptists, could speak boldly about the neces-

sity of being born again and living separated 

from the evils of the world.

 And then there was Pietism. This powerful 

spiritual, revivalistic movement that swept 

across northern Germany, on into Poland 

and Russia, arrived in Sweden in the mid- 

eighteenth century, but a century later it be-

came a force of revival, both in the northern 

as well as the southern provinces of Sweden. 

It is the marks of this spiritual movement 

and its influence on the first hundred years 

of the Baptist General Conference history to 

which I now want to turn my attention.

I.  the roots of pIetIsm In sweden: 
p I e t I s m ’ s  a r r I va l  I n  s w e d e n 
In the eIGhteen century.   In the 

early 1700’s small groups of religious 

dissenters began to meet in homes 

for spiritual encouragement. Many people 

were seeking for a personal experience of 

God’s joy and peace. The National Church, 

which was Lutheran, had become rational 

and legalistic, lacking the message of 

personal salvation.

 One Swedish church historian character-

ized the church’s condition as follows:

 “To be a good Swedish citizen meant to 

confess the evangelical Lutheran faith as it 

was formulated by the Church of Sweden. 

Orthodoxy and civil obedience had become 

almost synonymous. The type of piety thus 

developed became all too easily a matter of 

outward habit without any effect on the in-

ner life; often it was more a matter of civil 

duty than a conviction personally gained....

Greatest importance was attached to the 

knowledge of Luther’s Catechism, church 

attendance, and occasional communions; in 

this manner one became without question 

eternally blessed even if one lived in all sorts 

of carnality.”(1)

 At this same period the Swedish King, 

Charles XII, in 1712, attacked the Russians 

at Poltava, and suffered a catastrophic defeat. 

The Russian campaigns had drained the 

Swedish treasury, robbed the country side 

of its young male population, and exhausted 

the feelings of the people. It was like a dark 

cloud of hopelessness over the nation.

 The Swedish soldiers taken captive at 

Poltava were marched to Siberian prison 

camps. And it was in these camps that the 

soldiers received sources of spiritual hope.  

Pietistic hymns, prayers, and searching of 

the Scriptures helped the soldiers endure 

the desperate hours of imprisonment. When 

these soldiers returned to Sweden in 1720-

21 they brought with them the pietistic 

spirit, for the Bible reading cells, which were 

called Läsare (Readers), increased markedly 

after this time. They were also influenced 

by Zinzendorf ’s Herrnhut community in 

Germany.(2)  

 Revivals began to spread in many parts of 

Sweden, especially in the southern province 

of Skåne. One of these lay preachers described 

the effects of the awakening in the 1770’s:

 “Instead of oaths, cursing, strife, quarrels, 

fight, drunkenness, the desecration of the 

Sabbath, all sorts of superstition at christen-

ings, weddings, and funerals, and Christmas 

games, which have now mostly declined, 

there is now godliness, praying, and singing 

among many and in many households. Nor 

are the churches neglected as previously, so 

that they go once in 

Lent, but now they 

go to church regu-

larly.”(3)

 D u r i n g  t h e 

1730’s a young stu-

dent from the Uni-

versity of Uppsala, 

Sven Rosen, a son 

of a Lutheran dean 

of the Cathedral of 

Göteborg, became 

the leader of  the 

so-called religious 

radicals, the Pietistic separatists. He began 

to write theological tracts, which posed the 

question, “How can one who is a follower 

of the Lamb at the same time be obedient 

to the laws of the Church?”

 The Church leaders became alarmed. They 

pressured the Crown and the Rikstag to enact 

laws against these Radicals meeting in their 

cell groups, or conventicles. Laws forbidding 

the meeting of conventicles were enacted in 

1726. These laws led to the imprisonment, 

beatings and fines of the Radicals.

 Sven Rosen met with a small group of 

radical Pietists in a house in the south part 

of Stockholm. They were strong believ-

ers that the end of the world would come 

soon. Protesting the luxurious life style of 

the day, they wore common clothes, simply 

made. People called them the “gray jackets” 

people. They decided to separate themselves 

from the world of luxury and vice to live in 

a communal house, called “Mommas Hus.” 

 This was the first separatist, free church in 

Sweden. It was not a large group, perhaps 15 

to 16, but enough to cause the authorities to 

react rather violently, bringing these radical 

spiritualists to trial, followed with punish-

ment and imprisonment. Sven Rosen, the 

leader, was brought to trial and banished 

from the Kingdom in 1741. He finally made 

his way to America.

II. pIetIsm and BaptIst BeGInnInGs In 
sweden In the nIneteenth century.   
In the middle of the nineteenth century 

there was another movement of radical 

separatism. In the northern part of Sweden, 

among the Läsare (Readers) small conventicles, 

cell groups, began to meet in the homes. The 

meetings were lead by lay persons who 

administered communion, baptized babies 

and performed most of the liturgical duties 

reserved for the parish priest.

 A new, revised law, the Sacramental Law, 

was passed by the Rikstag in 1855. Any per-

son or group that did not comply with the 

State Church order of observing the sacra-

ments would be fined 50 dollars. As a result 

there was widespread raiding of Läsare meet-

ings with many being fined and imprisoned. 

This search and apprehending was especially 

true in the province of Dalarne.

 In this environment of suspicion of any 

Swedish Baptist Pietism, from p. 1 
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form of separatism from the National Church, 

an industrialist from England, Samuel Owens, 

came to Stockholm in 1826 to establish a busi-

ness. Owens was a Methodist and he began 

to witness to people. Four years after Owens 

arrival, George Scott, another on fire Method-

ist, joined Owens as a chaplain, to minister 

to the workers. Scott’s meetings attracted a 

number of people. After a few months Scott 

began to preach in Swedish and the people 

began to respond to his gospel preaching. 

Following Wesley’s method, Scott organized 

small classes. Scott saw a need of publishing 

a paper, so in 1842 he began publishing the 

Pietisten (The Pietist).

 This paper was very in-

fluential in coordinating 

the spirit and actions of 

the separatists and espe-

cially the Läsare. Scott did 

not hold back criticism 

of the National Church, 

criticizing the Church’s 

ungodliness, formalism 

(no spiritual life), and 

that the members of the 

church were Christian in 

name only. (4)

 Scott attracted sev-

eral young men to join 

him in being colporteurs, 

distributing religious literature, including 

Bibles, as well as copies of Pietisten. Among 

the followers of George Scott were F. O. Nils-

son, Gustaf Palmquist, Anders Wiberg, each 

of whom would have a significant part in the 

beginning of the Baptist work in Sweden. 

F. O. Nilsson upon his conversion in 1834 

joined with the Methodists, so Scott was 

pleased to recruit Nilsson, as a Methodist, 

and to get support for him to be a colpor-

teur missionary to seamen in Southwest 

Sweden.(5)

 In 1845 Nilsson met a representative of the 

Baptists of America, G. W. Schröder, who had 

been a sea captain and at the time was the 

Vice Consul of the United States Consul of-

fice in Göteborg. Schröder shared literature 

with Nilsson about believers baptism. In 

Nilsson’s defense before the high court in 

Jönköping he stated that “after two years of 

searching the writings of Luther and other 

theologians both ancient and modern, and 

studying carefully in the Holy Bible, I came 

to the conviction in 1847 that there was no 

support for infant baptism....that baptism 

with some water on the head is not suf-

ficient. The total body must be immersed.” 

(6 ) In that Nilsson could not find a Baptist 

clergyman in Sweden to baptize him, he 

traveled to Hamburg, Germany were there 

was a Baptist church, whose pastor was J. 

G. Oncken. Oncken baptized Nilsson in the 

Elbe river on August 1, 1847.

 Nilsson, on September 21, 1848 formed the 

first Baptist congregation in Sweden. This is 

the first free church, that 

is, a church free from 

the State church, to be 

established in Sweden 

which has had a con-

tinuous history to this 

day. In May of the next 

year, 1849, Nilsson re-

turned to Hamburg and 

to the Baptist church 

to be ordained to the 

gospel ministry, to be 

set apart as a “teacher 

and elder.” Now several 

people wanted to be bap-

tized by Nilsson, and in 

1850, as reported in the 

court proceedings at Jönköping, there were 

“47 or 48 members of both sexes” in this new 

Baptist church.

 Both National church leaders and civic 

officials became alarmed at the growth of 

this heretical sect. The church council in 

Göteborg drew up restrictive laws condemn-

ing these Baptists. Nilsson was imprisoned, 

treated as a traitor to the nation and church. 

Nilsson was summoned to appear before 

the Nations high court in Jönköping in 

south central Sweden to give a defense of his 

heretical teachings. The court was not sym-

pathetic to Nilsson’s statement and ordered 

the Baptist preacher to be banished from the 

Kingdom.

 Though Nilsson was banished, the Baptist 

mission could not be stopped. A few days 

after Nilsson had left Jönköping the minutes 

of the trial were published in newspapers and 

pamphlets, thousands of copies that were 

eagerly read by people all over Sweden.

 Nilsson writes about this spread of Baptist 

ideas:

 “From this day the Baptists and their 

doctrines were no longer confined to an 

obscure corner of the land, and to a few poor 

despised laborers. The truth was with trum-

pet voices proclaimed on the house tops, and 

the sound thereof reached from cottage to 

palace, through the length and breadth of the 

land....Let now the poor sailor be banished 

from the realm! The truths that by his trial 

have been disseminated in Sweden can never 

be banished. Soli Deo Gloria.”(7)

 Baptist churches sprang up all over Swe-

den. The Läsare, house churches, grasped 

on to the Nilsson court document. This tes-

timony became the guide to opening up the 

Scriptures for an understanding of believer’s 

baptism, importance of lay participation in 

the mission of the church and of a congre-

gational form of church order.

 The spirit of pietism came into Sweden 

as a balm to people who were starved for 

a spiritual experience that the National 

Church did not offer. The strong leadership 

of pietist lay people and clergy, the influence 

of the periodical, Pietisten, coupled with the 

spirit of revival, brought new life, joy, and 

hope in times of material and spiritual de-

pression. The Baptist immigrants who came 

from these pietistic centers in Sweden helped 

form the spiritual character of the Swedish 

Baptist churches in the United States in their 

formative years. 

III. pIetIst Influences on BaptIst 
General conference founders.   Three 

pioneer, Pietistic pastor/ missionaries, 

Gustaf Palmquist, F. O. Nilsson and Anders 

Wiberg, set the pietistic tone for the Swedish 

Baptist Churches which were being born 

in the Midwestern states, on both sides of 

the Mississippi river. Members of Scott’s 

Pietist circle in Stockholm came to America 

to be the founding leaders of the Swedish 

Baptist churches.  Their lives and ministries 

interlocked in the beginning years of 

Conference Baptist history.

 There was a group of persecuted Läsare 

Pietists in northern Sweden who planned 

to emigrate to America. Gustaf Palmquist, a 

school teacher, who was part of the Stock-

Swedish Baptist Pietism, from p. 8 

George Scott, Methodist pastor who 
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holm Läsare Pietists, was chosen to be their 

leader. However, the group preceded Palmquist 

to America and when Palmquist arrived in 

New York, he discovered that his group, which 

he was to shepherd, had scattered to three 

or four Midwestern states. He traveled to 

Illinois to look for his flock, and there he 

heard that a revival was in full force in Gales-

berg. So Palmquist, coming from a revival 

atmosphere in Sweden, made his way to 

Galesberg to see what was going on.

 Palmquist, although he had contact with F. 

O. Nilsson, the Baptist, in Sweden, had never 

been in a Baptist church. At the Salisbury 

Baptist church Palmquist became convinced 

of the Baptist views. He was baptized in June 

of 1852, and shortly after was ordained to 

the gospel ministry, with the commission to 

reach his fellow countrymen to Christ.

 A short time later Palmquist met a few 

Swedes in Rock Island, Illinois, preached 

to them “Saving Grace,” and baptized three 

people, two men and one woman, in the 

Mississippi river. It was August 8, 1852, and 

five days later, August 13, this small band of 

baptized believers organized themselves into a 

Baptist church, the first Baptist church of the 

Baptist General Conference, 154 years ago.

 On one cold winter night, walking back 

to his home in Rock Island after a service 

in Moline, Palmquist got caught in a bliz-

zard. He became ill and never recovered. He 

returned to Sweden and lived the remainder 

of his life as a chronic invalid. He died in 

September of 1867. (8)

 After two years in Denmark, the banished 

Baptist preacher, Fredrik Olaus Nilsson, 

with his wife and twenty-one Baptists, 

emigrated to America, arriving at New York 

City June 24, 1853. Nilsson and his group 

made their way to Rock Island, where Nils-

son became linked up with Palmquist in his 

missionary endeavors, assisting him with 

starting churches in Iowa. 

Nilsson had a very profitable 

time at the Baptist church in 

Burlington, Iowa. However, 

Nilsson felt the need to go to 

Minnesota.  

 In 1855, together with 

several of the members from 

the Burlington church, Nils-

son came and settled by the 

shores of Clearwater Lake, 

about twenty miles west of 

Minneapolis, close to the 

present city of Waconia. They named their 

new settlement Scandia. The Scandia church 

was organized August 1, 1855. Using Scandia 

as his home base, Nilsson moved out to other 

Scandinavian settlements and became the 

leader in organizing churches at Chisago 

Lake, Wastado, Carver and Grove City.

 Nilsson returned to Sweden in 1860. King 

Charles XV granted a pardon to Nilsson, so he 

felt free to serve as the first pastor of the Bap-

tist church in Gothenburg, a position he held 

for seven years. Nilsson returned to Houston, 

MN in 1868, and during the 

remaining years of his life he 

struggled with physical, emo-

tional and spiritual problems, 

his faith often being tested 

in the torment of suffering. 

The champion for religious 

freedom, for the spirit of 

pietism, for energetic church 

planting finally completed 

his life journey, October 12, 

1881.

 Anders Wiberg’s original 

name was Anders Erickson. But as several 

people did in those days they changed their 

names to become more distinct. Anders was 

born close to the mountain of Wi, so he 

decided to call himself Wiberg. 

 As a young boy Wiberg took to reading 

and study. He finally came to the University 

of Uppsala, and while there decided to study 

for the priesthood of the National Church, 

which was Lutheran. He was ordained June 

Swedish Baptist Pietism, from p. � 
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Palmquist	was	a	Workaholic.	Baptist		
Churches	Were	Being	Formed	in	Several	Places.	
 A Baptist mission began in Moline, Illinois, and 

Palmquist, besides being pastor of his new church 

in Rock Island, took on the responsibilities to be a 

pastor to the small group in Moline, a number of 

miles away from Rock Island. Palmquist did not 

have a horse or buggy. He walked between Moline 

and Rock Island to conduct services.  He listed his 

meetings. On Sundays he had three meetings in 

the Rock Island Church, a Sunday School at 9 a.m., 

followed by the worship service at 11 a.m., and then 

an afternoon service at 3 p.m. Palmquist would then 

walk several miles to Moline to preach at an evening 

service at a Baptist mission. Then walk back to his 

home in Rock Island after the service. Besides the Sunday services Palmquist kept walk-

ing between the churches several times during the week to conduct prayer meetings.

 Palmquist also traveled to places in Iowa and was instrumental in helping Baptist 

churches get started among the Swedish immigrant settlements at Village Creek, 

Burlington, New Sweden, and Stratford. The Baptist Home Mission Society helped 

support Palmquist. In his annual report to the Society for 1853, Palmquist reported 

that he had traveled over 2,000 miles, preached 342 times, conducted about 200 prayer 

meetings and had conversations of a spiritual nature with between 400 and 500 families 

and persons.

Gustaf Palmquist
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11, 1843 and his first assignment was to be 

an assistant to an older priest who was a 

notorious drunkard, who never was able to 

administer the pastoral duties of the parish. 

So Wiberg soon got experience preaching 

and caring for the parishioners.

 In his parish there were a number of 

Läsare who were meeting in the homes. 

Wiberg became interested 

in their devotion, their 

zeal for the Lord. Soon 

in his preaching he began 

to preach the full gos-

pel of believing in Jesus. 

He refused to administer 

communion to people 

who were not converted. 

Alarm bells began to ring 

in the Lutheran hierarchy. 

Wiberg was warned and 

fellow priests and many 

people began to speak and 

write against him. Finally 

Wiberg left the church in May 1850.

 It was at this time he came into contact 

with the pietistic, religious separatists in 

Stockholm, Scott and company (i.e. Gustav 

Palmquist and F. O. Nilsson). Wiberg was 

asked to be an interpreter for a business man, 

D. Forsell, who was going to Hamburg, Ger-

many. Here Wiberg met Gerhard Oncken, 

the Baptist pastor, and visited his church. 

The people of the congregation were full of 

joy, compassionate in serving others, and 

zealous students of the Bible. Wiberg was 

impressed.

 But Wiberg was not convinced about adult 

baptism. To challenge Oncken and his Baptist 

followers, Wiberg decided 

to write a book to refute 

the Baptist position. The 

outcome, after searching 

the New Testament writ-

ings, Wiberg wrote a large 

book defending believer’s 

baptism by immersion, 

entitled, Who Should be 

Baptized? And What is 

Baptism? This book be-

came a key text for the 

Baptists in Sweden and 

in America.

 Now Wiberg needed 

to be baptized. So on his way to America, 

the ship on which he was sailing, made a 

port call at Copenhagen, which gave Wiberg 

the chance to meet up with his friend F. O. 

Nilsson. He asked Nilsson to baptize him.  

Nilsson writes about this experience in his 

diary:

 “At about 12 o’clock in a beautiful northern 

night this unworthiest of all had the great and 

solemn privilege of burying brother Wiberg 

in baptism in the likeness of Christ’s death, 

beneath the waves of the Baltic Sea, right 

outside the royal city of Copenhagen.” (9)

 Wiberg, upon his arrival in America, 

joined up with Palmquist in assisting in the 

organizing of churches and giving instructions 

of how to conduct an orderly church. After 

helping with church beginnings, Wiberg 

went to Philadelphia, where he spent two 

years with the Baptist Publication Society 

writing booklets and tracts for the Swedish 

Baptists, most of whom were young converts 

and not very literate in the truths about the 

Christian life and the mission of the Baptist 

churches.

 Wiberg defined the church as Bible cen-

tered, with a revivalistic passion and a deep 

commitment to love God with heart and 

soul. Adolf Olson sums up Wiberg’s life as 

follows: “Wiberg was a man of great honesty 

and integrity, pronounced unselfishness and 

deep humility. Truly he walked with God.” 

(10) Wiberg died November 5, 1887.

 The true nature of Pietism cannot be 

understood unless it is understood in the 

context of history. The Pietist heritage 

revived the value of “experiential Chris-

tianity“ which included an emphasis on 

the “born again” experience, holy living 

and Läsare spirituality. It became part of 

the warp and woof of the pioneer Swedish 

Baptist immigrants. All of us, today, still 

need to learn how to “truly walk with God.” 
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2. Gunnar Westin  Den kristna friförsamlingen I Norden 

Westerbergs, Stockholm, 1956, p. 23.
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Press, 1962, pp. 32-33 (citing Hilding Pleijel  Her-
rnhutism I Sydsverige Stockholm, 1925, p. 56)
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6. Gunnar Westin, I den svenska, p. 98.
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Baptist General Conference Press, 1952, p. 7 (citing 
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Swedish Baptist Pietism, from p. 10 

Pietism	and	the	Läsare	Movement	
ADolf olson A Centenary History Chicago: 

The Baptist Conference Press, 1952, pp. 

13-14 | “As pietism usually is democratic by 

nature, it is not surprising that the revival 

of 1830 was largely a movement led by 

lay preachers. 

Many of these 

were school 

t e a c h e r s , 

who, by rea-

sons of their 

training and 

educat ion 

as well  as 

because of 

their reli-

g ious ex-

per ience , 

were well 

qualified to lead the multitudes starving 

for spiritual nourishment. In its attitude 

toward the church the movement can be 

characterized by separatism and non-con-

formism. In the early stages of the revival, 

before the Baptists and the Methodists ap-

pear on the scene, it is true that practically 

all who were influenced by the movement 

were orthodox Lutherans. But this did not 

prevent them from seeking elsewhere the 

spiritual food which they failed to find in 

the preaching of the unconverted state 

church parsons. Thus the tendency to con-

venticles. The believers formed the practice 

of meeting in the homes to read devotional 

books, and especially the Bible.

 Hence they were called “readers” or 

Läsare…” 

Anders Wiberg
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The	Pietist	Poetry	of	Signe	Olson	Peterson:	“The	Letter	Started	On”
Understanding	the	Immigrant	Experience
g. WilliAm CArlson, Professor of History and 

Political Science, Bethel University | In recent 

issues of the Baptist Pietist Clarion we have 

published the poetry of Signe Olson Peter-

son.  She wrote, under the name “Signe,” 

around 300 poems and essays which were 

published in at least eight Swedish newspa-

pers and journals from Port Arthur, Canada, 

to Chicago, to New Britain Connecticut.  

Many of the poems are located at the Baptist 

General Conference History Center in St. 

Paul, Minnesota. 

 Signe was born in Varmland, Sweden, and 

immigrated to Port Arthur, Canada in May 

1911. She journeyed on the ship, The Em-

press of Ireland,  and traveled across Canada 

on the Canadian 

Pacific Railway. 

Signe worked as 

a domestic for 

a widow in one 

of Port Arthur’s 

grand homes. 

More than eighty 

of her early Swedish poems were written while 

she lived in Canada between 1911-18.  

 After moving to Minnesota she married 

Rev. E. B. Peterson and raised six children. 

They served the Lord in Fish Lake, Eveleth 

and Kerkhoven, Minnesota.  Signe’s poetry 

often reflected upon her Christian faith. Her 

poems frequently define characteristics of 

the Pietist tradition. Such include a need for 

a born again experience, a delight in prayer 

and Bible study, a celebration of the com-

munity of faith, a desire for holy living and 

an anticipation of heaven. 

 I have received great help in developing an 

understanding of Signe’s Canadian experi-

ence from Elinor Barr, research scholar for 

the Swedes in Canada. She featured Signe’s 

poetry in the Swedes in Canada newsletter 

#5, December 2005. Just recently Elinor Barr 

located a translated history of the Swedish 

Baptist Church in Port Arthur from 1930.  It 

included one of Signe’s poems. 

 Port Arthur, located on the Northwest 

shore of Lake Superior, was 

established as a town in 

1884 and a city in 1907. It’s 

growth was largely a result 

of the expansion of the Ca-

nadian Northern Railway. It 

served as a “grain handling” 

port. An economic elite 

quickly developed in the 

city. It was essentially made 

up of English business-

men many of whom lived 

in “fashionable” dwellings 

which had need of a variety of servants to 

take care of the house and family life. 

 Elinor Barr writes that “Signe lived in 

what was arguably the grand-

est home of all, along the 

city’s main street, about four 

blocks up from the water-

front.” Signe was probably 

“Mrs. Clavet’s only live-in 

servant, but the home would 

also require a gardener, a 

handyman, someone for 

heavy cleaning and taking 

care of the coal-fired furnace, and a cook for 

special occasion. Mrs. Clavet was a Roman 

Catholic, from Newfoundland, with a grown 

family.”

 According to “The Ships List” around 

10,000 Swedes immigrated to Canada from 

1900-1906 and another 18,000 from 1907-

1915. This did not include other Swedish 

immigrants who moved to Canada from 

the United States. According to the Report 

of a Preliminary and General Social Survey 

of Port Arthur in 1913,  Port Arthur had 

a population of 15,654 of whom 423 were 

Swedish and 762 were Baptist. From 1901 

to 1911 the population had increased over 

249%.

 Elinor Barr summarizes the life of the 

Swedish immigrant servants in the following 

way:

 “Signe’s jobs would be to care for her 

mistress and for the interior of the house 

- clothing, draperies, linens and bedding 

(airing, washing, ironing). She would also be 

responsible for the cleaning 

and polishing of woodwork, 

brass, copper, silverware 

and glassware including 

windows, for dusting furni-

ture, cleaning light fixtures 

and fireplaces, washing and 

starching runners and doi-

lies, waxing the floors, vacu-

uming the rugs and running 

errands. Her tasks could also 

include the preparation and 

serving of food, afterwards 

eating by herself in the kitchen. Mrs. Clavet 

may have done some of the above jobs her-

self. Signe’s poems suggests that her mistress 

was often an ungrateful taskmaster. 

 Signe would wear a maid’s apron and cap, 

kept immaculately clean and starched. When 

her mistress had guests, Signe would be ex-

pected to meet them at the door and hang 

up their wraps, then serve refreshments. A 

maid’s “day off” was usually Thursday af-

ternoon, but Signe obviously chose Sunday 

instead. Otherwise she was on hand and 

on call 24-7. Her tasks were repetitive and 

boring, and there were no opportunities for 

advancement. For these reasons few English-

speaking girls were willing to take on this 

kind of work.” 

 Therefore, like many  immigrants, Signe’s 

experience in Port Arthur was a hard and 

isolated one. Her poems reflect a sense of 

aloneness. She laments over the immigrant’s 

inability to be with family members and 

thanks God for the prayerful lives of mother 

and father.  In 1917 Signe wrote a poem en-

titled “Write Home to Your Mother” which 

expresses the heartbreak of parents losing 

their children to the immigrant experience:
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Signe Olson Peterson Poetry, from p. 12 
Write to mother: she waits for word,
From child for long she has not heard,
So lonely she feels as each day ends.
So empty since you went away,
The place you filled must vacant stay,
Cannot be filled by the best of friends.

Can you forget the day you left?
Last glimpse of mother all bereft?
How she her sorrow then tried to hide,
How she at house door stood alone,
Until you from her sight had gone.
No more could she follow at your side.

Could you forget her final word,
The final prayer of hers you heard?
That she never would abandoned be?
Whatever course your road might take,
You always would the effort make,
To send a letter that she might see…

  For Signe, there was a consistent reflection 

on the pillars of strength she was able to ac-

cess; the support of the faith community, the 

realization that ultimately this life is not all 

there is;  the hope of heaven, and necessity of 

valuing God’s presence. Signe expressed this 

well in one of her Port Arthur poems entitled 

“No Rest on This Earth is To Be Found:”

No rest on this earth is to be found,
Expect naught but trouble and toil,
You to be guest and stranger are bound,
When you must reside on earth’s soil.

Even on our life’s sunniest heights,
Some shadow will always appear,
To muddy and tarnish our delights,
And leave our road dark without cheer.

You dreamed of a better carefree life,
When you from trouble found release,
But you will find no release from strife,
Before the day all toil shall cease.

Hold out then in every circumstance,
When to our final home you go,
When you shall beyond the grave advance,
At last perfect joy you will know.

Weeping nevermore will there be found,
For no sorrow there will we see,
Peace and joy will evermore be abound,
And the Lord all in all will be.

 During Signe’s stay in Port Arthur she was 

an active participant in the life of the Swedish 

Baptist Church. The church was founded in 

1905 under the leadership of Fred Palmquist. 

Numerous pastors came and went during 

the early period of the church.  Some left for 

educational reasons and others for different 

places of ministry. After 

meeting in homes, a church 

building was completed in 

1909. During Signe’s stay in 

Port Arthur, the church was 

pastored by John Olander, 

Reverend Grondahl, and 

Axel Carlson. 

	 Several	of	Signe’s	poems	
discuss	aspects	of	the	minis-
try	of	 the	Swedish	Baptist	
Church	and	major	figures	in	
the	Baptist	General	Confe-
rence.	One	poem	recognized	
the	 tragic	death	of	missio-
nary	Olivia	 Johnson.	Another	 showed	sup-
port	for	Klingberg	Children’s	Home		which	
was	founded	by	John	Klingberg	in	1903	in	
New	Britain,	Connecticut.	Signe	had	a	deep	
attachment	to	children	and	may	have	wanted	
to	work	for	the	home	when	she	came	to	St.	
Paul	in	1919.
 ”The Letter Started On” (published in 

Svenska Standaret, December 1915), is about 

a young Swedish woman, Ida, who died in a 

hospital after trying to earn enough money 

to send some back to her impoverished 

family in Sweden. The poem likely reflects 

Signe’s own emotions concerning her early 

years as a domestic and the experiences of 

other domestics in Port Arthur. I cried when 

I first read this poem in translation. 

 Many of us tend to forget that the Baptist 

General Conference heritage emerged from 

the struggles of immigrants many of whom 

faced the economic, social and spiritual 

turmoils of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century American and Canadian 

experience. Signe’s poetry should remind us 

of the need to value our ethnic immigrant 

“historical memory” as we give support to 

those who struggle in today’s America. We 

also need to celebrate and value the entrance 

of several new immigrant churches into 

the Baptist General Conference. They are 

churches of immigrants from such countries 

as Haiti, Russia, Korea, Latin and South 

America and Vietnam. 

 The poems included in this essay were 

translated from the Swedish by Tom Cole-

man, a retired Baptist Conference missionary 

to Ethiopia and Cameroons. He is not only a 

gifted translator, but also a gifted poet. Many 

thanks for his hard work and creativity. 

continued on p. 14

Signe	Writes	1918	Letter	to	Rev.	John	Klingberg
 There was also, for Signe,  a sense that life was hard and that only God could provide 

strength and support in times of need.  In a letter from Signe to Rev. John Klingberg in 

1918, a pastor in New Britain, Connecticut and a major champion of her poetry, she 

wrote: 

 “I have been and am continually completely alone out here. I have worked in families 

the whole time. I worked in the same family for five years. There did I write the greatest 

number of my poems. Some are written under so tragic conditions. Monday mornings, 

when I was alone down in the basement and did laundry, my thoughts used to work 

the best. I stole some minutes now and then and wrote them down. 

 I will not speak about scoldings and snubs I used to get because I was absent-minded, 

and sometimes neglected the work. All resistance has only spurred me to new efforts. 

The poetry has become more important to me as time goes by and today there is no 

doubt whether I shall spend time on poetry or not. The poetry has helped me overcome 

so much and has been such a great blessing to me.” 

Swedish Baptist Church, Port Arthur
Courtesy of Myrtle Koreen, from the Elinor Barr Collection



~ 14 ~

Signe Peterson Poetry, from p. 13 

She had left her home and friends before going
Aboard a ship to sail across the sea.

Dreaming as we often do when not knowing,
Very cold an unfriendly world may be.

It was difficult to hold her mother’s hands,
For the last time forever she was told.

Great was the pain with the breaking of the bands,
That souls of child and mother firmly hold.

Though broken the heart of the young hope will keep,
When no more flow the tears that had dropped.
The sorrow of parting though recent and deep,

Was soon gone, forgotten, and stopped.
That the stars in their promise smile as they shine

It ever seems in the morning of life
In Ida’s soul soon all her worries decline

As she goes out alone to the strife.

What could she hope for? That success hers might be,
Though impossible that all could be done.

Although dark might be the future she could see,
All by the young and hopeful could be won.
Ida will stand in a place no one has stood,

Is this not how both of us have prayed?
Where others have failed we hope she will make good,

And win success that no one else has made.

Her road was the coldest she had ever known,
Barren and empty was the world she saw,

For all her trials she had to bear alone,
There was no place where comfort she could draw.
When at last she reached the goal that she had set,

And had done her best then it was she heard,
What many poor people in their lives have met,

They would be repaid with but a cruel word.

How can the feelings of a sad heart be known,
By a stranger to sorrows heavy hands?

How could those who always had friends of their own,
Surmise how Ida longed for friendship’s bands?
When leaving mother a promise she had made

To supply her with money to buy bread.
Time after time when her wages had been paid,

She thought of sending help as she had said.

Her diligence was never to be cherished
By those she ran so hard to serve all day.

The bright hope that she so long had nourished,
In life’s hard toil no longer bright could stay.

Her meager wage was not enough to alter
The lack for which she hoped it would provide,

But in her mother’s soul would never falter,
The hope she gave when leaving mother’s side.

One November day when cold and dark the air,
In a letter from mother Ida saw,

For their Christmas they had not a crown to spare,
And mother hoped from Ida help to draw.

She begged Ida for some help however small,
Gave thanks for what she possibly might spare.
You know in the house how old and worn is all,

The little children have no clothes to wear.

The days passed by and Ida gave no answer.
The day the letter came she was not well.

She wondered if her mother was in danger,
That she was sick she did not want to tell.

More days passed by and Ida must be taken,
Transported to a place she greatly feared,

Where her last murmur soon would be recorded,
And her last whisper also would be heard.

One day by someone her failing voice was heard,
”I must write for my mother is so poor,”

”Dear Mother” she wrote as her beginning word,
”Forgive me that I did not write before.

I am weary and sick, my heart is weeping,
On you and home my thoughts will always be.

I have hoped my promise as I’m keeping
To take again the work that waits for me.”

Her strength was gone, her tired hand no longer
Could make the pen within her grasp to stay,

Her fevered cheek she laid upon the pillow
She wished to rest until the coming day.

The northwind in defiance started blowing
His voice a message cold and grim to send,

The western sky a golden glow was showing,
Which witnessed that the day had reached its end.

The	Letter	Started	On
Det påbegynta brefvet 

(Svenska Standaret,  Vol. IX, No. 51, December 22, 1915, p. 3)

(translated by Tom Coleman)

Signe (on right) from Port Arthur, 

taken shortly after their arrival in U.S.

continued on p. 15
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Historical Origins of Pietism, from p. 1 
to think rigorously about the faith and to live 

out what was being thought. In fact, both 

Spener and his successor August Hermann 

Francke were brilliant men, scholar/pastors 

who were deeply engaged in educational re-

form. Education was not for its own sake, but 

rather for the sake of a “living orthodoxy.” 

 In their theology, the Pietists studied 

Luther deeply. And they were also deeply 

involved, as Luther had been, in Biblical 

studies, at an advanced level. In fact, the 

Pietists produced one of the age’s great 

Biblical scholars and commentators, J. A. 

Bengel (1687-1762). So much for anti-intel-

lectualism. The rest of the stereotypes: inac-

tive, hyperemotional, although they name 

tendencies that certain more radical Pietists 

sometimes manifested, are inaccurate at best 

when describing this whole movement.

II. understandInG the Intellectual, 
socIal, theoloGIcal and relIGIous 
context for the rIse of pIetIsm.
 Rise of Protestant Scholasticism: 
The Challenge of Melanchthon
 To understand Pietism, as with most 

historical movements, there is a need to 

understand the historical context. One 

of the trends was the rise of   “Protestant 

Scholasticism” or “Protestant orthodoxy.” 

This movement flourished during a period 

roughly from the late sixteenth to the eigh-

teenth century. 

 What do these terms mean? The term 

“Orthodoxy” refers to  “right belief ” and 

is crucial to an understanding of basic 

Christian doctrine. The phrase “Scholastic” 

suggests the need for an “academic style” 

appropriate to the classroom. This was a 

systematic way of doing theology, which 

focused not on the “heart of the gospel,” 

out of which everything else grows (that 

was more Luther’s approach), but rather, on 

asking every imaginable theological question 

and getting the answers, in detail, precisely 

right, and in the right relationship to each 

other. Put simply, Protestant Scholasticism 

or Orthodoxy was the systematizing of Ref-

ormation thought.

 A crucial early figure in the development 

of Protestant orthodoxy was Philip Mel-

anchthon (1497-1560). Melanchthon was 

a German professor and theologian, a key 

leader of the Lutheran Reformation, and a 

friend and associate of Martin Luther. It was 

Melanchthon who pioneered many of the key 

emphases that would later develop into a full-

blown movement of “scholastic orthodoxy.”

 Melanchthon’s path diverged significantly 

from Luther in three areas: 

 1. Melanchthon’s interest in education 

emerged differently from Luther’s. Mel-

anchthon wanted to safeguard the truth of 

Luther’s ideas from misconception, because 

if you get the ideas wrong, he believed, it’s 

going to mess up your practice. Melanchthon 

suggested “how can you act as a Christian 

if your mind is mush.” Christians must be 

formed by the right theological ideas first, 

in order to have their lives reformed. It all 

hinges on the correct theology. 

 2. Melanchthon used a more structured, 

thoroughgoing approach to Scripture. He 

talked about faith as agreement with a set of 

revealed truths. This is very different from 

Luther. For Luther, faith is a reckless confi-

dence in God, throwing yourself on divine 

mercy.

 3. Melanchthon relied more consciously 

on philosophy—especially the philosophy 

of Aristotle—in his approach to organized 

theology. He would agree with the professor 

who once said: “the purpose of theology is 

so to pattern your mind after the logic of the 

gospel that you can witness to Christ without 

contradicting yourself.”

 Rise of theological wars and 
intemperate Christian interactions
 After Melanchthon turned Lutheranism—

and indeed, Protestantism in general—in 

this direction, toward a scholastic theology 

that staked faith on correct belief, and be-

lieved that every detail of one’s belief must be 

correct, there was not surprisingly a period 

of intense theological debates. Within Lu-

theranism, and within the Reformed church 

as well, people lined up and took sides in 

continued on p.16

The nurse now took Ida’s letter in her hand,
She was the one who had so often stood,

Beside Ida as she traversed that dark land,
She had to cross when nearing death’s dark flood.

That Ida’s eyes were failing she could well see,
To wake no more she soon asleep would fall,

A mother’s bitter tears were unavailing,
When death her darling from the earth would call.

A little while to struggle and to suffer,
And Ida’s simple saga reached its end,

She had no one to come and stand beside her,
She died alone without a single friend.

I’ll not forget that cold winters dreary day,
When in the grave we laid her down to rest.

As I saw her tortured features I could say
A withered rose that never knew life’s best.

In remembrance for her mother at the last,
Half a letter was all that she could leave.

Who could tell mother that Ida’s days were past,
And tell her she would nothing else receive?

It would be even more difficult to wait,
To tell the news which she at last must hear,
She would not be satisfied if they but state,
Excuses which concerned her child so dear.

At Christmas just as mother had been thinking,
Came the letter, none could express how dear,
Filled with unease, her spirit quickly sinking,

The strange handwriting filled her heart with fear.
With uncertainty and weak from crushing doubt,

The letter she tore open and what more?
As she read her tears of sorrow all poured out,
Which tongue could never give expression for.

When for life’s questions there may no answer be,
Because our search for wisdom is in vain,

It’s no wonder that those perish in doubt’s sea,
Who have no God to comfort in their pain.

Now let the one who in childlike trust God fears.
Seek him who knows no comfort on life’s way,

And tell him that in the Saviour’s eyes are tears,
When He words of rebuke to us must say.

Signe Peterson Poetry, from p. 14 
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heated discussions on such matters as these 

(and this is only a small sampling): original 

sin; the roles of grace and human effort in 

justification;  the role of the law in Christian 

life; and infralapsarian vs. supralapsarian 

views of the fall and predestination.

 Germany struggled with the issue 
of Orthodoxy’s dark side
 At the same time, the orthodoxy that de-

veloped after Luther’s death began to show a 

“dark side”— tendencies to violent theologi-

cal wrangling. Within a few short decades 

Lutheranism had become a matter of the 

word plus the tradition. Some followed the 

tradition of Luther, some of Philip Melanch-

thon, and so forth. Professors were packing 

pistols in classes, there were schisms and 

conflicts and debates. People were praying 

that God would strike down Catholics, Cal-

vinists, and other Lutherans who disagreed 

with them. The Phillipists (Melanchthon 

followers) were called Crypto-Calvinists, 

and suppressed. Wittenberg professors 

were jailed (when seen as opposing True 

Lutherans). A Pietist leader would later call 

this a time of “theologia spinosa”—prickly 

theology.

 Germany faced the issue of 
antinomianism 
 From the beginning of the Reformation, 

some people had seen Luther’s emphasis on 

the imputed righteousness of Christ as an 

open door for moral laziness—and they had 

walked through it. This antinomianism was 

not necessarily inherent in Luther’s theology. 

But the possibility was there for those who 

wished to seize it. 

 There were plenty of imperfectly convert-

ed people in Lutheran churches—bigwigs 

who joined up simply because Luther was 

against the pope. Many of these were much 

more interested in earning their living than 

in earning their salvation—even clergy. So 

they were happy to rest on cheap grace.

 Germany experienced the 
negative impact of the Thirty Years’ 
War (1618-1648)
 The time of pietism’s birth under Spener 

was one still shaken by the effects of the 

Thirty Years’ War, which 

ended with peace of West-

phalia. This was a religious 

war that left a permanent 

bruise upon the European 

psyche. Christians had lied, 

tricked, and burned one 

another, and this was never 

quite forgotten—it left a 

terrible spiritual confu-

sion.

III. the rIse of the 
pre-pIetIsm of johann 
arndt (1555-1621) 
- True ChrisTianiTy (1605) 
 The “pre-Pietist” Johann Arndt was a pas-

tor and his writings were essentially marked 

by pastoral concerns. He was also greatly 

influenced by medieval and 16th-century 

mystics, including Thomas à Kempis and the 

Theologia Germanica, as well as by Luther, of 

course. He may well have gotten his ethical 

sensitivity and emphasis on practical piety 

from the Calvinists. If so, he didn’t admit it, 

in that age of gun-toting theologians. 

 In 1599 Arndt took a pastorate in Braun-

schweig (or Brunswick), and it was there 

that he wrote True Christianity. Arndt said 

he wished to show “wherein true Christian-

ity consists, namely, in the proving of true, 

living, active faith through genuine godli-

ness.” 

 The book focused strongly on the need 

for ongoing, strenuous vigilance over, repen-

tance from, and mortification of the “Adamic 

nature”—which prevents us from receiving 

God’s grace and enjoy-

ing his fellowship. There 

was a strong emphasis 

on repentence. The book 

went through multiple 

printings in Germany.

 Arndt’s emphasis 

on being “Born Again” 

unnerved unorthodox 

Lutherans. According to 

Luther, one was Born 

Again by being baptized 

into the church, although 

faith was involved - even 

for infants. But Arndt didn’t get into details 

here, he just saw a lot of Lutherans who as far 

as he could tell needed to be Born Again! 

 The Reform Party used Arndtian Pietism 

to encourage church reform and renewal. 

There were a number of “pre-Pietists” 

involved in a reform movement based in 

Rostock, Germany—seeking a renewal of 

the church that would lead to individual 

renewal. Philip Spener wrote “Pia Desideria,” 

or “Pious Wishes,” which will generally be-

come Pietism’s key text.

 Arndtian Pietism also bred a desire for 

“true Christianity.” Alongside these writings 

aimed at church reform was a set of Arndtian 

Pietist writings that seemed to argue for a 

Billy Graham approach to church reform: 

renewed persons would lead to a renewed 

church. One of these, a contemporary of 

Spener, showed how anti-churchly this tradi-

tion could get. Henry Mueller (1631-1675) 

expressed these ideas in his book  A Heavenly 

Kiss of Love. His main concern was dead 

sacramentalism—a kind of churchgoing 

that just went through the motions, without 
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“Influences	of	Spener’s	Pietism:	
The	Yearning	for	Authentic	Christianity”	
Jaroslav Pelikan “Pietism” in Dictionary of the History of Ideas 2003.
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“… the chief residue of Pietism in the history of modern thought is probably to be 

sought in the deep sense of moral obligation and personal rectitude that has motivat-

ed many of the most decisive figures of modern history in their personal lives and in 

their public careers. The belief that one’s life is to be evaluated on the basis not of the 

abundance of the things which he possesses, but of his service to God and to his fel-

low man is, to be sure, not an exclusive possession of Pietism; but it is largely through 

Pietism that this belief has become a part of our culture. Thus, in ways that its found-

ers could not have envisioned and would have repudiated, Pietism has helped to bring 

about a reformation of human thought and action.”

Johann Arndt



attention to internal transformation. At one 

point, Mueller denounced the font, pulpit, 

confessional, and altar as the “four dumb 

idols of Lutheranism.” 

 All these Pietists were also reading the 

books of such Puritan preachers as John 

Cotton, Richard Baxter, and John Bunyan. 

European pietists were willing to seek the 

benefits of writings from diverse theological 

traditions, especially those that demanded a 

regenerative church and intentional genuine 

godliness. 

Iv. the emerGence of classIcal 
pIetIsm: phIlIpp jakoB spener 
(1635-1705) 
	 Philipp Jakob Spener was born in Alsace 

in  1635. He was surrounded in his home by 

Arndtian and some Puritan influences. Essen-

tially, a copy of Arndt’s True Christianity was 

dropped into his cradle. 

He experienced a spiritual 

awakening and conversion 

at age 13. At that point 

he was led to realize the 

sinfulness of his life. He 

concluded that dancing, 

drinking, and parties were 

not helping him advance as 

a Christian. 

	 Spener attended college 

from 1651-1663. He was 

an excellent and voracious 

student. His education included not only 

Luther (Barth called him the greatest Luther 

scholar since Luther), but a number of men 

from whom he picked up a somewhat legalist 

Reformed spirituality.

 After receiving his doctorate, at age 31, 

Spener entered a pastorate at Frankfurt 

(1666) and soon became the leading pastor 

of Germany. By the end of his life, he had 

been given free postage by the state, and was 

pastoral counselor to Germany. 

	 As a pastor in the Lutheran state church, 

Spener continually preached the need for 

conversion. He used a number of innova-

tive tools to reach people, convert them, and 

move them on in their Christian lives: 

 a. He preached beyond the pericope.  He 

went beyond the Bible reading officially set 

by the powers-that-be, to which the sermon 

must relate each week.

 b. He used the catechism to bring about 

spiritual renewal.  Spener did this from 

house to house. It was all very above-board, 

of course, since Luther wrote the cat-

echisms.

 c. He used the Confirmation process to 

promote a need for the regenerative experi-

ence. The Confirmation process was already 

“on the books” of Lutheran belief and prac-

tice, so why not use it as a way to stress the 

need to be born again?

 d. He encouraged the creation of Collegia 

Pietatis.  Spener began these small groups 

for Bible study and spiritual accountability in 

1670. They turned out to be the least accept-

able part of his program from his opponents’ 

point of view. They tended to form churches-

in-churches, a sort of “spiritual elite.” More 

than this, the Lutherans couldn’t stand the 

thought of house meetings 

without the pastor’s over-

sight, feeling that people 

might start criticizing the 

established pastors. And 

they may have had reason 

to worry! 

 These small groups be-

came the beating heart of 

the Pietist movement—and 

would later deeply influ-

ence the Methodism of 

John Wesley. They were a 

manifestation of Spener’s deep commitment 

to the Lutheran principle of the priesthood of 

all believers. He was really an early pioneer in 

what many free church and evangelical Chris-

tians simply assume today: the empowerment 

of lay ministry. 

 Spener’s Pia Desideria an 
essential pietist essay
 In 1675, Spener published his short book 

Pia Desideria, as a preface to Arndt’s Sermons 

on the Gospel Pericope. Here he laid out in 

detail some of his principles of reform.

 1. Spener observed of many Protestant 

ministers in his time that “their lives reflect 

a worldly spirit,” making it “evident that they 

have never taken even the first practical prin-

ciple of Christianity seriously, namely, denial 

of self.”  “Most distressing,” he continued, “is 

the fact that the lives of many such preachers 

and the absence in them of the fruits of faith 

indicate that they are themselves wanting in 

faith.” Without such faith, Spener mourned, 

preachers and teachers “cannot possess 

the wisdom which is demanded of those 

who are to teach others with all necessary 

urgency and to guide them on the way of 

salvation.”

 2. Preaching and teaching are of course 

not just a matter of words, Spener stated, 

“I have no doubt that we would soon have 

an altogether different church if most of us 

ministers were of such a sort that we could 

unblushingly say to our congregations with 

Paul, ‘Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ’ 

(I Cor. 11:1).” 

 3. At the Last Judgment, Spener reminded 

his readers, we will not be judged on learn-

ing, honors, or reputation, but, “we shall be 

asked how faithfully and with how childlike 

a heart we sought to further the kingdom 

of God; with how pure and godly a teach-

ing and how worthy an example we tried 

to edify our hearers amid the scorn of the 

world, denial of self, taking up of the cross, 

and imitation of our savior; with what zeal 

we opposed not only error but wickedness 

of life.”

 4.  Spener concluded that the seminary’s 

goal must be “that the true and unadulter-

ated Christian religion, the fervent practice 

of holiness, and Christian virtues be better 

planted, nurtured, and inculcated in the 

hearts of students.”

 The appear-

ance of Pia De-

sider ia cal led 

forth immedi-

ate enthusiastic 

support letters. 

A large pam-

phlet literature 

was based on it, 

and the Univer-

sity at Tübin-

gen publicly 

praised Spen-

er’s proposal to hold student discussion 

meetings on scripture. Of course the initial 

reception from many clergy and professors 

was less than ecstatic. One contemporary 

took exception to the disciplinary aspects. 

Another said his analysis was good but 
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warned people not to follow him in read-

ing Kempis, Tauler, and so forth because of 

poisons. 

 Spener saw his own theological program as 

simply an exploration of the spiritual implica-

tions of the Lutheran traditions. However, his 

concern over the worldly nature of the church 

and the overemphasis of the sacraments led 

him to advance the need for more intentional 

spiritual activities that emphasized personal 

piety and restored the dynamic of the early 

Christian communities. 

 After his death, his work was continued by 

such figures as Gottfried Arnold,  Henrietta 

Catherine von Gersdorf, Count von Zinzen-

dorf and John Wesley and eventually the 

Swedish Baptists. These figures spread vari-

ous forms of pietism and expanded pietist 

activities in worship, missions and social 

outreach. One of the most distinguished 

promoters of the pietist heritage was August 

Herman Francke. 

v. the pIetIst tradItIon expands 
Into socIal outreach and 
educatIonal reform: the lIfe and 
work of auGust hermann francke 
(1663-1727)
 August Hermann Francke is one of Pietism’s 

most intriguing and influential figures.  Two 

things should be noted. First, his learnedness 

and commitment to education (though he as-

serted paradoxically that a learned man is the 

hardest to get into the kingdom), and second, 

his pursuit of social ministry (his famous or-

phanage and many related enterprises). Again, 

these facts seem to contradict the notion of 

Pietism as a movement both brainless and 

inward-turned.

 August Francke was born in 1663 and grew 

up in an area of Germany that was a strong-

hold of the teaching of Johann Arndt. Some-

thing of a child prodigy, he had studied, by the 

age of 16, philology, philosophy, Greek, logic, 

metaphysics, geography, history, and Hebrew. 

He was a linguistic genius—by his death he 

knew some 35 languages.  By the end of his 

teens, he was training under a teacher working 

in the church reform stream at Rostock, and 

at 21 he was off to Leipzig to study divinity, 

philology, philosophy, rabbinical literature, 

Italian, French, and English.

 In 1686 Francke became a leading light 

in the Collegium Philobiblium, an exegeti-

cal brainstorming society started by a man 

named Karpsov. Under Spener, this group 

had focused more and more on the life ap-

plication of the Scriptures. Francke soaked 

this up under Spener, and this focus on liv-

ing faith was also reinforced for him by his 

reading of Puritan authors. Soon he got his 

Masters degree, and then had what he termed 

his “conversion experience.” 

 Francke’s conversion
  Before this “born again” experience, 

Francke had been no spiritual slouch. For 

example, at the age of 10, he had asked his 

mother for a small room for study and prayer. 

His request had been granted, and he had 

gone into solitary often 

and prayed. In par-

ticular, he had prayed 

often that his whole life 

would be dedicated to 

the promotion of God’s 

glory.

 Nonethe less , he 

came to feel as a young 

man that he had still 

really not been born 

again. He needed a 

comple te  renova-

tion—an overhaul of 

the spirit. One day in 1687, when Francke 

was 24 years of age, this brilliant young man 

received an invitation to preach a sermon 

at Lunenburg. This was a problem for him, 

because he was not terribly impressed by 

his own spirituality. As he later described 

himself in his autobiography: “I had Divin-

ity in my head, not my heart. I only troubled 

myself about the theory. I had read scriptures 

with object of increasing learning, not prac-

tice. I put everything on paper, volumes of 

lectures. But I didn’t write on my heart!” 

 The object of his knowledge, as he saw 

it, was still celebrity, money, a life of ease. 

He still had a dominant mindset of ‘being a 

success’ in the intellectual realm.

 The invitation to preach was a crisis point. 

As he told it, “I began to come to myself, see 

my corrupt and depraved state, and long for 

deliverance. Only the grace of God brought 

this!” 

 He wanted to edify his hearers at Lunen-

burg—to describe true and living faith over 

against human and imaginary belief. How-

ever, he felt that he was devoid of that faith. 

He turned to dogmatic writings, practical 

writings, the Scriptures, but couldn’t get 

any benefit. The whole of his life appeared 

before him, with his sins numbered, and the 

source of all of those sins: a mere imaginary 

faith, self-deception. Then, immense stress. 

He wept, walked up and down, called upon 

God saying ‘If there is really a God, have pity 

on me!’ 

 Finally, he thought about turning down 

the invitation to preach. As Francke later 

told it, ‘I again knelt, called upon the God 

I knew not...and the Lord heard me. His 

fatherly love was so great that...

he answered me all at once, every 

doubt disappeared. I could not 

only call him God but father. I was 

animated with an overwhelming 

joy, with praises on my tongue.’

 Forty years later, Francke would 

say that God at the time of this 

“conversion experience” had dug 

in his heart the well of knowledge 

of Jesus, which he had drawn from 

ever since. He added that from 

that time, it had been easy to deny 

worldly lusts, and to esteem riches, 

glory, and fame, as nothing, and to suffer for 

righteousness’ sake.

 Francke’s career after conversion
 From his conversion until 1690 (about one 

or two years), he stayed at Hamburg with 

followers of Spener, and then several months 

with Spener as house guest. From that time, 

he addressed Spener as father, and Spener 

addressed Francke as son,  (a kind of pietist 

apostolic succession). 

 He went back in 1690 to the university at 

Leipzig to teach, and the other professors 

were getting nervous. His lectures were be-

coming the main event on campus, attract-

ing crowds of as many as three hundred. 

The result was a noticeable change in the 

religious and intellectual atmosphere—and 

increasing complaints about this change. So 

he had to leave Leipzig.  Spener encouraged 

Francke to improve ministerial education at 

the University at Halle, Germany, where he 

became one of the most widely consulted 

Historical Origins of Pietism, from p. 1� 

~ 18 ~

continued on p.1�

August Hermann Francke



educators of his day.

 Francke developed a much grander pro-

gram than something designed simply to 

renew the pastorate. In Francke, as in early 

Enlightenment thinking (Locke, Leibniz), 

one can see world-embracing plans of reform 

rooted in education. Francke considered that 

the road to social transformation was educa-

tion, specifically Christian education. He 

argued in his brochures that ‘we’re stopping 

these kids from committing crimes, and mak-

ing them productive citizens, and converting 

them to Christianity as well.’

 His academic labors at the university were 

mostly devoted to bringing the Lutherans 

back from scholastic polemics to the Holy 

Scriptures. Francke said it was “a fundamen-

tal error for anyone to assume that theology 

can be studied apart from the Holy Spirit--

anything else is blind pharisaism--mere head 

understanding...There is no class of people 

under the sun more unfit for the kingdom 

than the learned. When God converts a 

learned man, he performs a real miracle.”

 Francke, however, was extremely well 

educated. Like Spener, he repeatedly placed 

knowledge in second position behind piety. 

He was still not anti-intellectual. In Francke’s 

lifetime, at least, Halle could be considered 

the Greatest Working Model of a Christian 

University.

 At the same time as he taught at Halle, he 

was involved in an array of social and pastoral 

labors in the nearby town of Glaucha. One 

biography describes the taverns of the town, 

and the extreme poverty, with the streets full 

of homeless people, runaway children, and 

refugees left over from the century of religious 

wars. Neither the material nor the moral 

environment was very pleasant, and to cap 

it all, Francke’s predecessor in the pulpit had 

been indicted on charges of adultery.

 In addition to his pastoral duties and his 

teaching duties at the University of Halle, in 

1694 Francke began to catechize the poorer 

people in his area—drawing them in with 

a free lunch. This kind of street evangelism 

was very rare at this point among Lutherans. 

He then established a poor-box, and once he 

had a moderate donation, he decided to start 

a school. This he did by buying a few books 

and engaging a student to teach.

 From this time on, as Francke built up the 

school, and integrated it with an orphanage, 

then with many other related ministries, he 

affirmed the direct guidance of God. When 

he wrote an account of all of this, he origi-

nally titled it “Footsteps of a Living God.” He 

stressed in this account that he left it to the 

Lord to provide at every step. He did that, yes, 

but he was also not shy about letting people 

know about the school’s needs, and trying 

to convince them of their Christian duty to 

support the ministry 

 By Francke’s death his institution housed 

an orphan house, a public school, a seminary, 

a printer, a bookseller, a Bible society, an 

apothecary, a foundation for widows, and 

even a group for advanced study beyond 

seminary, the “Paedagogium Regium.” At 

his death Halle housed 144 orphan kids, 

and 2,207 children and youth who were be-

ing instructed in its various schools by 175 

teachers.  For many the school provided 

board as well as beds. When John Wesley 

visited Halle in 1738, after having read and 

used Francke’s books with his Oxford group, 

he was particularly interested in this famous 

orphan-house—which at the time of his visit 

housed 650 children and taught 6,000.

 The study of the origins and core principles 

of Pietism is important because the positive 

legacy has had a significant impact on such 

groups as the Moravians, the Methodists, the 

Swedish Covenant Church and the Baptist 

General Conference—the denomination that 

founded Bethel College and Seminary.
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president of Bethel College and Seminary for 

twenty-eight years.  His marks on Bethel are 

very important. However, it is not so much 

what he accomplished in leadership that I 

want to emphasize, as who he was as a godly 

person, who exemplified most of the marks 

of Pietism that I have listed.

 Carl was reared in a godly Swedish Bap-

tist home in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and 

when he was a teenager he came under the 

ministry of Gordon Hasselblad, the pastor 

of Central Baptist Church. Hasselblad was 

a Bible teacher after the Keswick Bible Con-

ference spirit, stressing the deep, spiritual, 

intimate relationship with the Lord Jesus 

Christ. And Carl began to read and absorb 

the Keswick materials. G. Campbell Morgan 

was a Bible expositor, whose commentaries 

Lundquist devoured.

 When Carl Lundquist 

came to Bethel, he be-

came the leader and 

teacher of the devotion-

al life. He preached a 

separatistic life style for 

members of the faculty, 

staff and student body. 

His spiritual concern for 

the seminary students 

led him to conduct a 

class on the devotional 

life of the pastor. And 

during the later years 

of his time in office, extending on through 

some of his retirement years, Carl, often 

with Nancy his wife, would lead in spiritual 

retreats. He and Nancy visited centers of 

spiritual renewal in Europe and the United 

States to learn more about the life of Piety. A 

final act in this ministry of spiritual renewal 

was his establishing the Evangelical Order of 

the Burning Heart.

 In the Baptist General Conference Ar-

chives, housed in the Bethel Seminary Li-

brary, many of the papers of Carl Lundquist 

are kept. Among the papers there was one 

manuscript which caught my attention. I 

see no indication that it was published. In it 

Lundquist explained the Order of the Burn-

ing Heart.

 Carl Lundquist wrote: “We would like 

to keep alive in our time the experience of 

Celopas and his comrade 

on the road to Emmaus 

when they exclaimed 

after their walk with the 

risen Christ, ‘Did not our 

hearts burn within us 

when He talked with us 

on the way and when He 

opened the Scriptures to 

us?’ (Luke 24:32)”

 Based upon this 

text, Lundquist suggest-

ed some “progressive 

dynamics essential to 

Christian spirituality, all of them implicit in 

the Lukan account.”

 I think that Carl Lundquist summarized 

in this paper what he lived and taught at 

Bethel. I close by listing the three essentials 

to Christian spirituality taken from this 

manuscript.

 1. Christian spirituality is a living relation-

ship with Jesus Christ.

 2. Christian spirituality is a living relation-

ship with Jesus Christ nurtured by spiritual 

disciplines.

 3. Christian spirituality is a living relation-

ship with Jesus Christ nurtured by spiritual 

disciplines shared with a soul friend. (6)

1. J. A. Edgren Fundamentals of Faith (translated from 
Swedish by J. O. Backlund) Chicago: Baptist General 
Conference Press, 1948, p. 10.

2. Eric Berg Life of Olaus Okerson MS (cited by A. 
Olson Centenary History, p. 235)

3. Per Palmquist En Korsets Härold: Gustaf Palmquist 
Lif  Stockholm, 1889, pp. 61-62 (cited by Adolf Olson 
“Theology of Conference Baptists” Baptist Seminary 
Quarterly Vol. 1, No. 3, May 1953, p. 25)

4. Frank Peterson “The Pioneers” (Address at the Pre-
Jubilee Banquest, Moline, Illinois, August 20, 1927, in 
Jubileumsboken (Chicago, Illinois: Conference Press, 
1927),  pp. 16-17.

5. Norris A. Magnuson Missionskolan: The History of 
an Immigrant Theological School: Bethel Theological 
Seminary, 1871-1981 St. Paul, Minnesota: Bethel 
Theological Seminary, 1981, p. 62.

6. Carl H. Lundquist The Evangelical Order of the 
Burning Heart (Unpublished paper, date unknown, 
filed in the C. H. Lundquist papers and documents, 
Baptist General Conference Archives, Bethel Univer-
sity, St. Paul, Minnesota)

G. William Carlson, Professor of History and 

Political Science, Bethel University

I. General pIetIsm 
Brown, Dale Understanding Pietism  Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Eerdmans, 1978.
Erb, Peter  (editor) Johann Arndt: True Christianity New 

York: Paulist Press, 1978.
Griffin, Emilie and Peter C. Erb (editors) The Pietists 

New York: HarperCollins, 2006.
“Pietism” Christian History  Vol. 5, No. 2, 1986.
Spener, Philip Jacob Pia Desiderata (translated, edited 

with an introduction by Theodore Tappert) Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1964.

Stein, K. James   Philip Jakob Spener: Pietist Patriarch  
Chicago: Covenant Press, 1986.

Stoeffler, R. Ernest The Rise of Evangelical Pietism and 
German Pietism During the Eighteenth Century 
Leiden:  E. J. Brill, 1973.

“Zinzendorf and the Moravians” Christian History 
 Vol. 1, No. 1, 1982.

II. pIetIsm and the BaptIst General 
conference
Backlund, Jonas O. A Pioneer Trio: Fredrik Olaus Nils-

son, Gustaf Palmquist, Anders Wiberg. Leaders in the 
First Decade of Swedish-American Baptists  Chicago: 
Conference Press, 1900.

Backlund, Jonas O. Swedish Baptists in America: A His-
tory Chicago: Conference Press, 1933.

Carlson, G. William  “The Recovery of the Baptist Pietist 
Tradition: An Investigation of  Its Meaning for  
Education at Bethel in the 21st Century” Bethel Fac-
ulty Journal 1994-1995, pp. 26-37.

Carlson, G. William and Diana L. Magnuson  Persevere, 
Läsare, and Clarion St. Paul, Minnesota: 125th  
Anniversary Exhibition Committee, Bethel College 
and Seminary, 1997.

Magnuson, Norris Missionskolan: The History of an 
Immigrant Theological School; Bethel Theological  
Seminary 1871-1981 St. Paul: Minnesota: Bethel 
Theological Seminary, 1982, pp. 13-15, 59-60.

McKnight, Roger “The Journal of F. O. Nilsson: An Early 
Minnesota Circuit Rider” in Perspectives On Swedish  

Immigration (edited by Nils Hasselmo)  Chicago: 
Swedish Pioneer History Society, 1978, pp. 291-310.

Nilsson, Fredrik Olaus  The Diary of F. O. Nilsson 
(translated by Joseph Tanquist) St. Paul, Minnesota:  
Baptist  General Conference Archive. 

Olson, Adolph A Centenary History  Chicago: Baptist 
Conference Press, 1952.

Olson, Adolph “The Theology of Conference Baptists” 
Bethel Seminary Quarterly Vol. 1, No. 3, May 1953,  

 pp. 18-32.
Olson, Virgil “From the Diary of a Frontier Swedish 

Missionary: The Life and Labor of Frederik Olaus 
Nilsson in Minnesota, 1850-1855” Bethel Seminary 
Quarterly Vol. 10, No. 4, 1962, pp. 86-96.

Olson, Virgil The Baptist General Conference and It 
Pietist Heritage”  Bethel Seminary Quarterly May 
1956, pp. 54-66.

Olson, Virgil “The Influence of History Upon the Baptist 
General Conference” Bethel Seminary Quarterly  
Vol. 12,  No. 2, February 1964, pp. 34-41.

Stephenson, George M. The Religious Aspects of Swedish 
Immigration: A Study of Immigrant Churches

 Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1932.

Selective	Bibliography:	Pietism	and	the	Baptist	General	Conference

Symbol for Lundquist’s 

“Order of the Burning Heart”


